
HEAT STRESS

I’m sure you’ll all agree that with the 
extreme heat we’ve seen over the past 
week to ten days that it’s definitely the 
right time for an In Focus article on 
heat stress. I have personally seen heat 
stress first hand on various visits this 
month, and it’s something we’ve all 
been discussing as a team in the office 
as we’re seeing it more this year than 
ever before.

SO WHAT IS HEAT STRESS?
Heat stress is a clinical syndrome 
that occurs when a cows heat load is 
greater than their ability to lose heat 
(thermoregulate). A cow’s comfort 
zone is 4-20oC, so they feel hot 
sooner than we do. Much like us on 
a sweltering hot day, they don’t want 
to do very much, hence feed intake 
is reduced and there is a subsequent 
decrease in milk yield.

Heat stress severity is related to both  
temperature and relative humidity 
(see Fig 1).  Just to give you an idea, 
the heat wave at the end of last 
month saw temperatures of 30oC and 
humidity of 80%, but heat stress can 
be experienced as low as 22oC in high 
humidity.

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS OF 
HEAT STRESS?
A severe clinical case of heat stress 
can result in a cow looking visibly off 
colour, often with a combination of the 
following non-specific clinical signs:
• increased respiratory rate (open-

mouth breathing if extreme)
• decreased milk yield
• dehydration (severity varies with 

degree of heat stress)
• decreased appetite and activity

It’s worth noting that although heat 
stress may not be causing a severe 
enough issue to result in clinical 
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Craig looks at the impacts of turning up 
the heat for our herds (written en route 
to Malta, hopefully not to experience 
heat stress himself!).

Figure 1: The Temperature-Humidity Index, which 
illustrates severity of heat stress a cow can experience 
at those levels.  The black box indicates common 
summer conditions in the UK.



signs in individual cows, there is still 
the potential for detrimental effects 
on herd performance, and I’d urge 
everyone reading to be aware of this. 

These herd level effects include:
• reduced appetite (try to monitor 

intakes) 
• decreased milk yield
• increases in early embryonic death 

(keep an eye out for irregular inter 
service intervals)

• reduced oestrus activity (hot cows 
are less likely to show strong bulling 
behaviour)

• poor follicular development 
(follicles that are being recruited 
during a period of heat stress are 
of poorer quality, and you will likely 
see reduced pregnancy rates on the 
back of this)

• alterations in cow behaviour
    - fewer cows feeding
    - more cows lying down
    - gathering around water troughs
    - cows seeking out shade 

As a rough rule of thumb, if you feel 
uncomfortable, so will your cows, 
and the higher yielding the cow, the 
more at risk she is of developing heat 
stress.  Already sick cows with high 
temperatures are also at greater risk.

HOW DO I TREAT A COW 
WITH HEAT STRESS?
1. Active cooling - for any cow with 
clinical signs and a temperature >39oC 
this will save lives.  Volume washing 
(or similar) is advocated for several 
minutes in severe cases, along with 
oral rehydration therapy (with an 
electrolyte sachet if you have one) to 
rehydrate as quickly as possible. 

2. Shear / Clip- clipping cows (especially 
the top line) will help, but not to forget 
about sheep, they do not need their 
fleece at this time of year!  It wouldn’t be 
advisable to gather them up in groups 
for shearing when temperatures are 
high, but having them sheared in good 
time is likely to reduce the incidence 
of heat stress, and will also reduce the 
likelihood of myiasis (fly-strike). 

Fig 3: the many varied negative impacts of heat 
stress on a cow and herd

Fig 2: increased respiratory rate is a main clinical 
sign of heat stress, with open-mouthed breathing 

in extreme cases



WHAT CAN I DO TO 
REDUCE THE EFFECTS OF 
HEAT STRESS IN THE HERD?
First and foremost, give us a call if you 
are concerned or have any questions, 
all of the team will be more than 
willing to visit and provide tailored 
advice specific to your farm, but of 
course there are some changes that 
can be implemented with varying 
degrees of simplicity / expense, all of 
which should be able to help.

1. Milk cows in smaller groups - reducing 
the stocking density in the collecting 
yard will mean cows are able to keep 
themselves cooler

2. Provide more shade - cows and 
calves will actively seek shade to cool 
themselves down.  Bring cows in or 
allow them shed access in the middle 
of the day on especially hot days.

3. Reschedule non-essential jobs - try to 
avoid gathering large groups of animals, 
particularly in the middle of the day. 
That dose of wormer or vaccination 
can wait for a cooler day, or consider 
doing it at either end of the day when 
temperatures have dropped.  Also 
consider the timing of TB tests etc. on 
very hot days - we will endeavour to 
do our best to rearrange to hours that 
are more comfortable to work in, both 
for you, us, and most importantly the 
animals.

4. Fans - this can be a hefty investment, 
so aim for the most at risk groups 
and high density areas first, such as 
the collecting yard and parlour, high 
yielders and fresh cow groups if you 
have them.

5. Fine water misters - I have seen these 
working to great effect on farm this 
week, with cows showing a strong 
preference for being underneath 
them to enable more effective cooling.  
Careful thought is required as to a 
suitable location in sheds to avoid 
wetting beds or the feed.  Setting one 
up on the entrance to the collecting 
yard is a good start - though you may 
find your milkers want to spend time 
standing under them too!

6. Increase water access - cows require 
10cm of water trough access on a 
normal day, and allowing for more on 
a particularly hot day can only have 
a positive impact. Cow’s queuing for 
water is a sign that increasing water 
access would be beneficial, whether 
that be through reducing stocking 
densities, or installing more troughs. 
A quick note here on cleaning water 
troughs too- cows with access to clean 
water will drink more, which will most 
definitely reduce the negative impact 
on milk yield that we observe during 
periods of heat stress!

SUMMARY
Cows can experience heat stress from 
as little as 22oC.  Even if visibly sick 
cows are not seen, there are a lot of 
‘hidden’ impacts that may only become 
apparent on fertilty later on.  Any 
pyrexic cow will benefit from active 
cooling, and there are many herd level 
intervention options that can reduce 
the risk of heat stress in your herd.  Do 
speak to one of us if you would find 
advice tailored to your particular 
farm helpful. 


