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Timely Tips 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
Spring-calving cow herd 

 
 A postweaning feeding period will allow you to put rapid, economical gains on weaned calves, keep 

them through the fall “runs” and allow you to participate in Kentucky CPH-45 sales. Consider this 
health and marketing program which is designed for producers which are doing a good job of 
producing high quality feeder calves.   

 Evaluate body condition of cows after weaning their calves.  Sort thin (less than CS5) cows away from 
the cow herd and feed to improve their condition.  Two and three-year olds may need extra attention 
now. 

 Culling decisions should be made prior to winter feeding for best use of feed resources.  Consider 
open, poor-producing and aged cows as candidates for culling.   

 If you need to replace cows, consider buying bred heifers in some of the Kentucky Certified 
Replacement Heifer sales which are being held across the state this month.   

 Dry cows in good condition can utilize crop residues and lower quality hay now (but don’t let them 
lose any more body condition).  Save higher quality feed until calving time.  Keep a good mineral 
supplement with vitamin A available. 

 This has been a good year for fall pasture growth.  Extend grazing for as long as possible to decrease 
the amount of stored feed needed. 

 Replacement heifers require attention during the winter, too.  Weaned heifer calves should gain at an 
adequate rate to attain their “target” breeding weight (2/3 of their mature weight) by May 1. 

 
Fall-calving herd 
 
 Continue to watch fall-calving cows this month.  Catch up on processing of calves including 

identification, castration and vaccinations. 
 Vaccinate the cows while they are open and prior to the breeding season.  Move cows to accumulated 

pasture or increase feed now. 
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 Start the breeding season in late November or early December for calving to begin in September of 
2015.  If you are using AI and/or estrous synchronization, get your supplies together now.  Don’t forget 
Breeding Soundness Evaluations (BSE) on your bulls.  Make final selection of replacement heifers 
now. 

 
General 
 
 This is a good time to take soil tests and make fertility adjustments (phosphate, potash and lime) to 

your pastures.  Good prices on calves should allow you to pay attention to good soil fertility.  Put some 
money back into your operation. 

 Have your hay supply analyzed for nutritive quality and estimate the amount of supplementation 
needed.  Consider purchasing feed now.   

 This is also a good time to freeze-brand bred yearling heifers and additions to the breeding herd. 
 Graze alfalfa this month after a “freeze-down” (24 degrees for a few hours). 
 Don’t waste your feed resources.  Avoid excessive mud in the feeding area.  Hay feeding areas can be 

constructed by putting rock on geotextile fabric.  Feed those large round bales in hay “rings” to avoid 
waste.  Many producers are building concrete feeding pads. 

 
Remembering the 80’s 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
The farm financial crisis of the 1980’s was one of the worst times in modern history of farming.  It was 
such a painful time for many that it might be good to re-visit it so that we don’t ever repeat it in the future.  
It is like opening an old wound. 
 
The 1970’s had been of a boom time for many agricultural producers.  Lowered trade barriers, along with 
record Soviet purchases of grain led Secretary of Agriculture Earl Butz to utter those famous words “plant 
fence row to fence row” and “get big or get out”.  Increased lending and rising land values, along with low 
interest rates, led many people to increase their debt load and expand their operations.  “They aren’t 
making anymore land “was the prevailing logic.  Many aggressive lenders would loan you more operating 
money than you asked for.  Times were good!  Maybe too good. 
 
Farmers used rising land values as collateral to secure more loans.  But interest rates started rising and 
soared to levels as high as 21.5% in 1981.  This suddenly made the cost of borrowing money prohibitive 
for everyone - especially farmers.  Other things happened to make matters worse.  The Soviets had invaded 
Afghanistan and, since agricultural commodities have always been the ultimate political football, the 
President put on a grain embargo and stopped shipment of farm products to the Soviet Union.  Tight 
money, high interest rates, and collapsed demand all came together … and spelled doom for many farmers.  
Land values that had peaked in 1980-81, plummeted and suddenly many loans weren’t adequately secured.  
Things got crazy in a hurry. 
 
