Ask A Vet: Keep Your Animals Cool this Summer
Sunday, June 8, 2014

Dear Dr. Weldy's,
We have a menagerie of 4-H animals here at my house including pigs, goats, and horses. We had a pig get
sick this week and wondered if it might be because of heat stress. What are the symptoms of this and
what might we do to prevent it?

Dear Reader,
After last winter’s polar vortex, I wasn’t sure we would ever worry about hot weather again. However,
these first heat waves of 2014 have reminded me of the stress heat can cause all species. Just like people,
animals adapt to certain conditions. In a climate like ours where seasons change distinctly, there is always
an adjustment period. When an animals body has to deal with extreme temperatures before it has adapted
it causes a great deal of stress. Decreased milk production in dairy cattle, stagnant weight gain in pigs,
reproductive issues, and respiratory disease in many species are all examples of what this stress can do.
In severe cases heat stress can lead to heat stroke and even prove fatal if not corrected. Since our barnyard
animals cant be air conditioned, it is vital that we do what we can to give them as much comfort as possible
during a heat wave.
When it comes to these animals cooling down, evaporation is the name of the game. Horses sweat,
dogs pant, pigs wallow in water or mud. These are all forms of evaporation cooling. What is the most
important thing for evaporation to take place? Air flow and water. Therefore animals need plenty of water to
drink and fans to provide air flow when it is hot. Some animals like pigs (who don’t sweat contrary to
popular belief) and cattle may need misters or standing water or mud to wallow in. When it is extremely
humid outside this evaporation is diminished making it even more important to watch your animals closely
for signs of heat stress or stroke.
If you must transport animals in hot weather take special care to provide plenty of water before, during ,
and after. Also make sure you do not overcrowd them and have good ventilation. Misting pigs may be
helpful before you hit the road. If possible transport in the morning or evening when it is usually cooler.
Recognizing the signs of heat stroke early makes a huge difference in the treatment outcome. These
symptoms include but are not limited to ; profuse sweating sometimes followed by a suspicious lack of
sweat in horses, rapid breathing or panting, flared nostrils, bright red tongue and gums or sometimes pale in
later stages, lack of appetite or energy, diarrhea, mental depression or even seizures. If you are suspicious
of overheating it is a good idea to keep a thermometer handy and take a rectal temperature and be familiar
with the normal temperature for each given species. Contact your veterinarian as soon as heat stroke is
suspected. Good luck and stay cool this summer.
-Dr. Justin Sellon

