
 
 
 
With the severe drought and the long-range 
projections for little relief, many livestock 
owners are faced with little to no water 
resources.  Creeks and streams have stopped 
running, ponds are dry or contain only 
stagnated water and wells are dry or giving a 
lot of problems.   
 
There are no easy solutions short of loading up 
the livestock and moving or selling them.  
Some ideas to consider might include: 
 
Ø Tapping onto municipal water systems 
Ø Drilling a new well or deepening an 

old one 
Ø Pumping or siphoning water from adjacent ponds or streams  
Ø Getting set up to haul water efficiently 

 
Points to consider for each option: 
 
Tapping a Municipal Water System:  If you have the 
option, this is the simplest source of water.  Tap fees vary 
and monthly bills will follow.  Weigh the cost of a well 
over about 10 years, verses monthly water bills.  It may 
take livestock awhile to get used to the different taste of 
treated water, but once they adjust, their consumption will 
be normal.  In many instances your water bill will reflect a 
water fee and sewer fee, since many systems automatically 
charge a sewer fee based on water use.  Please refer to the 
water float devices section of this article for proper 
installation of a good quality float.  There have been some 
very upset farmers after they get bills where livestock have 
knocked the float loose and the water has run full blast for 
several days and even weeks.  Prices of municipal water 
range from $2.70 to $4.70 per 1000 gallons of water.  A 
monthly bill for a 30 cowherd drinking 600 gallons per day 
would range from $50 to $85.  Tap (or connection fees) 
varies tremendously ($400 - $1500).  I know of one 
company waving the tap fee for emergency livestock water 
use. 
 
Drilling Wells:   Most of you are familiar with this process and the pitfalls  
of finding water.  Piedmont underground water supplies are found in rock 
 fractures.  The location of these fractures is a mystery to even the best well 

Alternative Water Strategies for Livestock 
By William R. (Rusty) Thomson 

 

Link to Livestock 
Water Needs 
www.clemson.edu/ 
extension/drought/water
man.htm/livewat.htm 

Water Trough 
Considerations 

Stagnant Ponds 

Rusty Thomson 
Area Livestock 
Agent, Clemson 
University 
(803-684-9919) 

Brian Smith  
Irrigation & 
Water Quality 
Specialist 

Computer program for 
figuring water needs, 
pipe and trough size. 



 2

 drillers.   This is why a lot of the old timers swear by the divining 
rod and an expert diviner.  Due to the irregularity of these rock 
fractures, wells can vary greatly in depth, volume of water and 
recharge, not to mention the occasional dry holes.  Sometimes you 
can drill a dry hole for several hundred feet and move over just a  
few feet and find plenty of water.  Ask neighbors of their well history and bargain with 
the well driller accordingly.  A local well driller said that the average wells dug in the last 
four years was 480 feet.  During the ten years prior to that it was 260 feet.  In other areas 
of the low state, aquifers (sometimes called underground lakes) can be a more dependable 
supply of water.  We are experiencing many problems with dropping aquifers, salt 
impurities near the coast and regulations that might impact farmers as the long-term 
drought continues.   
 
 
 
Hopefully you are aware of the Emergency Livestock Water Program being funded 
through the Farm Service Agency (FSA).  Typical of most government programs, you 
need to be careful with the details.  This program is funded based on need and first come 
sign-up.  If you are not signed up now, the likelihood of being funded on the present 
appropriation from Congress is poor.  If new money is appropriated, more producers on 
the list should receive funding.  Check out the details carefully.  One example is that your 
well driller needs to include all your bills on one statement for pipe, pump, wiring, 
drilling, etc. 
 
Pumping or Siphoning Water:   If you have a source of water from a pond, stream or 
river, it may be possible to pump or siphon water from the source to a water tank for the 
cows.  The best example of a low cost system is gravity flow pipe out the back of a dam 
of a well-supplied pond.  This system has little maintance cost, no monthly fees, keeps 
livestock from destroying the pond banks and fouling the water as they wade and 
defecate in the pond and makes the pond a more pleasant recreational area.  A siphon 
system is another option with the same advantages, but there is a possibility of losing the 
siphon.  As with any watering system, you must be sure livestock always have water.  If 
gravity or a siphon will not work, a pump of some sort is the next option.  Electric pumps 
can be rigged to pump from these water sources just as from a well.  Gas motors can also 
be used but you generally must be present to start and stop these devices.  
 
Ram pumps designed to take advantage of using the force of the water from a gradient 
fall are sometimes possible.  Solar pumps can also be used, but tend to be rather 
expensive.  Call or e-mail Rusty Thomson or Bryan Smith for more details on these 
alternatives. 
 
Hauling Water Efficiently:   Hauling water for any length of time is a last resort.  A 
typical beef cow in August will drink 20 gallons of water or more per day.  A herd of 30 
cows will drink upwards of 600 gallons per day.  This water will need to be kept in 
constant supply.  If you have ever hauled water, you can better understand the pitfalls and 
the time it takes to do the job.  Be careful of the tanks you use to haul water.  Tanks that 
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have been used to haul fuels or chemicals of any kind should not be used.  Some tanks 
can be cleaned for this use but care must be taken.  Don’t let frustration and desperation 
lead you to additional problems. 
 