On a personal note, I had just accepted this job in Kentucky, bought a house here and couldn’t sell one in 
Mississippi.  Things were tight.  A few years earlier, I had bought some land in Tennessee with a “hand-
shake” loan from Production Credit Association (PCA).  The person that made the loan to me was let go.  
The next one was a friend of mine too, but he was also soon released.  The next manager started calling me 
well before the yearly payment was due.  Lenders were trying to raise money anyway possible.  A bank 



 
 

was willing to finance my little venture but many people weren’t as fortunate.  I will never forget being on 
a program in Bowling Green when a representative from PCA was being introduced to speak and the entire 
room of farmers got up and walked out.  They came back for my talk, but there was no question that 
nerves were raw and feelings ran deep.  Agricultural lenders were in a difficult place, too but I couldn’t 
help but be sympathetic to “my” farmers.  It was difficult for them to understand how lenders could 
suddenly go from loaning on a handshake to pushing you for their money.  Times were bad. 
 
The 1980’s was our “Great Depression” and it is estimated that 300,000 farmers defaulted on loans.  Many 
multi-generational “century” farms went under and the emotional toll on those farmers was devastating.  In 
5 years (1981 to 1986) one quarter of the assessed value of farm land disappeared – a 300 billion dollar 
decline in farm asset values.  In parts of the Midwest, land values dropped nearly 60%.  In 1983, public 
farm auctions averaged about 500 per month.  We must not allow that to happen again. 
 
Dr. David Kohl, professor emeritus of agricultural economics at Virginia Tech, says that we (agriculture) 
are now in transition from a 10-year wealth period, particularly in the grain sector.  Agriculture is facing a 
correction in land values (again) and there may be decreased wealth in the grain sector along with large 
capital investments in the livestock sector.  He believes that there’s good money to be made in the 
livestock sector but warns that the biggest mistakes are always made during profitable times!  Good times 
can lead to complacency, higher non-farm capital purchases and a lack of attention to best management 
practices and proper planning.  He advises farmers to write down their goals, form an advisory team for 
their operation and nurture their relationship with a lender who is consistent in good times and bad. 
 
I understand the concept of “high risk, high reward” but my advice is simple – “don’t ever get leveraged to 
the point that someone else controls your destiny”.  This is a good time to pay down debt and protect your 
independence.  Those that don’t learn from history are doomed to repeat it. 
 
Chronic Pneumonia in Stocker Calves due to Mycoplasma bovis 
Dr. Michelle Arnold, UK Ruminant Extension Veterinarian 
 
In an age of new, long-acting, and expensive high-powered antibiotics, why do chronic pneumonia cases 
(“chronics”, “lungers”, “railers”) continue to occur?  Perhaps more importantly, how should these chronic 
cases be managed in the face of record high prices for calves?  Mycoplasma bovis is considered the 
bacteria most often responsible for the development of chronic pneumonia in stocker and feeder 
operations.  While the bacteria Mannheimia hemolytica is the most frequent cause of the dramatic 
pneumonia signs of high fever, depression, anorexia and rapid death, Mycoplasma bovis (M. bovis) is the 
smoldering fire that continues to send calves back to the treatment pen.  M. bovis is now regarded as a 
major cause of Bovine Respiratory Disease Complex (BRDC) and lameness in beef cattle.  It is normally 
found in the nasal passages of healthy calves but with stress such as transportation and commingling, it 
descends into the lungs and the problems begin.  However, recent studies suggest that the M. bovis 
pulmonary infection observed during BRD outbreaks occurring early in the feeding period are primarily 
due to calf-to-calf transmission of one clone among the cattle.  The organism has several unique 
mechanisms allowing it to dodge the immune system and actually suppress the calf’s normal response to 
disease.  Once in the lungs, it can travel to the bloodstream then to joints, organs, and nerves.  These calves 
generally stay relatively alert with a fair appetite and are seldom treated early.  It may take 7-14 days after 
lung infection before a calf shows dramatic clinical signs and, by that time, permanent damage has 
occurred in the lungs.  



