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Timely Tips 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
Spring-Calving Cow Herd 
 
 Consider cutting warm season grass pastures for hay, if reserves have not been restored yet. 
 Fescue pastures tend to go dormant in July and August, so look for alternatives like warm season 

grasses during this period of time.  Try to keep the young calves gaining weight.  Go to pastures which 
have been cut for hay to have higher quality re-growth when it is available. 

 Mid-July (when the bulls are being removed) is a good time to deworm cattle, use a product that is 
effective against inhibited ostertagia.  Re-implant calves which were implanted at birth if the type of 
implant and amount of time indicate.  Calves which haven’t been vaccinated for blackleg should be.  
Spraying or using a pour-on for flies while cattle are gathered can supplement other fly control 
methods.  Remember to work cattle early in the morning when it is cool and handle them gently to 
minimize stress. 

 Continue to watch for pinkeye and treat if necessary.  Minimize problems by clipping pastures, 
controlling face flies and providing shade.  Monitor the bulls’ activity and physical condition as the 
breeding season winds down. 

 Remove bulls from the cow herd by the end of the month and keep them away from the cows.  A short 
calving season can concentrate labor during the calving season; group calves by age so that it is easier 
to find a convenient time to vaccinate, castrate, dehorn, etc.; and provide a more uniform group of 
calves at market time. 

 
Fall-Calving Cow Herd 

 
 De-worm cows in mid-July with a product that is effective against inhibited ostertagia. 
 Fall-calving cows should be dry and pregnant now.  Their nutrient needs are minimal and they can be 

maintained on poor pasture to avoid over fattening.  Keep a good free-choice mineral mix available at 
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all times.  You can use a lower phosphorus mineral supplement now, if you want to save a little money.  
These cows are regaining body condition after a long winter feeding period. 

 Get ready for fall calving and plan to have good pasture available at calving and through the breeding 
season. 

 
Stockers 

 
 Sell heavier grazing cattle before rate of gain decreases or they get into a heavyweight category.  This 

will also relieve grazing pressure as pasture growth diminishes.  They can be replaced with lightweight 
calves after pastures recover. 

 Lighter cattle which are kept on pasture need to be rotated to grass-legume or warm-season grass 
pastures to maintain a desirable level of performance.  Re-implant these calves and deworm with a 
product that is effective against inhibited ostertagia. 
 

General 
 

 Have forage analyses conducted on spring-cut hay and have large, round bales covered.  Begin 
planning the winter feeding program now.  Most of the hay was cut late due to a wet spring but a dry 
period permitted it to be put up without getting it rained on – so overall not a bad haying season. 

 Be sure that clean water is always available, especially in hot weather.  Make routine checks of the 
water supply.  Cattle need 13 to 20 gallons of clean water in hot weather. 

 Maintain a weed control program in permanent pastures and continue to “spot-spray” thistle, honey 
locust, etc. 

 Check pastures for downed wild cherry trees after storms (wilted wild cherry leaves are toxic to cattle). 
 Start soil testing pastures to determine fertilization needs for this fall. 
 
Shrink and Its Meaning to Cattlemen 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
I believe that shrink is a concept that isn’t fully understood by many people in the cattle industry.  Simply 
put, shrink refers to weight loss during transport.  However; how it occurs, what it does to cattle and the 
effect it has at the feedlot isn’t so simple. 
 
There are two types of shrink.  One is exudative which refers to the loss of urine and feces.  The other is 
tissue loss which refers to loss of fluid from the cells.  Tissue shrink isn’t regained very quickly.  By the 
way, fat cattle shrink less than lean calves (more water in muscle than fat).  So young calves that have a 
higher lean-to-fat ratio will shrink more than older, fed calves.  
 
Cattle may lose as much as 75 percent of their rumen function since rumen protozoa and bacteria 
populations are sharply reduced during feed and water deprivation.  It may take five or more days after 
feeding for rumen function to return to normal.  During stress, calves excrete more potassium which also 
needs to be replaced in the receiving diet. 
 
One estimate for shrink is 3% for the first 100 miles and 0.5 to 1.0 % for each additional 100 miles.  
However, it is not necessarily distance that effects shrink as much as time in transit.  The following table 
shows the effect time has on shrink and the resulting numbers of days required to regain payweight. 



