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Helping Cattle Manage Heat                                                                                               
Earl Ward, Area Livestock Specialist                                               

Although I was born and raised in Oklahoma, I question my sanity every summer when the tempera-
tures and humidity try to break records.  I start wondering, why do I continue to live in this hot box?  
As I work outside and sweat through three sets of clothes in a day, I begin to feel sorry for the ani-
mals that are not able to go to an air-conditioned room to recover.  As our animals do their best to 
manage the heat there are things that we can do to help them mediate the stress of heat without 
bringing all of them inside. 
 
It goes without saying that water is the most important nutrient and cooling agent that the animals re-
quire.  There is a reason why you see a large proportion of your herd in the pond during these peri-
ods of high heat.  Cattle do not do a very efficient job of sweating to control their body temperature, 
so wading into water helps the animal cool their body temps.  Having plenty of water available for 
consuming is always imperative, but crucial during the summer.  A cow can potentially consume up to 
twenty gallons of water per day, so not only do you need to have a tank that holds an adequate 
amount of water but also provides plenty of drinking space.  In feedlot situations a recommendation is 
to have two inches of linear drinking space per head.  This means that if you have 200 head then you 
would need at least 400 inches of linear drinking space.  This allows all animals to have access to 
adequate amounts of water.   
 
If you are feeding your animals, then simply changing the timing of your feedings can help manage 
heat.  The animal is not only having to deal with environmental heat, but they are also dealing with 
metabolic heat produced by the fermentation inside the rumen.  The rumenôs heat production is typi-
cally highest several hours after feeding.  So, if we are feeding our animals in the 7 oôclock in the 
morning then we see a spike in the animalôs temperature between 9 AM to 10 AM when the ambient 
temperatures begin to climb.  If we need to feed twice a day, we can simply provide a smaller meal in 
the morning and then provide the bulk of the ration in the evenings.  By minimizing the amount of 
feed fed in the morning will increase the amount of room inside the animal to try and maximize lung 
capacity.  Increasing the lung capacity is important to animals that do regulate body temperatures by 
sweating because they regulate the heat by panting.   
 
Besides environmental heat and metabolic heat we can help the animal by managing activity heat.  
Everyone knows that every animalôs body temperature increases as their activity level increases.  So 
if we do need to work our animals then lets do it as early as we can in the mornings.  Even though it 
cools off in the evenings as the sun goes down, the animal is still adjusting from the heat stress of the 
day.  Another way to decrease activity is controlling flies.  Simply the increase of tail swishing and 
head tosses can increase an animalôs activity.  It doesnôt sound like much but watch how much your 
animals move if they are covered in flies.   
 
There are many 
more ways to com-
bat the heat stress 
that our cattle feel 
without bringing 
them into the air-
conditioning.  For 
more information 
be sure to visit with 
your countyôs OSU 
Extension Educa-
tor.  
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Vesicular Stomatitis                                                                                                           

Barry Whitworth, DVM, Area Food/Animal Quality and Health Specialist for Eastern OK 

At the writing of this article, one case of Vesicular Stomatitis Virus (VSV) has been diagnosed in Oklaho-
ma.  Oklahoma has not seen a case of VSV since the 1990s.  Oklahoma joins Texas, New Mexico, Colo-
rado, and Wyoming with premises quarantined due to the virus.  The current United States Department of 
Agriculture VSV situation report (July 29, 2019) states that 366 premises (174 confirmed and 192 sus-
pected) are affected.  Three hundred sixty-five of the premises have equine species affected and Colora-
do has 1 premise with affected cattle.  The chances are more affected animals will be diagnosed in the 
future.  The reason for this article is to alert the public about the disease and the restrictions placed on 
livestock from infected counites.   

Vesicular stomatitis Virus is a viral disease that affects primarily horses and cattle.  Pigs, sheep, goats, 
llamas, alpacas, and deer can also be infected, and on rare occasions humans can be infected.  The dis-
ease normally occurs in the western and southwestern United States during the warmer months of the 
year and tends to be seen along waterways.  Transmission occurs by direct contact with infected animals 
or by blood feeding insects.  

Most animals do not die from this disease, but the economic losses can be significant in the lack of milk 
production and weight loss.  The biggest concern with VSV is distinguishing it from foot and mouth dis-
ease and swine vesicular disease, both foreign animal disease with similar clinical signs.   The only way 
to distinguish these diseases is through laboratory tests.  Because of this concern, VSV is a reportable 
disease. 

