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Abstract 
 

An 8-days-old crossbred calf was admitted to teaching veterinary hospital with a history of weakness, 

unable to stand and not interested to suckle and difficulty in breathing. On the basis of its clinical sign it was 

diagnosed as weak-calf syndrome. Combined calcium preparation and 20% magnesium solution was given 

subcutaneously for 3 days. Along with this amino acid preparation was given intramuscularly for 3 days and 

this treatment was satisfactory for recovery this calf. 
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Introduction 

Weak-calf syndrome (WCS) characterized by 

a complex clinical symptoms and etiologies that 

result in a calf fails to thrive, depressed, difficult 

breathing and also fails to suck adequate 

colostrums resulting illness and commonly death 

shortly after birth. A postmortem autopsy rarely 

gives obvious clues. Arthritis and swelling over the 

leg joints is also described in some cases of weak 

calf syndrome (Cutlip and McClurkin, 1975). The 

syndrome is more common during periods of cold 

and wet weather (Epperson, 1997). There is direct 

relationship between week-calf syndrome and 

consumption of low-protein diet during pregnancy 

(Cutlip and McClurkin, 1975; Epperson, 1997). 

However, minerals like selenium supplementation 

in the form of an injection of 1 mg/10 kg body 

weight 10 days prior to calving did not reduce the 

incidence of weak calves compared to untreated 

controls (McCoy et al., 1995). Therefore, there is 

very limited information about the treatment of 

WCS in crossbred calf. Caring for these calves is 

time consuming but is often successful. Severely 

cold or stressed calves can be treated with an 

intravenous glucose solution of 3-4ml/kg of 10% 

glucose. Therefore, the present study was to 

discuss about the treatment strategy of WCS in a 

local crossbred calf. 

 

 

 
Fig. 1: Calf lies down on ground at day 8 post 

parturition before treatment. 

 

 
Fig. 2: Calf is running at day 10 after treatment. 

Case presentations 

A crossbred calf (Holstein Friesian X 

Sahiwal) of 8 day old was presented to the Sahedul 

Alam Quadery Teaching Veterinary Hospital, 

Chittagong Veterinary and Animal Sciences 

University, Bangladesh with a history of weakness, 

unable to stand and not interested to suckle and 

difficulty in breathing. On physical examination, 

the calf was found depressed, lethargic, slow 

moving and had a hunched posture during attempt 

to stand. The calf was treated daily with 

subcutaneous injection of 20% Magnesium 

sulphate @ 40 ml/day for consecutive three days 

and along with this treatment calcium, phosphorus 

and magnesium combination preparation (Cal-D-

Mag
®
, Renata Limited, Bangladesh) was also 

administered @ 20ml/day sub-cutaneously for 

three days. In addition amino acid preparation 

(Amino Vit Plus Vet
®
, Popular Pharmaceuticals 

Ltd., Bangladesh) was also administered @ 5 

ml/day intramuscularly for 3 days. After two days 

of treatment the calf was fully recovered and able 

to stand and suckle spontaneously. 

Discussion 

A neonatal problem in calf termed “weak-calf 

syndrome” in crossbred calves was first described 

in the 1960’s. It can be resulted from different 

factors and unfortunately sometimes the causes 

cannot be identified. During pregnancy inadequate 

protein and/or energy intake and selenium and 

iodine deficiency by the dam can lead to deliver 

https://www.google.com/search?q=Sahiwal&hl=en&sa=X&rls=com.microsoft:en-us:IE-SearchBox&biw=1280&bih=626&prmd=imvns&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&ei=lVVpT4T9AeXF0QX2zKWHCQ&ved=0CE0QsAQ
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WCS calf. Infectious diseases like Bovine Viral 

Diarrhea and leptospirosis have also been 

identified. Difficult or prolong birth process caused 

by mineral imbalance can contribute to unthrifty 

calves as these calves are generally born stressed 

and low oxygen levels can result in temporary or 

permanent damage to the central nervous system. 

There are some theories that without adequate 

colostrum intake the calf was suffered from a 

failure of passive transfer and consequently a 

susceptibility to infectious diseases. 

In our study a combined preparation of 

magnesium, calcium and phosphorous injection 

and amino acid preparation was given 

subcutaneously for three days and the response 

was well. Others have suggested that selenium 

deficiency may be involved to produce this type of 

symptoms (Taylor et al., 1979) but selenium 

supplementation in the form of an injection of 1 

mg/10 kg for 10 days prior to calving did not 

reduce the incidence of weak calves compared to 

untreated controls (Rice et al., 1986). Similarly, 

treating cows in a herd with a low selenium diet 

and that experienced a high neonatal mortality (10-

20% annually). However, long term selenium or 

selenium plus Vitamin-E did not decrease 

incidence of WCS compared to untreated controls 

(Logan et al., 1990). In another experiment, 

supplementing both selenium and iodine during 

pregnancy did not reduce the incidence of weak 

calves compared to un-supplemented controls 

(McCoy et al. 1995). In another report, high levels 

of selenium were associated with weak calves. A 

direct relationship has been shown between WCS 

and the consumption of low-protein diets by 

pregnant cows (Bull, 1974). A deficiency of 

protein in the ration fed to the dams also increased 

the problem. If the crude protein level was at 2 

pounds per head per day, those herds had very little 

problem. But for every 0.1 pound less than that, the 

incidence of WCS is increased (Clell, 1997). 

Preventing WCS through proper nutrition of the 

cow herd is easier than dealing with the problem at 

calving time (Epperson, 1997). Muscle weakness is 

one of the important factors to produce weakness 

of calf after birth and this may be improved by 

increased activity of actin-myosin filament. 

Calcium improves the acin-myosin filaments 

activity and it might be caused of success of this 

study. In addition amino acid preparation might be 

enhance to cure quickly from this condition 

because of its structural or mechanical functions on 

actin and myosin in muscle. Recent studies by Dr. 

Cheryl Waldner of the Western College of 

Veterinary Medicine at the University of 

Saskatchewan have found that more than a third of 

all calves that are born alive then die before 

turnout to summer pasture are lost within the first 

three days of life. Calves that require assistance at 

birth are more than twice as likely to die as calves 

that do not.  

Conclusion 

WCS means different things to different 

people and no one cause has been linked to the 

problem, the best prevention strategy is good heifer 

development with proper bull selection based on 

acceptable calving ease or birth weight, a cow 

nutrition program that ensure that cows receive 

proper amounts of energy, protein, and minerals 

and vaccination/biosecurity management of the 

herd that minimizes the risk of exposure to disease. 
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