
KeepCattle Cool and Comfortable in Summer

The latest long-range forecasts from the National
Weather Service show that Wisconsin has a 40% to
50% chance of a hotter-than-normal summer. Long
periods of heat stress are more likely to have lasting
effects on cattle, including early embryonic loss in
heifers and cows, poor semen quality in bulls, and
reduced gains in feeder cattle.

Cattle have a comfort zone of 32 to 77 degrees F.
When temperatures rise above this range, cattle
use valuable energy to stay cool. Environmental
factors contribute to heat stress in cattle, including
ambient temperature, humidity, wind speed, and
solar radiation.

Watch for signs of stress
Measuring breathing rate is the simplest way to
evaluate an animal’s current level of heat stress. Set
a timer for 60 seconds and count how many
breaths per minute (BPM) the animal takes:

▪ less than 90 BPM — normal
▪ 90 to 110 BPM — closely monitor
▪ over 110 BPM — in distress
▪ over 130 BPM — intervene now

Other signs of heat stress include spending more
time standing, restlessness, and drooling. In
extreme cases, cattle may open-mouth breathe,
and breathing appears labored. Young calves and

heavy cattle are more sensitive to heat and have a
greater risk of heat stress.

Beat the heat
Shade structures or trees provide areas where the
temperature is lower, plus less solar radiation
reaches cattle. Cloud cover also reduces solar
radiation. Cattle on pasture with no shade
experience higher temperatures and more intense
solar radiation, which increases their risk of heat
stress. Beef cows should have access to about 30
square feet of shade per head. If there is not
enough shade area, animals may congregate under
the limited shade and reduce their ability to
dissipate heat.

Beef cows and calves utilize tree shade on pasture.
(Photo: Kim Kester)
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Drinking water helps animals regulate their body
temperature. Ensure they have fresh, clean water
that is easily accessible. On an 80-degree day, a
500-pound growing calf needs roughly 8 gallons of
water per day, and a lactating cow needs up to 18
gallons. Water can also be used to spray down
mounds or the ground where cattle bed down in the
evening. Cooling the ground temperature will help
cattle stay comfortable as they rest for the night.

Air movement is critical to reducing cattle body
temperatures. If cattle are fed or housed in a shed
or barn, consider using fans to move air across the
herd. Leave overhead doors open to increase
airflow. Cattle on pasture can dissipate additional
heat if there is a breeze or if they can access hills.
Feedlot animals with outside lot access can spread
themselves out and have better airflow with access
to earthen mounds.

Avoid feeding during the hottest parts of the day,
because body temperatures increase as feed is
digested.

Also avoid herd health events or shipment during
periods of extreme heat. Many handling facilities do
not allow for adequate airflow while cattle are being
held. If handling must occur, plan it for early
morning or late evening when temperatures are
lower. If you must haul cattle, minimize stops to
ensure air circulates through the trailer while you
drive as much as possible.

Monitoring your herd’s behavior, providing access
to shade and water, and making minor changes to
management strategies can reduce the risk of heat
stress in cattle. This will have a positive impact on
animal welfare and your bottom line.
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