 
 

 
Hrs. in truck % Shrink Days to regain pay wt.

1 2 0 
2-8 4-6 4-8 
8-16 6-8 8-16 
16-24 8-10 16-24 
24-32 10-12 24-30 

 
You can see that time on the trailer should be kept to a minimum – truckers should have eaten, showered, 
slept, etc. before loading the cattle.  I have seen truckers load and then stop at the nearest truck stop – 
calves need to get where they are going and have feed and water as soon as possible. 
 
Is there anything that we can do on this end of the production chain?  Consider that calves are generally 
hauled to a stockyard in the morning, sold in the afternoon and, perhaps, loaded the next day and hauled to 
a western state.  That’s a lot of time for shrink to occur.  Although the payweight may have been taken at 
the salebarn, shrink started from the time they left the farm of origin. 
 
The “sticking point” occurs where buyers want “good” (shrunk) weights and to pay for less pounds but 
more shrink means more days to recover payweight and an increased likelihood of sickness. 
 
There’s a lot of disagreement on when or if calves should be fed during the marketing process.  My 
personal opinion is that once calves are weighed, they should receive water and dry feed before being 
loaded.  Dry feed should consist of some hay due to increased time it will spend in the rumen – giving the 
“bugs” something to feed on to keep them alive.  Water is needed because dehydration in detrimental to 
body functions – second only to oxygen deprivation is its severity.  If the calf knows how to eat from a 
bunk, some concentrate may be beneficial, too – think “carbo-loading” before running a marathon. 
 
Anything that anyone can do to minimize the stresses associated with weaning, hauling, marketing, etc. is 
a win-win situation for everyone.  Each party should realize that they have a stake in the marketing 
process.  Let’s avoid those wrecks that reflect poorly on the reputation of our feeder calves. 
 
Be Award of Poison Hemlock 
Michelle Arnold, DVM (UKVDL) and J. D. Green, Ph.D. Extension Weed Scientist 
 
Poison hemlock is toxic to a wide variety of animals including man, birds, wildlife, cattle, sheep, goats, 
pigs and horses. People are usually poisoned when they mistakenly eat hemlock for plants such as parsley, 
wild carrot or wild anise. The first notable example of human poisoning was the death of Socrates in 399 
B.C. when he ingested a tea made from poison hemlock containing the toxic piperidine alkaloids coniine 
and gamma coniceine. Cattle seldom eat hemlock but they will if no other forage is available or it is 
incorporated in hay or silage. A question commonly asked is how much do cattle need to eat to kill them.  
Unfortunately, the answer is not clear cut. The toxic alkaloid content varies considerably of the plant 
depending on stage of growth, season, moisture, temperature, time of day, and geographical region 
(southern plants are more toxic than northern plants). The conium alkaloids have two major effects:  1) 
rapid, sometimes fatal effects on the nervous system and 2) they are teratogenic agents (causing birth 
defects in calves and pigs). Cattle have died by eating as little as 0.2-0.5% of their body weight in green 
hemlock. Poison hemlock is teratogenic if it is eaten by a cow in the first trimester of pregnancy. 
 



 
 

During the past months the evidence of poison hemlock (Conium maculatum) is widespread. Although this 
plant is often seen along roadways, abandoned lots, fencerows, and other non-cropland sites, in more 
recent years, it has expanded out into grazed pasture lands and hay fields. Poison hemlock is classified as a 
biennial that reproduces only by seed.  It is capable, however, of completing its lifecycle as a winter annual 
in Kentucky if it germinates during the fall months.  Flowers and new seed are typically produced in late 
May and June.  Plants emerge as a cluster of leaves that form a rosette.  Poison hemlock is most noticeable 
at this stage of growth in late fall through early spring with its parsley-like leaves which are highly 
dissected or fern-like (Figure 1).  The individual leaves are shiny green and triangular in appearance.   
 

 
Figure 1.  Poison hemlock rosette. 
 
