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Summer Scour in calves
Michelle McGrath, CalfCare Technical Working Group Rapporteur 
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What is Summer Scour Syndrome?

Summer Scour Syndrome is a relatively new condition and has not yet been widely researched. It is a collection 
of clinical signs, characterised by scour and rapid weight loss, lethargy, lack of rumination and weakness which 
can progress to profound weakness and death. Some calves may develop oral and oesophageal ulceration or 
ulceration of the muzzle. Other infections or infestations that cause similar signs in calves at grass have been 
ruled out before a diagnosis can be made. These include coccidiosis, a high worm burden, mineral issues such as 
molybdenum toxicity (with or without concurrent copper deficiency) and copper toxicity, rumen acidosis (from 
heavy concentrate feeding), salmonellosis and BVD. Your veterinary practitioner can distinguish between these 
diseases and summer scour. 

Not all calves in the group are affected and severity can vary from year to year and farm to farm. It typically 
occurs in dairy calves within a month of turnout to grass and up to 12 months of age. 

What causes Summer Scour Syndrome?

The cause is not definitively known and several theories exist as to what the most likely risk factors are.  An 
infectious cause has not yet been identified and the disease is thought to relate to nutritional issues, such as 
when the rumen is insufficiently developed to digest forage, as the one factor common to all cases is a grazing 
diet (exclusively or partially) in the calves’ first year.

Summer Scour Syndrome is more common in calves grazing ‘lush’ pastures, typically with a high crude protein 
(greater than 20%) and low fibre (less than 40%) content per kg of dry matter ingested. It is suspected that if 
the rumen has not developed properly, it makes it difficult for calves to deal with a fresh grass diet.  Calves are 
selective grazers and preferentially consume the top, leafier parts of the grass, which contain more nitrates and 
non-protein nitrogen (NPN). The consumption of large quantities of nitrates and NPN by young calves with an 
immature rumen might lead to an excessive build-up of ammonia in the rumen. Inadequate rumen development 
may also lead to an unstable pH for rumen bacteria to function properly, which may potentially contribute to 
the syndrome.

CalfCare
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How to prevent Summer Scour Syndrome in calves

• Discuss with your veterinary practitioner and farm advisors if your calf rearing strategy is optimal. 
Gradual weaning ensures a smooth transition from a milk diet to a forage diet. Concentrates should be 
introduced to calves from the first week in life to allow the rumen to develop properly because when 
the calf is born the rumen is not functioning at all. Begin weaning up to 4 weeks before removing milk 
completely and calves should be consistently eating at least 1kg of concentrate daily before weaning. 
Avoid making other dietary changes at weaning as these will increase stress and take longer for the calf 
to adjust. For farms with Summer Scour Syndrome it may be worthwhile delaying the weaning age or 
retaining calves indoors on a concentrate and high fibre diet for at least one week after weaning before 
turn out to pasture. See AHI leaflet on Early Nutrition and Weaning for more detail.

• On farms with Summer Scour Syndrome, ensure calves have access to high levels of fibre from stemmy 
grass or older swards when first turned out to pasture and an extra source of fibre (straw or hay) may be 
required. Avoid grazing reseeded pastures, or leafy (lush) grass  for at least 2 months after turnout. Strip 
graze calves to encourage consumption of both the leaf and stem of the grass. Avoid pastures that have 
had slurry or nitrogen applied recently. 

• The most important aspect is to monitor dairy calves closely for evidence of diarrhoea and weight loss 
during their first 4 to 6 weeks post turnout to grass.

How can I treat calves with Summer Scour Syndrome?

Treatment options should be discussed with your veterinary practitioner, as there is no cure that works in all 
cases and it is important to begin symptomatic treatment as quickly as possible after diagnosis. Affected animals 
are immunosuppressed and may have concurrent disease (e.g. respiratory disease) which would also require 
treatment. The affected calves are usually unresponsive to conventional treatments, only responding to removal 
from grass. 

If, following a discussion with your veterinary practitioner, Summer Scour Syndrome is suspected, then affected 
calves should be removed from grass immediately. Housed calves should be fed good quality forage such as hay, 
silage or straw along with a good quality calf concentrate and have ad-lib access to water. Following a period of 
4-6 weeks, if calves are recovered sufficiently, they can be returned to a non-lush pasture as described above, 
with access to extra fibre and good quality concentrates.
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Michelle McGrath, Assistant CellCheck Programme Manager

M ilk recording your cows regularly (at least 6 times per lactation), allows you to easily see what is 
happening within your herd, allowing you to identify both problem cows and top performers. It is also 
the most reliable way of collecting individual cow information required if a prescription for dry cow 

antibiotics is needed into the future.

To get the best value from milk recording, the first milk recording should be done within 2 months of calving 
and the last recording within a month of drying off, and the remainder done during the rest of the lactation.  

Following each recording a CellCheck summary report is provided along with individual cow information. The 
CellCheck summary report is divided into 4 main sections, showing performance against recommended targets 
for each of the key areas of mastitis control. 

