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Timely Tips 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
Spring Calving Herd 
 
 Be sure that weaned heifer calves are on a feeding program which will enable them be at 65% of their 

mature weight before the start of the breeding season.  Rations should be balanced to achieve gains 
sufficient to get heifers from their current weight to that “target” weight. 

 Begin feeding the lowest quality forage to dry cows which are in good condition during early winter 
and save the best hay for calving time or for weaned calves.  

 Divide the herd into groups for winter feeding --  
  -weaned heifer calves 
  -first-calf heifers, second-calvers and thin mature cows  
  -the remainder of the dry cows which are in good body condition 
  -herd sires 
 Body condition is important, plan an adequate winter program for cows to be at least body condition 

score 5 (carrying enough flesh to cover the ribs) before the calving and breeding season.  This will help 
them to breed early in the spring.  Thin cows should be fed to regain body condition prior to winter.  
Don’t let cows lose weight/condition. 

 Order and number eartags for next year’s calf crop this winter.  It is also a good time to catch up on 
freeze branding and replacing lost eartags.   

 
Fall Calving Herd 
 
 Get breeding supplies together, if using estrous synchronization and/or A.I. 
 Have Breeding Soundness Evaluation (BSE) performed on bulls (even if you used them this spring).   
 The fall breeding season starts.  Breeding can best be accomplished on stockpiled fescue pasture; 

otherwise, cows with calves should be fed 25-30 pounds of good quality hay or its equivalent.  
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Supplement with grain, if needed, and minimize hay waste.  DON’T ALLOW THESE COWS TO 
LOSE BODY CONDITION! 

 Observe performance of bulls during breeding season.  Watch cows for return to estrus, if you see 
several in heat, try to determine the cause and consider changing bulls. 

 
General 
 
 Complete soil testing pasture to check for fertility and pH.   
 Consider putting down geotextile fabric and covering with gravel in feeding areas before you begin 

hay feeding to minimize waste of expensive hay.  Or, perhaps, construct concrete feeding pads for 
winter feeding areas. 

 
Ah! The Changes I Have Seen (UK and KCA) 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
My first look at the University of Kentucky was in 1967 when I was on my way to a summer job up north.  
I passed by the Ag. Science Bldg. and it was impressive as was Coldstream Farm which adjoins the 
Interstate.  Little did I know how much those places would shape the rest of my life. 
 
When I was a senior at Tennessee Tech, I applied for graduate studies at one place – UK.  Except for six 
years and nine months spent in exile down south, I have been in Kentucky since January 1970.  The 
changes that I have seen in the UK Experiment Station and Extension Service, along with the Kentucky 
Cattlemen’s Association have been nothing short of phenomenal. 
 
The UK College of Agriculture was growing at that time.  A new “animal science” building was under 
construction and was opened in 1972 – a great moment in animal agriculture in Kentucky.  This building 
was the envy of every animal science department in the country and was later named after Dr. W. P. 
Garrigus the long-time head of the department. 
 
Research facilities inside the building were state-of-the-art.  However, as beautiful as the farms were, the 
research barns were not really functional.  The Good Barn was being put to use for cattle research but was 
probably most memorable for the big loft that would accommodate spirited basketball games.  The 
metabolism barn which housed steers and wethers in metabolism crates is now the motor pool.  
Commonwealth Stadium is now between the two barns where cattle once grazed. 
 
Coldstream was home to the old steer barn (on the bank by the creek), the S-10 barn, the shop barn and the 
show barn (that’s right we had a show barn – although the show string was ahead of my time) and a new 
feed mill.  Dr. Neil Bradley kept these barns full of steers for nutrition research. 
 
These barns were later replaced by the new state-of-the-art facilities at Versailles which has been 
appropriately named the C.O. Little Research Center after Dean Little who was a tireless supporter of the 
livestock-forage potential of Kentucky. 
 
We also conducted feeding trials at the barn at Princeton during the ‘70s.  A new office building was being 
planned there and, as I left to work in the deep south in 1974, I knew that I wanted to return to the 
Princeton station.  The “new” Research and Education Center was opened in the fall of 1980 and I returned 
to UK in March 1981 to work at the Center. 



