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 “Weak Calf Syndrome” is a term applied to any calf born alive but is slow to stand and may 
or may not attempt to nurse. Previous studies have found that environmental, genetic, infec-
tious and nutritional causes can lead to calves being born weak and contribute to the risk of 
perinatal mortality (death within the first 3 weeks of life). Most cases have several contrib-
uting factors that have come together to create the perfect storm. For example, weak calves 
may result from a combination of poor nutrition during pregnancy, difficulty calving, and hy-
pothermia when born in cold and wet weather. Unfortunately, by the time a reproductive 
problem is recognized as a herd problem, it is usually too late to change the trajectory for 
those left to calve. Similarly, infectious agents associated with weak calves such as bovine 
viral diarrhea virus (BVDv) may inflict damage early in gestation, making it difficult to diag-
nose let alone prevent. Although investigations into the cause of reproductive failure are 
rarely easy, beginning with an appraisal of differences from “normal” over the last several 
years is a reasonable starting point.  

Weak Calf Syndrome-Not Just a Cold-Weather Concern 
Written by Dr. Ray Smith and Dr. Michelle Arnold, with contributions from Beef and Forage 
Extension faculty (Teutsch, Lehmkuhler, Anderson, and VanValin.) 

The difficulties associated with feeding and calving in cold, rainy and muddy conditions in the 
spring have caused many producers to shift their calving season to the fall of the year when 
temperatures are generally more comfortable, good forage is available to graze and dry con-
ditions predominate. However, the last several fall seasons have proven to be difficult for 
many fall calving herds throughout KY with reports of small, weak calves and stillbirths born 
to dams with little to no milk despite overall body condition of the dams as good to excellent. 
The UKVDL received fall calves that died within the first weeks after birth due to scours or 
navel infections resulting from poor quality colostrum and/or inability to nurse leading to 
failure of passive transfer.  The major reproductive issues observed were not limited to fall 
calving herds; conception rates in spring-calving herds have also been dramatically affected 
with some herds experiencing up to 40-50% of females open at fall pregnancy check with no 
signs of estrus noted and no evidence of infectious disease. These findings have resulted in 
lengthy discussions among UKVDL faculty and Extension specialists to expand the list of po-
tential problems causing the effects observed this year and what measures may help prevent 
recurrence. Although summer heat and fescue toxicosis are expected in Kentucky, the unusu-
ally long drought and exceptional heat very likely affected both the forage and the cattle; but 
the question is, how? 

The November 2025 edition of UK Forage News sheds new light on a potential contributor to 
the problem. Dr. Ray Smith wrote: “The last four late summers and falls have had extended 
dry periods, followed by late-fall rains. This has made fall forage establishment and fall stock-
piling difficult since dependable rains have come very late. These long dry periods have also 
caused considerable stress on cool-season forages. In many parts of the region, Kentucky 
bluegrass was completely dormant, and many orchardgrass stands have thinned. On the other 
hand, KY-31 tall fescue plants have only shown reduced growth with leaf curling (a drought 
survival response), but the endophyte has allowed good survival of these plants. When the fall 
rains finally came, fescue-predominant pastures were the first ones to green up. 

