
t’s almost summertime and yes, my 
mind is already fixed on helping 
clients manage the impending heat 
stress their cattle will be exposed to 

once again.  Heat stress can be brutal 
on livestock, especially when com-
bined with high humidity.  Though it is 
unrealistic to think we can completely 
prevent our cattle from being victims of 
heat stress, we can certainly help mini-
mize its negative impact on them.  
 Heat stress can have a significantly 
negative impact on cattle in a variety 
of ways including impaired reproduc-
tive efficiency, lower milk yield, poorer 
feed intake and daily gains, reduced 
carcass quality, greater susceptibility 
to disease and even mortality.  Proac-
tive management practices on behalf of 

producers can certainly help their cattle 
cope with heat stress and greatly mini-
mize its potentially lingering, harmful 
effects.   
 Cattle are unable to deal with heat 
efficiently since their ability to sweat 
is only about 10% of that of humans.  
They lose excess heat primarily 
through breathing and panting (respira-
tion).  A further disadvantage in cattle 
is heat generated from the fermentation 
process in their rumen which is similar 
to carrying around a portable furnace.   
 Other factors also contribute to sever-
ity of heat stress such as age, hair color 
and length, and degree of fat covering.  
Older, black cattle carrying excess fat 
are generally the first animals to be 
affected by heat stress.  Cattle with past 

health issues will also be more affected 
by heat stress than those with no prior 
health issues.  
 Fortunately, the Wagyu breed is 
known for soft, elastic hides and fine, 
soft hair along with lower cortisol 
(stress hormone) levels than most other 
“Bos Taurus” cattle breeds, which aids 
in dealing with heat stress.  Depending 
on humidity level, most black Wagyu 
cattle are impacted by heat stress when 
ambient temperatures reach 75°F.    
 Though Wagyu cattle may be able to 
deal with high ambient temperatures 
better than many other breeds, they ob-
viously still need our help.  A Japanese 
study a few years ago confirmed what 
many of us already suspected in that re-
searchers observed significantly higher 
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body temperatures, reduced walking 
activity, reduced signs of estrus, and 
higher oxidative stress in summer 
months versus winter in Japanese Black 
cows.        
 Cattle tend to eat less in hot weather 
as an instinctive reaction to the heat of 
fermentation associated with the diges-
tion of feedstuffs.  Cattle not only need 
to be offered feed during the cooler part 
of the day (early morning or late eve-
ning) during summer months, they also 
need to be fed high quality and highly 
digestible feed and forage.    
Availability and quality of water is ob-
viously more critical in summer months 
as well with adequate consumption 
of water serving as a stimulator of 
feed intake.  We have some Japanese 

clients that also add electrolytes in their 
cattle’s drinking water to help prevent 
dehydration during times of environ-
mental stress.
 Numerous studies have documented 
the many negative effects of heat stress 
on reproductive performance in cattle.  
A few notable references include an 
Oklahoma study which demonstrated 
commercial beef cows suffered sig-
nificant reproductive loss in heat stress 
with reduced pregnancy rates (50% vs 
83%) and lower conceptus (embryo, 
fluids, and membranes) weights (.073 
grams vs .158 grams).  
 A Florida study reported marked 
declines in conception when tempera-
tures fell out of an optimal range of 
50° to 73° F.  Studies have also shown 

that heat stress can result in greater 
embryonic loss after conception and 
high temperatures can negatively im-
pact bull’s semen quality for up to 2-4 
weeks after exposure.   
 The first sign of heat stress is in-
creased breathing followed by open 
mouth breathing (panting) and slob-
bering.  As heat stress becomes more 
severe, cattle may be observed to have 
a general lack of coordination and 
trembling.  When an animal goes down 
after this, they most likely will not be 
able to recover and get back up.  Thus, 
early detection and intervention are 
keys to survival.
 The following is a list of some gen-
eral Do’s and Dont’s for helping your 
cattle combat heat stress: 
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Do:
• Provide plenty of shade (this also applies to 
    finishing cattle in feedlots)
• Offer plentiful, easily accessible, fresh, clean     
 water
• Ensure cattle have adequate ventilation and     
 air movement
• Avoid handling, transporting, moving, or 
   processing cattle 
• For cattle on pasture, place them in pastures    
 with taller grass (and shade) and rotate 
   pastures more frequently to accelerate    
 growth and quality of forage
• For confined cattle fed total mixed rations,   
 put most of their feed out in the evening
• Ensure cattle have access to high quality    
 mineral supplements with salt
• Increase the energy density of the grain to     
 help compensate for lower intakes
• Avoid feeding excess protein, urea, or 
   non-protein nitrogen sources which tax the 
   animal’s kidneys and compound stress
• Consider using feed additives in grain or 
   supplements which improve digestion and  
 help dissipate body heat such as yeast, 
   probiotics, and vasodilators
• Feed high quality forage 
• Reduce fly populations through any means 
   possible 
•  Pay closer attention to your cattle 
    being more proactive than ever 
    during periods of  

Don’t:
• Force cattle to stand in direct sunlight (this    
 also applies to finishing cattle in feedlots)
• Force cattle to walk more than 50 feet 
   to water
• Allow cattle to stand in confined spaces or     
 crowded groups where airflow may be 
   diminished
• Move or work cattle during the day
• Subject cattle to any procedures that could    
 frighten them (anytime)
• Feed poor quality hay or for age
• Feed a ration excessively high in protein, 
   especially highly soluble or degradable 
   protein 
• Let cattle congregate in the same area day     
 after day creating a mud hole which in    
 creases risk of flies and an array of 
   infectious diseases
• Move cattle from a cool climate to a 
   hot climate
• Wean calves during periods of environmental    
 stress
• Expect a high conception rate from the very    
 best AI technicians or bulls
• Neglect to offer free-choice, high quality    
 mineral supplments with salt even if you    
 don’t offer them any other time of year
• Be guilty of reacting too late or doing too    
 little to help your cattle through periods 
   of stress

 
 You may not be able to take your cattle to the beach this summer to help them cool off, but there are a 
variety of management practices which producers can implement to help their herds “beat the heat” and 
its lingering effects.  Wagyu cattle are obviously extremely capable of providing tremendous 
economic returns to owners when cared for properly but no single factor in the management of Wagyu 
cattle can cause more harm nor steal more potential profits than stress due to its often-pronounced 
impact on health, growth, production, reproductive efficiency, and meat quality.  Producers and those 
helping them must all be proactive to help their cattle “beat the heat” and to ensure that they suffer as 
little as possible.  Now let’s get to work!  


