
10     Connections

Q: How do beef cattle withstand the cold, 
winter weather?

A: Beef cattle have natural insulation with 
a thick, dense coat of hair and fat which 
protects them from the cold when outside 
on a pasture or in feedlots. Roy Plote is a sixth generation farmer from Leland. He 

farms with his brother and brother-in-law raising beef 
cattle, corn, soybeans, wheat and hay. Roy and his wife, 
Janet, have two sons, Ethan and Avery.

Beef cattle can handle cold and snowy weather quite well. They grow 
a thick and dense coat of hair for the winter season. Even if covered in 
a blanket of snow on their backs, their outer fat and hair insulate and 
protect them from the cold.

Besides these natural defenses, there are many farm management 
practices that help cattle during severe winter storms. The first two are 
of equal importance – dry bedding for them to lie on and extra feed for 
energy. Of course, a good water supply is also important. 

Healthy animals can withstand the winter and weather change pretty 
well. However, newly purchased cattle that may not be accustomed to 
new feedstuffs, eating from a bunk instead of pasture, and water from 

a tank instead of a 
creek or stream, can 
be challenged by the 
cold when added to 
the other stresses. 

Cattle respond 
well to added 
energy in the water 
and feed. Products 

that contain probiotics help jumpstart the rumen bacteria to encourage 
fermentation and digestion of the high-fiber diet. Electrolytes and sugars 
give cattle a boost of energy. Chlortetracycline is used as a preventative 
treatment for the at-risk animals as a feed supplement. All of these water 
and feed products help to maintain their energy to produce body heat that 
is vital to overcome extreme cold conditions.

For cattle of all sizes, a wind break of some sort is helpful for their 
long-term health in the north and snowier climates. Woods and tree lines 

serve as natural wind breaks. Farmers 
can make wind protection fences from 
posts and metal, stacks of bales, or 
parking machinery, such as trailers, in 
ways to block or divert the wind, and 
utilize other features such as grain bins, 
buildings, or hills the farm has available. 

Barns and other buildings also offer 
cattle protection from the blowing snow 
and wind. Yet steamy barns can actually 
increase the chances of spreading 
sickness and disease as the pathogens 
can move and stay viable on the water 
droplets in the air. So, although a well-
bedded barn full of cattle is warmer, 
if there is steam there is also concern. 
Cattle lungs are not much larger than 
human lungs and therefore their respira-
tory system is their Achilles heel.

Keeping a beef animal dry can be a 
challenge in some winters, especially 
for smaller animals trudging through the 
snow. Therefore, young animals need 
a dry place to lie. Cattlemen will often 
unroll bales of hay as supplement feed 
for pastured cattle. 

Cattle become accustomed to the cold 
over time, and they can handle being out 
in nature. ■

It’s important to keep beef cattle dry and 
protected from drafts or wind. Extra feed 
for energy and water is also important to 
maintain healthy cattle in the winter. 