As the plant begins to send up flower stalks, the leaves are alternately arranged on the main stem.  Each 
individual leaf is pinnately compound with several pairs of leaflets that appear along opposite sides of the 
main petiole.  As the plant matures, poison hemlock can grow upwards to about 6 to 8 feet tall (Figure 2).  
At maturity the plant is erect, often with multi-branched stems, and forming a deep taproot.  Poison 
hemlock has hollow stems which are smooth with purple spots randomly seen along the lower stem that 
help distinguish it from other plants similar in appearance.  The flowers, when mature, are white and form 
a series of compound umbels (an umbrella-shaped cluster of small flowers) at the end of each terminal 
stalk.  Although poison hemlock is often associated with areas that have moist soil conditions, it can also 
survive in dry sites. 

  
Figure 2.  Mature poison hemlock plants growing in hayfield. 



 
 

All classes of livestock are known to be affected by poison hemlock.  Cattle, horses, and goats are 
considered to be the most susceptible domestic animals although other animals can be affected as well.  
Symptoms of poisoning can occur rapidly anywhere within 30 minutes to 2 hours depending on the 
animal, quantity consumed, and other ecologic factors. Toxicity varies depending on stage of plant growth, 
location and environment. Poison hemlock foliage has an unpleasant mouse urine-like odor, detectable 
when near the plant or when a stem or leaf is crushed. Livestock generally avoid it unless forage is scarce 
but it may be accidently consumed as a contaminant of hay or silage. Poison hemlock contains 8 piperidine 
alkaloids; the two major ones are coniine (major alkaloid in the seed) and gamma-coniceine (predominate 
in green, vegetative growth). These alkaloids cause paralysis of the muscles by acting as a neuromuscular 
blocking agent. Signs of acute poisoning include: 

1. Nervousness, trembling, muscle weakness, incoordination 
2. Salivation (slobbering) 
3. Initial stimulation or excitement followed by depression 
4. Dilation of the pupils 
5. Weak heartbeat 
6. Musty, mousy odor to breath and in the urine 
7. Prolapse of the third eyelid across the cornea may cause temporary blindness 
8. Death by respiratory failure due to paralysis of respiratory muscles 

 
Although acute disease is a primary concern, an equally serious problem is subacute intoxication of 
pregnant livestock that causes deformed bones and joints in calves and pigs. The plants must be eaten for 
an extended period of time during the first trimester of pregnancy. The susceptible stage of gestation for 
maternal exposure for cattle is from 50-75 days for skeletal defects to occur. These alkaloids continuously 
reduce fetal movement during tissue formation, resulting in crooked legs, deformed necks and spines.  
Less commonly, cleft palate results from lack of fetal movement in the head and neck regions at 30-50 
days gestation, resulting in the tongue preventing normal palate closure during embryo development.   
    
Fortunately most animals tend to avoid grazing poison hemlock if other forage is readily available.  
However, animals may be more prone to consume green plants during the late winter and early spring 
when other forage species are limited. All parts of the plant, including the seeds, are considered to contain 
the toxic principles coniine and gamma coniceine. Gamma coniceine is considerably more toxic than 
coniine and is at its highest concentration in early growth. Ingestion of fresh, green plant material may 
quickly produce signs of intoxication within an hour and last for several hours. As the plant matures, 
gamma coniceine is reduced (chemically changed) to the less toxic alkaloid coniine. Seeds and dried plant 
material contain the highest concentrations of coniine. Toxicity may be somewhat reduced in dried plants 
due to volatility of the alkaloids, but the potential for toxicity still exists, particularly when a sufficient 
quantity is consumed in dried hay. Seeds are highly toxic and can be a source of poisoning when they 
contaminate cereal grains fed to livestock. Therefore, extreme caution should be considered before feeding 
animals hay or grain known to contain poison hemlock. 
 
Diagnosis is based on history of plant ingestion, clinical signs and chemical analysis for presence of 
alkaloids in rumen contents. No specific treatment for poisoning exists. If acute poisoning does not 
progress to respiratory failure and death, the prognosis for full recovery is good. Avoid overexcitement and 
stress that may exacerbate clinical signs and result in death.  
 



 
 

Public health is a concern when dealing with poisoned animals because of the possibility of alkaloid 
residues in meat. Elimination of plant toxicants through the milk is a minor route of excretion but may be 
important when consumed by a calf or a human.   
 
