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Timely Tips 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
Spring-calving Herd 
 
 Replacement heifers should be gaining adequately to reach target breeding weights by May 1.  Be sure 

that their feeding program is adequate for early breeding. 
 Have calving equipment, supplies and labor ready for the spring calving season.  Some supplies which 

may be needed are:  eartags and applicator (put numbers on eartags now), tattoo pliers and ink, record 
book, scales for calf weights, iodine for calves' navels and colostrum supplement.  Calving equipment 
(puller and chains, etc.) and facilities should be ready and clean. 

 Overall condition of the cow herd should be evaluated.  Cows losing weight now are most likely to 
have weak or dead calves.  These cows will likely be a poor source of colostrum milk for the newborn 
calf.  Feed cows, if necessary to keep them in good body condition. 

 Heifers should begin head-start calving in early February.   Move them to a clean, accessible pasture, 
away from cow herd and near facilities so that calving assistance can be given.  Cows may start calving 
later this month.  Signs of calving are relaxation of pelvic ligaments, enlargement and swelling of the 
vulva, and enlargement of the udder.  Expect calving difficulty if (1) calf's head and two feet are not 
visible, (2) only the calf's tail is visible, and (3) the cow has been in labor for 1½ hours.  Be sure calf is 
being presented normally before using calf puller.  Recognize situations that are beyond your 
capability and seek professional help as early as possible.  Calves that aren’t=t breathing should 
receive assistance.  Try sticking a straw in nostril to stimulate a reflex or try alternate pressure and 
release on rib cage. Commercial respirators are also available. Calves should consume colostrum 
within 30 minutes of birth to achieve good immunity. 

 Record birthdate, cow I.D., and birthweight immediately (use your Beef IRM calendar).  Identify calf 
with eartag and/or tattoo.  Registered calves should be weighed in the first 24 hours.  Male calves in 
commercial herds should be castrated and implanted as soon as possible. 

 Sub-zero weather can mean death for newborn calves.  During extremely cold spells, bring the cow(s) 
into a sheltered area as calving approaches to protect the calf.  Be prepared to warm-up and feed 
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newborn, chilled calves.  Calving in mud can also cause problems. 
 Increase feed after calving to 25-27 pounds of high quality hay.  Concentrate (3-4 lb. for mature cows 

and about 8 lb. for first-calf heifers) may be needed if you are feeding lower quality hay.  
Supplementation may have a beneficial effect on date and rate of conception.  The most important time 
to feed a beef cow is after calving.  Thin cows don't come into heat very soon after calving.  We must 
have cows in good condition, if we plan to breed them early in the season for best pregnancy rates, 
especially on high-endophyte fescue pastures. 

 Separate cows that calve away from dry cows and increase their feed.  Avoid muddy feeding areas so 
that cows' udders won't become contaminated and spread scours.  Don't confine cows to muddy lots. 

 Watch for scours in newborn calves.  Consult your veterinarian for diagnosis, cause, and treatment.  
Obtain fecal samples and submit to diagnostic lab, if scouring begins. 

 
Fall-calving Herd 
 
 Breeding season should end this month.  Remove bulls and confine them so that they regain condition. 
 Provide windbreaks or clean shelter for calves. 
 Consider creep feed or creep grazing (wheat, etc.) to supply extra nutrition to fall-born calves which 

may have to depend solely on their dam=s milk supply for growth.  They are not getting much except 
their dam=s milk now (i.e. there is nothing to graze).  February/March is the worst time of the year for 
fall-born calves. 

 
General 
 
 Provide water at all times.  Watch for frozen pond hazards.  If cattle are watering in a pond, be sure to 

keep ice “chopped” to keep cattle from walking on the ice and, possibly, breaking through. 
 Increase feed as temperature drops.  When temperature falls below 15 degrees, cattle need access to 

windbreaks.  For each 10 degree drop below 15 degrees, add three pounds of hay, two pounds of corn, 
or six pounds of silage to their rations. 

