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BE READY TO REDUCE HEAT STRESS IN CATTLE THIS SUMMER

There is no question that heat stress can negatively impact animal performance. Heat stress reduces
milk production and has a negative impact on reproduction in dairy cattle. Dairy cattle will also show
heat stress at slightly lower temperatures than beef cattle will. For feedlot cattle heat stress reduces
daily gains, negatively impacts feed efficiency and can lower dressing percent. Cow-calf producers
could expect greater embryonic loss in the first few weeks after conception due to heat stress. High
temperatures could also impact semen quality in bulls 2 to 4 weeks after the heat stress event,
resulting in lower conception rates. Prolonged exposure to heat stress is much more detrimental than
short-term heat stress and its effects linger long after temperatures drop back below the heat stress
threshold.

To evaluate cattle heat stress, count their breathing rate. Since cattle do not sweat, they try to
dissipate heat by increasing breathing rate. The following chart shows the level of heat stress based on

breathing rate.

Table 1: Stress categories defined by predicted breathing rate. Brown-Brandl et al., 2005

Predicted Breathing rate Heat Stress Category
(breaths per minute)

Less than 90 Normal

90-110 Alert

110-130 Danger

Greater than 130 Emergency

Follow these management practices to help reduce cattle heat stress.
1. Avoid handling, transporting, moving, or processing cattle. If these activities must occur
during this time, they should be done early in the morning hours while using low stress
handling techniques, but it is best to delay them until better weather when possible.

2. Provide plenty of water. Make sure the water supply to cattle is able to meet the increased
demands during hot weather. Also make sure the waterers are clean to not discourage intake.
It may be necessary to provide additional tanks especially if cattle only have access to one tank
in the pastures.

3. Provide shade. Shade is critical, especially for dark-haired cattle and/or fleshy cattle, therefore
provide a pasture with access to trees or open buildings. Portable shade options are also a
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possibility. In open feedlots or pastures without shade, please see Tip 4 to reduce heat stress.
It is also a good idea to provide shade in such a manner to prevent bunching up which reduces
good air flow and often causes a mud hole under the shade.

4. Sprinkle cattle and pen with water. As evening approaches cattle try to dissipate heat, so
spraying water on mounds or pens where cattle can lie down will help. Also avoid spraying
cattle with a mist, because in high humidity this may only contribute to instead of alleviating
the problem of heat stress. Be careful and first introduce the water to cattle in early morning
hours and or ahead of time so they are accustomed to being wetted down to avoid adding
additional stress to the cattle when spraying them with water.

5. Provide adequate ventilation. If cattle are being fed and housed in an enclosed barn or
building, use fans to move air out and through the building; open sides of the barn to improve
airflow; or provide access to an outside pen or pasture with shade. Using sprinklers in this
situation will potentially intensify the problem and create more humidity without proper air
movement to remove it from the building. Keep in mind that some sheds may have dead air
spaces in them, for example in the back, below the knee wall where cattle may lay down. Fans
and positive pressure tubes can help correct these problems.

Additional information on managing heat stress in dairy cattle can be found at the following links:
https://dairy.extension.wisc.edu/article-program/heat-stress/ and https://extension.umn.edu/dairy-
milking-cows/heat-stress-dairy-cattle0

For more details, including heat stress prediction maps, are available online from the US Meat Animal
Research Center website, https://www.ars.usda.gov/plains-area/clay-center-ne/marc/docs/heat-

stress/main/.
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