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Timely Tips 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
Spring-Calving Cow Herd 
 
• Study the performance of last year's calf crop and plan for improvement.  Plan your breeding program 

and consider a better herd sire(s).  Select herd sires which will allow you to meet your goals and be 
willing to pay for superior animals.   

• Keep replacement heifer calves gaining enough to reach their "target" breeding weight (65% mature 
weight) by spring. 

• Start cows on the high magnesium mineral supplement soon.  Consider protein supplementation if hay 
is less than 10% crude protein.  If cows are thin, begin energy (grain) supplementation now.   

• Consider vaccinating the cows to help prevent calf scours. 
• Get ready for calving season!  See that all equipment and materials are ready, including obstetrical 

equipment, record forms or booklets, eartags, scales for obtaining birthweights, etc.  Prepare a calving 
area where assistance can be provided easily if needed.  Purchase ear tags for calves and number them 
ahead of time if possible.  Plan for enough labor to watch/assist during the calving period. 

• Move early-calving heifers and cows to pastures that are relatively small and easily accessible to 
facilities in case calving assistance is needed.  Keep them in good condition but don't overfeed them at 
this time.  Increase their nutrient intake after they calve. 

 
Fall Calving Cow Herd 
 
• Provide clean windbreaks and shelter for young calves. 
• Breeding season continues.  Keep fall calving cows on accumulated pasture as long as possible, then 

start feeding hay/grain.  Don’t let these cows get too thin. 
• Remove bulls by Valentine’s Day.  That means that your 2015 fall calving season will end in 

November. 

Off the Hoof 
Kentucky Beef Newsletter – January 2015 



 
 

• Catch up on castrating, dehorning and implanting. 
 
General 
 
• Feed hay in areas where mud is less of a problem.  Consider preparing a feeding area with gravel over 

geotextile fabric. 
• Increase feed as the temperature drops, especially when the weather is extremely cold and damp.  When 

temperature drops to 15°F, cattle need access to windbreaks 
• Provide water at all times.  Cattle need 5 to 11 gallons per head daily even in the coldest weather.  Be 

aware of frozen pond hazards.  Keep ice "broken" so that cattle won't walk out on the pond trying to get 
water. 

• Consider renovating and improving pastures with legumes, especially if they have poor stands of grass 
or if they contain high levels of the fescue endophyte.  Purchase seed and get equipment ready this 
month. 

 
Winter Feeding Means More MUD! 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
Get out the muck boots – winter is here!  If there is one thing that is associated with winter feeding in 
Kentucky – it would be mud!  Mud causes lots of problems for cattle producers – loss of feed nutrients 
from hay, calf scours, calving losses, etc.  But, perhaps a bigger issue is the effect that winter feeding can 
have on your pastures. 
 
Feeding hay on pasture, even with hay rings, will cause a lot of damage to grass and make a muddy mess 
because of the intense “traffic” around the hay bale.  Couple this with the ruts made in the field by the 
tractor that hauls the hay across the pasture and you are messing up a lot of grass.  By late winter, we have 
made a muddy mess – just in time for spring calving! 
 
Isn’t there a better way?  Some producers bring all the cows into the barn lots to minimize pasture damage 
– but mud is still a major problem and cows are better off calving on good sod.  But when you try to 
progress to year-round grazing and rotational grazing, it is essential to leave the cows out on grass giving 
them access to supplemental feed as needed with minimal pasture damage. 
 
Several years ago muddy feeding/calving areas were a common problem at the UKREC-Princeton.  That is 
when we were fortunate to get the assistance of Dr. Steve Higgins, UK Director of Environmental 
Compliance.  Whoa!  When we say “environmental” folks get a little uneasy but this is not only helping 
the environment – it provides better care for your cattle, your pasture and your land.  That’s a win-win 
situation. 
 
These pictures are of various feeding structures and a frost-free waterer at the Princeton Station.  The hay 
feeding “pads” allow cattle from different pastures access to hay and can be scraped off and spread on 
pastures.  Round bales of hay can be added as needed.  It is best to locate these facilities near all-weather 
roads for easy access and minimal pasture damage. 
 
Concrete feed troughs (for silage and/or concentrate feeding) are conveniently located by farm roads for 
minimal pasture damage and ease of delivery.  Be sure to have adequate bunk space for the number of 
cattle that will utilize it and adequate area that is covered with geotextile fabric and rock around the bunks. 



 
 

 
Frost-free waterers will help control the problems with the water supply freezing up.  However, mud can 
be a problem around the waterers, too.  If you pour a concrete pad or prepare an area of filter fabric and 
rock, be sure the area is wide enough for the length of a cow and not just their front feet (see photo). 
 