  Continued next page 
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 Unfortunately the new growth after these periods of drought stress has shown abnormally high levels of 
ergovaline,  the toxic alkaloid in KY-31 tall fescue. Normally, the highest levels of ergovaline are in May 
and June when seedheads are present and lower in the fall when the plants are in a vegetative stage, but 
it seems that these higher ergovaline levels are some type of drought response in the plant. The high fall 
ergovaline levels have also extended into early winter since hard freezes (<25 degrees) seem to be com-
ing later the last few years. You might ask, “Why should I care?” We normally aren’t concerned about 
toxicity in tall fescue during the fall, and this is part of the reason that fall calving has been encouraged in 
the region. The lower ergovaline in the fall allows good milk production for fall calves and fewer rebreed-
ing issues than with spring calving herds”. To read the entire article entitled “Fescue Toxicity in the Fall: Is 
this an issue?”, go to https://forages.mgcafe.uky.edu/sites/forages.ca.uky.edu/files/2025%20November%
20Final.pdf In summary, the farms that manage grazing best usually have the most fescue, the best grow-
ing fescue, and the most vigorous fescue with the energy to produce more ergovaline. Good managers 
with thick fescue stands may also have less of other types of grasses and legumes that could dilute some 
of the fescue’s toxicity. Ergovaline is known to negatively impact conception rates, disrupt normal hor-
mone function, and reduce birth weights in cattle from decreased nutrient supply to the fetus. Cattle 
grazing toxic fescue experience suppression of prolactin hormone that is associated with a decline in milk 
production, and lower levels of progesterone necessary for establishment and maintenance of pregnancy. 

If fescue is determined to be a contributing problem, there are options available. Cows can be 
moved from predominantly tall fescue pastures in the fall and wait until a couple of hard freeze 
periods before putting them back on these pastures. Testing for ergovaline levels in tall fescue 
samples from your pasture will help determine which fields are the safest for grazing during 
the fall, especially during breeding or during lactation. Legumes, particularly red clover, help 
alleviate fescue toxicity so offering hay containing red clover or, alternatively, feeding soybeans 
(2 lbs per head per day) or soyhulls (5 lbs per day) should be beneficial. The best long-term 
solution is to renovate the most toxic fields with novel endophyte tall fescue and have your 
cows on these fields before, during, and just after the breeding season. Check out the UK For-
age Extension website for more information: https://forages.mgcafe.uky.edu/ 

In addition to the risk of increased ergovaline in fescue pastures, the lack of Vitamin A due to 
drought and excessive heat may also be a significant contributing factor. The consequences of 
Vitamin A deficiency during pregnancy to the fetus and its ability to survive the neonatal period 
have been documented in grazing beef cattle. Vitamin A is a fat-soluble molecule that plays an 
essential role in growth, development, reproduction, nervous system function and vision. The 
major source of vitamin A for cattle is beta-carotene, a precursor of vitamin A. Generally, fresh, 
immature green grass is abundant in beta-carotene although environmental conditions, sea-
son, stage of growth and nitrogen fertilization cause levels to vary in the plant. For example, 
heat and sunlight promote oxidation of carotenoids, greatly reducing beta-carotene concentra-
tions in sun-dried pastures. After its ingestion, beta-carotene is converted to vitamin A in the 
small intestine, then absorbed and stored in the liver in the form of retinol. Blood vitamin A 
concentrations are maintained by utilizing the liver stores. Once liver stores are depleted, 

blood concentration rapidly decreases.  In addition, a protein produced and released by 
the liver known as retinol binding protein (RBP), is required to transport Vitamin A to and from 
the liver  

Continued next page  

https://forages.mgcafe.uky.edu/sites/forages.ca.uky.edu/files/2025%20November%20Final.pdf
https://forages.mgcafe.uky.edu/sites/forages.ca.uky.edu/files/2025%20November%20Final.pdf
https://forages.mgcafe.uky.edu/
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and for its uptake by various cells. A diet deficient in protein affects the storage, transport 

and utilization of vitamin A. In summary, whether the cow is grazing dry grass or consuming 

hay made from drought stressed forages, her vitamin A intake will likely be low. Even when 

hay is made from good green forages, the carotene is not very stable and will decrease over 

time, even when the hay is stored inside. Although vitamins are in most trace mineral mix-

tures and feeds, Vitamin A can be degraded by exposure to light, heat, moisture, oxygen, and 

other compounds through oxidation. 

