
 

_______             
Published Monthly by Dr. Les Anderson, Beef Extension Specialist, Department of Animal & Food 

Science, University of Kentucky 
Contents 
 
This month’s newsletter includes: 
 
Timely Tips – Burris 
Managing Feed Intake in Calves – Burris 
Applied Master Cattleman Program Offered in 2016 – Crites 
False Sense of Security: Hay Quality Mixed – Lehmkuhler 
UK Fundamentals of Herd Health:  Developing Quality Replacement Heifers-Vaccine Requirements 
Weaning to Breeding – Arnold 
Prospects for Winter Backgrounding in 2015 – Burdine and Halich 
 
Timely Tips 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
Spring-calving cow herd 

 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. 

 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. 

 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. 

 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. 

 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. 
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 Vaccinate the cows while they are open and prior to the breeding season.  Move cows to 
accumulated pasture or increase feed now. 

 Start the breeding season in late November or early December for calving to begin in September of 
2016.  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 

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

 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. 

 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. 

 
Managing Feed Intake in Calves 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
The most common problem that I see in feeding calves is simply feed bunk management. It sounds simple 
but it can be a real problem…one that can easily be solved by paying attention to details. 
 
Let’s start with managing self-feeders. Just dump the feed in and the calves take care of the rest. Right?  
Wrong. First, we have to consider whether we want the calves on limited feed intake or “full-feed”. If limit 
feeding is the plan, we usually use roughage or, perhaps, salt to limit intake to the desired level. Adding 
roughage will dilute out the energy content so that calves aren’t likely to overeat and founder. Adding a 
limiter, like salt, will cut back on dry matter intake so that less feed is actually consumed so that founder or 
acidosis isn’t as likely to occur either. 
 
Salt can be used as an intake limiter because cattle will generally consume about a tenth of a pound of salt 
per hundred pounds of body weight (BW) before they quit eating. Thus 500 lb calves will consume about 
0.5 lb of salt before they stop eating. This means that whatever amount of feed that is desired for daily 
consumption should be mixed with a half pound of salt. For example; if you want a 500 lb calf to consume 
1% of its bodyweight of a supplement, that would be 5 lb feed and 0.5 lb salt for 5.5 lb total (or a mixture 
of about 90% supplement and 10% salt). 
 
When cattle are being full fed (generally on finishing diets), getting them on full feed and keeping them 
there is a real problem. Calves should be started on feed slowly and feed increased gradually so that 
founder doesn’t occur. Calves can generally eat about 1% of their bodyweight without problems but feed 
should be increased gradually from that point until they are consuming all that they want. I usually start at 
about 1% BW in an open trough and increase by a pound every day or two until the calves leave some 
feed, at that point you can switch them to a self-feeder. Or you could start on a self-feeder and use a feed 



 
 

intake limiter, like salt, then gradually decrease the level of the limiter until calves are on full-feed (or the 
desired level). 
 
Bunk management is critical in self-feeders! You must be sure that the feed flows down in the feeder.  
Check it frequently for “bridging”. Here’s the part that most people miss – every time you have a 
“blowing” rain, the feed in the trough portion of the feeder will get wet and should be removed. If not, 
mold will occur and the feed may “cake up” and cattle won’t eat it. It also won’t allow feed to flow 
downward. Pay close attention to self-feeders. Cattle that are on full-feed should not be without feed for 
very long or overeating will occur when feed becomes available. 
 
Feeding silage in open troughs frequently gives mixed results with calves. People sometimes tell me that 
their calves won’t eat as much as we report in our feeding trials. That is probably due to poor feed bunk 
management with the silage diet.  Calves will likely refuse to eat some of the coarse-cut stalks. This 
portion should be removed from the bunk without attempting to make the calves “clean it up”. Feed that 
stays in the bunk long enough to become moldy should also be removed. Feed that is rained on should be 
removed before it molds. Remember – in order to have the most efficient gains calves should have access 
to fresh, clean feed. 
 