 
 

Transmission:  In general, infection with Mycoplasma is considered low in preweaned calves, typically 
reported between 0-7%.  However, infection is much more widespread once cattle reach a feedlot situation; 
after 2 weeks on feed, studies suggest 40-100% of calves will carry the organism.  The disease is spread by 
close and repeated contact with nasal secretions of infected calves, especially in areas with poor ventilation 
and overcrowded facilities.  The source of the M. bovis clones that spread among pen mates is either newly 
acquired calves or chronic calves housed in neighboring pens.  Some evidence suggests that transportation 
and other stressors (such as weaning, commingling, or extreme weather) increases shedding and therefore 
spread of the organism.  Historically, the environment (watering troughs, feed bunks, bedding) has not 
been considered a major risk factor for spread of disease but new evidence has shown that M. bovis can 
persist longer under adverse conditions than previously thought and may actually be more virulent in this 
state. 
 
Clinical Signs:  Few, if any, clinical signs exist that allow differentiation of M. bovis pneumonia from 
other causes of pneumonia at first treatment.  Cattle are typically pulled for evaluation and treatment based 
on one or more of the following signs:  depression, separation from the group, lack of rumen fill or 
“gutted” appearance, persistent cough, excessive nasal discharge and difficult or rapid breathing.   
Respiratory disease with fever of 104°F or above confirms the diagnosis.  However, certain clinical signs 
strongly suggest M. bovis involvement. 
 
Typical signs of pneumonia due to Mycoplasma bovis include one or more of the following: 

1.  Late Pneumonia-Usually 3-4 weeks after arrival to the backgrounder/ stocker operation/feedlot or 
1-2 weeks after an initial case of pneumonia 

2. Initially treated as routine case of respiratory disease (BRD) but calf does not respond to antibiotic 
treatment or suffers repeated relapses of pneumonia after antibiotic therapy.  

3. Moderate fever/ Occasional cough 
4. Development of lameness with swelling and pain in one or more joints, commonly the stifle, carpus 

(“knee”), hock and elbow.  Many cases of pneumonia appear to respond to therapy but develop 
lameness without reappearance of the respiratory component. 

5. Extreme weight loss (Wasting or “cachectic”) 
6. A small percentage develop ear infections with drooped ear that occasionally drain pus. 

Diagnosis of Mycoplasma pneumonia is challenging and is usually based on history of repeated antibiotic 
therapy and clinical signs of chronic pneumonia and arthritis.  It is common to find the organism in nasal 
passages and the conjunctiva of healthy calves.  Only lung tissue or fluid removed from the lung can be 
used to reliably determine whether an individual calf’s lung is affected or not.  The diagnosis can be made 
most reliably at necropsy if Mycoplasma bovis is cultured in an animal with caseonecrotic (dry, crumbly) 
lung lesions.  Arthritis is present in 15%-50% of cases with the stifle joint most commonly affected.  
Mixed lung infections with other disease- causing bacteria such as Mannheimia haemolytica, Pasteurella 
multocida, and Histophilus somni are common in the field but antibiotic therapy may eliminate these other 
bacteria that initiated disease. 



 
 

 
Caseonecrotic lung lesions of Mycoplasma bovis 

Treatment:  Response to antibiotic treatment is variable and frequently unrewarding.  Mycoplasma 
organisms are very small and have no cell wall; therefore they are unaffected by penicillin and other “beta 
lactams” (Polyflex, Excenel, Excede, Naxcel) that kill bacteria by destroying the cell wall.  They are also 
very capable of mutating (changing their genetic makeup) in order to survive other types of antibiotics.  
Currently Draxxin, Baytril and Resflor (available by prescription only) are FDA approved to treat 
Mycoplasma pneumonia.  Use of other antibiotics is considered “Extra label” and requires a valid 
veterinary/client/patient relationship.   Response to therapy may be fair at best because of limited drug 
distribution into the lung lesions where the bacteria are concentrated.  
 
