
 How does the heat wave impact animal agriculture? 

The heat wave the week of July 4th had many of us living in a pool, the lake, or hiding out inside in the air 

conditioning. You may have even noticed your house pet’s behavior change that week. They become 

lethargic, may have had a loss in appetite, and probably wanted to hide inside if your house was air 

conditioned. My dog wanted to swim in the brook and then lay in front of the air conditioner all week. 

Just like you and I (and our pets), livestock had to adjust to the heat wave as well. Mature dairy cattle 

are most comfortable when the temperature is between 45 to 68 F. When the temperature and 

humidity start to climb, they get heat stressed, and they start to exhibit behaviors similar to what you 

might have observed with your house pets or even yourself during the heat wave. In addition to being 

lethargic, and potential loss of appetite, cattle will seek shade, water, bunch together with their herd 

mates, and pant to cool off. If cattle become heat stressed they can develop digestive upset, have a 

decrease in milk production, develop respiratory illnesses or just plain old, and not feel well. The stress 

of a heat wave can have long lasting effects on both the cow, and if she’s pregnant, her calf. While many 

of us recovered from the heat wave very quickly, the impacts of heat stress on cattle can last for 

months. 

Dairy farmers are very concerned about animal well-being and cow comfort so they do everything 

possible to minimize her risk of heat stress. Dairy farmers install large fans, sprinklers and cooling 

systems in their barns. On many farms, in the summer, the cow barn is much cooler than the outside 

temperature. On one farm I went to, the cow barn was 22 degrees cooler than outside! Farmers also 

make sure that there is enough water available, as a mature cow can drink more than 50 gallons of 

water on a hot day. That’s approximately a full bathtub per cow every day. In addition to fans and 

sprinklers, some farmers install shade cloth outside of the barn, in pastures or over calf pens. This helps 

provide more shaded area and reduces the amount of solar radiation that reaches the animal. When 

cows are given the opportunity to stay in a barn or go out to pasture, the majority of cows prefer to stay 

inside during the heat of the day and then go outside at night if it has cooled off. 
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