What about water? It’s the cheapest “feed” that we have! Yet its importance is frequently overlooked.  
Automatic waterers should be checked frequently. Calves generally get feed in the water which “sours” 
and they may even defecate in it. If you think that is a nasty job to clean it out think about how bad it 
would be to have to drink it. Water intake drives dry matter (feed) intake. So be sure that calves have an 
abundant source of clean, fresh water for best performance. 
 
Feed and water are the keys to calf performance. Be sure that they are clean and fresh. Feeding beef cattle 
is an art and a science. Be sure that you pay attention to the “art” of bunk management. The eye of the 
master fattens the cattle! 
 
Applied Master Cattleman Offered in 2016 
Ben Crites, IRM Coordinator, University of Kentucky 
 
Applied Master Cattlemen will be offered in 2016. Topics to be covered include Genetics with Dr. 
Bullock, Forages with Dr. Smith, and Nutrition with Dr. Lehmkuhler. These Applied Master Cattlemen 
sessions are intended to build upon material from the Master Cattlemen program. They are also designed 
to be more of an in-depth and hands-on learning experience. For more information or if you have any 
questions regarding the Applied Master Cattlemen program, please contact your local county extension 
agent or  the IRM coordinator, Ben Crites at (859)-257-7512 or at benjamin.crites@uky.edu. 
 
False Sense of Security: Hay Quality Mixed 
Dr. Jeff Lehmkuhler, Extension Beef Specialist 
 
This spring’s weather made hay making a challenge. Some hay was put up in the stretch of good weather 
of May, but most hay was cut late due to the constant June rains. This has led to some interesting forage 
hay analyses. 



 
 

The wet spring allowed for good growth of both grasses and legumes. Often red clover growth lags a bit 
behind our fescue and other grasses in the spring. With the delayed hay harvesting, the grasses were past 
their prime from a quality point, but this also allowed for greater legume content in these mixed stands. 
 
This has resulted in an interesting year when looking at the forage tests. Crude protein levels are either 
high if there was substantial legume content or very low for mature pure grass stands. In mixed stands, the 
crude protein levels are coming in above what I have seen the past couple years, but the mature grass in 
these mixtures has also led to high fiber and lower energy values. 

 
If one makes the mistake of just 
looking at the protein level and 
it being in the 10-12% range, a 
false sense of security is had 
when one assumes this is good 
hay based on the protein alone. 
Many of these samples are low 
in energy (TDN/NEm) and may 
not meet the nutritional needs 
of the beef cow or growing calf 
without energy 
supplementation. These 
legume-grass mixed hays with 
good protein content with low 
energy will benefit most from 
energy, not more protein.  

 
Sample your hay this year and find out what nutrients are in the hay for this winter. Then work with your 
nutritionist or Extension agent to develop a strategic supplement program for your forages. Above is a 
chart showing ~ 110 forage samples form the Eastern Kentucky Hay contest this year. You can see the 
wide range in both protein and energy in these samples. Some were very good and many are marginal 
depending on the animal being fed. Feeder prices are still good, let’s use some of those funds to provide a 
good plane of nutrition for the cow herd to allow the cows to breed back early next calving season and 
wean you heavier calves. 
 
UK Fundamentals of Herd Health:  Developing Quality Replacement Heifers - 
Vaccine Requirements Weaning to Breeding 
Michelle Arnold, DVM (UK Ruminant Veterinarian) 
 
Now that the cow herd expansion has begun, many producers are keeping heifers as potential 
replacements. One question commonly asked is what vaccines are necessary in Kentucky to develop 
quality females and keep them healthy. The guidelines set forth in this article are designed to help answer 
that question for replacement heifers from weaning until breeding. Remember, to get the most bang for 
your buck from any vaccine, the immune system must be in tip-top shape. The goal is to vaccinate heifers 
in good body condition, on a good plane of nutrition including adequate trace minerals, and under the 
lowest stress level possible. Nutrition is exceptionally important for proper heifer development because too 
fat or too thin will result in less than ideal performance. Today’s vaccines are safer and more effective than 
any time in the history of cattle production. However, the sheer number and types of vaccines and 



 
 

dewormers available today can make the correct selection of products challenging at the very least. Every 
farm has a different set of disease risks but your veterinarian is equipped with the knowledge and skills to 
determine what will work best for your unique situation. 
 
