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Timely Tips 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
Spring-Calving Cow Herd 
 
• Start cows on the high magnesium mineral supplement soon.  Consider protein supplementation if hay 

is less than 10% crude protein.  If cows are thin, begin energy (grain) supplementation now.   
• Consider vaccinating the cows to help prevent calf scours. 
• Get ready for calving season!  See that all equipment and materials are ready, including obstetrical 

equipment, record forms or booklets, eartags, scales for obtaining birthweights, etc.  Prepare a calving 
area where assistance can be provided easily if needed.  Purchase ear tags for calves and number them 
ahead of time if possible.  Plan for enough labor to watch/assist during the calving period. 

• Move early-calving heifers and cows to pastures that are relatively small and easily accessible to 
facilities in case calving assistance is needed.  Keep them in good condition but don't overfeed them at 
this time.  Increase their nutrient intake after they calve. 

• Keep replacement heifer calves gaining enough to reach their "target" breeding weight (65% mature 
weight) by spring. 

• Study the performance of last year's calf crop and plan for improvement.  Plan your breeding program 
and consider a better herd sire(s).  Select herd sires which will allow you to meet your goals and be 
willing to pay for superior animals.   

 
Fall Calving Cow Herd 
 
• Breeding season continues.  Keep fall calving cows on accumulated pasture as long as possible, then 

start feeding hay/grain.  Don’t let these cows get too thin. 
• Provide clean windbreaks and shelter for young calves. 
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• Remove bulls by Valentine’s Day.  That means that your 2014 fall calving season will end in 
November. 

• Catch up on castrating, dehorning and implanting. 
 
General 
 
• Feed hay in areas where mud is less of a problem.  Consider preparing a feeding area with gravel over 

geotextile fabric. 
• Increase feed as the temperature drops, especially when the weather is extremely cold and damp.  When 

temperature drops to 15°F, cattle need access to windbreaks 
• Provide water at all times.  Cattle need 5 to 11 gallons per head daily even in the coldest weather.  Be 

aware of frozen pond hazards.  Keep ice "broken" so that cattle won't walk out on the pond trying to get 
water. 

• Consider renovating and improving pastures with legumes, especially if they have poor stands of grass 
or if they contain high levels of the fescue endophyte.  Purchase seed and get equipment ready this 
month. 

 
Are Cows Eating Feed or Food? 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
As the world population continues to grow – expected to reach 8 billion by 2025, 9 billion by 2050 and 
exceed 10 billion by 2100 – the concern about animals competing with humans for food continues to grow.  
These concerns will likely impact livestock production but  what does this mean to the future of livestock – 
especially beef production? 
 
The Council for Agricultural Science and Technology (CAST) published an Issue Paper “Animal Feed vs. 
Human Food:  Challenges and Opportunities in Sustaining Animal Agriculture Toward 2050”.  It gives an 
in-depth study of the subject and deals with the perception that “feed produced for livestock competes for 
human food supplies and represents an inefficient or wasteful use of resources”.  The global livestock 
industry faces a challenge because this perception exists. 
 
This task force noted the following: 
 

 Global animal agriculture provides safe, affordable, nutrient-dense food that supports human 
health, in addition to supplying medicines, manufactured goods, etc. 

 Large areas of land are incapable of supporting the production of human food crops. 
 Gains can be made by “recycling” safe, yet otherwise valueless, by-products from human food and 

fiber production. 
 
I’ve heard it said that “corn drives everything that happens in the beef industry”.  Are we too dependent 
upon corn?  The future may dictate that we have to change.  I’ve always heard it said that we have to have 
“at least 100 days of heavy grain feeding to have good eating quality in beef”.  Maybe, but it’s time to 
question everything that we’ve been told. 
 
Cattle (ruminants) aren’t as efficient in converting grain to meat as pigs and chickens (monogastrics).  
Maybe we should let them compete for feedstuffs (grain) that can be used as human food.  But where 
would the cow feed come from?  We must do a better job grazing cattle on land that isn’t suitable for crop 



 
 

production.  Not just by better grazing management but also in selecting cattle that perform well on forage 
diets (that humans and nonruminant animals don’t eat).  We could reduce the time they spend in the 
feedlots. 
 
