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Timely Tips 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
Spring Calving Cow Herd 
 
● Watch cows and calves closely.  Identify calves while they are young and easy to handle.  Commercial 

male calves should be castrated and implanted.  Registered calves should be weighed at birth. 
● Continue to feed cows that have calved on an adequate nutritional plan to rebreed.  Increase their feed 

after calving.  Don’t let them lose body condition.   
● Don’t “rush to grass” although it can be really tempting.  Be sure that grass has accumulated enough 

growth to support the cow’s nutritional needs before depending solely upon it.  Cows may walk the 
pastures looking for green grass instead of eating dry feed.  This lush, watery grass is not adequate to 
support them.  Keep them consuming dry feed until sufficient grass is available to sustain body 
condition.  We’ve spent too much money keeping them in good condition to lose it now! 

● Prevent grass tetany!  Provide magnesium in the mineral mix until daytime temperatures are 
consistently above 60oF.  Mineral supplement should be available at all times and contain a minimum 
of about 14 percent magnesium.  Make sure that your mineral mix also contains adequate selenium, 
copper and zinc or you can ask your feed dealer for the UK Beef IRM High Magnesium Mineral.   

● Make final selection of heifer replacements.  Be sure that yearling heifers have attained their "target" 
weight (2/3 of mature weight) before breeding.  Obtain yearling measurements for pelvic area in 
heifers and cull those which have small pelvic areas.  Consider vaccinating with a modified-live BVD 
vaccine. 

● If you are going to use artificial insemination and/or estrus synchronization, make plans now and order 
needed supplies and semen.  

● Purchase replacement bulls at least 30 days prior to the start of the breeding season.  Have herd bulls 
evaluated for breeding soundness (10-20% of bulls are questionable or unsatisfactory breeders).  Get 
all bulls in proper condition for breeding. 

● Prebreeding or "turn-out" working is usually scheduled for late April or May - between the end of 
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calving season and before the start of the breeding season (while cows are open).  Consult your 
veterinarian about vaccines and health products your herd needs.  Make arrangements now for products 
needed and have handling facilities in good working order.  Dehorn commercial calves before going to 
pasture.   

● Consider breeding heifers one heat cycle before cows so that they have extra time to recover from 
calving next year.   

 
Fall Calving Cow Herd 
 
● You may let calves creep-graze wheat or rye, if it is available.  Calves will benefit from extra feed until 

spring grass appears. 
● Pregnancy check cows now and cull open ones at weaning or move to the spring-calving herd. 
● Consult with your veterinarian about a preweaning working of the herd. 
● Reimplant feeders. 
● Plan marketing strategy for feeder calves. 
 
Stockers 
 
● "Condition" purchased calves prior to grazing.  They should be processed and fed a conditioning diet 

prior to being placed on pasture.  You can also use this time to introduce them to electric fences which 
are used in rotational grazing. 

● Don't go to pastures too soon, give plants some growing time.  Then stock at two to three times the July 
rate and rotate rapidly. 

● Provide a good mineral supplement which contains a rumen modifier (Rumensin, Bovatec, etc.) along 
with adequate levels of copper and selenium.  The UK Beef IRM Stocker mineral with Monensin will 
work well in this case.   

 
General 
 
● Get everything ready to make high quality hay in May!  Have equipment serviced and spare parts on 

hand.  Order baler twine now.  Be prepared to harvest an adequate supply of hay when you have the 
opportunity.  Re-supply the extra hay that you fed out of the barn.  This past winter caused most 
producers to exhaust their hay supply, so it’s time to re-stock. 

● Prepare for the grazing season.  Check fences and make necessary repairs.  Check your corral, too.   
● Make plans to improve hay feeding areas to avoid muddy conditions like we have faced this winter.  

Consider geotextile fabric with gravel. 
● Plan now for fly control ... decide what fly control program that you will use but don't put insecticide 

eartags on cattle until fly population appears. 
 
Science, Farmers and Our Dietary Problems 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
These are contentious times.  If you want to start an argument, just say anything about science, religion or 
politics – especially on the social media.  Everything that is wrong with this country is somebody else’s 
fault – not ours.  Everything that is wrong with us (like obesity) is someone else’s fault – not ours.  We 
seem to have a need to be better and smarter than everyone else.  What’s up with that? 