The principle strategy for poison hemlock control is to prevent seed production which can be a challenge 
since a fully mature plant is capable of producing 35,000 – 40,000 new seeds.  It is too late to utilize 
herbicide control methods after plants have produced flowers. Therefore, mechanical control efforts (if 
feasible) such as mowing or cutting down individual plants should be initiated just before peak flower 
production to avoid or reduce the amount of new seed being produced. Make note of areas heavily infested 
with poison hemlock (Figure 3) and begin to look for emergence of new plants in the fall. During the late 
fall (November) or early spring (March) is the best time of year for herbicide treatment. In grass 
pastures and hayfields herbicide products containing 2,4-D can be effective when applied to young, 
actively growing plants that are in the rosette stage of growth. Spot treatments with products containing 
2,4-D, triclopyr, or glyphosate can also be used depending on the location. 
 

 
Figure 3.  Field heavily infested with mature poison hemlock. 
 
Why Have a Calving Season?? 
Dr. Glenn Selk, Oklahoma State University Extension Cattle Reproduction Specialist 
 
It’s getting later in the summer and folks need to start considering pulling their bulls.  I found this little 
article from a good friend of mine at Oklahoma State University.  Les. 
 



 
 

One of the most asked questions in the cattle industry in the Southern United States: If I "pull" the bulls 
out for part of the year, won't I lose an opportunity to get a few calves? Should I leave the bull out with 
cows year-round? 
 
Here is the answer: A research analysis of 394 ranch observations from the Texas, Oklahoma, and New 
Mexico SPA (standardized performance analysis) data set provided insight into the age old argument about 
"leaving the bull out" or having a defined breeding season. Oklahoma State University and Texas A&M 
Agricultural Economists (Parker, et al) presented a paper at the 2004 Southern Association of Agricultural 
Scientists. They found a positive relationship between number of days of the breeding season and the 
production cost per hundredweight of calf weaned.  Also they reported a negative relationship between 
number of days of the breeding season and pounds of calf weaned per cow per year.  
 
The data suggested that for each day the breeding season was lengthened, the annual cost of producing a 
hundred pounds of weaned calf increased by 4.7 cents and pounds of calf weaned per cow per year 
decreased by 0.158 pounds.  The range of breeding seasons in the data set was from extremely short (less 
than one month) to 365 days or continuous presence of the bull.  The trend lines that resulted from the 
analysis of the data give us an opportunity to evaluate the economic importance of a defined breeding 
season.  The producer that leaves the bull out year-round (365 days) would sell 45.82 fewer pounds of 
calf per cow per year on the average than producers with a 75 day breeding season. That same producer 
would have $13.63 greater costs per hundredweight of weaned calf than the producer that used a 75 day 
breeding season. In this era of cost/price squeezes, a well-defined breeding and calving season provides a 
better opportunity to survive the volatility of cattle prices and input costs. 
 
Source: The Ohio State University Beef Newsletter 
 
Some Ideas on Converting from Year-round Calving to a Controlled Breeding Season 
Dr. Les Anderson, Extension Beef Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
Maintaining a controlled breeding and calving season can be one of the most important management tools 
for cow-calf producers. A uniform, heavier, and more valuable calf crop is one key reason for keeping the 
breeding season short. Plus, more efficient cow supplementation and cow herd health programs are 
products of a short breeding season. However, converting from a year-long breeding season to a shortened 
2 to 3 month breeding season should not be done haphazardly.  
 
A system for converting from year-round to a 75-day controlled calving season over a period of two years 
would present less loss and fewer problems than to try to convert in one year. The following steps are 
suggested for getting on a controlled breeding system: 
 

1. Determine the ideal time of year and the length of your new calving season.  For example, my cows 
will calve from February 15th to April 30th (74 days). 

2. Determine the reproductive status of each cow in your herd.  First, go to your record book to 
determine the last date each cow calved.  If you don’t keep records, try to match the cows and 
calves up and estimate their age.  For example, let’s assume we have 30 cows.  Calving dates from 
fall 2014 to spring 2015 are as follows:  Last Aug 2014 = 0 cows calved, Sept = 2 calved, Oct = 2 
calved, Nov = 1 calved, Dec = 0 calved, Jan = 0 calved, Feb = 3 calved, Mar = 9 calved, Apr = 5 
calved, May = 5 calved, June = 2 calved, July = 1 just calved.  Keep in mind that the 5 cows that 
calved in the fall are likely pregnant. 