Production losses are not the only economic conse-
quence of VSV.  There are also economic losses due to 
restrictions since VSV is an internationally reportable dis-
ease in cattle, swine, sheep, goats, and deer. During an 
outbreak some countries may elect to restrict imports of 
animals or products from the United States.  Also, states 
may impose regulations on interstate travel of livestock 
from infected states or counties where VSV has been di-
agnosed.  Farms or ranches that are infected with VSV 
are quarantined for several days until after the last infect-
ed animal has healed.  It may take several weeks for all 
the animals to recover from the disease.  This sometimes 
results in lengthy quarantines. 

The disease characteristics include fever at the onset.  
The most commonly recognized sign is excessive saliva-
tion or drooling.  If the mouth is examined in early stages 
of the disease, it will reveal blister like lesions known as 
vesicles.  Normally the vesicles are not seen because 
they have ruptured before the animal is checked.  It is 
more likely to find ulcers or erosions of the inner surfaces 
of the lips, tongue, dental pad, and gums.  Sometimes 
crusty lesions can also be seen on lips, nostrils, teats, 
prepuce, vulva, and coronary bands.  Due to pain and 
discomfort, animals are reluctant to eat and drink.  Ani-
mals may be lame due to the feet lesions.  The disease 
normally resolves in 10 to 14 days. 

An official diagnosis of the disease is based on laboratory 
testing.  The disease cannot be determined on clinical 
signs alone.   

Continued on the following page... 
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Continued from the previous page... 

The reason the disease sporadically occurs in some years and how it is transmitted is not known.  In-
sects, animal movement, and mechanical transmission probably play a part in the spread of the disease.  
Once in the herd, the disease moves from animal to animal through contact with the saliva or ruptured 
vesicles of an infected animal. 

There is no specific treatment for the disease.  Infected animals are given supportive care such as soft 
food, rest, and water.  Veterinarians will attempt to control pain and treat any secondary bacterial infec-
tions. 

Since no vaccine is available, prevention begins with a good biosecurity plan.  Producers should isolate 
any newly purchased animals for at least 30 days before introducing them to the herd.  Any animals that 
appear ill should be separated from the herd and placed in quarantine.  Also, producers should control 
insects.     

Any producer that suspects his/her animal(s) have VSV should have their animal(s) examined by a veteri-
narian.  If the veterinarian is suspicious, he/she will 
contact the state and/or federal animal health authori-
ties. 

Any livestock entering Oklahoma from a county infect-
ed with VS should go to   http://www.oda.state.ok.us/
ais/VesicularStomatitis.htm for the latest interstate 
requirements.  Producers who would like more infor-
mation about VSV should contact their local veterinar-
ian or local Oklahoma State University Extension Edu-
cator.  Additional information about VSV is available 
at https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/
animalhealth/animal-disease-information/horse-
disease-information/vs/vesicular-stomatitis . 

The e-Farm Management website has resources for producers to learn about financial management 
topics along with production, marketing, and risk management topics. This site includes videos, publi-
cations, and tools for farmers and ranchers to strengthen their farm management skills. 
 
One available resource is the Considerations for Urban Agriculture video. In this video, viewers learn 
about state and local rules and regulations related to urban agriculture. It provides reputable sources 
to learn about regulations to consider when practicing urban agriculture. Lastly, the video discusses 
potential changes that could impact urban agriculture. 
 
To view this video and find additional information on urban agriculture, visit: http://
agecon.okstate.edu/efarmmanagement/urban.asp. 
 
More information on this and other farm management topics may be found: 1) by contacting your 
nearest Extension Educator 2) on the e-farm management website (http://agecon.okstate.edu/
efarmmanagement/index.asp) or 3) on the OSU Ag Econ YouTube Channel (https://
www.youtube.com/user/OkStateAgEcon). 
 

Farm Management Resources at your Fingertips                                                      
Brent Ladd, Assistant Extension Specialist                                          

http://agecon.okstate.edu/efarmmanagement/index.asp
http://agecon.okstate.edu/efarmmanagement/index.asp
https://www.youtube.com/user/OkStateAgEcon
https://www.youtube.com/user/OkStateAgEcon
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Shade for Livestock                                                                                                          
Earl Ward, Area Livestock Specialist                                               

Livestock experience heat from several different sources.  They produce their own heat through metabo-

lism and through movement, but it is the environmental heat that can be detrimental this time of year.  