• The first section includes a graph displaying the current and recent SCC for your herd and also shows the 
percentage of your herd with an SCC over 200,000 cells/mL (target is to have less than 15% of herd over 
200,000 cells/mL). These cows are likely to have mastitis and if a high proportion of your herd is over 
200,000 cells/mL, this indicates a mastitis problem in your herd. 

• The next section shows the spread of infection during lactation. By comparing consecutive SCC levels in 
each cow, recently infected cows can be identified and also the proportion of the herd that is chronically 
infected. The target here is to have less than 7% of your herd recently infected and less than 8% 
persistently infected.

• The third section of the report shows the herd SCC distribution in different SCC brackets. A higher 
proportion (target of 85%) with an SCC below 200,000 cells/mL, means better mastitis control. This 
section also analyses data from herds that record clinical cases on ICBF. If you upload your clinical mastitis 
records to ICBF (or via some farm software packages) by texting 'Mast' and cow’s freeze brand to 089 
4577663, it helps identify when the infection originated (the dry period, or during lactation).

• The final section shows for cows that have been recorded within 60 days of calving, how well mastitis is 
being controlled during the dry period and at calving. It is split into cows and heifers so it is easy to see 
if there is a problem in a particular group. The report shows how effective the dry period was by looking 
at cure rates during the dry period and also identifies any cow that picked up a new infection during the 
dry period. 

Understanding your milk 
recording report
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Star rating summary: There is a star rating for each of the key areas of mastitis control. It is
based on a combination of achieving targets (positive) and hitting intervention or trigger levels
(negative). The aim should always be to have at least 4 stars in each area. Having 2-3 stars in a
particular area means that there is room for improvement, while 1 star in any area means that you
are substantially below target and you should seek advice from a CellCheck Advisor immediately
on the best way to tackle the area identified. Leaving these areas unaddressed will result in
significant problems in the long-term and will already be resulting in major financial losses. 

Somatic Cell Count: summary of the results from this milk recording.

1 This displays your current and previous herd SCC (based on milk recording results). It also gives the most
recently available bulk milk SCC data (if this is submitted to ICBF by your processor). The lower the SCC
level, the better the control of mastitis in your herd. 

2 Cows with SCCs  > 200,000 are very likely to have mastitis. A high % of your herd with SCCs > 200,000
indicates a problem with mastitis. These can potentially act as a source of infection to other cows or
impact severely on your herd SCC.

3 This calculation is based on the most recent milk recording test. It is a total of the estimated losses in
production from the high SCC cows (>200) in your herd. 

Mastitis Control during Lactation: This section assesses changes in the individual cow SCC during lactation. It
will only include cows that have been recorded in this milk recording, and the previous one. 

4 This is the percentage of cows which had a low SCC (<200) at the last recording, but now have a high
SCC (>200). A lower infection rate indicates a lower spread of infection and better mastitis control. In
some cases an increase in recent infection rate may be due to cows persistently infected whose SCC
fluctuates up and down.

5 This is the number of infected cows (>200) on this and the last recording, as a % of all cows recorded.
High levels of persistent infection means that infected cows are not curing. Having many cows with
persistent infections will act as a source of infection on your farm. 

Stars What does this mean?
5 All measures on target for ≥ last 2 recordings; you’re achieving sustained mastitis control – excellent!

4 All measures on target, good mastitis control

3 ≤ half of measures on target but none breaking intervention levels, room for improvement

2 None on target but none breaking intervention levels, substantial room for improvement

1 Any of the measures breaking intervention levels, contact a CellCheck advisor today!
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Herd SCC Distribution: this is the summary of the milk recording results at a herd level. 

6 This shows the proportion of your herd in different SCC brackets at the most recent recording. It also
compares it to the last recording. It can be used to check if it is a few very high SCC cows causing your
problem or if it is more of a generalised problem. The higher the % of cows with SCCs < 200, the better
mastitis control within your herd. 

Clinical mastitis: This section analyses data on farms that are recording clinical mastitis in ICBF Animal Events. The
number of actual mastitis cases is shown at the bottom of each column. 

7 The graph tracks the rate of clinical mastitis in your herd. It takes into account all mastitis cases and how
long a cow has been in milk. The lower the rate, the less chance your cows had of getting mastitis for that
month. There are two columns-one for cows ≤ 30 days calved and one for > 30 days calved. Problems ≤
30 days calved are more likely related to the dry period and calving period, whereas cases > 30 days in
milk are more likely to have developed during lactation.

Mastitis Control: Dry Period / Calving: This section tracks how effectively you are controlling mastitis during the
dry period and at calving. It is split into cows and heifers so you can see problems in different ages of animals calving.
This section will only analyse data from animals that have been milk recorded within 60 days of calving. These analyses
are most effective when using monthly milk recording data as the closer to calving that cows are recorded, the more
accurate the information will be. The stars are calculated based on the performance for the current recording only. 

8 This shows how many animals have picked up a new infection either over the dry period or at calving. 
This calculation only looks at the cows that were uninfected at the last recording before dry-off (<200) 
and calculates what percentage are infected (>200) at their first recording post-calving. As heifers have 
no recording at dry off to compare with, all heifers are assumed to be uninfected before calving.