The CAST report stated that “research is continuing to optimize utilization of pasture, crop residues, and 
by-product feeds in all aspects of livestock and poultry production.  As the world population continues to 
grow, livestock and poultry will be essential to convert feedstuffs that are inedible to humans to high-
quality protein sources.  Ruminant animals will be the most valuable because they can convert the energy 
in fibrous feeds to milk, meat, wool and other products. 
 
But what about “eating” quality of beef?  How much corn is needed?  I know that we are making gigantic 
strides in genetics.  Let’s select those animals that have the desired genes for tenderness, marbling and 
flavor.  However, if we keep selecting animals based on information that is generated while on high grain 
diets, we may be going in the wrong direction.  Look for animals that can produce and yield high quality 
meat on forage programs with more of the energy coming from by-product feeds during the finishing 
period.  I think that we should use more forages and by-products so that we aren’t in competition with the 
human food supply. 
 
It won’t be easy but times are changing.  The CAST report said that sustainability can be divided into three 
components:  environmental stewardship, economic viability, and social responsibility.  It further states 
that the biggest challenge facing animal agriculture within the next 50 years is to maintain or improve 
these three facets of responsibility. 
 
This is but a very brief look at some things that are dealt with in the report but as an industry, we have to 
stay grounded and keep a keen eye on the future.  Remember, a good wing shooter doesn’t aim where the 
bird is … but where it is going! 
 
Applied Master Cattleman Program Open for Spring 2014 Enrollment 
Land Dale, Extension Associate, University of Kentucky 
 
UK’s Applied Master Cattleman Program is currently open for spring enrollment.  Session topics for the 
Applied Master Cattleman Program include:  Genetics, Forages, Economics, Nutrition and End Product.  
 
This program is designed for producers who want a level of education above the Master Cattleman 
curriculum. Applied sessions are more in depth and hands-on.  The topics covered will be driven by local 
county needs.   
 
If you are interested in participating in the Applied Master Cattleman Program, contact your local county 
extension agent to see if this program is offered in your area.  Participants must be graduates of UK’s 
Master Cattleman Program. 
 
For any additional information regarding this program, or other beef cattle programs, go to 
www.uky.edu/Projects/BeefIRM/   or contact Land Dale at (859) 278-0899 land.dale@uky.edu            
 



 
 

Mid-South Stocker Conference Set for February 18-19 at Paris Landing State Park  
Dr. Jeff Lehmkuhler, Extension Beef Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
The 2014 Mid-South Stocker Conference will be the ninth consecutive one and will be held February 18 
and 19, 2014. The conference will be hosted at the Paris Landing State Park and Conference Center at 
Buchanan, Tennessee. As with the preceding conferences, this one is a joint effort by the University of 
Kentucky Cooperative Extension, the University of Tennessee Extension, Mid-South Stocker Cattle 
Association, Bayer Animal Health, and BEEF. 
 
The objectives of the conference are to provide information that will aid producers in exploring ideas for 
the production of efficient performing healthy cattle and determining the role and contribution of stocker 
production in the total beef industry effectively meeting consumer expectations. These objectives are being 
accomplished through “take home” research based information and topics that present innovative ideas that 
can be readily applied to individual operations.  
 
The conference will also provide a unique opportunity for producers to interact with nationally renowned 
cattle specialists and other operators from the Mid-South and Midwest. In addition, industry professionals 
in the animal health, equipment, cattle nutrition and marketing participating in the trade show will be 
available for consultation.  
 