Isn’t it time that you and your cattle quit “slogging” through the mud?  Make your New Year’s resolution 
about providing better environmental conditions for you, your cattle and your neighbors.  Check in with 
your County Extension Agent for Agriculture and Natural Resources for more information on design and 
resources available for feeding structures.  Ask for ID-188 “Strategic Winter Feeding of Cattle Using a 
Rotational Grazing Structure”. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Kentucky Beef Efficiency Conference 
Dr. Jeff Lehmkuhler, Associate Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
Need an excuse to stay indoors for a morning in January?  Then join us at the second Kentucky Beef 
Efficiency Conference on January 16th, 2015 at the new Owensboro Convention Center.  The planning 
committee has developed a program that builds upon last year’s conference with leading experts from 
across the country.  This conference is free to the general public in thanks to financial support from the 
Kentucky Agricultural Development Fund. 
 
Dr. Dave Lalman, Professor and Extension Beef Cattle Specialist at Oklahoma State University, will 
attempt to answer the age old question “What Makes an Efficient Cow?”.  During his discussion, the 
concept of matching cow production potential to available resources will be discussed.  Dr. Lalman’s 
Extension and research focuses on evaluating beef production systems, increasing profitability and/or 
reducing cost of production through improved forage utilization and optimal supplementation practices. 
Continuing along the theme of female efficiency for the beef herd will be Dr. Alison Van Eenennaam.  Dr. 
Van Eenennaam is an Extension Specialist in the field of Animal Genomics and Biotechnology at the 
University of California-Davis.  Her presentation titled “Can early embryonic losses that reduce 
reproduction efficiency be managed through genetics?” will introduce how technology can aid in 
managing undesirable outcomes of matings that may involve lethal genetic carriers.  Dr. Van Eenennaam 
received the 2014 American Society of Animal Science National Extension Award and the 2014 Borlaug 
CAST Communication Award. 
 
Rounding out this year’s program is former manager and Vice President of Ag Reserves Incorporated, 
Burke Teichert.  Ag Reserves Inc. is a partner company with Farmland Reserves Inc. which includes the 
Deseret Cattle and Citrus holdings.  Mr. Teichert hails from Wyoming and left the family ranch to obtain a 
degree in agricultural business from Brigham Young University and later a Master’s degree from the 
University of Wyoming in Agricultural Economics.  His experiences include livestock division manager in 
Washington, assistant Professor of Agricultural Economics, acquisition of ranch and farmland in United 
States, Canada and Argentina.  Mr. Teichert will offer insights to the challenging question “What Defines 
an Efficient Beef Cattle Operation?” 
 
Mark your calendars and plan to join us for a great learning experience.  This program is also sponsored by 
the Kentucky Beef Network, Kentucky Cattleman’s Association and the University of Kentucky 
Cooperative Extension Service.  There is no fee to attend the Kentucky Beef Efficiency conference.  If you 
plan to attend the KCA convention, be sure to register for the convention.  Contact the Kentucky 
Cattleman’s Association office with any questions. 
 
Emergency Calf Management After Dystocia (Difficult Birth) 
Dr. Michelle Arnold, Ruminant Extension Veterinarian, University of Kentucky 
 
Dystocia can be defined as a difficult or abnormal calving due to a prolonged, unassisted birth or due to a 
prolonged and/or severe assisted calf delivery.  Factors known to cause dystocia include pelvic size of the 
dam, calf size, calf presentation (for example, backwards or head turned back), and maternal factors 
including weak labor, insufficient dilation of the cervix and uterine twist or torsion.  The most common 
cause is a mismatch in dam pelvic size and calf weight, often seen in heifers delivering large bull calves.  
Inappropriate timing of human intervention or excessive force applied during delivery may cause 
additional fetal trauma, stress and even stillbirth.  Following dystocia, a calf is 6 times more likely to get 



 
 

sick than a calf born normally, with 69% of all deaths between birth and weaning occurring within 96 
hours of birth. 
 
The key event in the transition from life inside the uterus to an independent existence is the initiation of 
breathing so the lungs become inflated and the blood oxygenated.  The first breath is the hardest to take-
similar to the first hard push of air necessary when inflating a balloon.  In order to facilitate this process 
after a dystocia, immediately after delivery (within 30 seconds), the calf should be placed upright on its 
sternum (breastbone) to maximize ventilation.  Calves should have their upper respiratory tract (nose and 
mouth) cleared of any fluid or other physical obstruction, either by hand or suction bulb.  Calves should 
never be hung by their rear legs for more than 90 seconds or swung around by their back legs to remove 
fluids by gravity flow. Instead these procedures have been proven to increase pressure within the chest 
cavity, making it much more difficult to expand the lungs.  Calves should make active respiratory 
movements within 30 seconds of being delivered.   
 