One thing we can do as caretakers is to make sure that the animals have plenty of shade.   

Shade can be provided by either natural surrounds, man-made permanent shelters, or man-made porta-

ble shelters.  Cattle seem to prefer natural shade.  Trees are very effective at blocking solar radiation and 

also the evaporating moisture from the leaves help to cool the shade.  The down falls to natural shade is 

that it is not normally right where you need it and after a lot of cattle congregating under the tree it could 

cause erosion that could possibly kill the tree.  You can plant trees to provide shade in the future, but plan 

its location and usefulness carefully.  

Man-made permanent shelters provide great shade, but most of our permanent shelters are enclosed 

barns that allow little to no air flow.  To help combat heat, the shelter need to be well ventilated and allow 

the wind to flow through it.   

Man-made portable shelters can provide an advantage over the other two options in the fact that it can be 

moved from pasture to pasture or even moved within the pasture.  The biggest problem with the portable 

shelter is high winds that can be encountered and keeping the shelter firmly on the ground.   

If the shade is not big enough to provide adequate shade for everyone, then you may have only com-

pounded the heat problem.  Animals will work their way to the shade and as they stand closer and closer 

together, they begin to share body heat and only make the situation worse.  Some recommendations are 

to provide approximately 15-20 square feet per 400 pound calf, provide 30-40 square feet per beef cow, 

and provide 40-50 square feet per dairy cow. 

Providing adequate, well ventilated shade has shown to improve weight gains, herd fertility, and milk pro-
duction.  If you have any question about shade structures please contact your local OSU Extension office.  
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What Do We Do with Cattle Inventory Data?                                                                
Scott Clawson, Area Ag Economics Specialist  

On July 19th the National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) released updated cattle inventory numbers. 
The US cattle inventory numbers can provide some guidance for cow calf operators.  Primarily, it helps keep 
us informed of where we are in the cattle cycle.  If we add some history as context, we see how it may im-
pact our cow-calf returns and how we operate strategically.   

The report estimates beef cows at 32.4 million head.  This figure fits right in with the previous number as 
beef cow levels have been relatively stagnant over the past few semi-annual reports.  This is a rebuild from 
2014 when beef cow numbers were closer to 29 million.  Moreover, the report shows a reduction of heifers 
being retained for replacement of 4.3%.  This fluctuation of our cattle inventory is a part of the cattle cycles 
that exist in US beef production.     

Cattle cycles have existed for decades.  A cattle cycle is measured from low point to low point.  The graph 
below illustrates a history of cattle cycles.  A quick view of the table gleans several key points.  First, we are 
operating at a much lower total cattle inventory level than previously.  Second is that the rule of a 10-year 
cycle is not completely accurate, but it is a good average.  Lastly, the range of the cycle has been much low-
er.   In the past, there have been inventory fluctuations of 10-20 million head.  More recently though, the var-
iation in the cycle is much more narrow.    

While that information is interesting, how do we apply it to our operations?  The first is in how we become 
strategic about our heifer retention.  That information was covered in a previous article.  The second is learn-

ing how we can manage our cash flow through the cattle cycle.  Cattle inventory and returns to cow-calf op-
erators have an inverse relationship.  Simply stated, when our cattle inventory is high, our returns are gener-
ally lower.  When inventory is low, returns are typically high. Understanding where we are sitting in the cattle 
cycle can help us determine when we will be able to take on those higher cost investments.  For example, 
brush control can be an expensive task as we 
look at it on a per acre basis.  Other examples 
might be buying new bulls, purchasing equip-
ment, etc.        

Before we can get to another low point in the 
cattle cycle where returns are typically higher, 
we must first go through an expansion phase 
then reach a plateau or peak inventory level.  
At least for now, it appears that we are not 
looking to continue expansion.  This due to 
slowing heifer retention and flat beef cow in-
ventory levels.  So right now as we hope for 
strong returns going forward, enjoy the green 
pastures and take advantage of the reduced 
costs of an extended summer/fall grazing sea-
son. 
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