For additional information, contact either local University of Kentucky Extension or University of 
Tennessee Extension offices or go to the web site: http://midsouthstocker.org/  
Or contact Mr. Rusty Evans, UT Extension, 1030A Cumberland Heights Road Clarksville TN 37040-
6901.  Ph: (931) 648- 5725 email: Jevans1@utk.edu 
 
Cold Stress and Newborn Calves-  Michelle Arnold, DVM (UKVDL) 
Dr. Michelle Arnold, Large Ruminant Extension Veterinarian, University of Kentucky 
 
When the weather is predicted to be bitterly cold, producers should take extra care of newborn calves to 
ensure their survival.  A calf’s body temperature often falls below normal in extremely cold conditions due 
to a slow or difficult birth (dystocia) followed by delayed standing and nursing.  Returning the calf’s core 
body temperature to normal (100° F for newborn calves) is of immediate concern then maintaining that 
core temperature is of secondary importance.  If at all possible, bring close-up cows indoors to calve in a 
heavily bedded, clean pen.  If calving outdoors, make sure there is dry, clean ground available for the cows 
to calve without a large amount of manure. If the cow calves outdoors, bring the calf in until warm and dry 
if the calf is showing signs of hypothermia or if there are no natural windbreaks available.  
 
There are two types of hypothermia: exposure (gradual) and immersion (acute).  Exposure hypothermia is 
the steady loss of body heat in a cold environment through breathing, evaporation and lack of adequate 
hair coat, body flesh or weather protection. This type of hypothermia affects all classes of livestock but 
particularly affects young, old and thin animals. 
 
Immersion hypothermia is the rapid loss of body heat due to a wet, saturated hair coat in a cold 
environment.  Immersion hypothermia often occurs after the birthing process because the calf is born 
soaked with uterine fluids. Other causes of immersion hypothermia of young calves may include being 
born in deep snow or on wet ground, falling into a creek or being saturated from heavy rains followed by 
chilling winds. 



 
 

 
Signs of Hypothermia 
 
Faced with a cold environment, the body defends itself in two ways: shivering, to increase muscle heat 
production, and blood shunting, to reduce heat loss by diverting blood flow away from the body 
extremities to the body core.  Mild hypothermia occurs as the body's core temperature drops below normal 
(approximately 100° F. for beef calves). In the early stages, vigorous shivering is usually accompanied by 
increased pulse and breathing rates. Cold nostrils and pale, cold hooves are early signs that blood is being 
shunted away from the body's extremities.  In the case of newborn calves, severe shivering may interfere 
with its ability to stand and suckle.  Erratic behavior, confusion and a clumsy gait, are all signs of mild 
hypothermia. Producers often refer to these as "dummy" calves.  Severe hypothermia results as the body 
temperature drops below 94° F. Shunting of blood continues, manifesting as cold and pale nostrils and 
hooves. Paleness is due to poor oxygenation of the tissues near the body surface. Decreased blood 
circulation in the muscles of extremities results in a buildup of acid metabolites (waste products). After the 
shivering stops, it is replaced by muscle rigidity. The pulse and respiration rates begin to slow as the body 
core cools to 88° F. Below core temperature of 94° F. , the vital organs are beginning to get cold. As the 
brain cools, brain cell metabolism slows, resulting in impaired brain function. The level of consciousness 
deteriorates to eventual unconsciousness. Below 86° F., signs of life are very difficult to detect and the calf 
may be mistaken for dead. The pupils of the eyes will be dilated and fixed. The pulse may be undetectable. 
Occasional gasps of respiration at a rate as low as four or five per minute may be the only clue that the calf 
is still alive. Heart failure is often the actual cause of death. 
 
Treatment of Hypothermia 
 
The two most important factors in calf survival are warmth and colostrum.  Before giving colostrum, a 
chilled calf first needs to be warmed as these newborns are typically too weak to suckle.  Karo syrup (dark 
is preferred) delivered by mouth to a weak calf is a quick source of readily available energy and is rapidly 
absorbed through the mucosa in the mouth into the bloodstream.  Effective methods to warm a calf 
include: 
 
1.  Floor board heaters of pickup trucks. 
2. Submersion of wet calves in a warm bath-you must support the calf to prevent drowning.  The 

 water should be gradually warmed to 100° F and will need to be changed to keep it at that 
 temperature. 

