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Timely Tips 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
Spring-Calving Cow Herd 
 
• Cows should be pregnant before the end of this month..  They should be on good pasture with clover 

and preferably low endophyte levels in fescue for the spring breeding season.  Keep pastures vegetative 
by clipping or making hay.  Cows should have abundant shade and water; heat stress and high 
endophyte fescue can ruin the breeding season. 

• Keep a good pasture mineral mix, which contains adequate levels of phosphorus, vitamin A, selenium 
and copper, available at all times. 

• Observe the cows and bulls as the breeding season continues.  Watch bulls for injury or lameness and 
change bulls if a high percentage of cows are returning to heat.  Record cow breeding dates to 
determine next year’s calving dates and keep records of cows and bulls in each breeding group. 

• Consider a special area for creep grazing calves, or practice “forward grazing”, allowing calves to 
graze fresh pasture ahead of the cows.  This can be accomplished by raising an electric wire or building 
a creep gate. 

 
Fall-Calving Herd 
 
• Pregnancy test cows if not done previously. 
• Wean calves as soon as pasture quality deteriorates. 
• Cull cows at weaning time 

o Smooth-mouthed cows 
o Cows weaning light weight and/or poor-quality calves 
o Open cows 

• Select replacement heifers on the basis of: 
o Temperament 
o Conformation 
o weaning weight 
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o dam and sire records 
o Select more than needed to allow for culling after a short breeding season 

 
General 
 
• Finish harvesting excess pasture as hay soon!  It should be cut before it becomes too mature.  Be sure 

and replenish your reserves.  Try to put up more than you think you will need in case of a late summer 
drought. 

• Keep pastures small for rotational grazing so that nutritive quality can be maintained.  They should be 
small enough so cattle do not graze longer than a week.  As the season progresses, you need several 
paddocks to give each properly stocked pasture about 4 weeks’ rest.  

• Clip grazed-over pastures for weed control and so that seed heads do not irritate eyes.  Pastures should 
be kept in a vegetative state for best quality. 

• Control flies.  Consider changing insecticides and/or methods of control this year, because insecticide 
resistant flies may have developed if you have used the same chemical year after year.  Consider pour-
on and sprays that allow you to put cattle in the corral or through the chute with little stress on them.  It 
will make subsequent trips through the “chute” less stressful. 

• Prevent/Control pinkeye 
- consider vaccinating 
- control flies 
- clip tall, mature grass 
- treat problems quickly. 

• Maintain a clean water supply and check it routinely.  Water is extremely important in hot weather. 
• Pasture should supply adequate energy, protein and vitamins at this time.  However, be prepared for 

drought situations.  Don’t overgraze pastures so that recovery time will be faster.  Overgrazed pastures 
will recover very slowly during July/August. 

 
Stuff Willie Lee Said 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
The rural area where I grew up didn’t have a lot of the social problems that we deal with today.  However, 
we did have one homeless person and that was “Willie Lee”.  Willie Lee may have been somewhat 
mentally-challenged but he seemed to enjoy life on a different level than most people. 
 
My first memory of Willie Lee is of him walking down the road singing the “Salty Dog Blues”.  I 
wondered where he was going in such a good mood.  He wasn’t going any place in particular and didn’t 
seem too worried about it. 
 
One day some guys pulled up in a shiny car and asked him for directions: 
 
  “Could you tell me how to get to Haydenburg?” 
  “Me don’t know.” 
  “What’s the name of this road?” 
  “Me don’t know.” 
  “You don’t know much, do you?” 
  “Me ain’t lost.” 



 
 

Willie Lee had worked on our farm some as a young man and he would stop by from time to time.  Since 
he was about the same size as my father, that stop was usually good for a change of clothes.  He would 
occasionally say something profound, too. 
 
  “I wish I knew where I was going to die.” 
  “Why on earth would you want to know that?” 
  “Me wouldn’t go there.” 
 