 You should be feeding a mineral supplement with adequate magnesium to prevent grass tetany (~ 15% 
Mg) now.  The Hi-mag UK Beef IRM mineral can be used now. 

 Start looking for herd sire replacements, if needed. 
 Control lice.  Watch for signs such as rubbing. 
 Begin pasture renovation.  You can overseed clover on frozen or snow-covered pastures. 
 
Words Matter!  T.H.I.N.K. 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
My New Year’s resolution is to be more cautious and kind with the words that I choose   . . . and to use 
them more responsibly and appropriately. Words matter. They can make someone feel great or cut like a 
knife. Your choice. 
 
Why would anyone think that such a resolution would be necessary now?  It’s because I have never seen a 
time when people seem to “weigh their words” less before uttering (or printing) them.  I suppose the social 
media is responsible for some of this.  First of all, we absolutely butcher the English language.  I am not 
the “grammar police” but some of what I read is atrocious – and reflects poorly on the person and, perhaps, 



 
 

their business.  Words are a reflection of your knowledge and sometimes, your character.  Choose them 
carefully. 
 
In my opinion, it is not necessary for everyone to know what you think about everything – especially 
potentially polarizing subjects like politics, religion, etc.  You shouldn’t imply that anyone who doesn’t 
share your opinions must be stupid.  This can’t be good for your business.  Chill out! 
 
Sometime silence is golden.  Most often when you attempt to show everyone how much you know, you do 
the opposite or seem to be a little full of yourself.  Remember that it is “better to remain silent and be 
thought a fool than to speak up and remove all doubt”.  But, I understand.  Things like Facebook allow you 
to sit in the privacy of your home, seemingly anonymous, and send out your unfiltered opinions.  Some 
forethought is always beneficial before you hit the “enter” button. 
 
What about office or coffee shop gossip?  I think that there are three kinds of workers – those that are (1) 
actually working at their job and getting positive results, (2) idle with no results, or (3) idle and gossiping 
and, almost always, getting negative results.  That last group is a killer to morale, production and reflects a 
serious lack of professionalism. 
 
Here’s some good advice when you feel the need to talk or share “information”:  THINK before you speak.  
I have this on my desk as a constant reminder. 
 
 T – is it True? 
 H – is it Helpful? 
 I – is it Inspiring? 
 N – is it Necessary? 
 K – is it Kind? 
 
Everything that you say and write is a reflection on you, your business and, perhaps, our industry.  Be sure 
to T.H.I.N.K. before you speak or send something out into cyberspace that you can’t get back. 
 
When to Intervene in Delivery of the Calf  
Dr. Michelle Arnold, Ruminant Extension Veterinarian, University of Kentucky 
 
Perinatal Mortality (PM) generally refers to death of full-term calves shortly before, during, or within 24-
48 hours after parturition (calving). This includes “stillbirth”, a term commonly used when calves never 
take the first breath.   Many genetic and non-genetic factors have been identified but dystocia (a difficult or 
abnormal calving) is consistently identified as the primary cause of perinatal mortality.  In addition, 
dystocia may contribute to death of a calf up to 4 months of age due to internal injuries sustained at birth, 
lack of oxygen to the brain during delivery, or failure of passive transfer.  Dystocia rates vary among cattle 
populations; considerable differences exist among the cattle breeds as well as among individual herds.  
Maternal, fetal, environmental, and management factors influence PM.  Many of these factors are beyond 
the control of a producer such as parity (number of calves the cow has already had), presence of twins, and 
abnormal fetal presentation such as a backwards or breech calf.  However, many risk factors can be 
controlled by the farm manager to decrease the incidence of weak or stillborn calves.  Newborn vitality is 
essential to the health, survival and welfare of the calf.  If the calf is not strong at birth, it may be unable or 
unwilling to get up and suckle colostrum in a timely manner.  Early colostrum intake is essential for 
efficient transfer of immunoglobulins, energy, and regulation of body temperature.  Not receiving enough 



 
 

colostrum shortly after birth may affect its long term health status (greater risk of disease and death) and 
lifetime productivity (decreased overall average daily gain). 
 
