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THE IMPORTANCE OF WATER

Providing cattle with consistent access to clean 
water is not only key for overall health - it helps to 
maximize growth and performance. Water helps 
to support digestion, nutrient absorption, and 
overall metabolic function making it important for 
weight gain and milk production.1-4 Poor-quality 
or limited water increases the risk of illness, limits 
feed intake, and reduces production outcomes.

WATER NEEDS

Cattle get water both from drinking and from the 
feed they eat. Beef cattle need 26-66L of water 
per day on average, but exact water requirements 
for cattle fluctuate based on factors such as:5,6

APPROXIMATE TOTAL DAILY 
WATER INTAKE OF BEEF CATTLE

Illustrated in the table below, larger animals and 
animals in energy intensive stages of life (e.g. lactating 
cows) will need more water. All animals will need more 
water at higher temperatures.

Table adapted from Nutrient Requirements of Beef Cattle, seventh edition

Body weight: Heavier animals typically 
have a greater water intake requirement

Growth: Growing animals need more water 
to support growth

Environmental conditions: Hotter and drier 
conditions increase water requirements

Stage of production: Lactating cows have 
higher water requirements compared to dry 
cows

Type of diet: Cattle consuming diets high in 
protein, salt, minerals or diuretic substances 
will have a greater water requirement
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BENEFICIAL MANAGEMENT 
PRACTICES

The health and productivity of cattle 
depends on access to clean, abundant 
water. The following beneficial practices 
outline how operations can maintain both 
water quality and quantity for their herds.

• Provide access to clean water at all 
times. Having a backup water source 
is a good way to ensure this.

• Test water annually or anytime 
changes are noticed.

• Clean water troughs and water lines 
regularly to prevent algae, mineral 
and bacterial buildup.

• Increase water availability during hot 
months or after changes to the 
animal’s diet.

• Consider cattle behaviour and layout 
of water sources to avoid competition 
for water access. 

• Work with your veterinarian and 
nutritionist to troubleshoot any issues 
related to water quality, and balance 
water and feed nutrients.

• When possible, pump water to prevent 
cattle from having direct access to 
water sources. 

WATER QUALITY

While an adequate quantity of water is crucial, water 
must also be of good quality to support health, growth, 
and productivity. Poor-quality water can be 
unappealing to cattle, reducing water intake and 
slowing growth. In some cases, it can also be harmful, 
limiting production and potentially causing death.5 
Water quality can be monitored through testing and by 
observing your water source and herd. Watch out for: 

• Reduced water intake or hesitance to drink 
• Signs of dehydration (e.g., sunken eyes, tightening 

of the skin, lethargy) 
• Weight loss
• Diarrhea 
• Slower growth, reduced milk production, 

reproduction issues  
• Water with odour, unusual colour, or algae 

growth

For detailed information on the effects of 
various compounds and contaminants on 
cattle health and productivity, refer to the 
BCRC's Water Quality Analysis and 
Interpretation Guide. 
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