In adult cattle, hypovitaminosis A is associated with low conception rates, abortion, stillbirths 
and the birth of weak calves. These weak newborns may show neurologic signs including mild 
to severe ataxia (wobbly gait), difficulty finding a teat and sucking, blindness (partial or com-
plete), head tremors and depression. In some cases, neurologic damage is present at birth, 
preventing the normal intake of colostrum that results in failure of passive transfer. These 
calves will typically die within 1-2 weeks from navel infections, scours, and/or septicemia. In 
other cases where calves receive adequate colostrum from the dam, low Vitamin A may still 
be a concern if it was inadequate in colostrum. In several cases submitted to the UKVDL, anal-
ysis of serum and liver samples from calves did demonstrate deficient levels of vitamin A. 
However, assessment of liver or serum from the dams, especially while pregnant, is a much 
better way to detect deficiency. In the face of prolonged drought, prevention of vitamin A 
deficiency can be addressed with additional supplementation in the diet or injectable vitamin 
preparations, assuming there is adequate protein provided in the diet.  

Infectious causes must always be considered when investigating reproductive loss. Both the 
BVD virus and the spirochete Leptospira interrogans serovar Hardjo infections have been 
implicated in weak calves. To test for BVD virus, an ear notch of skin should be collected from 
all calves born (whether born alive or dead) and submitted to a veterinary diagnostic lab for a 
BVD ELISA. Leptospirosis is much more difficult to diagnose; serum and urine samples from 
the dams are required for testing. Fortunately, a good annual vaccination program can signifi-
cantly reduce the risk from these pathogens. 

If calves are born weak, institute special care; normal calves should stand within 30 minutes 
of delivery and nurse within 30 minutes of standing.  If the calf is slow to stand and nurse, dry 
the calf off, dip or spray the navel with disinfectant, and feed colostrum within 2 hours of 
birth. Fly control is important to keep blow flies away from the navel and other moist areas of 
skin. Have a good quality commercial colostrum replacement (NOT supplement) on hand and 
ready to mix and feed if you cannot milk the dam. Do not delay because the longer the inter-
val from birth to feeding, the fewer antibodies absorbed by the calf. Predation from buzzards 
and other wildlife is likely if weak calves are left outside. Discuss these problems with your 
veterinarian and come up with an action plan before the next round of heat, dry weather and 
fescue toxicosis arrives.  

** Other Ways to Connect ** 

Kentucky Beef Extension specialist Jeff Lehmkuhler and his guests share general information on beef cattle produc-

tion, research and other related information. https://afs.mgcafe.uky.edu/extension/beef/beef-bits-
podcast    

University of Kentucky Beef Extension: https://www.facebook.com/KyBeefIRM 

https://afs.mgcafe.uky.edu/extension/beef/beef-bits-podcast
https://afs.mgcafe.uky.edu/extension/beef/beef-bits-podcast
https://www.facebook.com/KyBeefIRM
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Sun Mon Tue Wed 

    

4 5 6 7 

11 12 
4-H Art Club  

13 14 

18 19 20 Commodities-Residents 

over age 60 & pre—approved  

21 Cooking through the 

 Calendar  11:00 AM  

25 26 
4-H Chess Club  

27 4-H Cooking Club 28 

  January 2026 
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Thu Fri Sat 

1 2 3 

8  
Sit & Sew 2:00 to 5:00 PM 

9 Come & Walk With Us 11:00 

AM  
10 

15 

4-H Drama Club  

16 
Clover Patch Pals  

17 

22 Cloverbuds   

Sit n Sew 2 pm to 5 pm  

23 24 

29 30 31 

Reminder: in case of inclement weather, please check ahead, classes may be 

cancelled or rescheduled. 

Activities are at the Wolfe Co Extension unless otherwise notes by ** 
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January 8th & 22nd 2026  

2:00 to 5:00 PM 

 January 21, 2026  



 15 

 



 16 

January 27th 

- - - 

5:00 PM  

January 15th 2026 after-

school until 4:30 PM 



 17    17 

January 16, 2026 



 18 

January 12, 2026 

3:00 to 4:30 PM 



 19 

January 22, 2026 After school til 4:30 

 

 

 

January, 26, 2026 after school til 4:30  
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