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“Keeping the
lights on and
the water
flowing are
critical in our
mission of
maintaining the
health and
safety of our
animals, so it
makes sense to
review our
preparedness
before the ice
and snow
comes.”
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Prepping for Those Winter Storms
—Andy Overbay, Extension Agent & Unit Coordinator, Smyth County; aoverbay@vt.edu

Winter weather in Virginia is easy to predict.
We will have somewhere between record
heat and record cold with either above or
below normal moisture. Joking aside, winter
seems to always test our ability to keep our
animals’ lives as normal as possible when
just about everything else isn’t normal at all.
Keeping the lights on and the water flowing
are critical in our mission of maintaining the
health and safety of our animals, so it
makes sense to review our preparedness
before the ice and snow comes.
On-farm power generation is all but essential anymore and keeping the generator
ready to go is a great place to start as we
begin to prepare for winter storms. Generators can lose their efficiency over time when
left unused so it is a good idea to not only
run them periodically but also have them
checked and serviced by a qualified electrician. We often think about the danger of
high voltage situations and that is a concern;
however, when it comes to running a generator, low voltage levels are a real danger.
If you are using a generator that is not
providing the proper voltage to your breaker
box, fires can be a real possibility. Most of
our electrical needs on the dairy farm are
from electric motors that have starter switches that kick in to begin to turn the motor.
When the motor is at full power, the starter
disengages and the power needed to spin
the motor is cut in half.
Without a high enough supply of power, a
motor’s starter will stay engaged, essentially
doubling the amperes used by the motor.
This high amp draw will result in a motor
generating a tremendous amount of heat
and over time will at the very least ruin the
motor, but it also stands a great chance of
burning your facility to the ground.
So what size generator does your operation need? That can be a difficult question

to answer. Utility providers will
supply you with your kilowatt usage but stop short of making
recommendations as to how
many kilowatts (kW) your generator should provide. One thing
that is known is the horsepower
needs for PTO powered generators. For every kilowatt of power your generator is rated to
provide, your tractor must supply 2 HP at the
PTO. For example, if you have a generator
rated at 60kW then your tractor needs to be
at least 120 HP at the PTO. This is especially
important to remember as most of today’s
tractors’ rated horsepower is engine HP at
the flywheel.
Water can be the other major headache in
cold weather, or perhaps better stated: the
lack of water. Just like any other piece of
machinery or building supplies, new technologies have really helped make plumbing easier and better over time. As I can, I am replacing brass fittings and galvanized pipe
with high strength plastic tubing and corresponding couplings.
All the planning in the world will not entirely
prevent the inevitable water leak or frozen
pipe, so here are just a few pointers from a
guy that’s been there. First, know where the
shutoff valves are so you can begin repairs
as quickly as possible. When Mom’s house
needed repairs, it took me a few minutes to
find the main valve in her home’s crawl
space. Second, know where your water lines
are. Knowing where to begin digging or
where not to dig at all can save you time,
money and sanity. Third, know the sizes of
the pipes and fittings you have on the farm
so you can keep some spare parts on hand
at all times.
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“Cutting costs” with the calf program may not be a wise decision
—R. E. James, Professor Emeritus, Virginia Tech Department of Dairy Science; jamesre@vt.edu
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