Willie had worked for my grandfather and father.  So when my friend, Olin, and I were planting trees he 
came walking by and I got him to help us by “dropping” the trees.  One of us would use a dibble bar to 
make a hole, Willie would drop the tree and the other would close the hole.  Willie took his job seriously.  
Olin asked how many trees we were getting in a row and I replied “a hundred”.  Willie took issue with 
that. 
  “No. ninety-seven.” 
  “Yeah, about a hundred.” 
  “No. Ninety-seven.” 
  “I said about a hundred--.” 
  “One, two, three, four….” 
  “You don’t have to count them.” 
  “One, two, three, four…” 
  “Oh, okay.” 
 
A few minutes later--.” 
 
  “See, I told you ninety-seven.” 
  “Thanks.” 
 
Things were going pretty well and it was time for lunch.  We sat down at the end of the row to eat.  Willie 
wiped his nose on his hand and reached into the bag of potato chips. 
 
  “I thought you was hungry.” 
  “No, my stomach doesn’t feel so good.” 
  “Okay, I’ll eat ‘em.” 
  “Go ahead.” 
 
Willie came by the funeral home during my father’s visitation to pay his respects and that was the last time 
that I saw him.  I hadn’t thought much about him until recently when Karen and I spent a weekend, along 
with members of our church, at a shelter for homeless men.  We can learn a lot from people that “seem 
different from us”.  We might learn that they aren’t so different.  I was impressed by how polite and 
respectful the homeless men were. 
 
On Saturday night, after everyone was fed, some of us ventured into an up-scale restaurant in Memphis to 
enjoy some of their famous ribs.  Most of the clientele there appeared to be very well-heeled.  It occurred 
to me that the first acts of rudeness and words of profanity that I heard that weekend were there – and not 
at the mission.  What?  You were expecting a better class of people? 
 



 
 

Education and affluence does not equal class or character.  There are a lot of good people out there – some 
we just haven’t met…or bothered to talk to.  I saw on the news where one billionaire sports team owner 
just embarrassed the National Basketball Association with his ill-advised comments.  I’ll bet Willie Lee 
never carried any ill-will toward anyone.  We could learn a lot from Willie Lee.  Maybe we all need to 
figure out what really makes us happy.  And, as Willie Lee might have said, “it makes no differences 
where you go – there you are!”  Make the best of it! 
 
What do you do with your Dead Animals?  Proper Disposal Procedures May Prevent 
an Investigation and Fine 
Dr. Michelle Arnold, DVM- Ruminant Extension Veterinarian (UKVDL), University of Kentucky 
 
One of the challenges associated with the disposal of animal carcasses includes protection of 
environmental, animal, and public health against potential microbiological threats.  An animal carcass is 
composed of material that may contain viruses, bacteria, protozoa, parasites, prions, toxins, drug residues, 
and other chemicals.  All of these materials need to be reduced to safe amounts, eliminated or somehow 
contained to minimize their potential hazard. There are many different attitudes among producers when it 
comes to disposal of a dead animal.  Some producers very quickly address the problem using an accepted 
disposal method while others may drag the carcass to the nearest sinkhole, ditch or wooded area and leave 
it for scavengers to remove piece by piece. Recently, a representative of the KY Department of Agriculture 
(KDA) contacted me regarding the following issue: 
 
“We at the Kentucky Department of Agriculture (KDA) are tasked with enforcing proper disposal of 
carcasses. This is addressed in KRS 257.160. The agricultural arena does a poor job of disposing of dead 
animals but many times they are not aware of the requirements. The non-agricultural population is now 
seeing the carcasses and remains and reporting to KDA. We have to investigate and fine offenders.” 
This difference in attitudes among livestock producers regarding carcass disposal is often a source of 
conflict between neighboring farms due to issues such as contamination of surface water, the possibility of 
exposing healthy cattle to an infectious organism, and drawing undesirable wildlife (coyotes, black 
vultures) to the area.  While these issues are important in the agricultural sector, there is now a growing 
suburban population that views improper disposal as a human health hazard. We are all too familiar with 
the sight and overwhelming smell of a rotting carcass on a blazing hot summer day.  The non-agricultural 
community is unlikely to tolerate the stench or the sight of a decomposing animal and will take action to 
stop it from occurring near their home or neighborhood or along their drive home.  Producers have six 
different choices for disposal according to the law:  1) incineration, 2) boiling, 3) burial, 4) rendering, 5) 
disposal in an approved landfill, and 6) composting.  Regardless of the method chosen, it is important to 
realize this must be done within 48 hours of when the carcass of domestic livestock, poultry or fish is 
found unless it is kept in cold storage. The Cooperative Extension Service publication ID-167 entitled  
 