If spontaneous breathing does not begin, it is imperative to establish an airway and stimulate respiration.  
Many methods have been tried but very little published information is available as to their efficacy.  Once 
the calf is placed on its sternum, vigorous stimulation of the calf by rubbing around the head or body and 
placing a finger or piece of straw in the nose should initiate a gasping reflex that helps aerate the lungs.  
Pouring cold water over the calf’s head or down the ear has also been used with some success to stimulate 
respiration.  Mouth-to-mouth or mouth-to-nose resuscitation is commonly tried but very difficult to do 
effectively.  Establishing a tight seal to prevent air leakage is difficult but, even more importantly, the air 
blown in has a tendency to go down the esophagus and fill the stomach which makes breathing more 
difficult for the struggling calf.  To avoid these problems, a veterinarian may use a cuffed endotracheal 
tube to provide positive pressure ventilation effectively.  Certain prescription medications such as 
doxapram may also be used to stimulate respiration although severely affected calves do not seem 
responsive to it. Veterinarians may also choose to use buffer therapy with injectable sodium bicarbonate to 
correct metabolic acidosis, a condition that often occurs following dystocia in which the calf’s blood is 
more acidic than it should be.   In general, cardiac resuscitation is not attempted in calves born without a 
heartbeat due to very poor chance of survival.  Similarly, calves that do not respond to respiratory 
stimulation techniques and cannot sit up on their own after 10 minutes generally do not survive.   
 
In moving from the uterus to the outside environment, baby calves experience a dramatic shift in 
temperature.  Calves delivered normally maintain their body temperature (thermoregulation) by shivering 
and by mobilizing energy from brown adipose (fat) tissue. Simple, natural physical activity such as 
standing, walking, and consuming colostrum will also generate body heat.  Following dystocia, calves 
have an impaired response to cold temperatures.  Inadequate oxygen can reduce muscle tone and prevent 
shivering as well as decrease the calf’s ability to utilize its brown fat.  Calves with thermal stress and low 
vitality are slow to stand and nurse, limiting their ability to warm themselves through this natural physical 
behavior.  These calves should be exposed to an infrared heater to improve rectal temperature, blood 
oxygen level, and respiratory rate.  If electric heating pads are used, they must be closely monitored 
because they can get hot enough to cause burns, particularly if the calf is unable to move off the pad.  Heat 
lamps must also be monitored to prevent burns. 
 
Of course the single most important factor in calf survival is that it receives and absorbs adequate 
colostrum.  It is essential that all calves receive 3-4 quarts of colostrum within the first 6 hours of life. 
Consumption of colostrum by calves in fetal distress has been found to be reduced by up to 74% in the first 
12 hours of life.   Since a calf is unlikely to voluntarily suckle after dystocia, it is recommended to feed 



 
 

colostrum via stomach tube (“esophageal feeder”) within one hour of birth if there is any doubt as to the 
calf’s vitality.  Colostrum contains immunoglobulins that form the calf’s immune system as well as 
nutrients vital to the newborn such as fat-soluble vitamins and sugars.  Dystocia resulting in a weak 
newborn calf is a major cause of failure of passive transfer (FPT) due to low volume and delayed 
consumption of colostrum.  FPT is known to increase susceptibility to infectious disease, increase neonatal 
sickness and death as well as result in long-term decreases in productivity (such as lower average daily 
gain) if the calf survives. 
 
Other problems may arise due to complicated deliveries.  Calves that are wedged in the pelvic canal for 
prolonged periods may be born with a swollen head and/or tongue.  This condition will usually resolve 
itself within one to two days but feeding the calf with a stomach tube is required since the calf cannot 
suckle.  Dystocias may result in trauma such as fractures of the legs, ribs and spine and luxations of the hip 
and spine.  The extent of these injuries may not be obvious at birth but will become apparent over the next 
one to two weeks.  The umbilicus (or “navel”) may become infected due to prolonged contact with the 
ground, predisposing the calf to septicemia or “navel ill”.  Mild antiseptics should be used on the cord but 
avoid strong, caustic agents as these will cause irritation and inflammation of these sensitive tissues.  
Maintaining a clean, dry umbilicus and ensuring adequate high-quality colostrum ingestion are the best 
ways to prevent disease in newborns. 
 