 
 

 
I try to stay fully engaged in all three of the topics but will keep my opinions on religion and politics to 
myself and limit my discussion to science.  Agriculture and science, in general, are linked together and 
have made many discoveries that have improved our lives.  So, perhaps, I am a little defensive about this 
subject. 
 
Scientific advances are being made and may seem scary to some folks.  Since the human genome has been 
mapped, all sorts of scientific advances lie ahead.  Now that we have some idea of what the genes control, 
we need to figure out what turns certain genes on or off.  Could we find a cure for cancer or, better yet, can 
we prevent many forms of cancer?  Science will continue to advance and, although it can be scary, these 
advances can lead to a better life for all of us.  We must not let fear keep us from the benefits of science. 
 
Of the top scientific breakthroughs that we couldn’t live without (howstuffworks.com), the top three are: 
 
 1.  Food preservation 
 2.  Antibiotics 
 3.  Agricultural crops 
 
That gives you some idea of how important agriculture is to the World.  There have been other scientific 
advances – like x-ray, pasteurization, genetic advances, etc. that have led to a longer life span.  So the list 
goes on and on. 
 
When social security was started (around 1937), the average life expectancy was 60 years.  Today the 
average life expectancy is 85 years.  That gives you some indication of improvement in our lives.  
However, we continue to have health problems – like obesity and its related disorders.  There are always 
metabolic disorders but, in general, we eat too much.  Obesity could be caused by meat, dairy products, 
bread, potatoes and refined sugars if you eat enough.  How about teenagers that sit around and play with 
their i-phones, etc. then have a “little” lunch of a double cheeseburger with bacon, fries and supersize their 
drink.  And, don’t forget about the free refills.  Are they going to burn those calories?  Not by sitting 
around.  Get out there and move around or don’t blame it on anyone but yourself. 
 
All those calories must be used for maintenance, growth or work – or they will be stored as fat.   If you 
were to eat 500 calories more that you burn everyday, that would be an extra pound a week or 52 pounds 
in a year.  You’re gonna get fat.  Whose fault is that? 
 
I’ve seen a lot of diets come and go with some foods listed as both culprits and cure-alls.  What has 
happened since everyone started recommending unsaturated fats in the diet?  Did heart disease go away?  
Now it seems that inflammation plays a key role in plaque formation in arteries and unsaturated fats seem 
to cause the inflammation.  Whoops!   Here’s my humble opinion on the best diet plan for healthy 
individuals – eat a varied diet in moderation and get plenty of exercise.  The more calories that you burn, 
the more that you can consume without getting overweight.  Maybe I should copyright this radical idea. 
 
Farmers don’t dictate what people consume.  Farmers produce that for which there is a market.  They have 
to.  If you want “organically” raised food, or anything else, someone will produce it at some price.  If you 
think almond “milk” is better you can buy that too.  It just seems to me that everyone wants to be a little 
more “enlightened” when they mostly need to show little more restraint and get out and do something. 
 



 
 

What’s in your Balage? - Inadequate fermentation may lead to Botulism 
Dr. Michelle Arnold, DVM- Ruminant Extension Veterinarian (UKVDL) and Dr. Jeff Lehmkuhler, Beef 
Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
Round bale silage (or “balage”) is an alternative to baling dry hay that allows shorter hay curing time and 
saves valuable nutrients in the face of approaching adverse weather conditions.  It is a combination of hay 
and silage making and has certain advantages and disadvantages over other forage preservation systems. 
Balage is simply forage of a relatively high moisture content that is baled with a round baler and then 
stored in a sealed container, usually a plastic bag or wrapped in plastic, to keep oxygen out.  Both grasses 
and legumes can be preserved by this method if proper techniques are followed.  Forage cut at the correct 
stage of maturity, allowed to wilt to a 40-60% moisture range, then baled and wrapped at the proper 
moisture content will undergo fermentation, a process that drops the pH of the feed below 4.5 where 
spoilage organisms (especially bacteria from the Clostridial family) will not grow.  Problems arise when 
there is a lack of adequate fermentation to reach this low pH, which occurs most often with small grains 
(rye, oats, wheat, barley).  Wet, non-wilted, and/or overly mature forages have less soluble sugars available 
for completion of fermentation.  Clostridials thrive in wet environments where forage moistures are in the 
higher 67-70% range; > 70% moisture almost guarantees Clostridial activity.  Baled silage is also more 
likely to spoil as compared to silage in traditional silos because of aerobic degradation of the carbohydrate 
due to delayed wrapping, poor moisture management, and damage to the plastic covering, resulting in the 
harmful introduction of oxygen.  
 