The two most important factors to keep in mind regarding treatment are: 

1.  Early recognition and treatment and timely assessment of response to therapy is crucial. 
2. Prolonged treatment is necessary (continuous therapeutic levels for 10-14 days).   The feed additive 

Chlortetracycline (CTC) is often used for extended therapy after an injectable antibiotic. 

Prevention depends on sound biosecurity and biocontainment practices.  Because M. bovis pneumonia or 
polyarthritis may develop secondary to other viral or bacterial pathogens, control should begin with 
minimizing the effect of well-recognized factors predisposing to BRD.  Stress plays a major role in disease 
through immunosuppression so excellent nutrition, vaccination protocols and management are critical. The 
commercially available Mycoplasma vaccine is not currently considered effective although further research 
must be done under field conditions to determine if there is any benefit.  Consult with your local 
veterinarian for the best management plan for your operation. 



 
 

The following steps should reduce the risk of Mycoplasma pneumonia in stockers: 
1. Vaccination with a 5 way respiratory virus vaccine.  Cattle with low antibody titers to the BVD 

virus are much more prone to respiratory disease. 
2. Cattle with extremely low blood levels of the trace elements selenium and copper have difficulty 

fighting any disease challenge.   An injectable trace mineral supplement is often needed to boost 
the copper and selenium levels during the initial arrival period.   

3. Metaphylactic treatment (treatment of all calves on arrival) of high risk calves with long-acting 
antibiotics is a well-established, beneficial procedure that can reduce morbidity (sickness) and case 
fatality (death) by up to 50%.  Be aware that overconfidence in and reliance on metaphylaxis and 
long-acting antibiotics can lead to delayed follow-up treatment if clinical signs are not adequately 
monitored for a long period of time.   

4. Keeping chronically ill calves away from calves treated for the first time should minimize the 
spread of Mycoplasma. 

5.  Eliminating exposure by reducing unnecessary traffic through the farm, isolating new arrivals, and 
treating sick cattle early will help reduce the risk of disease.   

6. Buying preconditioned calves that have been vaccinated for respiratory diseases (especially BVD) 
and dewormed will help minimize losses to the producer.  

Management of the chronic pen:  Several studies have reached the conclusion that up to 60% of cattle 
entering the chronic pen will survive and reach slaughter.  The question becomes how to maximize the 
number that recover and minimize the suffering of those that won’t.  The chronic pen should provide a 
comfortable, well-bedded environment with good footing and easy access to feed and water. It is 
recommended to weigh and examine all chronically ill cattle regularly to assess changes in weight, 
temperature, and other clinical signs.  Occupants should be categorized into those that:  1) need further 
treatment, 2)can return to their home pen, 3) are eligible for salvage slaughter or 4)must be euthanized due 
to continued weight loss from pneumonia and lameness.  It may take a month or more before there is 
adequate improvement in lameness and weight gain to return to a pen.  Lameness may never resolve 
completely but the animal may be fit for slaughter if body condition is adequate, drug withdrawal times are 
complete, and the animal can be humanely transported.   There is little else that can be done with chronic 
calves besides providing an opportunity for convalescence but terminating suffering if needed. 
 
In summary, the clinical features of chronic respiratory disease, recurrent treatment failure, and lameness 
caused by arthritis are highly suggestive of infection by Mycoplasma bovis.  It can act on its own but is 
often found in conjunction with other bacteria and viruses and may take over lung lesions initiated by other 
bacteria.  Response to antibiotic therapy is often limited and drugs such as penicillins and cephalosporins 
are useless because of the bacteria’s lack of a cell wall.  Diagnosis can be difficult since M. bovis is often 
recovered from nasal swabs of healthy calves so the presence of the bacteria in a clinical case does not 
prove it is causing disease.   M. bovis is responsible for a large proportion of chronics and the welfare of 
these animals is an important management task.  The economic importance of M. bovis cannot be 
accurately measured because it is difficult to diagnose and effective preventive and therapeutic strategies 
currently do not exist.  Future research will focus on the relationship between mycoplasmas and other 
respiratory pathogens, developing improved diagnostic tests, monitoring antibiotic effectiveness and 
evaluation of vaccines for prevention of disease. 
 