 
 

3. Based upon the reproductive status of your herd, determine if you would like one controlled 
calving season or two.  In our example, 5 cows calving in the fall are likely not worth the hassle so 
they will be held over and should NOT be exposed to a bull until next spring.  If, however, half of 
your herd calved July-December, it is a better economic decision to make these your fall-calving 
cows and the ones that calve from January-June your spring-calving cows. 

4. Build a good strong bull pen or well-fenced bull pasture. An electric fence in addition to the regular 
fence may be needed. 

5. Remove your bull(s) from the herd.  Select the removal date to coincide with about a 120 day 
season for your spring-calving cows. In our example, we would remove the bull(s) near the end of 
August.  He would stay in the bull pen until May 7th of next year. 

6. Sixty days after removing the bulls from the herd (or at a convenient time near this date), 
pregnancy check all cows and cull all non-pregnant dry, breeding-age females that have been 
running with the bull and all non-pregnant cows with calves 5 months of age or older.  Your fall-
calving cows have likely either calved or are very close to calving. 

7. You may want to consider starting the breeding season of your replacement heifers 20 to 30 days 
ahead of the final breeding date for your herd.  Most extended calving seasons are the result of 
failure of young cows to rebreed in a timely fashion.  The additional 20-30 days enhances the 
opportunity for these young cows to rebreed next season.  So, your replacement heifer breeding 
season would start around April 10th and these females would begin calving around January 20th.  I 
realize that this is a bit early for calving and you might experience 1-2% higher calf death loss.  
Financially, 1-2% death loss is easier to swallow than a 25% decrease in pregnancy rate the 
following year. 

8. The second year, follow the same system as outlined about except remove the bull on the week of 
July 20th.  If you have fall and spring calvers, then put the bull in for the fall cows around 
November 20th and remove him around January 20th.  

 
A Return to Normalcy 
John Michael Riley, Assistant Professor, Department of Agricultural Economics, Oklahoma State 
University 
 
At the height of the financial crisis most analysts were discussing the validity of a "new normal". At the 
time, equity markets - as well as many other markets - were definitely out of kilter and the common rules 
of thumb and typical patterns no longer existed, thus the reason for these discussions. Today, market 
norms are still not exactly what they used to be, but it is safe to say that more normal patterns have 
returned. The exception today is the agricultural marketing world. 
 
Grain markets remain in an awkward state given that nearby old crop prices are below harvest contract 
prices (typically stored grain is priced higher). Granted, July 2015 corn futures contract prices, for 
example, stayed above December 2014 corn futures prices through the life of the December 2014 contract 
life. However, the July 2015 contract price has consistently been below upcoming harvest contract months. 
Similar relative prices have been noticed in soybean markets. Therefore, the only incentive to empty the 
bins is to make room for the next crop. The reasons for this largely center on the estimates from USDA 
that show large quantities of grain in storage and market dynamics in the Southern Hemisphere. 
 
Beef cattle futures and cash prices are also out of line with their "norms". As prices heated up in the second 
half of 2014, seasonality went out the window. Since that time, prices have steadied quite a bit, but are still 



 
 

not showing their typical price patterns that have, historically, been in place. This has led many to ask: 
"When will seasonality return to cattle markets?" 
 
This is a tough call because the events of the past 12-18 months of the current cattle market are still not at 
all a common occurrence. Heifer retention has been ramped up since at least mid-2014 which has limited 
the available feeder volume. Herd rebuilding will likely continue for the short term, especially given the 
recent rains in much needed areas where pasture capacity is available. Second, the high market price levels 
have led to earlier marketings of calves and feeders, which will limit off-farm supplies moving forward. 
Finally, feedlot capacities, while shrunken over the past number of years, still indicate available space. 
 
A return to "normal" seasonal patterns does not appear to be on the horizon for calves or feeders through 
the remainder of 2015 as a result of these reasons. A look at fed cattle prices since the start of 2015 
indicates tendencies of moving in this direction, but a consistent pattern has not fully developed. Carcass 
and beef primal prices have been moving in more typical fashion. However, over the past two weeks high 
valued middle cuts (rib and loin primals) have weakened quite a bit and this has filtered through upstream 
markets. It would be foolish to think these unusual moves will not linger as buyers and sellers continue to 
adjust to the "new normal" in cattle market prices! 
 