Calving management, including supervision and intervention, is critical to minimize or prevent calf losses.  
Perhaps the most critical factor is the timing of intervention during Stage 2 (active labor) of calving.  It has 
generally been recommended to intervene in the birth process when the feet of the fetus have been visible 
for two hours (“two feet-two hours rule”) but some have challenged this rule because of the uncertainty or 
confusion of when to start the clock ticking.  The onset of Stage 2 labor has multiple definitions including: 
1) appearance of the amniotic sac (“water bag”) at the vulva, 2) rupture of the allantoic/amniotic sac (the 
water bag breaks), or 3) appearance of feet at the vulva. Numerous studies have proven that the total time 
allowed for Stage 2 should be 2 hours or less provided the fetus is in a normal position.  A recent (2011) 
study demonstrated that assisting cows at 80 minutes after the appearance of the water bag clearly 
decreased the risk of stillbirth.  The recommendation to intervene in calf delivery from the specialists at the 
University of Kentucky is: 

1.  In the case of mature cows, intervene if either the water bag or feet have been evident for 2 hours 
with little or no progress.  Or, if the cow has pushed hard for 30 minutes but the calf has not 
moved, assistance is needed. 

2. In the case of heifers, intervene one hour after appearance of the water bag. 
3. If a cow or heifer has been in Stage 1 (restless, kicking at belly, wringing tail, seeking isolation) for 

2-6 hours but does not progress to active straining, intervention is indicated.  Cows should progress 
to Stage 2 more quickly than heifers. 

After the cow or heifer is checked vaginally, then a decision for further action such as forced extraction or 
caesarean section can be made with a 
reasonable chance of delivering a live calf. 
According to the NAHMS 2007-2008 beef 
study, nearly 50 percent of operations allowed 
cows to labor 3 or more hours before 
assistance was given, and almost 40 percent of 
operations allowed heifers to labor an average 
of 3 or more hours. Interestingly, the same 
study reported calves born dead accounted for 
44% of all calf death loss during the first 6 
months of 2008.  An additional 13% died in 
the first 24 hours after birth.  This information 
highlights how critical the birthing process and 
early post-partum period is for calf survival. 
 
Frequent monitoring of the calving process is 
important in order to identify calving problems 
early. Since the time from appearance/rupture 

of the sac to appearance of the feet is variable 
and sometimes may not even occur, it is 
essential to check cows frequently to identify 
those experiencing extended or difficult labor.  
Checking cows every 3 hours is recommended 

See: 
http://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/nahms/beefcowcalf/downloa
ds/beef0708/Beef0708_is_CalvingMgmt.pdf  (accessed 13 January 2015) 

 



 
 

to help early identification of dystocia. Realistically, checking cows twice daily and three times per day for 
heifers may be a more workable schedule.   One simple way to make this task easier is to feed cows daily 
at dusk.  A study in Iowa found that 85% of the calves were born during daylight hours when cows were 
fed in the evening rather than morning.   
 
In addition to length of time in labor, the quality of contractions should also be monitored as it may 
indicate malposition of the fetus, a twin birth, or a metabolic problem.   Poor contractions are due to 
primary or secondary uterine inertia.  Primary causes include conditions such as low blood concentrations 
of calcium and magnesium, old age, or preterm delivery.  Secondary uterine inertia is seen with fatigue of 

the uterine muscles such as in a prolonged attempt to deliver a 
malpositioned calf or twins.  When a calf is presenting correctly, you 
should observe two hooves facing down and a nose on top of the 
legs.  If the nose is not visible (head turned back) or a nose with one 
or no hooves (leg or legs back), immediate intervention is necessary.  
If the calf is presenting backwards (two hooves with the pads up), 
pulling the calf will increase its chances of survival as these calves 
take a longer time to be delivered naturally.  A breech birth (tail 
first) or uterine torsion is difficult to visually diagnose; if there are 
no active contractions or no visualization of the feet, she should be 
checked for a problem. 
 