 



 
 

 
Does Winter Backgrounding Present an Opportunity this Year? 
Dr. Greg Halich and Dr. Kenny Burdine, Agricultural Economists, University of Kentucky 
 
Cow-calf operators are currently enjoying the strongest fall calf market on record.  While calf prices 
typically decrease from summer to fall, that has not been the case this year. The combination of increasing 
spring 2015 live cattle futures and continual declines in corn prices have added fuel to a feeder cattle 
market that was already on fire.  While this strong calf market is music to the ears of cow-calf operators, it 
represents cost challenges for backgrounders interested in placing calves in winter programs for sale in the 
spring.  In fact, some may be hesitant to place calves in this current market.  This article examines 
potential returns to backgrounding programs this winter. 
 
At the time of this writing (October 20, 2014), spring 2015 feeder cattle futures were trading in the upper 
$220’s.  As winter backgrounders consider purchasing calves this fall, these spring futures prices provide 
market expectations for feeder cattle sale prices.  A futures price in the upper 220’s suggests a likely 
Kentucky price for 850 lb steers in the low $210’s in the spring.  As an example, with spring feeder cattle 
futures at $227, and a -$16 basis, an 850# feeder steer in Kentucky would be expected to bring around 
$1,794 (850# @ $2.11 per lb) in the spring of 2015.  Of course actual basis is heavily impacted by local 
market conditions, lot size, cattle quality, location, and numerous other factors. 
 
Basis for 850 steers next spring is likely to be impacted by larger price slides as futures prices are largely 
indicative of 750 lb feeder steers.  This basis will likely change compared to the last few years for two 
reasons.  First, the overall market is much higher, which tends to widen price slides.  Second, with corn 
much cheaper as a result of the large 2014 crop, prices slides are also likely to be larger due to the lowered 
winter feed costs.  The -$16 basis discussed previously is based on an expected basis for 750 lbs steers 
around $6 under the board and an additional $10 for price slide from 750 to 850 lbs.   Regardless, 
producers considering winter backgrounding should make some estimate of spring sale price as they start 
to consider what can be paid for calves this fall.  An excellent reference for predicting sale prices based on 
futures is AEC 2013-09, “Using the Futures Market to Predict Prices and Calculate Breakevens for Feeder 
Cattle” which can be found at the Agricultural Economics website. 
 
The Kentucky Livestock and Grain Market Report for the week ending on October 17th reported a state 
average price for 500-550 lb steers of $247 and a state average price for 550-600 lb steers of $242.  If this 
range is used as a starting point, one might expect to place 550 lb steer calves for around $245 per cwt or 
something close to $1,350 per head.  Larger groups of high quality calves would certainly sell for more 
than this, so individuals are encouraged to apply this process to the type of calves they typically buy. 
However, based on the calf prices described here and a -$16 basis estimate for 850 lb feeder steers this 
spring, the current market appears to be offering more than a $400 gross margin for 550 lb calves placed in 
winter programs now to be sold in the spring as heavy feeders. 
 
From here, one must make some cost estimates on wintering those calves and selling them in the spring.  
While we provide an estimate for a specific winter program, costs will vary greatly based on local 
conditions and the specific backgrounding program.  Feed is the major cost and producers should consider 
all potential feeding options including commodity feeds, corn, and corn silage.  For this scenario, we will 
consider a single program where calves are fed 1.5% of their body weight per day of a 50 / 50 corn gluten / 
soy hull mix and another 1.5% of their body weight per day of grass hay.  While performance will vary, 



 
 

we will assume a rate of gain of approximately 2.3 lbs per day, which would put on 300 lbs in 
approximately 130 days. 
 