Water is an essential element.  All animals must have sufficient water to maintain proper 
health.  Remember these trying times and make long range plans to improve the 
utilization of water resources on your farm.  Also use this opportunity to help improve the 
overall water quality of the water for your community.  Techniques should be utilized to 
plan a complete water system for your farm.  Call your local Clemson Extension Service 
or Natural Resource Conservation Service for help in designing water systems.  We now 
have a computer program we can use in advising you on the correct pipe and trough size 
that will be needed for your operation.  There are a lot more considerations to be made 
than what we have covered in this article.    
 
----------- links--------- 
 
Water Troughs:   Water troughs should be designed to be resistant to livestock damage, 
water waste and freezing in the wintertime.  The trough and float design seem to be the 
toughest problems a producer deals with.  Through a demonstration project done on the 
Broad River, we have learned a lot about designing water systems.  There are several 
points to keep in mind when considering a water tank: 

q Size of tank 
q Stability  
q Durability  
q Underground plumbing for supply lines 
q Floats best suited for the job 
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Stagnant Ponds:  If your pond has any water, it is probably stagnant.  If your livestock 
have access to the pond, the conditions of the water are probably just plain nasty.  
Ironically most of the time stagnant water will not kill livestock, but we know that it is 
not healthy.  As the water in a pond becomes stagnant, the bacteria and algae that are 
present, even in the cleanest ponds, become more concentrated.  Add the nutrient load 
from livestock defecation, fertilization and degradation of leaves and other plant material, 
and you have a much higher level of bacteria and algae growth.  Certain types of algae at 
certain stages in their lifecycle do create toxins that kill livestock.  These situations are 
rare, but are more common under drought conditions.  Toxic algae are generally the blue-
green algae species.  Algae bloom is a common occurrence during the late summer 
months.  We often hear of a pond “turn-over” where massive fish are killed in a pond 
when weather conditions are just right and the stage of algae growth are at their peak.  
These occurrences do not necessarily mean the water is poisonous to livestock.  It just 
means that the overload of decaying algae and plant compounds have taken all the 
oxygen out of the water and the fish die due to lack of oxygen.   
 
Similar conditions are necessary when specific algae species become toxic.  We quite 
often see a bloom of distinct algae clusters on the water.  They will often resemble a 
coating of latex paint on the water or surrounding the algae clusters.  Again, these are rare 
conditions requiring the right combination of algae species and weather conditions, but 
they generally are enhanced by drought conditions and stagnant water. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Water Float Devices:   There are many water floats or water leveling devices on the 
market.  When watering just a few animals in a trough in the summer, the cheap over the 
side of the tank floats are OK.  These floats are not adequate for extended high use areas 
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or areas used in the winter months.  For these situations a high volume float that enters 
the water trough underground or in a protected structure is needed.   
 
In our demonstration project, we tested 4 types of floats: 
ü Standard inexpensive over-the-side floats 
ü Standard toilet  floats 
ü High volume floats designed like toilet bowl floats 
ü “Jobe Valves” designed for pressure release in a complex mechanism 
ü “Stock Proof” floats designed as simple floats for low pressure systems 

 
The first two types of floats worked for low flow situations where very few animals were 
watering in a trough or where you had oversized troughs.  The only advantage to the 
standard toilet bowl float was that it could be mounted in a tank that had an underground 
feed supply line.  This float must be protected from livestock tampering.   
 
The best float for most situations was the high volume float designed like toilet bowl 
floats.  They can be mounted in an underground feed tank and can supply a high volume 
of water.  Their drawback is the lever arm that can be bent by the livestock.  Some of this 
was remedied by adding a PVC sleeve to the brass arm. 
 
The most promising but most disappointing float was the Jobe Valve.  They worked great 
until silt got into the float control mechanism and caused the float to fail.   
 
The Stock Proof float failed under high-pressure systems over time, but worked great on 
low flow situations, and especially good where trash is a problem such as ponds. 
 
For specific information about difficult situations or more information on our 
demonstration project, contact Rusty Thomson, Area Livestock Agent with Clemson 
University Extension (803-684-9919). 
 
 
Computer program for figuring water needs, pipe and trough size:  The Livestock 
Watering System Calculator developed by Bryan Smith, Irrigation and Water Quality 
Specialist, helps a livestock owner determine some of the basic items used in most water 
systems.  After imputing some basic data, the proper size water trough, type and size of 
pipe and pump pressure can be determined for various water systems.   
 
If you are putting in a watering system, whether it be one water line and trough or a 
complete farm water system, you should gather some basic numbers from your farm and 
allow us to help you determine the proper trough, pipe, pump, etc. for your system.  For a 
simple system, 15 minutes can help you make the right decisions and perhaps help you 
reduce your cost and prevent some potential problems.  Call or e-mail Bryan Smith or 
Rusty Thomson for assistance in utilizing the program to help you in your decision 
making process. 
 
Prepared by: William R. (Rusty) Thomson 
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