Botulism is a disease caused by one of the most potent toxins known to man.  This toxin is produced by 
Clostridium botulinum, a spore forming anaerobic Gram + rod.  These spores are found everywhere in the 
soil and contaminate plant material during harvest.  In the absence of oxygen (as is found in wrapped hay) 
and a pH greater than 4.5 (poor fermentation), the spores enter a vegetative state, multiply and produce 
toxin.   Two forms of the toxin, Types B and C, occur most frequently in KY cattle.  Type B is associated 
with improperly fermented forage while Type C occurs from the accidental feeding of dead birds, dogs, 
cats or poultry litter contaminated with dead birds in the ration of cattle.  Both types produce the same 
characteristic clinical picture in cattle including: 
 

1.  Typically a large number of animals affected all at once; 
2. Progressive muscle weakness leading to recumbency (downers) over a 2-5 day period of time, 

depending on the amount of toxin ingested.  Signs may develop as early as 24 hours to as many as 
10 days after ingesting the toxin: 

3. Decreased Tongue Tone-The “classic” feature of botulism.  The tongue may actually hang from the 
side of the mouth as the disease progresses.  Without tongue control, a cow will have other 
associated signs such as a dirty nose, difficulty chewing and swallowing, and plunging the nose 
deep in a watering trough to drink; 

4.  Constipation/Raising the tail while straining.  Sometimes see colic (abdominal pain) and a 
“hunched up” appearance; 

5. Death due to paralysis of muscles of the diaphragm. 

Treatment consists of supportive care including administering fluids and propping cows up on their 
sternum.  A toxoid for Clostridium botulinum type B (Bot Tox B, Neogen Corporation) is approved for 
horses and can be used in an extra-label fashion in cattle if a valid veterinary-client-patient relationship 
exists.  This vaccine will not reverse clinical signs already present but may help to prevent new cases.  



 
 

Generally, animals less severely affected that do not go down will survive.  Dead animals must be 
disposed of properly (including rendering) as the meat is not safe for consumption.   
 
Diagnosis is difficult and is usually based on history and clinical signs.  Rumen contents, feed samples and 
blood can be analyzed for the toxin. Other possible causes of muscle weakness and downer cows include 
low blood levels of calcium, potassium or magnesium, ionophore toxicity (rumensin, lasalocid), 
organophosphate or carbamate insecticides, heavy metals such as lead, and infectious causes such as 
listeriosis or rabies.  Calves may exhibit extreme muscle weakness due to a lack of selenium. Your 
veterinarian is the best source of information to determine the cause of your problem. 
 
Prevention is based on ensuring proper harvest and preservation of wrapped forages to reduce the risk of 
botulism in cattle. Correct moisture content and maturity of the forage are of primary importance.  Also, 
achieving the highest bale density possible, especially with high internal core densities, gets out the 
maximum amount of oxygen with few air pockets.  Wrapping the bales as soon as possible with a good 
quality plastic, preferably with an ultraviolet inhibitor and 6-8mm thickness, and using multiple layers will 
extend the storage time.  If holes appear during storage, these should be covered immediately with tape.  
Store the wrapped bales on a north facing slope if available because prolonged exposure to the summer sun 
may cause the upper side and the south face of the bale to dry out, with the moisture condensing on the 
bottom or north face of the bale.  A well-managed bale could end up developing a Clostridial prone pocket 
in dried out areas of the bale.  
 
In summary, it is advisable to test the pH of your balage to insure adequate fermentation.  To do this, 
samples can be submitted to a forage laboratory and a fermentation profile requested.  This will often 
include a pH and volatile fatty acid profile.  This is a common practice for corn silage and one should 
consider this with fermented forages of all types.  An outbreak of botulism in 2009 in Nelson County 
serves as a reminder of the potential for deadly consequences from poor quality feed.  In December 2009, 
round bale oatlage was fed to stocker calves that resulted in the deaths of 90 head.  Samples of the rumen 
contents and the oatlage were sent to the Botulism Diagnostic Laboratory at the University of 
Pennsylvania where both tested positive for the Clostridium botulinum Type B spores and preformed 
toxin.  Further analysis revealed a pH of 6.8 in the forage-the perfect environment for a disaster.  It is 
important to remember that thousands of round bales are wrapped annually with only a few cases of 
botulism occurring; the risk of disease is low if one applies the proper management from time of harvest 
through feeding. 
 