Talk with your veterinarian before instituting any health protocol. 
 
If possible, it is best to administer vaccines to calves 2-3 weeks prior to weaning because they are under 
very little stress and typically have a great immune response. Be aware when two doses of a modified live 
(MLV) respiratory vaccine are required by label directions, only use modified live vaccines in calves 
nursing pregnant cows if the cows were vaccinated with MLV in the last 12 months (check label for 
specific requirements). If this requirement is not met, a killed vaccine must be used until the calf is 
weaned. If pre-weaning vaccinations are not an option, try to administer vaccines after the stress of 
weaning is over (the calves are eating, drinking, and the majority have stopped walking and bawling). For 
heifers at low risk of disease such as those born, developed and weaned on the same farm, it is possible to 
wait 7-10 days post-weaning before vaccinating. However, any time calves are commingled from different 
farms or purchased from outside sources greatly increases their odds of getting sick. Vaccinations should 
be done promptly (within 24-48 hours of arrival) in commingled groups of calves. Always follow label 
directions carefully regarding dose, route of administration and how long to wait before giving the booster.   
 
The following is a list of recommended vaccinations for replacement heifers at weaning. Bear in mind your 
veterinarian may suggest additional vaccines or deem some of these unnecessary. These are simply 
guidelines of the most important pathogens we attempt to defend against with vaccines. 
 
Heifers at Weaning 

1. “5 way” (IBR, BVD Types 1 and 2, PI3 and BRSV) viral respiratory vaccine and booster-
*Modified Live (MLV) strongly recommended. 

2. Mannheimia haemolytica toxoid - May use a combination product with the 5 way viral respiratory 
vaccine if desired (for example: Pyramid 5 + Presponse SQ/ Bovi-Shield Gold One Shot/Vista 
Once SQ). 

3. 7 way Clostridial (blackleg) and booster if required by label direction. 
4. Deworm with an endectocide (examples:  Ivomec, Dectomax, Eprinex, Cydectin, LongRange). 
5. Test for BVD-PI (ear notch or serum)-Exceptionally important in purchased heifers and also 

heifers from farms with a history of reproductive problems (abortions/ stillbirths/ weak calves).  
See instructions at http://vdl.uky.edu/Portals/0/documents/DSC/BVD_Ear_Notch_Procedure.pdf 

6. Optional Practices: 
a. Pasteurella multocida and/or Histophilus somni (formerly Haemophilus somnus) vaccine 
b. Brucellosis vaccination-Consult your veterinarian - US is Brucellosis free. 
c. Pinkeye Vaccine-depending on season of the year. 
d. Anaplasmosis Vaccine-Consult your veterinarian. 

 
Heifers 30 -45 days Prior to Breeding 

1. Combination viral respiratory vaccine with Campylobacter fetus  (Vibriosis) and 5-way 
Leptospirosis. Modified live and Fetal Protection (FP) product is recommended.  The second 
(booster) dose should be given at least 30 days prebreeding-follow label directions as guidelines 
differ between products. 

2. 7 way Clostridial (Blackleg). 



 
 

3. Deworm with a quality product-Remember a heifer is under increased nutritional demand because 
she is still growing herself and getting ready to reproduce.  Don’t let parasites steal the weight 
needed by the heifer to cycle and get pregnant. Use a product effective against internal and external 
parasites and know how long it should last.  A drench dewormer may be used but a second product 
will be required for external parasites such as flies and lice.  Again, your veterinarian is your best 
unbiased information resource when selecting dewormers. 
 