“On-Farm Disposal of Animal Mortalities” is available at the local cooperative extension office or on the 
web at http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agc/pubs/id/id167/id167.pdf and provides guidance to the producer for 
handling animal mortalities according to KY law. Statute KRS 257.160 (effective June 25, 2009) describes 
the various acceptable methods of disposal of domestic livestock, poultry, and fish as follows: 
 

a) Complete incineration of the entire carcass and all of its parts and products; 
b) Boiling the carcass and all of its parts and products in water or heating it with steam at a 

temperature above boiling, continuously for two (2) hours or more; 
c) Burying the carcass and all of its parts and products in the earth 



 
 

i. At a place which is never covered with the overflow of ponds or streams and which is not 
less than one hundred (100) feet distant from any watercourse, sinkhole, well, spring, 
public highway, residence, or stable. 

ii. The carcass shall be placed in an opening in the earth at least four (4) feet deep, 
iii. The abdominal and thoracic cavities opened wide their entire length with a sharp 

instrument, 
iv. The entire carcass covered with two (2) inches of quicklime and at least three (3) feet of 

earth.  

d) Removal of the carcass by a duly-licensed rendering establishment; 
e) Deposition of the carcass in a contained landfill approved pursuant to KRS Chapter 224; 
f) Composting of the carcass in a facility according to the board's administrative regulations and 

approved in accordance with KRS Chapter 224. 
 
Composting can provide animal producers with a convenient method for disposing of animal mortalities 
and also provide a valuable soil amendment. In addition, the finished compost can be stockpiled and 
reused to compost other mortalities. The interest in the use of on-farm composting for the disposal of 
animal by-products and carcasses is growing because the practice is relatively simple, effective, 
environmentally sound, and economic. It uses materials and equipment that are often available or readily 
accessible on farms. Composting is a largely aerobic process in which naturally present microorganisms 
(bacteria, fungi, and others) convert (or digest) organic material into stable humus. However, it must be 
done correctly to minimize the potential spread of diseases, odors, and liquids. Guidelines established by 
the University of Kentucky College of Agriculture Cooperative Extension Service publication "On-Farm  
 
Composting of Animal Mortalities: ID-166" are available on the web at 
http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agc/pubs/id/id166/id166.pdf or may be obtained from the local cooperative 
extension office.  According to KY regulations, all composting facilities must be constructed to meet the 
guidelines set forth in the UK publication ID-166 and must meet the requirements of the Kentucky 
Agriculture Water Quality Plan.  In addition, reasonable and cost-effective efforts must be taken to prevent 
odor, insects, and pests and be inaccessible to scavengers, livestock, and live poultry. 
 
Regardless of the method chosen for carcass disposal, it is imperative to get it done quickly because 
decomposition occurs rapidly in hot summer weather and will inevitably get someone’s attention who may 
report it to authorities.  The KDA has the authority to investigate and fine producers who do not dispose of 
livestock promptly and correctly.  Effective and safe on-farm disposal of dead animals decreases the 
potential for environmental contamination and disease spread from the biological hazards contained within 
animal carcasses. 
	



 
 

What Will Drive the Next Cow Herd Expansion? 
Dr. Kenny Burdine and Dr. Greg Halich, University of Kentucky 
 
 
With cattle inventory at levels not seen since the early 1960’s and a massive corn crop in the bin from 
2013, it seems appropriate to evaluate the future of US cattle numbers.  Numerous factors have affected 
cattle numbers over the last several years and undoubtedly those, and many more, will determine when we 

start to see expansion of the US 
cow-herd.  The chart to the left 
depicts USDA-NASS January 1 
beef cow numbers from 1920 to 
2014.  While there has been 
obvious variation in inventory 
from year-to-year, a clear upward 
trend can be seen from the 1930’s 
to the mid-1970’s, followed by a 
sharp and then more gradual 
reversal that has continued until 
today. 
 