In terms of costs, we will value the corn gluten / soyhulls at $200 per ton and value the grass hay at $80 
per ton.  Health costs are assumed to be $25 per head, commission is set a $51 per head, and transportation 
is set at $15 per head.  An interest charge of 4% is included and death loss is assumed to be 2%.  These 
costs will vary by location and operation, so readers are encouraged to come up with their own estimates.   
 
Several of these cost estimates are worth careful consideration.  For example, we have assumed 
commission of roughly $6 per head, plus 2.5% of value.  However, many yards offer considerable 
commission savings on larger groups, as do other market methods.  Vet and medicine costs are also 
important.  We have assumed $25 per head, which is likely sufficient to include mass medication of all 
calves.  However, this is a decision that the individual producer should make.  Finally, we would point out 
that our analysis largely assumes that calves are being purchased.  If this was done for a cow-calf operator 
who was considering backgrounding his or her own calves, several costs would change.  First, it is likely 
that one might lower vet, medicine, and deathloss for raised calves.  Secondly, transportation and 
commission would be paid on the calves if they were sold, so the relevant costs become the difference in 
commission and transportation paid on the heavy feeder versus the calves, rather than the total costs.  With 
these caveats in mind, the following table shows expected returns to the program described above. 
 

Table 1:  Winter Backgrounding Budget Estimate 
Sales  # units  unit  price / unit  total 

Feeder  849 lbs  $2.11  $1,791 
              

Expenses             

Stocker Calf  550 lbs  $2.45  $1,348 

Hay  1365 lbs  $0.04  $55 

Hulls / Gluten  1,365 lbs  $0.10  $137 

Mineral  0.25 lbs / day  $0.40  $13 

Vet / Med  1 head  $25.00  $25 

Commision  1 head  $51.00  $51 

Hauling  1 head  $15.00  $15 

Other  1 head  $10.00  $10 

Interest  4% rate     $22 

Death loss  2%       $28 

Total Expenses           $1,703 
              

Return to Land, Capital and Mgt           $89 

  

 
 
As can be seen in Table 1, projected returns are $89 per head this winter, based on the assumptions 
discussed previously.  Producers are strongly encouraged to modify these assumptions for their individual 
programs to better reflect calf values and expected spring basis, as well as cost estimates and feed prices 
for their area.  It is also worth noting that labor, depreciation, and interest on owned capital are also not 



 
 

included in the budget, so the return shown is a return to land, capital, and management.  Producers should 
ask themselves if that return adequately compensates them for their time, capital investment, management, 
and risk. 
 
The two key assumptions made in Table 1 include the cost of the calves being placed and the expected sale 
value in the spring.  Changes in calf placement costs will greatly impact winter backgrounding returns.  
For every $5 per cwt decrease in the purchase price of the calves, the return to land, capital, and 
management increases by $27.50 per head.  The second assumption, the sale price for the feeder calf won’t 
be known with certainty until spring.  Note that the assumed spring sale price in the analysis is $211 per 
cwt and the projected return is $89 per head.  A $10 per cwt decrease in sale price would result in actual 
returns falling to $0.   
 
Other assumptions can also have significant impacts on expected profitability.  For example a decrease in 
commission from $51 to $13 if selling in large lots would bring the expected profit up to $127.  The 
commission on small lot sizes has increased dramatically in the last two years while the price for large lot 
sizes has remained the same, creating a major cost disadvantage for small operators trying to compete in 
this high priced market.  A $25/ton decrease in price in corn-gluten/soyhulls would increase expected 
profit by $17 and vice versa.   
 
Given the assumptions of the analysis in Table 1, returns are decent.  As always, winter backgrounders are 
encouraged to explore opportunities to manage downside price risk through contracting, futures and 
options, LRP insurance, and other strategies.  While it does appear that the market is providing 
opportunities for winter backgrounding, it is also clear that price risk is high and producers will have a 
great deal of money invested in these programs.  Therefore, some additional effort should be applied to 
considering strategies to manage that downside risk.  Winter backgrounders should carefully calculate their 
breakeven purchase prices for calves and be opportunistic as they approach this fall. 
 
 