Additional Considerations: 
1. *Modified Live Vaccines (MLV) provide faster, broader immunity and are better stimulators of 

cell-mediated immunity.  They are generally preferred and usually required by most preconditioned 
sales.  However, only use modified live vaccines in calves nursing pregnant cows if the cows were 
vaccinated with MLV in the last 12 months (check label for specific requirements).  If this 
requirement is not met, a killed vaccine must be used until the calf is weaned. If label directions are 
not followed, abortions could potentially occur. 

2. The goal with health protocols for replacement heifers is to give them a broad range of protection 
against respiratory and reproductive diseases and prevent weight loss due to parasites.  By 
administering vaccines and deworming 30-45 days prior to breeding, conception rates are 
maximized and losses due to reproductive disease are largely prevented. 

3. If heifers have been allowed to stay with the herd bull until weaning, most likely some are 
pregnant.  A prostaglandin injection (for example, Lutalyse®) can be given to the heifers once they 
have been away from the bull a minimum of 10 days.  These injections work best in early 
pregnancy so do not delay administration if needed. 

4. Try to minimize the number of vaccines given at one time as much as possible. At least use both 
sides of the neck if giving multiple injections. 

5. Keep good vaccination records.  Record date, vaccine name, serial numbers and expiration dates. 
6. A viral respiratory vaccine includes IBR, BVD Types 1&2, PI3, and BRSV.   These are often 

called “5-way” vaccines but can also be referred to as a “4-way” or “6-way”.   These may come in 
the form of modified live vaccines or killed preparations.  Work with your veterinarian to develop a 
sound and safe vaccination strategy for your herd.  

 
Examples of Vaccine Types 
 
Below are several examples of the different types of vaccines available commercially.  This is not an 
exhaustive list; there are far too many products to include all that are manufactured.  Where trade names 
are used, no endorsement is intended, nor criticism implied of similar products not named. 
 

1. Viral Respiratory Vaccines-Most require or highly recommend a booster-Check the label 
a. MLV:  Express FP 5, Pyramid 5, Vista 5 SQ, Bovi-Shield Gold 5, BRD Shield, Titanium 5 
b. Killed: Triangle 5, Vira Shield 6, Cattlemaster Gold FP 5, Master Guard 

2. Mannheimia haemolytica toxoid-Many do not require a booster 
a. Once PMH SQ or IN, One Shot, Presponse SQ or HM, Pulmo-Guard PHM and PHM-1, 

Nuplura PH 
3. Combination viral respiratory vaccine with Campylobacter fetus  (Vibriosis) and 5-way 

Leptospirosis 
a. MLV:  Bovi-Shield Gold FP 5 VL5 HB, Vista 5 VL5 SQ, PregGuard Gold FP 10, Express 

FP 5-VL5 
b. Killed:  Cattlemaster Gold FP5 VL5, Virashield 6+VL5 HB 



 
 

Prospects for Winter Backgrounding in 2015  
Dr. Kenny Burdine and Dr. Greg Halich, University of Kentucky 
 
After enjoying a phenomenal cattle market during 2014 and much of 2015, prices dropped considerably 
from summer to winter this year.  The rapid market drop seemed to delay feedlot marketings of fed cattle, 
pushing weights upward.  At the same time, reduced exports and growing pork and poultry supplies also 
pressured cattle markets.  Last year, winter backgrounders were hesitant to place calves into winter 
programs due to the high price of calves.  This year, hesitancy seems to stem from uncertainty about sale 
prices for feeders in the spring given the recent market drop.  The purpose of this article is to examine 
potential returns to backgrounding programs this winter. 
 
