
Source:  Adapted from G.W. Smith Veterinary Clinics of North America Food Animal 25 (2008) 55-72 and M.A. Wattiaux (2005)

Guidelines for Assessment of Hydration Status in Calves with Diarrhea

Dehydration Demeanor
Eyeball 

Recession

Skin Tent 

Duration (sec)
Fluid Therapy

<5% Normal None <1 Oral

6%-8% (Mild) Slightly depressed 2-4 mm 1-2 Oral

8%-10% (Moderate) Depressed 4-6 mm 2-5 Intravenous

10%-12% (Severe) Comatose—responsive 6-8 mm 5-10 Intravenous

12% Comatose—unresponsive 8-12 mm >10 Intravenous

>12% Dead

Providing Fluid Therapy with Esophageal Tube

Step 1:  Properly restrain the 

calf by backing the calf into a 

corner, or hold against a wall or 

fence.

Step 2:  Determine how much 

of the tube should be inserted 

by measuring from the tip of the 

calf’s nose to the point of 

shoulder.  In general, you will 

only pass ~ 45 to 50 cm (18 to 

20 in) through the mouth.

Step 3:  To open the calf’s 

mouth, gently apply pressure 

to its gum with your fingers.  

Insert tube along the tongue, 

which will cause the calf to 

swallow.  Pass the tube down 

the esophagus.  

Step 4:  Attach the bag to the 

tube or release the clamp to 

dispense the electrolyte.  

Once the bag is empty, slowly 

remove the tube.

Step 3a:  The end of the tube 

is large enough not to fit in the 

trachea.  When positioned 

correctly, you can feel the tube 

feeder in the enlarged, smooth 

esophagus along the side of 

the neck.

Diarrhea, or scours, accounts for between 50 to 75 

percent of deaths in calves less than three weeks of 

age. Scours does not usually kill the calf. Rather, 

the calf will succumb from the dehydration and 

electrolyte imbalances which follow. Early 

identification of affected calves and early and 

aggressive treatment with fluids and electrolytes is 

the most successful way to treat scouring calves.

Best Practices for Youngstock Fluid Therapy
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