3. Placing calves next to the heater in the house and/or using a blow dryer to dry and warm the 
 hair coat.  Never leave calves unattended next to a portable space heater. 

4. Placing the calf under a heat lamp-be careful to cover the lamp with a screen so the calf will not 
 get burned as it becomes more active. 

5. Warm blankets-These should not be so hot that they can cause skin burns.  Change the blankets 
 as needed to maintain a consistent temperature and not allow the calf to cool off. 

6. Hot box or warming box-the temperature should not be so high that burns could result.  Some 
 type of venting is necessary to prevent buildup of carbon monoxide and moisture.  Air 
 movement is also important to ensure thorough warming of the calf and prevent hot spots in a 
 warming box. 

7. Warm IV fluids may be administered by a veterinarian. 
 



 
 

Once the calf has been warmed, provide colostrum and maintain body temperature.  Colostrum is a 
concentrated source of protein, vitamins, minerals and energy and also contains antibodies to diseases or 
vaccines that the dam has been exposed to.  If the calf is unwilling to suck, use of an esophageal feeder is 
recommended to deliver colostrum.  If it is not possible to milk the dam, commercial powdered colostrum 
replacement products are available.  Calves should be fed colostrum as soon as possible after the suckle 
reflex has returned-generally within the first 6 hours after birth but ideally within 1-2 hours after birth. 
Once the calf is warm and fed, move it back to its mother.  It is important that they have a place to get out 
of the wind; a draft free place to go during extreme wind chill days/nights.  
 
Other Tips on Dealing with Livestock in Extreme Cold: 
 
Water is critical.  Livestock need water to maintain their health and immune system.  Lactating animals 
have a higher need for water than young stock and mammals in their dry period.  Livestock will reduce 
their consumption of feed and produce less milk if they don't have water available.  Check your water 
source several times a day.   It's vital for the health and production of your animals.  In addition, 
consumption of salt without water available can result in salt poisoning which often results in death of the 
animal. 
 
Cold temperatures will increase maintenance energy needs. Producers either need to increase their 
animals’ feed intake or increase the energy density of the diet by feeding higher quality hay or adding 
grain to the ration.  Consider separating younger and thinner animals that may not have the same internal 
insulation as conditioned older animals and supplement them accordingly or offer them higher quality 
forage if available. 

 
Take care of yourself too.   Keep an extra set of clothes and a blanket in your truck.   If you get wet while 
doing chores, being able to change into dry clothes quickly could be the difference between finishing 
chores with just a nuisance - or getting hypothermia.   An extra pair of dry boots is a great plan too.  Let 
someone know when you are going out and always take a cell phone in the event of an emergency. If you 
get into trouble, then you can't be the caregiver of your livestock that you want to be. 
 
Replacing Your Herd Bull 
Darrh Bullock, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
For commercial beef producers it is not too soon to start the process of accessing your herd bull situation 
for the upcoming breeding season.  If you will be shopping for a bull this winter/spring now is the time to 
start the process.  This article is a brief reminder of some of the details that need your attention during this 
process. 
 
Crossbreeding – Assess your herd in terms of breed make-up.  Over the past 5 to 10 years how many 
breeds of bull have you used?  If you keep back replacement heifers and your answer is one then you 
definitely need to consider using a bull of a different breed this time.  As a general rule of thumb we 
recommend that you don’t keep back replacement heifers that have greater than 75% of any one breed, so 
if you have used the same breed for 2-generations or longer then it is time to rotate.  If your answer is 
greater than 3 then you need to consider focusing in on 2 or 3 breeds and establish a sound crossbreeding 
rotation.  More info on crossbreeding can be found at 
(http://www.uky.edu/Ag/AnimalSciences/pubs/asc168.pdf) or ask your local Ag and Natural Resources 
agent for factsheet ASC-168. 