At the time of this writing (mid-October, 2015), spring 2016 feeder cattle futures were trading in the upper 
$170’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 170’s suggests a likely 
Kentucky price for 850 lb steers in the mid-$160’s in the spring.  As an example, with spring feeder cattle 
futures at $179, and a -$14 basis, an 850 lb feeder steer in Kentucky would be expected to bring around 
$1,403 (850# @ $1.65 per lb) in the spring of 2016.  Of course actual basis is heavily impacted by local 
market conditions, lot size, cattle quality, location, and numerous other factors.  The -$14 basis discussed 
previously is based on an expected basis for 750 lb steers around $6 under the board and an additional $8 
for price slide from 750 to 850 lbs.   Price slides tend to decrease as market prices decrease, so this slide 
component was slightly reduced from last year to account for the overall lower feeder cattle market.  
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 on the Agricultural Economics website at 
http://www.uky.edu/Ag/AgEcon/pubs/ext2013-09.pdf. 
   
The Kentucky Livestock and Grain Market Report for the week ending on October 12th reported a state 
average price for 500-550 lb steers of $187 and a state average price for 550-600 lb steers of $179.  If this 
range is used as a starting point, one might expect to place 550 lb steer calves for around $183 per cwt or 
something close to $1,007 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. 
 
We also need 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 $170 per ton and value the grass hay at $75 
per ton.  Health costs are assumed to be $25 per head, commission is set a $44 per head, and transportation 
is set at $15 per head.  An interest charge of 5% 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 sale 
expenses of roughly $9 per head, plus 2.5% of value.  However, many yards offer considerable 
commission savings on larger groups, as do other marketing 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 their own calves, several costs would change.  First, it is likely that 
vet, medicine, and death loss for raised calves would all be lower.  Secondly, transportation and 
commission would be paid on the calves if they were sold after weaning, 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 
Revenues  # units  unit  price / unit  total 

Feeder  849 lbs  $1.65  $1,401 
              

Expenses             

Stocker Calf  550 lbs  $1.83  $1,007 

Hay  1365 lbs  $0.04  $51 

Hulls / Gluten  1,365 lbs  $0.09  $116 

Mineral  0.25 lbs / day  $0.40  $13 

Vet / Med  1 head  $25.00  $25 

Selling Expenses  1 head  $44.00  $44 

Hauling  1 head  $15.00  $15 

Other  1 head  $10.00  $10 

Interest  5% rate     $22 

Death loss  2%       $21 

Total Expenses           $1,324 
              

Return to Land, Capital and Mgt           $77 

  

 
As can be seen in table 1, projected returns are $77 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 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 steer 



 
 

won’t be known with certainty until spring.  Note that the assumed spring sale price in the analysis is $165 
per cwt and the projected return is $77 per head.  A $9 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 
sale expenses from $44 to $16 if selling in large lots would bring the expected profit up to $105.  The 
commission on small lot sizes has gone up dramatically in the current market, while the commission on 
larger groups has remained the same.  This creates a significant cost disadvantage for small operators.  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, expected returns to winter backgrounding are moderate 
given mid-October’s calf market and spring CME© Feeder Cattle Futures.  However, given the importance 
of expected sale price on returns, winter backgrounders are encouraged to explore opportunities to manage 
downside price risk through contracting, futures and options, LRP insurance, and other strategies.  The 
figure below depicts March CME© Feeder Cattle Futures from DTN over the last six months.  Note that 
the March CME© Feeder Cattle Futures contract is down more than $30 per cwt from where it was in the 
spring and was down considerably more than that in early October.  While it does appear that the market is 
offering some opportunity for winter backgrounding, the last few months have also provided a reminder as 
to how unpredictable these markets are.  Therefore, some additional effort should be applied to manage 
downside price risk.  Winter backgrounders should carefully calculate their breakeven purchase prices for 
calves and be opportunistic as they approach this fall. 
 

 
Figure 1. March 2016 CME© Feeder Cattle Futures from DTN 
 