When thinking about cow herd 
expansion, it important to note that 
no single factor drives an 
individual producer’s decision to 

expand or reduce the size of their cow herd.  Producers respond to a wide array of market signals and 
operate within a wide range of constraints.  The purpose of this article is to discuss some key factors that 
will likely impact producer decisions to expand their herds over the next few years. 
 
Expansion Occurs at the Cow-Calf Level 
This should be obvious, but it is sometimes easy to forget that the beef cattle sector remains one of the 
most segmented in all of agriculture.  While there are examples of vertical integration in the beef sector, it 
is still primarily comprised of a large number of independent operations and this is especially true at the 
cow-calf level.  While feedlot profitability and retail beef prices are certainly important to the overall beef 
system, expansion can only occur at the cow-calf level.  These factors only impact cow numbers when 
signals are sent back through the segmented beef system and cow-calf operators choose to hold heifers.  
Collectively, it is the cow-calf industry that determines the number of cows in production and the number 
of calves that hit the market each year. 
 
Producers Respond to Profits, Not Prices 
Often it is assumed that producers expand when prices reach a certain level, but this is an 
oversimplification.  Prices don’t tell us any more about profitability than one’s income does about their 
financial status.  Costs matter just as much.  While it is true that calf and feeder cattle prices are at 
historically high levels, it is also true that production costs have also risen dramatically.  In order for the 
market to send an expansionary signal to producers, it is not enough that prices rise.  Prices must rise by 
enough to translate to increased profits at the cow-calf production level. 
 
Breeding Stock is a Long-term Capital Investment 

Jan 1 US Beef Cow Inventory (1920-2014) 
(1,000 head) 
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Too often we discuss cow-calf operations as though they make decisions year-to-year, when expansion 
decisions take a long-term outlook.  Cows are likely to remain in production for ten years or more.  When 
a producer purchases additional bred heifers (or holds back their own heifers), they make an investment 
that requires multiple years to pay back.  Ultimately, breeding stock is an asset that requires a significant 
upfront cost, yields a return over the course of some productive life, and then has a salvage or cull value in 
the end.  Producers make this investment requiring some reasonable return over the course of that cow’s 
productive life.  Put simply, current profit levels matter, but long-term profit expectations are what really 
drive the expansion decision. 
 
Profit Expectations get “Bid-into” Breeding Stock Values 
In additional to the overall strength of the cattle market, another factor driving heifer values involves the 
capitalization of assets.  While it is true that breeding stock is a long term capital investment, it is also true 
that the value of breeding stock is heavily influenced by profitability expectations.  When profitability in 
the cow-calf sector increases, so does the cost of replacement females (and mature cows), as those heifers 
are likely to yield a greater positive cash flow over their productive lives.  This is an additional reason why 
bred heifers are selling for so much more today than they were 5 years ago.  The related impact on heifer 
calf values also has the potential to stall expansion as those heifers calves increase in value.  The first 
expense of heifer retention is the value of the heifer that is not sold at weaning time. 
 
Greater Risk Leads to Greater Return Requirements  
Since breeding stock represent a long-term investment, producers expand with an expectation of a positive 
return on this investment.  Just like any other investment, producers will compare this expected return to 
that of other investments such as other farm enterprises, mutual funds, stocks, bonds, CDs, etc.  They will 
choose to invest in their cow herd when the expected return reaches a suitable level for the amount of risk 
they perceive.  Most producers perceive greater risk in livestock production than was present 10-20 years 
ago as they have dealt with a lot of variability in both cattle and input prices.  Higher perceived risk means 
that producers are likely to have higher return requirements for the next expansion phase than they did the 
previous one. 
 
Cattle Compete With Other Land Uses 
The last few years have done an excellent job illustrating a basic economic principle – units of production 
are allocated to their most profitable use.  In many states like Kentucky, we have historically run cattle and 
produced hay on ground that was suitable for row crop production.  As the expected profitability of corn 
and soybean production increased over the last several years, much of this land has become increasingly 
attractive to grain crop producers.  The result has been an increase in land rents (and land values), to levels 
that cattle production simply cannot compete with in many areas of the state.  As a result, many of these 
acres were placed into row-crop production. 
 
