
30 | June 2014 | MilkPRODUCER

Ensuring your newborn calves 
get the right start in life is es-
sential to their health and future 

performance. University of Guelph 
researchers have developed a new 
scoring system to assess birth trauma 
to improve calf health. The birthing 
process can be diffi cult on calves. A 
newborn calf can suffer from pain, 
injury, infl ammation, rib fracture and 
impaired body temperature regula-
tion from a stressful or diffi cult birth. 
Even though diffi cult births are com-
mon in the dairy industry, only basic 
evaluation tools exist to assess these 
newborn calves. 

Dr. Christine Murray, professor 
emeritus Ken Leslie, and other uni-
versity faculty in the department of 
population medicine, have devel-
oped an on-farm scoring system for 
newborn calves called VIGOR. The 
acronym stands for Visual appear-
ance, Initiation of movement, Gen-
eral responsiveness, Oxygenation and 
Rates, such as heart and respiratory. 
All these traits can be measured on 
the farm, says Murray. 

 “Using a practical on-farm tool 
to assess birth trauma and newborn 
well-being can help producers iden-
tify which calves need extra help 
following birth and minimize future 
health risks,” she says.

The researchers based VIGOR on 
the human APGAR test system, a 
mandatory procedure used by medical 
professionals to assess a newborn ba-
by’s health status within the fi rst two 
minutes of life. The VIGOR scoring 
system, like APGAR, will help produc-
ers assess a newborn calf’s health and 
determine what steps need to be taken 
to improve the calf’s condition. 

The VIGOR system lets you assess 
several physiological and behavioural 
signs, such as how soon a calf stands 
up, its suckling refl ex and heart rate. 

Visual signs, such as the colour of the 
calf’s mucous membrane, are also 
scored. A bright pink mucous mem-
brane is considered normal, while 
blue indicates a lack of oxygen. An-
other visual assessment is meconium 
staining. This occurs when a calf def-
ecates due to stress while still in the 
amniotic sack. 

Scoring a calf immediately follow-
ing birth can help producers accu-
rately detect birth trauma of the calf 
and predict long-term health and per-
formance, says Murray. 

“Although a calf often becomes 
more vigorous as time passes, the ini-
tial detrimental effects of a stressful 
birth still represent underlying and 
ongoing problems,” says Murray. 

Researchers also want to improve 
the health of calves receiving low 

scores. They found the anti-infl am-
matory drug meloxicam improved a 
calf’s overall health, suckling refl ex, 
milk intake and health throughout 
pre-weaning. The researchers are also 
examining how sodium bicarbonate 
can treat acidosis, a symptom asso-
ciated with a prolonged or diffi cult 
birth. Acidosis occurs when a calf’s 
oxygen levels decrease and acidity in 
its body increases. Researchers have 
found sodium bicarbonate can be eas-
ily integrated into colostrum at fi rst 
feeding and may offer a cost-effective 
treatment for acidosis. 

Murray and her team want to de-
termine cut-off points for the VIGOR 
score. A score higher than a certain 
cut-off point would prompt a pro-
ducer to apply treatments to improve 
a calf’s health status. These may in-
clude administering meloxicam for 
pain and infl ammation, giving so-
dium bicarbonate for acidosis, or fol-
lowing other standard practices, such 
as ensuring a newborn calf receives 
adequate amounts of high-quality co-
lostrum shortly after birth. 

“This research is the fi rst of its 
kind to be conducted on calves,” 
says Leslie. “Our vision is to turn 
the VIGOR scoring system into an 
accepted and standardized test for 
dairy producers.”
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Scoring for health 
Researchers are developing a new on-farm assessment tool to improve calf welfare 

A newborn calf can suff er from pain, 
injury and infl ammation from a 
stressful or diffi  cult birth.  


