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respiratory issues
plague calves
for life
Preweaning lung damage can rob calves of their performance potential. While a calf may appear healthy and “normal”, what we often
can’t see is the underlying lung damage that will hinder her for life.
Early diagnosis of respiratory disease is often difficult because
clinical signs can be inconsistent or absent. A wide range of bacteria
and viruses interact with management, environment and calf factors
to cause a respiratory event. It has been reported that 22 percent of
calves are treated for a respiratory case before weaning, and 20 percent of those calves are treated multiple times.
Respiratory illness in early life has been associated with an increased risk of mortality, deceased average daily gain, increased age
at first calving and reduced first lactation milk production.
Clinical scoring systems, such as the Wisconsin Calf Scoring Chart,
have been developed to help detect respiratory disease, but some
calves with lung lesions may be missed. New techniques are being
developed to help us detect cases sooner and intervene earlier.

“The presence of lung consolidation, at least once in the first
eight weeks of calves’ lives, resulted in a 1,150 pound decrease
in first lactation (305 day) milk production," noted researchers.
The use of noninvasive lung ultrasounds has the potential to
improve the detection of respiratory disease. Ultrasound has been
shown to be a quick, accurate and practical approach for diagnosing
subclinical respiratory events. Earlier detection may result in actions
to improve calf welfare and production.
Researchers at the University of Guelph in Ontario, Canada studied
whether lung damage in young dairy calves would influence age at
first calving, first-lactation milk production, and survival to the end
of the first lactation.
They performed weekly ultrasounds on the lungs of 215 Holstein

heifers during the first eight weeks of life to determine the amount of
consolidation in their lungs. Clinical respiratory scoring (Wisconsin
Calf Scoring Chart) were also performed on all calves at each visit.
Calves were raised on three separate dairy farms in Ontario. At
birth, calves received either 2 quarts or 4 quarts of colostrum,
depending on the dairy. After colostrum, each dairy followed a different feeding program; calves were fed anywhere from 4 to 8 quarts
of milk a day.
Consolidation was detected as early as the second assessment, indicating that calves were developing lung damage as early as 12 days
of age. Both consolidation and a positive clinical score were detected
in 43 percent of calves. Researchers found that over half (57%) of the
calves in the study had at least one case of consolidation, detectable
by ultrasound, during that time.
The heifers were then tracked through their first lactation. There
was no difference in age at first calving between calves with at least
one case of lung consolidation and those with no cases. Complete
lactation data was obtained for 66 percent of animals. Average milk
production for the remaining heifers was 19,600 pounds. Heifers that
had at least one case of consolidation produced 1,150 pounds less
milk in 305 days, on average.
Also of note: 25 percent of the calves in the study did not reach the
end of their first lactation. Seven percent of the animals died as heifers,
and another 18% were sold prior to the end of the first lactation. Of
the animals that had lung damage, 9 percent died as calves, while only
5 percent of calves without a lung issue died. This difference was not
statistically significant. The Guelph researchers did not report any differences in survival rates between heifers with or without lung issues.
These results indicate that lung damage during the first 56 days of life
has a long-term effect on dairy calves. Calves with respiratory issues
during this time are able to survive to adulthood, but those lung issues
result in a significant loss of milk production in their first lactation.

Inoculant handling cheat sheet
Inoculants play a role in reducing shrink and spoilage, but they need to be applied alive to get the job done.
Here are five tips to get the most out of your investment:
1. Keep inoculants cool. Inoculants should be refrigerated or frozen to keep the bacteria inside the canister alive. If
you do freeze them, avoid repeated freeze-thaw cycles, as they can kill the bugs.
2. Take care when transporting. Inoculants should be kept out of direct sunlight and heat. Don’t put them on the
dashboard, in a pickup truck bed or leave them in a hot vehicle.
3. Cool water is your friend. Warm or hot water will kill bugs. Feel the water before adding it to the applicator to
make sure it is cool. If you fill the tank with a hose, let it run for a bit so that the water is cool.
4. Keep it moving. Calibrate the applicator and check the water level in the tank while chopping. If the water level
isn’t changing, find the problem and fix it.
5. Keep it under 90. Monitor the temperature to ensure that the solution is staying cool in the tank. If it heats to
temperatures above 90 degrees, cool it down. Placing a frozen soda bottle in the mixture is an easy way to accomplish this. Don’t add ice directly to the mixture because this will dilute the inoculant.
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