In summary, success in saving a calf after dystocia will depend largely on the condition of the calf at birth.  
Some will suffer major trauma during delivery resulting in severe bruising, fractured ribs, bleeding in the 
central nervous system, and other maladies resulting in death irrespective of treatment.  Other calves will 
be born with a heartbeat but not breathing; these calves are good candidates for resuscitation.  Establishing 
a patent airway, initiating breathing, and establishing adequate circulation are the cornerstones to 
immediate calf survival.  However, early and adequate colostrum intake is essential for passive transfer of 
immunoglobulins, energy, thermoregulation, and long-term survival.  
 
Preparing Cows for Breeding 
Dr. Les Anderson, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
A successful breeding season actually begins with management decisions made at calving.  Cattlemen can 
impact rebreeding efficiency by focusing on body condition score (BCS), early assistance during calving 
difficulty, scheduling a breeding soundness exam for the herd sires, planning their herd reproductive health 
program, and developing a plan to regulate estrus in their first-calf heifers and late-calving cows. 
 
Reproductive management begins with evaluation and management of BCS.  Body condition score is a 
numerical estimation of the amount of fat on the cow’s body.  Body condition score ranges from 1-9; 1 is 
emaciated while 9 is extremely obese.  A change in a single BCS (i.e. 4-5) is usually associated with about 
a 75 pound change in body weight.  Evaluation of BCS prior to calving and from calving to breeding is 
important to ensure reproductive success.   
 
Rebreeding performance of cows is greatly influenced by BCS at calving.  Cows that are thin (BCS < 5) at 
calving take longer to resume estrous cycles and therefore are delayed in their ability to rebreed.  Research 
has clearly demonstrated that as precalving BCS decreases, the number of days from one calving to the 
next (calving interval) increases in beef cows.  Females with a precalving BCS of less than 5 tend to have 
production cycles greater than 1 year.  For example, cows with a precalving BCS of 3 would be expected 
to have a calving interval of approximately 400 days, while a cow with a precalving BCS of 6 would have 



 
 

a calving interval of approximately 360 days.  South Dakota research illustrates the influence of precalving 
BCS on the percentage of cows that initiated estrous cycles after calving.  This experiment demonstrated 
that the percentage of thin cows that were cycling in the first month of the breeding season (June) was 
considerably lower than for cows that were in more moderate body condition. During the second month of 
the breeding season, 55% of the cows with a BCS of 4 had still not initiated estrous cycles, while more 
than 90% of the cows in more moderate condition had begun to cycle. Thin cows need a longer breeding 
season, which results in more open cows in the fall. They may also result in lighter calves to sell the next 
year because the calves from these thin cows will be born later in the calving season. 
 
Management of BCS after calving also impacts rebreeding efficiency.  Maintenance requirements for 
energy and protein increase 25-30% for most beef cows after calving.  Ranchers need to plan their 
supplementation to match or exceed this increased nutrient requirement.  Rebreeding efficiency is 
enhanced in cows that calved thin if their energy intake is increased.  Although the best management plan 
is to calve cows in a BCS of 5+, increasing the energy to cows that are thin at calving can boost 
reproductive performance. 
 
Dystocia (calving problems) can severely delay the onset of estrus after calving.  Research shows that for 
every hour a female is in stage 2 active labor there is a 4 day delay in the resumption of estrous cycles after 
calving.  Early intervention helps; 16% more cows conceived when cows were assisted within 90 minutes 
of the start of calving.  The best method is to reduce the incidence of dystocia via selection but early 
calving assistance will increase the opportunity of cows to rebreed. 
 
One often overlooked management tool that can improve reproductive performance is breeding soundness 
exams in bulls.  Ranchers need to think of breeding soundness exams as breeding season insurance.  These 
exams are a low-cost method of insuring that your bull is not infertile.  Bulls should be examined for 
breeding soundness about 30 days before they are turned out. 
 
I have worked in reproductive management for nearly 20 years and it amazes me how many cattlemen still 
do not vaccinate their cow herd against reproductive diseases.  Several diseases are associated with 
reproductive loss (lepto, BVD, vibrio, trich, etc).  The main problem is that most reproductive loss due to 
disease is subtle and ranchers don’t notice the loss unless they have a massive failure.  Most cattlemen are 
not aware of their losses due to abortion.  Ranchers need to work with their local veterinarian to develop an 
annual vaccination plan to enhance reproductive success. 
 
