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With the advent of summer, we are now in the midst 
of the heat stress season. Hopefully, all of the man-
agement practices on your facility have been put in 
place to keep cows cool and abate environmental 
effects of hot weather on your cows. Sprayers,  
misters and fans operating at optimum efficiency 
are keys in helping create an environment to reduce 
the influence of summer time heat.

Rations should also be checked and fine tuned to 
assure optimum nutrition and to alleviate any nega-
tive impacts that could reduce milk production, milk 
components or overall cow comfort. During periods 
of heat stress, dry matter intake can drop to 55%  
of normal voluntary intake. This loss of nutrient 
intake can and will have dire affects on the overall 
profitability of your dairy operation.

Before going into nutrient specifications, feeding 
times, bunk management and general characteris-
tics of a ration will influence its affect on heat stress 
management. Feeding during the coolest times of 
the day will stimulate maximum dry matter intake 
by cows.  Some recommendations have been to 
feed 60 to 75% of the ration after 6 pm and the 
remaining 25 to 40% before 6 am. More frequent 
feeding also has its advantages by simulating the 
cows to come to the feed bunk more frequently.  

Don’t leave feed in the bunk for too long. Fermented 
feeds will spoil more quickly during periods of heat, 
and spoiled feed will reduce dry matter intake. 
Greater feeding frequency of smaller meals will  
allow for better bunk management. This will allow 
you to better monitor feed refusals and minimize 
them, but always make sure there is good fresh 
feed available.

The use of a TMR (total mixed ration) is extremely 
beneficial during periods of heat stress. Dairy cows 
will sort diets more during hot weather than at 

other times of the year. This sorting can have dire 
affects when cows selectively consume more grain 
or concentrate over the forage faction of the diet.  
Excessive grain consumption can lead to acidotic 
conditions in the rumen which can further reduce 
feed intake, lead to hoof problems and reduce over-
all nutrient delivery. Moisture content is important 
in making a good TMR. Making sure the moisture 
content is as high as possible will create a TMR that 
is homogeneous and reduce the ability of the cows 
to sort ingredients. A good guideline is to maintain 
at least 55% dry matter content to avoid too wet a 
diet. You can easily add 10 to 20% water to a ration 
to increase the moisture content effectively.

Getting the right balance of forage and concentrate 
in a ration is critical and challenging during periods 
of heat stress. This is the most crucial time for for-
age quality to be considered. The use of high qual-
ity forages is important in reducing the sustained 
heat load on the cow throughout the day. High 
quality forages that are more easily digested allow 
the cow to obtain energy sooner after the ration is 
consumed. Poorer quality forages will take longer to 
digest and thus the heat from fermentation will be 
sustained throughout the day. Also, consideration 
should be given to non-forage byproduct feeds that 
have highly digestible fiber components, such as 
beet pulp or soy hulls.  

We need to keep the fiber component of the ration  
at adequate levels to make sure we maintain a 
healthy rumen environment. Your ration should 
contain 28-30% NDF with peNDF >20% and ADF 
needs to be at least 18-20%. Consideration should 
also be given to particle size of the forage. We want 
to make sure the cow has a good cud to chew for 
saliva production. Feeding 2 to 3 lbs of high quality 
long hay could be beneficial but it has to mix well 
with the TMR. With the use of more high quality  
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forages and feeds during heat stress periods the use 
of a buffer is more important in maintaining rumen 
pH, recommendation is 1oz of buffer/10 lb of milk. 
Some feed additives such as yeast culture, aspergillius 
oryzae, and niacin have been beneficial in helping 
rumen fermentation of fiber during heat stress.

Using higher quality forages will help to increase  
the energy content of a ration while minimizing heat 
of fermentation or heat increment. An additional  
way to increase the energy content is through the 
use of fat. The use of rumen inert fat will increase 
the energy content of the ration without increasing 
metabolic heat production. Guidelines need to be  
followed to avoid digestive upsets. Don’t exceed 5% 
of rumen available fat or 7% total fat in the ration.  
The energy content of fat is 2.25 times that of a car-
bohydrate so its use during heat stress can be quite 
beneficial. Also, newer research on the inclusion of 
omega-3 fatty acids in the fat supplementation has 
been positive for the immune function of cows which 
is often compromised during periods of heat stress.

Monensin should also be a consideration in summer 
heat stress rations. Research from Arizona has 
indicated that glucose demands are greater in heat 
stressed cows. By including monensin, the fermen-
tation in the rumen shifts more towards propionate 
production which can be used by the cow for glucose 
production.

Mineral demands will also change during heat stress.  
Either through increased losses or by reduced dry 
matter intake. Cows lose minerals through sweat-
ing and salivary losses during panting. Potassium 
will have the highest losses. Diets should be fortified 
with optimum levels of potassium, reaching levels of 
1.5 to 2% of the diet. Sodium should also be consid-
ered at 0.50 to 0.60% of the ration. Care needs to 
be expressed to make sure that the sources of these 
minerals do not have a negative impact on DCAD 
balance. Limiting the chloride contributions, through 
the use of carbonate sources, has been shown to 
be beneficial in maintaining proper DCAD levels and 
improving overall milk production.

Trace minerals should be evaluated as well, because 
of their importance in the energy metabolism and 
immune function. With lower dry matter intakes, 
the use of organic trace minerals, such as SQM, will 
assure accurate delivery and fewer interactions with 
antagonists in the diet.

Therefore, heating up your ration with higher quality  
forages and grains, dietary fat and feed additives 
such as monensin, will be the key to maintaining 
better milk production, milk components and better  
profitability during periods of heat stress. During the 
summer, more than any other time of the year, a 
good ration audit can prove to be beneficial for both 
the cows and your bottom-line.    

For more information about SQM, visit www.SQMadvantage.com or call 1.800.328.5870 ext. 222.
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