 
 

 
Breed Selection – Once you have decided on a crossbreeding program then decide which breeds fit your 
management, and each other, best.  If you are a low input manager, and your nutritional program is 
limited, then you need to consider breeds that have more moderate production and thus lower maintenance 
requirements.  On the other hand, if you have a great forage and nutrition program then more productive 
breeds may fit your situation better.  Breeds also differ in terms of their calving ease, temperament, color, 
horned/polled and other factors.  More info on breed selection can be found at 
(http://www.uky.edu/Ag/AnimalSciences/pubs/asc169-06.pdf) or ask your local Ag and Natural Resources 
agent for factsheet ASC-169 (Section 6). 
 
Selection Criteria – Now that you have settle on the breed of bull that fits your operation best it is time to 
start doing your homework prior to seeing any bulls.  First, go to the association website of the breed you 
are interested in and learn as much as you can.  Get familiar with their EPDs by locating their EPD 
percentile ranking table.  This will help you identify what traits EPDs are computed for the breed and how 
bulls rank within the breed for the traits of importance to you.  This chart is critical when evaluating a 
bull’s EPDs, unless you are already extremely familiar with the breed. Next, identify seedstock breeders 
that have goals similar to yours; this may require some consultation with people in the beef business that 
you trust and some follow-up phone calls.  If you’re a low input producer you may want to avoid buying 
from a seedstock producer that focuses on maximizing production and provides the necessary inputs to 
accommodate that production.  Make sure you are on the same page in regard to other factors such as 
disposition, calving ease, etc.  Prior to going to an on-farm visit or sale, get the performance records 
(EPDs) in advance so that you can study them and know which bulls will work, based on their EPD values, 
prior to ever seeing the bulls.  This should help you to avoid spontaneous reactions based on a bull’s visual 
appearance.  Have a list of acceptable bulls prior to going to purchase and don’t stray from that list. More 
info on bull selection criteria can be found at (http://www.uky.edu/Ag/AnimalSciences/pubs/asc165.pdf) 
or ask your local Ag and Natural Resources agent for factsheet ASC-165. 
 
Purchasing the Bull – The last step is actually buying the bull.  Once you have your list, you can now 
evaluate the bulls on their structure and temperament in person.  If a bull on your list fails either of these 
traits then they should be scratch off the list.  Now you should have a list of bulls that should fit your needs 
and a price can be negotiated.  This is another area that requires a lot of thought and there is no concrete or 
easy answer.  Recognize what value the bull has to your long-term operation and determine a reasonable 
price on that basis.  Always think in terms of cost and returns; for every $100 increase in price you pay you 
should expect at least a $100 increase in return. 
 
With these simple steps in mind you should be able to locate and purchase a bull that fits your needs; it is 
not too early to start in that process.  Always remember to have a breeding soundness exam performed on 
your bulls approximately a month prior to the breeding season to ensure that he is capable of settling cows.  
Good luck and happy bull shopping. 
 
Time to Double Check Your Heifer Development Program 
Dr. Les Anderson, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
The first week of January is an extremely important “check-point” in spring heifer development programs.  
The key to proper heifer development lies in understanding the factors that influence conception in 
yearling heifers.  One key factor regulating heifer fertility is age at puberty.  Most producers don=t 
consider age at puberty of their heifers to be a major problem, yet few know how many heifers are actually 



 
 

cyclic at the beginning of the breeding season.  A Nebraska study demonstrated that the proportion of 
heifers that were pubertal on the first day of the breeding season varied greatly over 5 consecutive years in 
a single a herd.  The percentage of heifers that were pubertal on the first day of the breeding season ranged 
from only 21% to as high as 64% over the 5-year period.  For maximum fertility and reproductive 
performance, heifers must have had at least one estrus before the beginning of the breeding season.  Our 
goal then is to incorporate reproductive management techniques to reduce the age of puberty, increase 
fertility, and shorten the interval to conception. 
 
One of the largest factors that regulate puberty in the heifer is weight.  For puberty to occur, heifers must 
weigh at least 65% of their mature weight.  This weight is referred to as their target weight.  Most heifer 
development programs require that heifers reach their target weight, approximately 65% of their expected 
mature weight, by the onset of their first breeding season.  Because fertility increases until the third estrus 
after puberty, heifers should reach their target weight at least 30 days before the start of the breeding 
season.  I refer to this date as the target date. 
 