It’s Easier to Covert Pasture to Row Crops than Vice-Versa 
Many have also speculated that as grain prices decrease and grain profitability declines, we will see 
conversion of row crops back into pasture.  This is likely an oversimplification.  While many of these acres 
came out of pasture pretty quickly, we are not likely to see them return with comparable speed.  Pastures 
can be plowed under or burned down, planted in corn or beans, and harvested for grain within a growing 
season.  However, re-establishing forages takes more time.  Also, land rents tend to be sticky and are 
unlikely to fall drastically in the next few years.  Grain producers are still likely to be able to pay more 
than cattle producers for that ground, even at $4-$5 / bu corn, especially when re-establishment costs and 
timing are considered. 



 
 

 
This potential for conversion is even more complicated when one considers capital investments required.  
As land was being converted from pasture to row crop production, in some cases the fences were removed.  
Once those fences are gone, the cost of returning that land to pasture has been drastically increased.  Much 
like breeding stock, fencing is an expensive, long term investment, that will only be made when 
investment in cattle and fencing is well justified by the market. 
 
Profit Can’t Make it Rain 
Despite the attention given to loss of pasture ground to row crops, the single biggest factor that has driven 
the recent decrease in cattle numbers at the national level has probably been weather.  Over the last ten 
years, most major cattle producing areas have dealt with drought at some point.  At the time of this writing 
(April 2014), the Southern Plains (especially Texas) were coming off three very challenging weather years 
and much of the Western part of the US is under severe drought.  Most cattle producing areas of the US 
have dealt with drought in recent years which has impacted their carrying capacity, forced them to sell off 
breeding stock, and increased production cost for remaining inventory. 
 
There are Areas that Would Like to Expand, Weather Permitting 
Given that so many areas were forced to reduce numbers recently, it is very likely that there will be interest 
in rebuilding in those areas once weather conditions improve.  The best example is the Southern Plains 
where beef cow numbers in Texas are down 22% from 2011 to 2014, and where much of this ground is 
probably not well suited to row crop production.  While expansion has begun in some areas, it is very 
likely that other areas will follow suit when weather allows. 
 
We Might Could Expand Fairly Quickly in the Early Stages 
While heifer retention gets a lot of attention dealing with expansion, another factor worth consideration 
deals with the impact of the deep culling that we have seen in much of the US.  We have actually seen 
increased heifer retention over the last several years, but this has not been enough to offset the reduction in 
beef cow numbers brought about by higher than normal culling.  As the herd shrinks, it tends to be less 
productive and older cows that are culled first.  This culling pattern has also likely been amplified by 
extremely high cull cow prices.  Put simply, higher cull cow prices will tend to encourage producers to cull 
cows sooner, rather than later.  Given these culling patterns, it is likely that the average age of the US cow 
herd has decreased slightly over the past few years.  If true, culling rates are likely to be lower once 
expansion begins.  If decreased culling is combined with increase heifer retention, expansion may be more 
rapid that would have been expected. 
 
Do We Have Farmers/Ranchers to Expand the Herd? 
The previous discussion so far has assumed that farmers/ranchers are there at the ready to expand when 
conditions improve.  However, there is growing concern that fewer and fewer of the next generation are 
willing to take on the challenges and opportunities of raising cattle.  It is relatively easier for fewer grain 
farmers to get bigger to make up for fewer numbers compared to cattle farmers.  One of the main reasons 
for this deals with renting land that is scattered and non-contiguous.  The additional management cost of 
farming two hundred acres in four parcels vs. one parcel is reasonably low for a grain farmer.  For a cattle 
farmer, it will involve almost four times as much work.  It takes almost the same amount of time to check 
on 25 cows compared to 100 cows in one location.  Grain farmers only spend a few days on each parcel of 
land each year, while cattle farmers need to be out there every week.  This dynamic makes is difficult for 
cattle farmers to rent multiple tracks that are not contiguous.  In most of the US, land tends to be broken 
into smaller parcels over time, further exacerbating this problem.  The end result of fewer cattle farmers 



 
 

coming up through the ranks and a decrease in large tracks of land suitable for cattle will make it more 
difficult to expand the cattle herd in the future.   
 