Lastly, ranchers need to develop a plan to enhance the rebreeding potential of their first-calf heifers and 
late-calving cows.  Young cows and late-calving cows have one characteristic in common that will greatly 
impact their reproductive success; anestrus.  After each calving, cows undergo a period of time when they 
do not come into estrus.  This anestrus period can be as short as 17 days but can also last as long as 150 
days depending upon a number of factors.  Typically, mature cows in good BCS will be anestrus for 45-90 
days (avg about 60 days) while first-calf heifers will be in anestrus for 75-120 days.  Research has shown 
that only 64% of mature cows have initiated estrous cycles about 70 day after calving while on 50% of 
first calf heifers have initiated estrous cycles at nearly 90 day after calving.  Let’s consider the impact of 
anestrus and calving date for a herd that calves from March 1 until May 10.  Bull turnout is May 20 and 
the length of anestrus for mature cows is 60 days and for young cows is 90 days.  A mature cow that calves 
on March 1 will begin to cycle on May 1 and is highly likely to conceive early.  However, the mature cow 
that calves on April 20 won’t cycle until June 20 and her opportunity to conceive early is very limited.  A 
first-calf heifer that calves on April 20 won’t begin to cycle until July 20 and will have limited 



 
 

opportunities to conceive.  Cattlemen can reduce the anestrous period by fenceline exposure to a mature 
bull or by treating the cows with progesterone for 7 days prior to bull exposure.  Sources of progesterone 
include the feed additive melengestrol acetate (MGA) or an EAZI-Breed CIDR  insert (Zoetis Animal 
Health).  Both sources have been shown to induce estrus in anestrous cows and exposure of anestrous cows 
to progesterone for 7 days before bull exposure will not reduce fertility.  Pregnancy rates will actually be 
increased in these females because inducing estrus will increase the number of opportunities these cows 
have to conceive in the breeding season. 
 
Managing for reproductive success actually begins at calving.  Cows need to calve with a minimum BCS 
of 5 and with little assistance.  Effective planning for reproductive health and management plan for 
limiting the impact of anestrus will ensure that cattlemen are happy, happy, happy at the end of the 
breeding season. 

 
Kentucky Beef Cattle Market Update 
Dr. Kenny Burdine, Livestock Marketing Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
December was not the most friendly of months for feeder cattle markets as most contracts dropped 
considerably leading up to the Christmas holiday.  Several limit down days were seen, leaving many to 
wonder how far the market would drop before finding a bottom.  The CME actually expanded daily limits 
on feeder cattle futures contracts last month.  However, at the time of this writing, markets have gained 
back a portion of what was lost.  Due to the Christmas holiday, tracking local markets is more challenging, 
but it appeared that the drop in futures had much more impact on heavy feeders than on calves. 
 
Next month, we will discuss the January cattle inventory report in detail and have a better feel for what is 
likely occurring with respect to expansion across the US.  Cow slaughter continues to run well below year-
ago levels, down by more than 850,000 through November.  This alone leads me to continue to expect a 
slightly larger estimate for beef cow numbers for 2015 and a slightly larger calf crop.   
 
Given price levels and weather, I also have to believe that increased heifer retention will be ongoing in 
many areas.  Given the constraints on expansion that exist in Kentucky, I do not expect major changes in 
heifer development numbers across the Commonwealth.  I would expect the largest growth in heifer 
development to occur in the Southern and Northern Plains.  Drought forced many producers in the 
Southern Plains to greatly reduce beef cow numbers since 2011.  Expansion had actually begun in the 
Northern Plains, but was likely cut short by the massive blizzard in the fall of 2013. 
 
While one can certainly debate how long the current strong market will hold and what the next few years 
will bring with respect to prices, everyone can agree that 2014 was an incredible year for cow-calf 
operators.  Further, fundamentals would suggest that while prices may decline some over the next couple 
years, most cow-calf operations will enjoy historically strong profit levels in the intermediate future.  
These increased returns provide a great opportunity for cow-calf operators to invest in their operations in 
multiple ways.   
 
While expansion is certainly an opportunity that makes sense for many producers, I always caution 
producers that their cost of production is just as important as expected prices levels when one considers 
growing the size of their cow herd.  Another option for producers is to use the current profit levels to 
invest in things that reduce their costs or otherwise allow them to increase their profitability per head.  
Possible cost reducing investments are improved forage programs, working facilities, hay storage and 



 
 

feeding methods, and many others.  The cow-calf business is a long term venture and part of taking 
advantage of a strong market is making investments that improve profitability in weaker markets. 
 