 
 

My job as an Extension Beef Specialist required meetings at most local Extension offices.  This job was 
made easier because most Extension offices were in the basement of courthouses – no GPS united needed, 
just go to the courthouse!  Union County was on the fourth floor and in Graves and Daviess Counties the 
jailers would let you in after hours.  I am sure that Dr. Curtis Absher and Dr. John Johns had more 
experiences like that. 
 
Things have changes at the county level now!  Most counties now have an Extension tax which had made 
it possible for County Extension boards to build offices and associated buildings such as farmer’s markets, 
etc.  These Extension Centers are now the very hub of social and educational activities in most rural 
counties.  Impressive! 
 
What about the state cattlemen’s association(s)?  Dr. Johns tells me that the organization of purebred 
producers merged with the feeder calf association in the 1970’s to form the Kentucky Beef Cattle 
Association (KBCA).  This association was ran with assistance from the UK Department of Animal 
Sciences until an executive director was hired – I believe that Garland Bastin and Jack Crowner held those 
early posts. 
 
My first visit to the KBCA office was to Waller Avenue in a small cubicle of an office that was full of 
boxes and, except for Mrs. Marilyn Craig’s smiling face, that place was a mess!  KBCA was just hitting its 
stride then and rapid growth was to follow the progression from Red Mile to Pasadena Avenue.  KBCA, 
realizing that it was really an organization about people and not just cattle, changed its name to the 
Kentucky Cattlemen’s Association (KCA) and is now a 10,000 member organization.  Now that’s 
impressive. 
 
I’ve said all of that to say this – “What’s next?”  We need to keep serving animal agriculture in a manner 
that is consistent with our rich history.  So what is next for UK and KCA?  It’s up to you. 
 
Heart of America Grazing Conference  
Dr. Ray Smith, Forage Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
The 2016 Heart of America Grazing Conference will be held at the Downtown Hilton in Lexington, KY on 
January 25-26, 2016. Monday evening’s program will include “History of Forage Research, Extension and 
Teaching in Kentucky” by Dr. Ray Smith and “Gratitude: A Personal Prospective” from Dr. Garry 
Lacefield. Tuesday will include:  
 

 The Secret Ingredients of Clover: Biochanin a and Isoflavonoids (Dr. Michael Flythe) 
 Soyhulls: More than Just a Feed Supplement (Dr. Glen Aiken) 
 “Lacefield MaxQII” Novel Tall Fescue (Dr. Tim Phillips) 
 Grazing Alfalfa: Producer Perspective (Bob Hall) 
 Low Lignin Alfalfa: Advantages for Hay and Grazing (Dr. Ray Smith) 
 Alfalfa as a Green Manure: Putting Some Pop Back in Your Crop (Dr. Ben Goff) 
 How Diversity Extends the Grazing Season at Dogwood Farm (Debbie Dulworth) 
 Native Warm Season Grasses: Naturally Adapted productive Pastures (Dr. Pat Keyser) 
 Grazing Corn to Maximize Late Summer and Fall Gains (Dr. Jeff Lehmkuhler) 
 The Economics of Extended Grazing (Dr. Greg Halich)  

 



 
 

The HOA conference is a 5 state initiative (MO, IL, IN, OH and KY) and this year is hosted by the 
University of Kentucky the Kentucky Forage and Grassland Council. Full details and registration info will 
be available on the UK Forage website. www.uky.edu/Ag/Forage . Exhibit space is still available, contact 
Krista Lea at ukforageextension@uky.edu  for exhibitor information.  
 
Registration before Jan. 13 is $85 for the full conference; one day and student registrations are also 
available. Online registration is available at www.uky.edu/ag/forages . Exhibit space is still available, 
contact Krista Lea at ukforageextension@uky.edu  for exhibitor information.  
 