Many calf losses are attributed to a delay in receiving assistance or 
the amount of difficulty and time required to remove the calf. 
Knowing when intervention is required and when to call for 
professional veterinary assistance can greatly increase the calf’s 
chance of survival. If you don’t know what the problem is call a 
veterinarian. If you know the problem but you have been 
unsuccessful correcting it after 30 minutes of trying, call a 
veterinarian. Losses can be prevented by good supervision and quick 
intervention when needed. Signs of reduced vitality in the neonate 
include peripheral edema (swelling of the head and tongue), scleral 

hemorrhages (bloodshot eyes), yellow staining of the hair coat, cyanosis of the mucous membranes (blue 
color to gums), or reduced responsiveness to stimulation.  When observed, these are strong indicators that 
intervention is required.  Early intervention is the key; not only does it increase the chance of survival for 
the calf, but it also greatly increases the pregnancy rate of the cow in the following breeding season. 
 

Several Major Breeds Combine for Joint Genetic Evaluation 
Dr. Darrh Bullock, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
For many years the computation of Expected Progeny Differences has been done independently by each 
breed association.  This provided a very useful tool to assist beef producers in comparing and selecting 
bulls within a breed, but it did not provide a means to compare bulls of different breeds.  Adjustment 
factors were developed to assist producers in comparing breeds, but this process adds another layer of 
inaccuracy and has never seen widespread adoption among commercial cattlemen.  The best way to 
compare bulls of different breeds is to combine all of their data, including crossbred data from known 
breed percentages, into one genetic evaluation and this is exactly what several breeds have done. 
 



 
 

Starting with the spring 2015 genetic evaluation the American Simmental Association is running a joint 
analysis that also includes Red Angus, Limousin, Gelbvieh, Maine Anjou, Shorthorn and 
Chianina/ChiAngus.  In addition to the purebred data, this analysis allows the inclusion of crossbred data 
and data from the Canadian associations of many of these breeds.  There are some distinct benefits to this 
type of analysis: as mentioned crossbred data can be used; EPDs can be generated for crossbred or 
composite bulls such as SimAngus, Limflex and Balancers; the EPDs on the bulls from all of these breeds 
can be directly compared to each other (with the exception of calving ease in Red Angus and some carcass 
trait EPDs).   
 
As a heads-up for next year, the Simmental Association is in the process of overhauling and updating their 
genetic evaluation system to incorporate all of the latest technologies.  This will likely result in re-
tweaking the values for these breeds next year, but hopefully this will then stabilize.  It is also anticipated 
that some other breeds may be joining this group or forming other joint analysis in the future.  Even though 
change can be complicated and we have to do a little homework to re-familiarize ourselves with the new 
values the good news is that with each genetic evaluation change EPDs are getting a little better and in the 
end we have a better selection tool to assist us in buying our bulls. 
 
We strongly recommend that you use EPDs to assist you in your bull purchases.  The great thing about 
EPDs is they can help you increase, decrease or stay the same for all of the traits they are computed for; 
it’s your job to determine the level of genetics you need to match your management, environment and 
market.  For additional information on bull selection, crossbreeding or other beef genetics information 
please visit:  http://afs.ca.uky.edu/beef/publications 
 
Beef Herd Expansion Appears to be Underway 
Dr. Kenny Burdine, Livestock Marketing Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
USDA released their annual cattle inventory estimates in late January.  This report was especially 
significant this year as many were looking for confirmation that beef herd expansion had begun.  Overall, 
the report indicated that expansion was underway, and perhaps at a faster pace than many expected.  Also, 
the report confirmed that the cow herd was larger coming into 2015, likely as a result of decreased cow 
slaughter during 2014.  Total cattle and calves were estimated up by about 1% from 2014.  Estimates are 
shown in the table at the end of this article and include both 2014 and 2015. 
 
