
  

RISK FACTORS
Every farm is different but key risk factors for BRD include:

✹ No vaccination strategy - consult your vet to discuss developing a vaccination 
protocol against the specific infectious agents present on your farm

✹ Poor colostrum management - calves need to be fed at least 10% of their body 
weight with good quality colostrum over the first 6 hours of life. Calves will not 
produce their own circulating antibodies until four days after birth and adult 
levels of antibody are not reached until four months of age3

✹ Environmental conditions - a number of factors can contribute to the spread 
of BRD including poor ventilation of calf housing, mixing of different age groups 
of calves, mixing of calves from different sources and high stocking densities 

✹ Lax biosecurity - gloves, disinfectant and clean boots and clothing should 
be used routinely, especially in the face of an outbreak. Sick calves should be 
contained or ideally isolated in a separate airspace

Bovine Respiratory Disease (BRD) is an ongoing concern for dairy farmers with up to 46% of dairy heifer 
calves affected by nine weeks of age1 and the potential for calves to become infected from 12 days old2.

BRD is a multifactorial condition – the primary disease is often caused by a viral infection which 
can then be followed by bacterial growth within the lungs. These infections result in pneumonia, 
with the potential for significant lung damage, leading to lifetime consequences for dairy heifers 
including increased mortality, reduced growth rates, poor productivity and economic losses.

REGULAR SCORING 
AND EARLY DETECTION
Early detection of BRD by farmers is essential to ensure veterinary input and 
rapid treatment interventions which will help to reduce the severity of lung 
damage caused by the disease and associated costs / economic losses. 

A number of scoring systems are available, including that developed by 
the University of California, Davis (see overleaf ). This system is designed to 
enable farmers to routinely score groups of calves for specific signs such 
as nasal discharge, eye discharge and coughing. More information can be 
found on the UCD App - simply download and click on the BRD section.

Coughing is one of the most obvious signs of BRD. It is believed that by 
regularly monitoring the sounds within calf houses, and analysing the 
coughing frequency, early recognition of BRD in calves is more likely4. 
Whilst it may not be possible to ‘continuously monitor’ calf sheds, it is 
worth spending some time at least twice a week, during the BRD season 
monitoring calves for any signs of discharge and a cough. If these signs 
are present, no matter how mild, it could be an indicator that early BRD 

is present in the group. At this point veterinary advice should be sought 
to determine the right treatment / management protocol for the group.

TESTING AND TREATMENT
It is likely that your vet will want to clinically assess the calves, including 
temperature taking, and they may wish to take diagnostic samples from 
affected animals to identify the pathogen(s) involved. Treatment usually 
involves the use of a non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug (NSAID) such 
as meloxicam, alongside an appropriate antibiotic. Every herd is different, 
and your vet is the best person to design a treatment programme.

NSAIDs are a very important part of treatment and should be given 
routinely to affected animals unless your vet suggests otherwise. These 
medicines help to bring the temperature back to normal and reduce 
excess inflammation in the lungs, which can lead to permanent damage. 
The use of NSAIDs can also help to maintain appetite and so reduce the 
impact on liveweight gain. It is not prudent to try and save money in the 
short-term by skimping on the use of NSAIDs, as the longer-term impact 
of severe lung damage is far more significant.

Some treatments for BRD consist of a single injection containing both 
an antibiotic and a NSAID – your vet will determine if this is appropriate 
for your farm.

Detailed surveillance of calves leads to early detection of BRD

Early detection enables rapid diagnosis and veterinary treatment (including a NSAID)

Prompt treatment reduces lung damage and long-term consequences

BRDEARLY DETECTION
IS CRUCIAL FOR 
DAIRY HERD HEALTH
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Scoring system adapted from the University of California, Davis. 

More information can be found on the UCD App:

Add scores for all clinical signs, if total score 
is ≥ 5, calf may be positive for BRD

Clinical sign Score if normal Score if abnormal (any severity)

Eye 
discharge 0 2

Nasal 
discharge 0 4

Ear droop  
or head tilt 0 5

Cough 0    No cough 2    Spontaneous cough

Breathing 0    Normal 2    Rapid or difficult breathing

Temperature 0    <39.2°C 2    ≥39.2°C
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or
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or

or

or

BRD scoring system for 
pre-weaned dairy calves 

apps.apple.com/us/app/uc-davis-brd/id1189376374 play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.vestra.brd2&hl=en_GB