Preventing Neonatal Calf Diarrhea or “Calf Scours 
Michelle Arnold, DVM (UK Ruminant Veterinarian) 
 
“Neonatal” calf diarrhea is defined as scours occurring within the first 3 weeks of a calf’s life.  Bacteria, 
viruses and parasites can attack the lining of the calf's intestine and cause diarrhea. The decrease in 
absorption of essential nutrients from milk leads to weight loss and dehydration. If the disease level is 
severe, calves often die but even calves that survive will perform poorly for the remainder of their lives 
when compared to healthy calves.  Preventing calf scours involves more than just the immune system of a 
newborn calf.  Excellent cow nutrition during and after gestation, an easy calving process, and 
environmental management factors all contribute to a successful start. On the flip side, an inadequate 
quantity and/or quality of colostrum, difficulty calving, poor sanitation, cold, wet weather and 
overcrowding in calving areas all contribute to a higher risk of disease. 
 
Preventing calf scours begins with a good scours vaccine program in the cow herd. Rotavirus, coronavirus, 
bacteria (K99 E. coli; Clostridium perfringens Type C, Salmonella spp.) and the parasite Cryptosporidia 
are the most common causes of neonatal calf diarrhea. Controlling rotavirus, coronavirus and E. coli with 
vaccines can significantly reduce or eliminate sickness and death losses due to calf scours. Most beef cows 
produce adequate colostrum but sometimes they do not produce the correct antibodies to fight the specific 
bugs that cause diarrhea. Scours vaccines are formulated to be given to pregnant cows and heifers late in  
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gestation so they will make the correct antibodies as colostrum is being formed.  The 3 most popular 
vaccines available are ScourBos 9®, ScourGuard 4KC® and Guardian®.  
 
As can be seen from the table above, a first or primary dose followed by a booster dose is required the first 
year a scours vaccine is used.  After the first year, just one annual revaccination is required. Product 
selection often depends on when you plan to work cattle; generally Scour Bos is administered earlier in 
pregnancy, followed by Guardian and then ScourGuard which is given late in gestation. If the cow herd 
has not been vaccinated and calf scours develop, there are oral vaccines available to give newborn calves 
prior to nursing to provide some immediate protection in the gut. 
 
 Newborn calves should receive adequate colostrum within the first 6 hours after birth. Although colostrum 
can technically be absorbed up to 24 hours of age, the amount absorbed after 12 hours of life is 
considerably diminished. Once the calf has received colostrum from the dam, it is essential to prevent the 
environmental load of pathogens or “bugs” from overwhelming the calf’s immune system. Generally, calf 
scour pathogens build up in the environment as the calving season progresses. Calving in the same area 
that older calves are in greatly increases the risk to the newborn calf, especially in wet or muddy conditions 
as we often see in the spring in KY. If possible, close-up cows should be rotated onto clean pastures while 
cow-calf pairs remain on the old pasture. Additionally, the calving area should be kept as clean and dry as 
possible. Even the best calving management will have no effect if the first thing a calf ingests is manure 
from the calving area. 
 
The cows’ diet should provide adequate energy and protein. Calves born to energy deficient cows will 
have reduced amounts of brown fat which supply energy for the calf to survive initially. Additionally, 
adequate protein is needed for calf vigor after birth. Weak calves cannot produce sufficient body heat and 
may be slow to stand and nurse. Remember up to 80% of fetal growth occurs in the last 50 days of 
gestation and cows should calve at a body condition score (BCS) of 5 (heifers at BCS 6). 
 
It is well known calves experiencing dystocia (difficult birth) have a greater risk for subsequent disease, 
especially calf scours. Trauma associated with a difficult birth severely impacts the ability of that calf to 
nurse and absorb colostrum. It is important that all dystocia calves are provided with colostrum quickly 
which usually means using an esophageal feeder rather than waiting for the calf to nurse on his own. 
In case of a scours outbreak: 
 

 Reduce exposure of newborns to infectious agents: 
 

o Separate healthy pairs from sick calves immediately; 
o Be sure equipment, boots and hands are thoroughly cleaned after handling sick animals. 
o Move pregnant cows forward to a clean pasture (Sandhills Calving System) 
o Maintain clean pens and facilities 

 
 Reduce stress on cows and calves: 

 
o Assist with calving early as necessary, especially with heifers; 
o Keep animals as clean and dry as possible (and provide windbreaks in cold weather). 
o Good plane of nutrition to the cows and heifers. 

 



 
 

 Make sure calves start nursing as soon as possible after calving to get adequate colostrum (10% of 
the body weight in the first 24 hours with at least 2 quarts during the first 6 hours). 