The number that will likely have the most immediate impact on beef producers is the estimated size of the 
beef cow herd.  The January 2015 estimate was just under 29.7 million, which was an increase of a little 
more than 2% from 2014.  Sizeable increases were seen in Texas, Oklahoma and Kansas.  Increases in 
herd size in the southeast were more moderate for the most part.  Cow slaughter had been running well 
below year ago levels for virtually all of 2014 and I think this was the primary driver of the increase in 
cow numbers.  Deep culling in much of the US during 2011-2013 resulted in beef producers coming into 
2014 with a younger cow herd.  The combination of a younger herd, favorable weather, and attractive calf 
prices likely resulted in producers simply culling fewer cows in 2014.  The impact will be a larger calf 
crop being marketed in the US for 2015, which will have an impact on calf prices this fall. 
 
The other number that has gotten a lot of attention was a 4% increase in the number of heifers held for beef 
cow replacement.  Heifer retention was also slightly above year ago levels last year, but by a smaller 
percentage.  Further, I felt that some of the increase in heifer retention last year was partially in response to 
deceasing cow numbers.  Conversely, the heifer retention seen this year occurred when total beef cow 



 
 

numbers had actually increased.  To put this 4% in perspective, it amounts to an additional 226,000 more 
heifers being held for beef cow replacements.  As a percentage of the 29.7 million US beef cow herd, this 
would be slightly less than 1%.  Heifer development estimates for July will also be of importance as we 
start thinking about how quickly this cow-herd will grow.  Of course, so will weather conditions in the 
coming years and how well the calf market holds as production starts to increase and the beef market sees 
increased pressure from competing meats. 
 
The Kentucky numbers told a story similar to what most would have expected – the Kentucky beef cow 
herd has grown, but at a more moderate pace than the Southern Plains.  The estimated size of Kentucky’s 
beef cow herd came in 2% higher than January 2014, but that was after a 2% reduction in the 2014 
estimate.  So, the Kentucky beef cow herd is about where it was estimated to be last year – just over one 
million cows. 
 
While this report confirms that beef cow herd expansion is underway, many of the fundamentals remain 
positive for the beef sector in 2015.  I fully expect calf prices to respond positively to grass this spring and 
think we are likely to see the strongest spring calf market that we have seen.  While I do look for fall calf 
prices to be softer in fall 2015, I also fully expect the fall 2015 market to another strong one, second only 
to the fall of 2014.  Cow-calf operators should take advantage of the increased income they enjoyed in 
2014 and are likely to enjoy in 2015 to get their beef herds where they want them to be in the next few 
years. 
 
USDA January 1, 2014 Cattle Inventory Report 
 2014 

(1,000 hd)
2015 

(1,000 hd)
2015 as % 

of 2014 
Total Cattle and Calves 88,526.0 89,800.0 101
 
Cows and Heifers That Have 
Calved 

38,293.0 39,000.0 102

     Beef Cows 29,085.4 29,693.1 102
     Milk Cows 9,207.6 9,306.9 101
 
Heifers 500 Pounds and Over 18,969.4 19,240.2 101
     For Beef Cow Replacement 5,551.3 5,777.4 104
     For Milk Cow Replacement 4,548.7 4,615.4 101
     Other Heifers 8,869.4 8,847.4 100
 
Steers 500 Pounds and Over 15,667.9 15,778.5 101
Bulls 500 Pounds and Over 2,037.8 2,104.4 103
Calves Under 500 Pounds 13,557.9 13,676.9 101
 
Cattle on Feed 13,018.3 13,093.0 101
 
 2013 2014 
Calf Crop 33,730.0 33,900 101
Source: NASS, USDA 
 


