
In ma ny a reas o f the co un t ry, ca l ves
a re born during times o f the year when
cold st ress can be a lead i ng ca use of
d eath. Du r i ng the first 24 hours o f l i fe ,
ca l ves a re in the grea test da nger of cold
st ress ( a lso ca lled hy p o t h e r m ia ) .

E f fe c ts o f cold st ress
Be ca use ca l ves a re born wet, with a

sa tu ra ted hair coat, body h ea t l oss ca n
be ve ry rapid un t il t h e y a re dry. Co n ta c t
with sn ow or we t g ro und will i n creas e
the amoun t o f time a ca l f stays we t a n d
in da nge r. 

Ca l ves a re born with a body
te m p e ra tu re of a b o u t 1 00° F. W h e n
ex p osed to a cold envi ronment, ca l ves
a re able to pro d u ce hea t in two ways ,
s h i ve r i ng and hea t p roduction of b row n
ad i p ose tissue (brown fa t t ha t su r ro un ds
the ki d n e ys o f a newborn). T h e y ca n
co ns e rve hea t by re d u ci ng blood flow to
the body su rfa ce and ex t re m i t i es, su ch
as fe e t and ea rs. 

In ea r l y sta ges o f cold ex p osu re ,
ca l ves will s h i ver vi go ro usl y and ha ve a
faster hea rt ra te and brea t h i ng ra te. If
t ha t d o esn o t keep body te m p e ra tu re

u p, the ca l f ’ s b o d y s e n dsless blood to
ex t re m i t i esin an effo rt to minimize hea t
l oss. When this o ccu rs, nost r ils and fe e t
fe e l cold to the to u ch. 

S e ve re cold st ress o ccu rswhen body
te m p e ra tu re dro ps b e l ow 94° F. At t h is
te m p e ra tu re, the brain and other orga ns
a re affe c ted and the ca l f b e co m es
d e p ressed, una ble to rise and possi bl y
un co nsci o us. 

Ca l ves su f fe r i ng from cold st ress
m ust be warmed so tha t b o d y
te m p e ra tu re can rise above 100° F. If
b o d y te m p e ra tu re has n o t d ro pped to o
fa r, pu t t i ng the ca l f in the cab of a
p i cku p, out o f the wind and moistu re
and with the hea ter bl owi ng, will wa r m
the ca l f. In more seve re cas es the ca l ves
can be pla ced in warm wa te r, sp e cia ll y
d esigned wa r m i ng boxes, or near a
h ea t i ng source su ch as an ele c t r i c
bla n ket, hea t lamp or hot wa ter bottle .
To avoid skin bu r ns, the hea t s o u rce
s h o uld not exceed 108° F. In addition to
an ex te r na l h ea t s o u rce, cold -st ress e d
ca l ves s h o uld be fed warm col ost r u m ,
m il k or ele c t rol y te fluid with an energy
s o u rce usi ng an es o p ha gea l fe e d e r.

An experiment done in Canada in
the late 1980s showed that immersing
calves in warm (100° F) water, being
careful to keep calves’ heads above
water, brought body temperatures back
to normal within 1 hour vs. 1.5 hours
for calves warmed with added
insulation or infrared lamps. Once body
temperature returns to 100° F, the
calf’s hair coat should be dried before
being returned outside. If using a
warming box, care must be taken to
circulate air, reduce humidity and
remove the animal once body
temperature reaches 100° F. 

Du r i ng periods o f cold or we t
wea t h e r, newborn ca l ves less t han 24-
48 hours o f a ge should be ch e cke d
p e r i o d i ca ll y with a thermomete r, and
a ny ca l f with a below - n o r ma l
te m p e ra tu re, even if i t a pp ea rsO K ,
s h o uld be warmed. 

P re ve n t i o n
P re vention of cold st ress i nvol ves

ma na ge m e n t te ch n iq u es to ensu re tha t
ca l ves a re born in a short period of t i m e
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G u a rd aga i nst hyp o t h e r m ia

( Co nt i n u ed on page 40)

Be ca use ca l ves a re born wet, with a sa tu ra te d
hair coat, body h ea t l oss can be ve ryrapid un t il
t h e y a re dry. Co n ta c t with sn ow or we t g ro un d
will i n crease the amoun t o f time a ca l f stays we t
and in da nge r. [ P H OTO BY CO R I N N E PATT E R S O N ]
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ex p osu re and a na tu ra l wi n d b rea k is
p roba bl y ad e q u a te for ma ny h e rds .
I n ex p e nsi ve wi n d b rea ks can be
co nst r u c ted when na tu ra l p ro tection is
la cki ng. Wi n d b rea ks s h o uld be
su f f i ci e n t l y la rge to avoid co n ce n t ra t i ng
ca t t le. 