The Role of Gender-Sorted Semen in Rebuilding the Beef Herd 
 Dr. Justin Rhinehart, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Tennessee 
 
At the time of writing this article, many areas of the U.S. are experiencing a rebuilding phase in the cow-
calf sector. There is a great deal of discussion about many aspects of this rebuilding phase, including how 
long or how rapidly it will continue, where the increase in cow numbers will concentrate geographically 
and whether the additional numbers will come from an expansion of conventional cow-calf production 
from established ranches or if it will come from the addition of new producers using what are considered 
to be unconventional methods. 
 
In any of those rebuilding scenarios, or even if rebuilding slows to a crawl due to other market and 
environmental drivers, increased utilization of new technologies should be a focus for improving system-
wide efficiency. Sex-sorted (aka gender-sorted) semen for A.I. is one of those technologies that could 
enhance the rebuilding effort and then continue to improve production efficiency as the industry 
experiences other cycles. 
 
The basics 
 
Before discussing the application of a specific technology, it is a good idea to understand the basic 
mechanisms that make it possible. For sex-sorted semen, the ability to shift the gender ratio of a calf crop 
comes from the fact that gender is determined by the sperm cell that fertilizes the egg. Sperm cells that 
result in a heifer calf (XX) have more DNA than sperm cells that result in a bull calf (XY). 
 
Of the several attempts to find ways to sort XX and XY sperm cells, the only method proven to be 
commercially viable is flow cytometry. Before going through the flow cytometer (sorting machine), a 
fluorescent dye is incorporated into the DNA of the sperm cells. They pass through the sorting machine in 
drops of liquid containing a single sperm cell per droplet. The machine detects the amount of florescence 
each cell emits; an XX sperm cell will have more florescence than an XY. A positive or negative charge is 
applied to the droplet depending on the type of sperm cell in it. Then, the machine can sort them into 
different collection tubes, based on the charge on the droplet, as it moves through a magnetic field. 
 
Initially, flow cytometry yielded very low conception rates when sex-sorted semen was used fresh soon 
after processing. Work in the laboratory and field studies eventually improved the results until sexed 
semen became commercially available on a large scale in the U.S. in 2004. The sorting method has 
continually been improved over the last 10 years and yields better fertility than when commercial use 
began. 
 
Advantages and disadvantages 
 
The advantage of shifting sex ratio has been most obvious for dairy producers, where male calves 
generally have little value. Beef cattle producers have been able to use both XX- and XY-sorted sperm in 
different scenarios. Seedstock producers are able to increase the number of bulls they market each year and 
target specific females to produce replacement heifers. Commercial producers have been able to increase 
the number of steers, giving them more total weight and usually more valuable weight, to sell. Similar to 



 
 

the purebred scenario, commercial producers can select specific cows to target replacement heifer 
production. All of these situations have to be evaluated with the disadvantages outlined below in mind. 
Specifically, the production benefits do not always outweigh the additional input (both increased cost and 
reduced fertility). 
 
This sorting method is not perfect, but it does shift the ratio 85 to 95 percent of the desired sex. Very 
recent improvements are being reported with fertility using sex-sorted semen. However, it continues to be 
considered lower-fertility than nonsorted frozen semen. It takes much longer to process sex-sorted semen 
than conventionally processed semen. Therefore, it yields fewer straws per ejaculate with fewer cells per 
straw and reduced fertility. Additionally, individual bulls inherently have different fertility, and this 
difference can be exacerbated during the sorting process. 
 
Current breeding strategies and industry trends 
 
Sex-sorted semen is currently reserved for use in herds where whole-herd reproductive efficiency has been 
optimized through intense reproductive management. Until recently, pregnancy rates to sexed semen have 
been considered highest in virgin heifers that are bred 12 hours after the beginning of standing heat. But 
the early data that led to those general recommendations came from the dairy industry, and recent research 
shows that difference is not as dramatic between beef cows and heifers. 
 