A Breeding Soundness Exam:  Insurance for Your Breeding Season 
Dr. Les Anderson, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
I received this call a couple of weeks ago.  I seem to receive calls similar to this one 6-8 times each year.  
This particular rancher had just finished getting his cows diagnosed for pregnancy.  He had 43 falling 
calving cows.  Last fall, these cows were synchronized for artificial insemination and were exposed to one 
bull for about 5 weeks and a second bull for 7 weeks.  Only 22 cows conceived and all of them conceived 
to the AI.  The first question I asked this rancher was the obvious one; did you get a breeding soundness 
exam (BSE) performed on your bulls?  His response; the bulls had one when he bought them but he had 
not had one done since (2-3 years).  The bulls were checked and, sure enough, both were infertile. 
 
What is a BSE?  A BSE is a fertility exam performed on bulls by a veterinarian.  A BSE has three 
components; scrotal circumference, a physical exam, and a semen evaluation.  Scrotal circumference is 



 
 

highly correlated with semen output and serving capacity.  It is recommended that a 12-13 month old bull 
have a scrotal circumference of at least 30 cm.  The physical exam is performed to simply ensure that a 
bull is physically up to the challenge of the breeding season.  Are his feet and legs structurally correct?  Is 
he free from injury and/or infection?  The veterinarian then examines the bull’s semen to determine if the 
sperm cells are normal.  The bull is then graded as satisfactory, unsatisfactory, or deferred.  Bulls classified 
as unsatisfactory are considered infertile and it is not recommended that they be used for breeding.  Bulls 
that receive the deferred classification had some irregularities in their ejaculate and a second collection is 
required to determine his fertility.  A BSE is a highly reliable tool to use to identify bulls that are infertile. 
 
The extreme cold temperatures we experienced this winter may impact a bull’s fertility.  Low temperatures 
and windy conditions can easily increase feed requirements 25 to 30 percent above normal maintenance 
requirements even in bulls that are not working.  Also, lack of wind protection and lack of bedding will 
increase the chance of frost damage to the scrotum and testicles.  During normal winter conditions frostbite 
is not a common problem with breeding bulls, but prolonged exposure to extreme cold and wind increases 
the incidence of frostbite and is a problem that must be considered when planning for the breeding season.  

Evidence of frostbite to the scrotum is usually apparent a few days after freezing in the form of noticeable 
inflammation and swelling. The heat generated from the inflammation directly affects the sperm that are 
maturing and stored in the epididymis, which surrounds the testicle at the lower end of the scrotum. The 
resulting damage may cause temporary or, in more severe cases, permanent sterility in the bull. A scab 
may appear on the lower portion of the scrotum as healing occurs. However, the absence of a scab does not 
indicate that frostbite injury has not occurred. Severe frost damage to the testicle and epididymis may 
cause tissue adhesions, affecting mobility and circulation within the scrotum. 

Evaluation of possible frostbite damage is best accomplished by a trained veterinarian performing a 
breeding soundness examination 45 to 60 days after the injury occurred.  The following table illustrates the 
importance of having a breeding soundness exam completed before the breeding season.  

Effect of severity of frostbite on semen quality in bulls

Breeding Severity of Frostbite 

Soundness Score ---Mild--- ---Moderate--- ---Severe---

Satisfactory (%) 89.5 48.0 2.1 

Questionable (%) 9.5 25.3 9.2 

Unsatisfactory (%) 1.0 26.7 88.7 
 
Results from surveys nationally and in Kentucky indicate that fewer than 30% of cattlemen routinely 
subject their bulls to a BSE.  I am amazed by how few people obtain a BSE in their herd bull before each 
breeding season.  We purchase car, health, life, and crop insurance why wouldn’t we purchase a little 
breeding-season insurance?  We protect ourselves against most disasters but we don’t protect our cow herd 
from the ultimate disaster?  A BSE will cost $50-100 so it is a fairly inexpensive, easy form of risk 
management.  I’m fairly certain that the cattleman that called me wished he had gotten a BSE on his bulls 
before he found out that he had 21 open cows.  The $150 investment in breeding insurance (BSE) seems 
small compared to the lost income from 21 cows ($15-18,000).  So protect your investment.  Obtain a BSE 
on all your bulls 30 days before every breeding season.   
 