In areas o f the co un t ry with minima l
sn ow fa ll, wi n ter pastu re can be
sto ck p iled. Co ol -s eason grass es, su ch
as ta ll fescue, are permitted to grow in
the fa ll, and access to these pastu res is
rest r i c ted un t il ca l vi ng season. Use of
pastu re as the prima ry fo ra ge source
d u r i ng ca l vi ng enco u ra ges cows to
sp read out within the pastu re and
m i n i m i zes d e ve l o p m e n t o f m u dd y
a reas .

I f the herd fo ra ge plan incl u d es
fe e d i ng hay, co nsider fe e d i ng hay i n
ea r l y to mid-gestation and sa vi ng
sto ck p iled pastu re for the ca l vi ng
s eason. If su pple m e n ta l hay and gra i n
a re fed during ca l vi ng, these should be
p rovided at l o ca t i o ns t ha t a re sepa ra te
and dista n t f rom wa ter sources a n d
wi n d b rea ks. T h is p ra c t i ce will
e n co u ra ge cows to disp e rse within the
pastu re and will m i n i m i ze
d e ve l o p m e n t o f m u dd y a reas. 

I disco u ra ge the use of ba le rings i n
ca l vi ng and nurs e ry pastu res. If usi ng
la rge ro und ba les, they s h o uld be
un rolled and the fe e d i ng area cha nge d
with ea ch fe e d i ng. Unrolled ba les will
ha ve grea ter hay waste, bu t will re d u ce
mud ca used by co n ce n t ra t i ng the herd
i n to sma ll fe e d i ng areas. Unrolled hay
a lso provi d esb e dd i ng for newborn
ca l ves so they a re not in dire c t co n ta c t
with the gro un d .

P la n n i ng ahead and co nsi d e r i ng
newborn co m fo rt and pro tection when
ma ki ng heifer development, bull
s e lection, nutrition and pastu re
ma na ge m e n t d e cisi o ns can grea t l y
re d u ce the ris k o f cold -st ressed ca l ves
i f i n cle m e n t weather occu rsd u r i ng
ca l vi ng. If ca l vi ng occu rsd u r i ng cold or
we t wea t h e r, pro d u ce rswill need to
ca r rya thermometer to monitor ca l ves
d u r i ng the first one to two days o f l i fe ,
and will need to ha ve fa cil i t i es
a va ila ble to ra p i d l y and sa fe l y wa r m
ca l ves .

and tha t both the ca l f and dam can sta n d
s h o rt l y a fter ca l vi ng so they can bond
and the ca l f can begin su ckl i ng. Any t h i ng
t ha t p rol o ngs ca l vi ng or re d u ces t h e
cha n ce tha t a ca l f will n u rse soon afte r
bi rth should be add ressed by
ma na ge m e n t cha nges. Ca l vi ng
d i f f i cul t i esa re minimized by p ro p e r

h e i fer development, proper bull s e le c t i o n
for ca l vi ng ease or bi rth weight, and
p roper nutrition so tha t h e i fe rsand cows
ca l ve in a body condition sco re (BCS) of 5
to 6 on a 9-point sca le. Cows with la rge
tea t s and nona t te n t i ve mothers s h o uld
be culle d .

In addition, wo r k a t the U.S.
De pa rt m e n t o f A g r i cul tu re (USDA )
res ea rch fa cil i t y in Monta na fo und tha t

fe e d i ng cows a high-fa t d i e t
su pple m e n ted with sa f f l ower seed for 45
days prior to ca l vi ng resul ted in ca l ves
t ha t we re able to ma i n tain body
te m p e ra tu re for a longer period of t i m e
d u r i ng cold st ress. 

Ca l vi ng pastu res t ha t p rovide mud-
f ree areas o u t o f the wind are importa n t
to minimize the ris k o f cold st ress. A la rge
pastu re with good dra i na ge, southern
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Planning ahead and

considering newborn comfort

and protection when making

heifer development, bull

selection, nutrition and

pasture management

decisions can greatly reduce

the risk of cold-stressed

calves if inclement weather

occurs during calving.