Fixed-time insemination (appointment breeding) with sexsorted semen does not currently yield 
consistently adequate fertility. Th ere continues to be a great deal of research to find the right estrous 
synchronization protocols and timing of insemination to reach pregnancy rates comparable to fixed-time 
A.I. with conventionally frozen semen. That will continue to be the major limiting factor to widespread use 
of gender-sorted semen in commercial cow-calf production. With continued improvements being made to 
the sorting process, finding protocols that yield consistently good results could soon be a reality. 
 
Embryo transfer using sex-sorted semen has followed a similar trend. Results were inconsistent and 
generally poor for early adopters. More recently, as the process of sorting has been largely improved, 
results have become more favorable and breeding with sex-sorted semen in multiple ovulation (“super-
ovulated”) embryo transfer appears to be more widely used. But most producers report breeding more 
often or using straws prepared with more sperm cells specifically for embryo transfer protocols. 
 
Use of in vitro fertilization (IVF) has dramatically increased in the U.S. over the last three years. However, 
using frozen sex-sorted semen in this process decreases the number of transferable embryos from a single 
IVF procedure. Some labs are successfully producing IVF embryos by sorting conventionally frozen 
semen (reverse-sorted) just prior to incubating it with harvested oocytes (eggs). 
 
Rebuilding the herd 
 
If the beef industry continues to see market drivers for expansion, gender-sorted semen could play a role in 
accelerating it. As this technology enters a phase of more rapid improvements in fertility, the timing could 
work well for the industry. But the fact remains that even conventional A.I. is underutilized (relative to its 
potential impact) in beef cattle production. Consequently, gender-sorted semen might be more useful as a 
tool to improve the overall genetic quality of the expanding national herd than it will be for more rapidly 
increasing the sheer number of heifers available for retention. 
 



 
 

Kentucky Beef Cattle Marketing Update  
Dr. Kenny Burdine and Dr. Greg Halich, University of Kentucky 
 
As I write this article for December, there seems to be as much frustration among cattle producers as I 
have seen in years - not so much about the overall market, but how quickly things have changed.  Less 
than 12 months ago, the cattle market was shrugging off all negative news.  Now, it seems that anything 
that can be construed as negative sends the board limit-down and continues to feed the market pessimism 
that exists.  In November, I focused my article on winter backgrounding prospects, which I typically do 
each fall.  In October, I focused my article on the impact of increasing slaughter weights, which has been a 
factor in the recent downturn.  This month, I want to focus on competing meats and the impact of 
international trade, as I think these factors are the most significant to understanding the 2015 beef market. 
 
It might surprise many people that beef production will actually be lower in 2015 than it was in 2014.  We 
are in still in the early stages of herd expansion and that process takes time.  But, beef production was 
above 2014 levels for the 4th quarter, which is evidence that the trend is changing.  At the same time, beef 
exports are projected down over 13% from 2014 (see graph below).  It is also worth noting that beef 
imports are up significantly as well.  Still, the impact on beef consumption per capita is relatively small for 
the current year.  I think the real story has more to do with pork and poultry, than beef. 
 
It is important to remember that 2014 was a good year for all species, so we are seeing growth in 
production of competing meats.  Pork production is up over 7% with roughly a 3% increase in exports.  
Even more astounding, broiler production is up 4% in 2015, while broiler exports are down around 14%.  
Exports have been sluggish for several reasons including bans on US poultry from some countries due to 
Avian Influenza, sluggish economies, and a significant increase in the value of the US dollar.  Regardless, 
the net effect is that there is significantly more pork and poultry on the domestic market.  This combination 
has applied downward pressure to boxed beef prices, which are off 20% from last year.  Of course, lower 
boxed beef prices are passed on to the fed cattle and feeder cattle markets. 
 
As we look ahead to 2016, production increases are likely to be seen for all three major meats.  Current 
USDA forecasts are for beef production to increase by more than 4% and pork and broiler production to 
increase by roughly 2%.  USDA is currently forecasting increases in export volumes across the board, 
likely due to an expectation of regaining access to some markets, lower price levels, and an assumption 
that the US dollar will not see another value increase of the magnitude seen in 2015.  With production 
increases likely, the export trade picture will once again have a significant impact on prices.    



 
 

 
Data Source: USDA-ERS and USDA-FAS 
Livestock Marketing Information Center  
 
 


