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Water consumption, drinking behavior, and the effects of water quality in beef
cattle
Water nutrition needs of beef cattle are reviewed and best practice guidelines recommended in a
new article in Applied Animal Science
Champaign, IL, August 2, 2021—From the perspective of maintaining life, water is arguably the most
essential nutrient. Without adequate access to clean water, cattle, like humans, can only survive for a few
days. A new review in Applied Animal Science examines the water needs and intake patterns of beef
cattle, compares these with current cattle nutrition guidelines, and recommends best practices to
efficiently meet cattle needs for water—important considerations for animal welfare and performance.
Addressing the water needs of cattle is a multifaceted process. Not only the amount of water available but
also water quality, as well as factors including weather patterns, time of day, feed intake levels, and
animals’ developmental stages and body weights, all influence cattle needs and behavior regarding
water. Lead author John J. Wagner, PhD, professor of Animal Science at Colorado State University, Fort
Collins, Colorado, USA, observed that “Few studies have been completed evaluating the influence of
factors other than season or weather on drinking behavior by feedlot cattle.” However, Wagner points out,
“It is important to consider drinking behavior and maximum daily water needs and not the average water
needed for an extended period when developing water budgets and planning water systems.”
Providing cattle with free access to clean, fresh drinking water is crucial for animal health and production
efficiency. Insufficient amounts of water, as well as contaminants in water, have serious negative
consequences for animal health, with damaging financial effects for producers. The issue is particularly
urgent at the present moment. “As society debates the important issues of climate change and the
utilization of natural resources including land and water, it is important to understand the requirements of
water as a nutrient in cattle production,” Wagner stated.

Caption: Many factors affect water intake and drinking behavior in cattle (Credit: J. J. Wagner).
“This invited review characterizes and examines biological, environmental, and management aspects,
and water quality factors that influence water intake and drinking behavior of cow-calf, stocker, and
feedlot cattle,” said David K. Beede, PhD, editor in chief of Applied Animal Science. Beede added, “Water
nutrition and quality are paramount for optimal performance and welfare of beef cattle worldwide. To
manage and to avoid health problems from compounds sometimes found in drinking water, current
guidelines should be followed, using best management practices as delineated in this review.”
The article appears in the August issue of Applied Animal Science.
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