 
 

Cow College 2014 Open for Registration 
Land Dale, Beef Extension Associate, University of Kentucky 
 
The University of Kentucky Beef IRM group is pleased to announce that UK’s 2014 Cow College is now 
open for registration. Cow College is an intensive, hands-on course for beef producers designed to expose 
them to the most cutting edge information related to beef cattle production and business. The program is 
divided into four two-day sessions, and one single-day session. Nearly half of the time in Cow College is 
hands-on sessions.  In addition to the hours of instruction and interaction with specialists, participants 
receive printed materials to take back to the farm.  The total cost of the program is $125 for all five 
sessions, or $50 for each session individually. Class sessions will be conducted on UK’s campus in 
Lexington.  Fees do not include lodging. 
 
Proposed dates for Lexington: 
 
Economics/Management        July 9-10   Reproduction/Genetics          August 28-29 
Forages/Nutrition                   July 22-23    End Product           September 11-12 
Herd Health                           August 8 
 
Enrollment is on a first come, first served basis. Participants must be graduates of UK’s Master 
Cattleman Program.  It is limited to the first 30 people who reserve a spot with a deposit of $50 made 
payable to COW COLLEGE. Credit card payment is not accepted. The deadline for registration is June 1, 
2014.  For online registration go to http://www.uky.edu/Projects/BeefIRM/welcome.htm and click on 
the Cow College icon to register.  
 
Deposit to Cow College should be mailed to:   
 
Land Dale 
Cow College  
Kentucky Cattlemen's Association 
176 Pasadena Drive 
Lexington, KY 40503 
 
If you have any questions or need further information, contact Land Dale at land.dale@uky.edu or  
call: (859) 278-0899. 
 
Kentucky Beef Cattle Market Update 
Dr. Kenny Burdine, Livestock Marketing Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
Given tight supplies, cheaper corn, and stronger fall feeder cattle futures prices, many had been projecting 
the 2014 Kentucky calf market to exceed the lofty market that was seen during spring 2012.  Prices 
through the first week of April have suggested that this was the case as 5wt steer calves have traded around 
$2 per pound on a state average basis with larger groups of calves exceeding this by $15 per cwt or more.  
Fall CME© Feeder Cattle futures contracts have been primarily trading in the upper $170’s, which has 
been a major driver of calf prices.  While opportunities for summer stocker operators certainly exist given 
the level of fall feeder cattle futures, the cash outlay required to place calves is pushing many producers to 
look closely at risk management strategies. 
 



 
 

Feeder cattle markets have seemed to shrug off negative developments in the grain markets.  Both old crop 
and new crop corn have increased considerably since the first of the year.  The late March Prospective 
Plantings report revealed that grain producers intended to plant 3.7 million fewer acres of corn in 2014.  
And, the corn / soybean new crop price ratio continues to sit at levels that would seem to favor soybeans 
for the upcoming season. 
 
Potential negative developments on the grain side have been more than offset by positive developments in 
the fed cattle markets, which have also been generally increasing since the first of the year.  Fueled by 
strong retail prices and seasonal demand, cash fed cattle were around $150 per cwt at the time of this 
writing and live cattle futures for winter were in the neighborhood of $140.  Producers should remain 
aware of the drastic difference between the current fed cattle cash market and summer live cattle futures, 
which are currently in the low-mid $130’s. 
 
Fundamentally, the feeder cattle market is unbelievably strong going into this spring.  However, it is 
prudent to understand that current price levels are a function of current expectations and will change as 
those expectations change.  Rising grain prices tend to have a greater impact on calf prices once we are 
outside of the spring forage growth season (this is especially true in the fall and winter) and spring weather 
conditions will further impact corn acreage in 2014.  Also, we are moving towards the seasonal decrease in 
live cattle markets that typically occurs between spring and summer.  Feeder cattle markets may react 
differently to changes in the grain complex when we are not in a bull fed cattle market environment.   
 


