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Managing Cold Stress in Livestock

The past week has been exceptionally cold, with temperatures dipping below freezing and a
windchill making it feel even colder. Since the start of January, the average high has been 29.2°F
and the average low has been 15.1°F, both of which remain below freezing, according to the
National Weather Service. In the coming weeks, temperatures are expected to warm up slightly
but will still hover around the freezing point of 32°F.

The reason I’m bringing up the cold weather is because it affects not only us, but also our
livestock. While I wouldn’t go as far as saying “I’m cold, so my livestock must be too,” they are
generally more accustomed to colder weather. However, there is a point where they can begin to
experience cold stress.

Livestock have a lower critical temperature (LCT), the point at which cold affects their normal
body function, which means they are experiencing cold stress. Signs of cold stress in cattle
include hunched posture, shivering, huddling, or frostbite. If these symptoms appear, act quickly.
Exposure to LCT increases metabolism, causing weight loss. For spring calving, the third
trimester is crucial for fetal development. If the mother lacks nutrients during late gestation, she
may experience weight loss, difficulty rebreeding, lower milk production, birthing
complications, and slower calf growth.

According to D.R. Ames from KSU, a good rule of thumb for beef cattle’s LCT is as follows:
with a summer or wet coat, the LCT is 59°F; a fall coat can withstand temperatures down to
45°F; a winter coat handles 32°F; and a heavy winter coat can tolerate as low as 18°F. Windchill
is another factor that affects these thresholds. Looking at these LCT levels helps determine how
much supplementation is needed. Generally, for every 1°F below the LCT, 1% of total digestible
nutrients (TDN) should be added to the diet. For cattle with wet coats, the TDN increase should
be about 2%.

In Southeast Ohio, due to the impacts of the drought, you may not have high-quality forage, and
purchasing it could be astronomically expensive. If your forage quality is low, supplementing
with grains can help boost TDN. I recommend testing your forage to evaluate its nutritional



value and need for supplementation. Your local extension office can assist with testing resources.
Avoid feeding low-quality or stemmy forage, as it breaks down more slowly in the rumen.

Another important consideration is that cattle tend to eat more when they’re experiencing cold
stress. While they usually consume around 2.5% of their dry matter intake (DMI), this can
increase to 3.5% DMI in colder conditions. Consult with a nutritionist or your local Extension
Office to develop a feeding plan for winter.

Start thinking of ways to create a windbreak to protect your livestock from windchill. Options
include a fence row, stacked square hay bales, a barn, or any structure that can redirect the wind.
The size of the windbreak will depend on your farm setup and herd size. It's also important to
provide dry, clean bedding in these areas, as livestock lying on wet, cold ground can lose heat
and energy. Ensure that feed and water are accessible in the windbreak area to support proper
intake. And don’t forget to check that your water isn’t frozen!

If you plan to house your livestock in the barn, it's critical to ensure it is properly ventilated.
Without adequate ventilation, the risk of pneumonia increases, which is especially problematic as
you approach spring calving. In winter, livestock are more prone to pneumonia because the space
warms from the animals' breath or equipment running, adding moisture to the air. Combined with
poor ventilation, overcrowding, and temperature fluctuations, these conditions create an ideal
environment for respiratory infections like pneumonia.

The final consideration is spring calving, which is fast approaching. Earlier, I mentioned the
challenges of late gestation during cold stress, but once you get past that, you'll need to focus on
caring for the newborn calf. It's important to provide dry, thick bedding for them to lie on, with
straw being the best option. The bedding should cover their legs completely to encourage nesting
behavior. One option to help keep the calf warm is using calf jackets, these should be cleaned
and dried between uses. However, there is a concern with calf jackets: if temperatures warm up,
the calf could become too warm, causing it to sweat and if the temperatures drop at night, that
moisture can become too cold for the calf. According to Jackie McCarville from the University
of Wisconsin-Madison, calf jackets are best used when the ground is frozen and for calves less
than 21 days old. Another option is a calf box, which you can either buy or build yourself, and
place a heat lamp inside to provide warmth.

In summary, protect your livestock from wind, care for newborns, kids, lambs and calves,
provide quality forage or supplement with grain, test your forages, and ensure good ventilation.
For more information, contact Emily Hornberger, Ag and Natural Resources Educator for
Guernsey County OSU Extension, at Hornberger.2 1 (@osu.edu or call 740-489-5300.
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