
How to Keep Livestock Water from Freezing 
 

By Gabby Wormuth, Dairy & Livestock Specialist  

Ready or not, winter has descended upon the North Country. A common problem for livestock owners is 
water freezing into a solid block of ice. Read on for helpful tips and tricks to safely prevent livestock waterers 
from freezing.  

First, we should understand how much water our livestock require. Below is a chart with the average daily 
intake amounts of water for each livestock species:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If your water trough is located outside for your animals to access, a simple first step is to make sure you 
place the trough in a location with optimal sun exposure. This can help your water trough from freezing to 
an extreme degree, as the sun can help melt ice and slightly heat your water.  

Insulating your water trough, if not already insulated, will also help keep the exterior cold out and the 
interior warmth of the water in. An alternative is to bury your water trough into the ground. Let the ground 
work as a natural insulator. If your waterer doesn’t have a float – install one. This will help conservative 
water and prevent water from running over the tub turning the surrounding ground into a skating rink.  

Manually, but safely, breaking the ice offers a heat-free way to free up water. Although cost effective, this is 
also labor intensive. Another similar example is pouring buckets of warm-hot water into the water trough to 
melt away the ice. These are both quick fix approaches, and do not offer a preventative measure. While this 
may work for some, it may not be the most practical implementation for everyone.  

Another “cool” way to help prevent chicken waterers from freezing is placing a tightly-sealed bottle of salt 
water into the center of your waterer. The bottles of salt water provide a tiny amount of latent energy to 
prevent water from freezing. This can also be used with several, tightly closed 2-liter bottles in a larger 
livestock water vat, with the same concept in mind. The bottles also bob around in the water helping to 
break up ice and allow more time for animals to drink. This is not a cure-all for very cold water, but can help.   

There are a few different options to heat your waterers. If you decide to use a battery, electric, or propane 
water-heating element, be sure to install it safely. Follow the manufacturer’s instructions, keep all cables out 
of the way and have no connections near the water. You may want to consider having a lid on the trough. A 
lid will keep the heat in and prevent livestock from accessing the heating element. The heat of a sinking de-
icer (heater) can damage some plastic/Rubbermaid type water vats. A floating de-icer may be a better 
solution. Instead of purchasing a heater for your water vat, there are heated water vats available too.  
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Electricity + water + animals = a possible recipe for disaster. Watch for signs of stray voltage in the waterers. 
Livestock will often give you a sign when something is wrong or out of the ordinary. Depending on the 
severity of stray voltage, livestock may wince or jump while attempting to drink, avoid the water trough 
completely, become more vocal and seek other water sources. If this occurs, shut off the power to the 
heating source immediately and contact a professional to repair the water vat. 

 When using extension cords, make sure you are selecting extension cords for outdoor use only if they will 
be utilized outdoors. Make sure you run your extension cord through a well-planned location so it not 
accessible to the livestock, stays dry, is out of the elements like snow or rain, and vehicles or equipment 
can’t run it over. A cord-lock can come in handy to install to keep your plugs dry. You may also want to 
consider an extension cord with a thermostat, so if you have a de-icer running in your water vat, you can 
have the energy cost savings of only having the de-icer run when it is 32 ֯F or lower.  

If you have access to a GFCI outlet, or consider installing one, this can help you detect your electrical 
problems and prevent damage. A GFCI outlet contains a sensor that monitors the flow of the electrical 
current through the wires, and when it senses a ground fault, any variation from the normal current, the 
GFCI, which also contains an internal switch, shuts off the flow of electricity in the outlet. These come in 
handy and can help prevent electrical problems from worsening.  

 Regardless of what methods you decide to utilize, you should check the water at least twice a day to ensure 
adequate availability for your livestock during the cold weather. Watch for signs of dehydration such as 
lethargy, eyes sunk in, weight loss or drying of mucous membranes and eyes. If you are unsure, you can 
perform the “skin tent method” on the animal’s skin to help further diagnose dehydration. If you think your 
animal may be dehydrated, contact your local veterinarian for IV fluids to be administered.  

Providing your livestock with a clean, available water source is critical, regardless of the season. Not only 
will you see the best performance, health and wellbeing from your livestock, but it is the right thing to do. 
Whichever alternative you take to keep your livestock’s water from freezing and providing them with great 
care in the winter, your livestock will thank you to the bitter end of winter! 
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