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Managing Stress Heat in Wagyu Cattle
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t’s that time of year again when those of us
• Marked increase in water consumption
involved in the cattle industry are served a
• Crowding water troughs
super-sized dose of humility from the variety
• Agitation and restlessness
of challenges and frustrations associated with
• Increased urination
management of heat-stressed cattle. Although
• Refusal to lie down
there are obviously varying degrees of heat stress which
• When the relative humidity exceeds 50%, dissipation
producers must confront each year based on where the
of heat becomes much more difficult and signs of heat
animals reside and the type of facilities used, virtually each
stress develop sooner.
and every producer must contend with heat stress to some
If you see these signs, assume the cattle have high heat
extent. Heat stress can have a significantly negative impact loads, and take steps to minimize the stress immediately while
on the production and health of beef cattle including impaired handling the cattle gently to avoid causing even more stress.
reproductive efficiency, reduced feed intake and daily gains,
There are numerous on-farm management practices
lower milk yield, greater susceptibility to disease and even which can be used to reduce the severity of heat stress in
mortality. Through early recognition of visible signs and cattle. Some of these include:
good management practices, the effects of heat stress on
cattle can be minimized greatly.
Water Availability and Supply
Cattle are unable to deal with heat efficiently since
Access to cool, clean, fresh water is the most critical
their ability to sweat is only about 10% of that of humans.
component
to keeping cattle cooler during hot weather. Do
They lose excess heat primarily through breathing and
not
force
animals
to walk long distances to access drinking
panting (respiration). A further disadvantage in cattle is
water.
Water
requirements
during heat stress can easily double
heat generated from the fermentation process in their rumen
and
is
critical
in
regulating
body temperature. Some Wagyu
which is similar to carrying around a portable furnace. Other
operations
in
Japan
actually
add electrolyte solutions in their
factors also contribute to severity of heat stress such as age,
cattle’s
drinking
water
to
try
and help prevent dehydration.
hair color and length, and degree of fat covering. Older,
Good
water
consumption
also
contributes
to good feed intake
black cattle carrying excess fat are generally the first animals
and
vice
versa.
to be affected by heat stress. Cattle with past health issues
will also be more affected by heat stress than those with no
Provide Adequate Shade
prior health issues.
Fortunately, the Wagyu breed is known for soft, elastic
Shade reduces exposure to solar radiation, reducing heat
hides and fine, soft hair along with lower cortisol (stress
load on the animal. Shade can be provided by trees, buildings,
hormone) levels than most other “Bos Taurus” cattle
or other sunshades. None of these should restrict airflow as
breeds which aids in dealing with heat stress. Most black
this is extremely critical to keeping cattle cool. Find ways
Wagyu cattle are not impacted by heat stress until ambient
to provide temporary shade for cattle during hot weather if
temperatures reach 75°F or the “Heat Index” is above 80.
necessary. In a Texas Tech study, heifers with shade had
Japanese Brown Wagyu (Akaushi) cattle appear to be able to
tolerate slightly higher temperatures than
black Wagyu which likely explains the
Respiration Rates of Shaded vs. Non-Shaded Beef Heifers
fact that most of these cattle are located
primarily in southern Japan which is
more tropical than northern regions and
temperatures can reach well above 100°F
with 60% plus relative humidity during
summer months.
One key to minimizing heat stress
is early recognition of its visible signs.
These may include:
• Bunching or grouping (in shade if
it’s available)
• Slobbering or excessive salivation
• Panting (increased respiration rates)
• Open mouth breathing
• Lack of coordination, trembling
• Less grazing and eating activity with
less rumination (cud chewing)
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significantly lower respiration rates than non-shaded heifers
(82 breaths/min vs 120 breaths/min). In most instances, cattle
with respiration rates above 60 breaths/minute are beginning
to experience heat stress and the more breaths the more
severe the stress. Respiration rate is very easy to measure as
it is done by counting the number of flank movements in 30
seconds multiplied by 2.

Change Feeding Patterns and Consider
Ration Changes
Feeding cattle less in the morning and more in the
evening can help keep cattle on feed by reducing metabolic
heat load during the hottest time of the day. Feeding the
highest quality forage or grazing the highest quality pasture
during the summer months also reduces the heat load
associated with digestion. Feed additives such as yeast,
sodium bicarbonate, probiotics and natural vasodilators can
also help alleviate heat stress by reducing heat of digestion,
improving rumen function, and/or making essential nutrients
more available to the animal. Low quality feedstuffs need
to be avoided particularly during summer months as their
lower digestibility contributes to a higher heat load. The
use of urea or non-protein nitrogen (NPN) in feed rations,
supplements, and molasses tubs or blocks is also strongly
discouraged during summer months as this feed additive can
tax the animal’s kidneys and compound heat stress. Excess
protein in the diet can have the same effects as feeding urea.
Ensure protein from all sources fed during summer months is
from natural sources and not fed in excess.

Improve Air Flow in Pens and Barns
Wind breaks can be beneficial in the winter but
detrimental to cattle in the summer. Increasing airflow will
help keep cattle cool and is a vital part of the Temperature

42

Wagyu World | May / June 2015

Humidity Index (THI) along with ambient temperature,
relative humidity and solar radiation. This “Heat Index” is
commonly reported by media outlets during the summer and
the threshold for humans is very close to that of livestock.
House animals most susceptible to heat stress in areas with
better airflow. Opening up barns and using fans to move
air will also improve ventilation rates and reduce heat load.
Overcrowding cattle is never a good thing but even more so
during periods of heat stress.
• Heat Index above 100: Stressful for the animal, but
can tolerate if shade is available and/or wind speed is at
least 10 mph.
• Heat Index above 110: Stressful for the animal
regardless of wind speed. Animals should be shaded
with plenty of water.
• Heat Index above 115: Avoid moving or handling
animals altogether. In addition to shade and water,
consider fans and misters.
• Heat Index above 120: No activity should occur for
animals or humans.

Avoid Handling and Transporting
Cattle During Hot Weather
Sorting and handling cattle during hot weather can
increase body temperature and heat load by 1 to 4° F. If it
is necessary to handle or transport cattle during hot weather,
do it late at night or early in the morning. Avoid handling or
working cattle during the hottest part of the day.
In summary, those of us involved in the Wagyu industry
are very fortunate to be able to work with a breed of cattle
that are typically very docile and which respond to gentle and
caring management. Wagyu cattle are also highly capable
of providing tremendous economic returns to their owners
when cared for properly. No single factor in the management
of Wagyu cattle can cause as
much harm or have as much
negative impact on health,
growth, reproductive efficiency,
or meat quality as stress. It is
of vital importance to recognize
the visible signs of heat stress in
your cattle during the summer
months and to promptly ensure
that they suffer as little as
possible. Let’s all step up our
game this summer and take
good care of the cattle that take
care of us!