9 This investigates the percentage of cows cured over the dry period i.e. cows that were infected (>200) on
the last recording before drying off, and are now uninfected, or cured (<200). Problems here may indicate
poor response to dry cow therapy. An alternative cause of poor performance may be that even though the
dry cow therapy has cured the previous infection the cow may then have acquired a new infection over the
dry period or around calving. This may be a problem in your herd if the new infection rate over the dry
period is also below target.

10 This column looks at the most recently calved cows in your herd. This will give you a short-term picture of
mastitis control over the dry period / calving. Problems here provide an early warning and should be
investigated even if the long-term performance is within target.

11 This column provides a running total for all the calved cows in your herd at the time of the current milk
recording. This will give you a long-term perspective on how good your mastitis control has been over the
entire dry period / calving period to date.
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CELLCHECK REGIONAL COORDINATORS
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Majella Mc Cafferty
086 0597949 
majella.mccafferty@aurivo.ie
Mayo/Sligo/Donegal
Aurivo

Tom Downes
087 2564669
downest@lakeland.ie
Longford/Monaghan
Lakeland Dairies
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Brendan Dillon
087 2626851
BrDillon@glanbia.ie
Cork/Waterford/
Wexford/Wicklow 
Glanbia

John Murphy
066 7163200 
john.murphy@kerry.ie
Kerry/Clare
Kerry Agribusiness

Tom Starr
087 6697010
tstarr@arrabawn.ie
Tipperary/Limerick
National Co-op

John Fitzpatrick
086 0426567
fitzpatrickj@glanbia.ie
Kilkenny/Laois/Carlow/
Kildare/Dublin 
Glanbia

Andrew O’Neill
086 1836505
aoneill@tipperary-coop.ie
Tipperary
Tipperary Co-Op

Denis Guiry
086 8098639
dguiry@dairygold.ie
Cork/Tipperary/Lim-
erick
Dairygold

Aoife Feeney 
afeeney@carbery.com
087 3484901.
West Cork
Carbery Group
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A Resource and Point of Contact for 
CellCheck Activities in your Area

1

2

3

4

2

3

9
5

8

7
6

1

4

MARCH EDITION 2022 | PAGE 7

CELLCHECK PROGRAMME NEWS



Calf Hygiene
Lawrence Gavey, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

C alves are readily susceptible to a range of infectious diseases caused by bacteria or viruses. Many of 
these infections, such as those that cause pneumonia and scours, have rapid onset of clinical signs, easily 

recognised as sickness, and may be treatable.  In contrast, Johne’s disease has a very slow onset (years) during 
which it is very difficult to identify which animals are infected, and there is no treatment.

Animal Health Ireland publishes a range of CalfCare leaflets with advice on optimising calf health and welfare, 
managing summer scour syndrome, Cryptosporidiosis in neonatal calves, calf shed design, pneumonia, and 
early nutrition and weaning the dairy calf. These leaflets can be found in the Resource Section of the CalfCare 
page on the AHI website.  A common thread in these is the importance of hygiene in preventing or reducing 
incidents of infectious disease.

This is very logical, as dirt, mud, dung and wet bedding are suitable environments for pathogens to survive 
outside their animal hosts and can act as vehicles for carrying infection between animals.

Two recent studies have highlighted the association between calf hygiene and Johne’s disease.

A project in the UK has followed the spread and progression of Johne’s disease in cohort of 600 calves in 6 
herds over ten years.  It found that calves born from infected cows are twice as likely to be infected as those 
born to cows that were not infected. In addition, calves that are born from uninfected cows and fed low-risk 
colostrum and milk or milk replacer are four times more likely to be infected if they spend a long time in dirty 
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yards than those that have clean yards or spend only a very short time in a yard before separation.  This is very 
good evidence that calves can readily pick up Johne’s disease infection from an unsanitary environment. 

UCD is studying risk factors associated with calf mortality in dairy herds that are registered in the Irish Johne’s 
Control Programme (IJCP).  Early results show a strong association between calving pen hygiene and lower calf 
mortality, and a recognisable but lower association between individual calving pens rather than group calving 
pens and lower calf mortality.    

For control of Johne’s disease, optimal hygiene at calving means using individual pens, not using calving pens 
to house sick animals, cleaning the pens between calvings, providing clean bedding, washing mud and dung 
from cows before bringing them in, and removing and replacing wet and soiled bedding as quickly as possible.

Calf hygiene means separation of the calf from the dam as early as possible; collection, storage and feeding 
of colostrum and milk from cleaned teats of low-risk cows; using utensils that have been thoroughly washed; 
providing and maintaining clean bedding; isolation of sick calves; housing calves in individual pens and especially 
separation of calves from high-risk cows from other calves, and wearing clean clothes and washing all dirt and 
dung from boots before entering the calf pens.

Testing cannot show that a herd is completely free of Johne’s disease, but it can confirm the presence of 
infection in the herd or provide evidence for a high confidence of freedom following negative herd test results.  
Irrespective of testing outcomes, or if the herd is of unknown infection status, implementing these calf hygiene 
provisions will reduce the risk of spread of Johne’s disease within the herd, and also reduce the likelihood and 
impacts of other calf diseases.
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