January is the time to determine if your heifers are “on track”.  Most yearling heifers will need to reach 
700-800 pounds (their projected target weight) by mid-April to ensure high fertility assuming that the 
heifer breeding season starts about mid-May.  Weigh your heifers to determine how much they have left to 
gain to reach their target weight.  If the heifers weighed on average 600 pounds and their target weight is 
750 pounds then they will need to gain 150 pounds or 1.5 - 1.6 pounds each day to reach their target 
weight by mid-April.  Heifers should reach a BCS of 5.0-5.5 by their target date. 
 
The next important phase in heifer development occurs one month prior to the start of the breeding season.  
At this time, heifers should be vaccinated (Vibrio fetus, Leptospirosis, and the respiratory disease complex 
which includes PI3, BRSV, BVD and IBR; modified-live vaccine is preferred), dewormed, and pelvic area 
measurements should be obtained.  Heifers with small pelvic areas and especially large heifers will small 
pelvic areas tend to have greater difficulty calving.  Now is the time to contact you local veterinarian to 
schedule this pre-breeding work. 
 
Producers should consider estrus synchronization and/or AI.  Estrus synchronization and AI has many 
advantages which include: higher pregnancy rates, heavier, more uniform calves at weaning, and increase 
production and labor efficiency.  The greatest advantage of AI is the ability to use superior, more 
predictable sires.  Since a majority of calving problems in a herd occur when calving first-calf heifers, it 
seems only logical to synchronize and AI your heifers to proven calving ease bulls.  Contact your local AI 
technician to schedule a time to breed your heifers.  Next month, I will discuss various methods for estrus 
synchronization. 
 
Proper heifer development is one of the key components to profitability in a beef cattle operation.  
Understanding the principles of heifer development can enable producers to incorporate management 
techniques to improve the efficiency of the operation. 
 
Kentucky Beef Cattle Market Update 
Kenny Burdine, Livestock Marketing Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
Feeder cattle markets continue their impressive run.  As I write this, spring CME© Feeder Cattle Futures 
contracts are trading in the upper $160’s and fall contracts are challenging levels above $170.  Kentucky 



 
 

Markets have been quiet for the last couple of weeks, but closed December with Medium / Large Frame 1-
2, 5wt steer calves in the $160’s and $170’s.  7wt and 8wt steers were in the mid-$150’s. 
 
Last month’s discussion focused largely on the 2013 corn crop, and rightfully so.  Corn prices decreased 
drastically throughout the year and were the primary driver behind our current feeder cattle market.  
However, I wanted to discuss fed cattle markets for a bit this month as they also can greatly impact feeder 
cattle prices. 
 
In a typical year, fed cattle prices move up from winter to spring, drop sharply in early summer, and rally 
back in the fall.  This pattern described 2012 and 2013 fed cattle markets pretty well as fed cattle prices 
bottomed both years in mid-summer before moving up considerably by year’s end.  While current feeder 
cattle markets are largely driven by deferred live cattle futures, the cash fed cattle price does set the tone 
for the overall cattle complex and affect most all markets.  Fed cattle prices have been trading above $130 
per cwt for most of the fall and spring futures are trading in the upper $130’s.  In addition to a large corn 
crop, the strength in fed cattle markets has also supported feeder cattle this year. 
 
At the end of this month, USDA will release cattle inventory estimates for January 1, 2014 and we will 
devote next month’s discussion to that report and its implications.  This report will be especially important 
as we did not have any mid-year estimates for 2013 from which to make projections.  Numerous factors 
have undoubtedly impacted 2013 numbers including drastically lower inventory in many areas coming into 
2013, competition for ground from row crops this spring, drought in the Southern Plains this summer, 
severe blizzard conditions in the Northern Plains this fall, and strengthening cattle prices throughout the 
year. 
 


