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Heat stress in dry cows and pregnant heifers impact on future 
milk and progeny 

 
 
In a presentation from The Large Herds Dairy Management Conference 2016 in America, some valuable 
data was explained regarding the impact of heat stress on the pregnant cow and her calf. Below is a 
summary of the information provided, in addition there is a table attached outlining the temperature-
humidity zones that are most stressful to cows. A useful tool for self-assessment to use when suspected 
action is needed to mitigate heat stress in your herd.  
 
Detrimental impacts of heat stress on dry cows  

▪ Reduced Dry Matter Intake DMI in heat stressed cows 

o Impacting metabolic health  

o Weight loss  

▪ Future impact on reduced milk yield and progeny 

▪ Losses have been seen of up to 4 L/day from heat stressed dry cows in the subsequent lactation  

▪ Impaired mammary gland set up for lactation (reduced proliferation of epithelial cells)  – 

reduced milk production capabilities  

Study findings: Impacts on heat stressed progeny  
▪ Reduced birth weight by approximately 5 kg  

▪ Reduced weight at weaning through to mature age 

▪ Reduced immunoglobulin G (IgG) absorption → Reduced immunity  

o Note: No impact from heat on dams colostrum  

▪ Reduced future lactation by 4.5 L per day  

▪ Only 65.9% of heifers completed first lactation in comparison to 85.4% of daughters from “cool” 

cows 

Benefits in the cooled cows  
▪ Reduced mastitis to 9% (reduced by 50%)  

▪ Reduced retained foetal membranes  

▪ Reduced metritis  

▪ Increased milk production  

▪ Increased conception  

▪ Reduced days to joining  

▪ Cooled cows higher BC than heat stressed 

▪ Greater lymphocyte proliferation in cooled cows + greater acquired immunity during dry period 

for cooled cows (No difference in acquiring immunity during lactation)  

Summary  
▪ Cows more affected by humidity than temperature  

▪ Biggest impact on the dry cow lactation is reduced proliferation of epithelial cells 

o Impact of approximately 4 Litres 

 
 



 
Total Result Ag 

Consulting 
Office Phone: 08 8735 8222 

Fax Phone: 08 8735 8222 

E: info@totalresult.com.au 
W: www.totalresult.com.au 

 

The information provided in this report are in no way a recommendation, and is provided in good faith based on current information at the 
time of research. TRAC cannot be held responsible for any errors or omissions resulting from information provided. 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Temperature-humidity index values that measure the effects of heat stress on dairy cows. Mild (68-72 THI); Moderate (72-79 THI); 
Severe (80-89 THI). Source: http://extension.uga.edu/publications/detail.html?number=B1426 
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Heat Stress  
 
With summer almost here the temperatures are going to start rapidly increasing, even if there are only a 
few extra hot days to be wary of, cows start feeling the pressure anywhere over 240C. Without any cooling 
methods we could be looking at loss production both now and in the future.  
 
A cow’s comfort zone sits between -150C and 240C, any hotter and we are out of the cows thermoneutral 
zone and she must use up to 30% of her energy to put into remaining cool. To make this easier on her, 
and give ourselves a quick reminder, here are some things we can check are running smoothly so we don’t 
get caught out.  

 
Relieving heat stress in your milking herd  
 
Water!  

➢ As dairy farmers, we are dealing with ruminants - a.k.a fermentation machines! Cows need 
enough water to create the correct environment in the rumen for fermentation, 
otherwise productivity and health can be significantly compromised. 

➢ Taking into account maintenance and production needs, a cow’s water requirement can easily 
reach 200 Litres per day.  

➢ If you have a water trough at the exit race of your dairy, your herd may choose to get up to 40-
70% of their daily requirement at this time. Due to such high demand, this trough is also at the 
highest risk of becoming dirty quickly and may need cleaning every milking.  

➢ Make sure troughs are clean and can fill rapidly so all cows are fully watered.  

 
Sprinklers and Fans  
Sprinklers and fans are an excellent way to cool cows during standing time in the yards, and also keep 
away flies! However, if the droplet size is too small or the humidity is already high, turning on sprinklers 
can make the situation worse as cows rely on panting to cool down.  

➢ Hosing down the dairy yards with cool water before turning on the sprinklers and bringing the 
cows in allows the concrete to cool, reducing the conduction of heat from the ground.  

➢ Aim to cool all cows for at least one hour in the afternoon milking, this may mean bringing them 
in one hour earlier. We do this so that once the cows have finished milking, they can head back 
to paddock refreshed and with an appetite to eat!  

➢ Milk earlier in the morning, and also late afternoon. Milking in the afternoon takes the cows out 
of the hot paddock to be cooled by the sprinklers or shade of the shed, then when they are 
finished the daylight has the bite taken out and they can have more time grazing. 

 
If you have any questions on how to reduce heat stress in your pregnant cows, please do not hesitate 
to call one of our ruminant experts to chat about the options.  
 
Tom Thorn      Owen Rees  
0427243319     0429437832 
tomt@totalresult.com.au   owenr@totalresult.com.au 
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