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Abstract

Direct average cost range of the most common 
diseases

The average calf mortality in dairy cattle is currently around 10 - 15 % [7]. 
In addition, various calf diseases such as diarrhea, respiratory diseases and 
umbilical infections cause significant economic damage. According to a study 
by Schulte-Märter [13] over a period of 16 years, calf diseases occur with the 
following frequency: Diarrhea 32%, umbilical inflammation 18%, bronchopneu-
monia 16%, life weakness. 6%, asphyxia 5%, shortening of flexor tendons 4%, 
umbilical hernias 3% and malformations 3%. An additional study of the duration 
of the diseases revealed that diarrhea lasted approximately four days, umbilical 
infections approximately eight days and bronchopneumonia six days.

On average, 60% of the illnesses manifested in the first week of life and 30% in 
the second week of life. This means that 90% of all calf diseases occur in the 
first two weeks of life [13].

The actual damage is often difficult to quantify and is not known in detail by 
most livestock farmers. Especially consequential damages are often under-
estimated or not associated with the preceding calf diseases due to lack of 
documentation. This white paper therefore provides a brief summary of various 
studies on this topic and aims to highlight the potential savings that can be 
made with rapid and correct treatment.

The following lists from various publications represent the average costs in-
curred due to various diseases. Table 3 shows a simplified scheme to illustrate 
the resulting costs depending on the size of the farm. As shown by Trilk and 
Münch 2008 [1] and Lührmann 2013 [3], multiple diseases at the same time 
are also very common. In Table 3, this can be represented by a corresponding-
ly higher morbidity rate.

Table 1: Cost overview of diarrhea and respiratory diseases, comparing mild and severe disease pro-
gression [9].

Costs of a respiratory disease per calf: 
90€ (mild) to 243€ (severe)

Costs of a diarrheal disease per calf: 
108€ (mild) to 263€ (severe)
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Costs of a diarrheal disease
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Disease progression

severe* mild*

Veterinarian services1 75.00 €

56 %

45.00 €

69 %

Medication, electrolyte,… 72.00 € 30.00 €

Additional days of rearing 9 days

12 %

4 days

13 %

Additional rearing costs2 30.60 € 16.60 €

Rate of loss of sick calves 13 %

18 %

2 %

7 %

Costs of total losses 48.00 € 7.40 €

Additional working time farmer 2,5 man 
hour

14 %

0,8 man 
hour

11 %

Additional labor costs farmer 37.50 € 12.00 €

Cumulative costs 263.10 € 108.00 €

Daily weight gain 697 g/day 754 g/day

*=costs per mild or severelly ill calf, 1= Travel and treatment costs, 2= 3,40 €/day additional rearing costs, 3= 369 € costs of 
loss per calf (250 € calf value, 119 € incurred rearing costs), 4= 15 €/ man hour

Comparison of the total costs of a mild and a severe diarrheal disease.

Table 2: detailed cost breakdown using diarrhea as an example
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Late complications
In general, calf diseases cause even higher economic losses than calculated 
in table 3. Calf diseases cause a significantly higher risk of loss due to the 
previous damage in subsequent rearing up to first lactation. Likewise, the sta-
bling period of fattening bulls is significantly longer, whereas the influence of 
lung damage on the later milk yield is considered to be even more serious [5].

Annual medical expenses1

Depending on the herd size and disease rate

Annually reared calves

20 45 75 90 130

Severe Disease2 40 % 40 % 40 % 40 % 40 %

Mild Disease2 60 % 60 % 60 % 60 % 60 %

Morbidi-
ty rate3

15 % 477 € 1,073 € 1,788 € 2,145 € 3,099 €

25 % 795 € 1,788 € 2,980 € 3,575 € 5,165 €

40 % 1,271 € 2,860 € 4,767 € 5,721 € 8,263 €

60 % 1,907 € 4,291 € 7,151 € 8,581 € 12,395 €

75 % 2,384 € 5,363 € 8,939 € 10,726 € 15,494 €

1 = Average cost of a severe calf disease 249 €, Average cost of a mild calf disease 99 €
2 = Proportion of calves with a severe/mild course of disease
3 = Proportion of sick calves 

Table 3: Average, annually costs of disease depending on the herd size [10]
Bold highlights the most common range of disease rates

© 2022 Futuro Farming GmbH
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Cost per animal with pre-damaged lungs in relation to milk yield

0.36 €/kg e.g. 
Germany

0.45 €/kg 
e.g. Canada

0.48 €/kg 
e.g. China

0.50 €/kg e.g. 
Ukraine

0.82 €/kg e.g. 
Japan

First lactation 189 € 236 € 252 € 263 € 431 €

Lifetime 540 € 675 € 720 € 750 € 1.230 €

Lifetime includ-
ing treatment 783 € 918 € 963 € 993 € 1.473 €

Table 4: Economic damage per animal due to pre-damaged lungs in relation to milk yield in Dependence of 
different milk prices [4], [10], [11], [12].

Other sources quote even more drastic figures. According to a study by Heckert 
2005 [14], the average number of lactations decreases due to loss of functional 
lung tissue as a result of lung disease to 2.6 lactations. According to Dr. Wangler 
[15] in Elite Magazine 2013, cows do not reach peak performance until the third 
to fourth lactation. In comparison to the first lactation, cows give an average of 
18% more milk here. In relation to the current performance level, 14,500 kg of 
milk are thus lost per cow, in comparison to cows, that do not leave the herd until 
after the fourth lactation.

Reduced milk yield

Already during the first lactation the milk yield is reduced by an average of 525 kg 
[4] and a 1500 kg lower lifetime yield due to respiratory diseases during rearing 
[10].

The reduced milk yield due to pre-damaged lungs amounts to, at an average 
milk price of 36 Ct/kg ([11] DE07/2020), on average approx. 540 €. In sum with 
the preceding treatment costs the economic damage of a lung disease already 
reaches 783 €.
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Figure 1: Triik J and Münch K, Examination auf 270 heifers during rearing

27 % healthy
32,3 % more than 
three times sick

20 % once sick
20,7 % twice sick

Higher numbers of cows leaving the herd

In a study in 2008 [1], Trilk and Münch showed, among other things, the correla-
tions between diseases in calf age and later losses up to the first lactation. 

The increased risk of respiratory infection after a diarrheal episode is also known 
[3]. Thus, after an initial episode of diarrhea, many calves develop additional 
illnesses, which in turn has a serious effect on the rate of cows leaving the herd [1].

27.0 % of all calves did not fall ill, 32.2 % at least three times or more (Figure 1). 
Already during rearing, the risk of calf death was almost twice as high for calves 
with two diseases. If, due to the higher value of the animal, the 1st lactation, the 
risk of death increases from 15.0 % to 26.5 % [1].

Healthy Once sick Twice sick More than 3 
times sick

Abandonment rate in rear-
ing (%; n = 50) 11.0 % 14.8 % 19.6 % 26.4 %

Weaning rate 1st lactation 
(%; n = 50) 15.0 % 11.1 % 17.9 % 26.5 %

Weaning rate Rearing and
1st lactation (%; n = 100) 26.0 % 25.9 % 37.5 % 52.9 %

Table 5: Mortalities depending on the frequency of diseases [1]
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Longer rearing phase of fattening bulls

Conclusion and potential savings

In 2008, a group of French researchers investigated the effects of bovine influ-
enza in calves on the duration of the rearing period. When the bulls were sick as 
calves with bovine influenza, they stood 44 - 59 days longer in the barn [5].

Calf diseases cause enormous costs on many farms. Especially the long-term 
consequences are of particular financial importance. To significantly mitigate the 
course of calf diseases, rapid and correct treatment is essential.

The Calf Monitoring System from Futuro Farming detects outbreaks of diseas-
es of calves in individual housing up to three days before the first symptoms 
appear. With that it enables the farmer to provide the earliest possible treatment. 
The system has a unique position in the field of health monitoring during the first 
weeks of life, as it can be used from day 1 after birth and is not mounted on the 
animal. Since on average 90 % of calf illnesses occur in the first two weeks of 
life, this period of life is most important.

If the course of a diarrheal disease can be reduced from severe to mild, the 
treatment costs are reduced from approx. 263 € to 108 €. In the case of respira-
tory disease from around 243 € to 90 €. A mild respiratory disease has addition-
ally a significantly lower risk of secondary damage, which can usually be averted. 
In the case of respiratory diseases, this means that costs can be reduced by 
early treatment from approx. 783 € to up to 90 € (Table 1/Germany).

This does not include the sometimes enormous damage caused by exits. Espe-
cially losses during the first lactation, cause enormous economic damage. Since 
severe or multiple pre-existing diseases approximately double the risk of leaving 
the herd up to the first lactation (Table 5), there is also a great interest in the 
earliest possible treatment of calf diseases.

In addition to the clear financial benefits of the Calf Monitoring System, early 
treatment of calf diseases as early as possible also significantly improves animal 
welfare. For this reason, the Calf Monitoring System has been approved by the 
Bundesverband praktizierender Tierärzte (Federal association of practicing 
veterinarians) and the DLG (German Agricultural Society) at EuroTier2021 with 
the Animal Welfare Award at EuroTier2021 for special achievements in the field of 
higher animal welfare standards.

As one of very few companies, Futuro Farming enables the farmer to significantly 
reduce the costs at the same time with significantly higher animal welfare.
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Your contact person:

Alexander Zacharuk
+49 (0) 941 46297790
az@futurofarming.com

We are here for you!
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