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Timely Tips 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
Spring-Calving Cows 
 

 Continue grass tetany prevention.  Be sure that the mineral mix contains magnesium and that cows 
consume adequate amounts.  You can feed the UK Beef IRM High Magnesium mineral.   

 Obtain yearling measurements on bulls and heifers this month (weight, height, pelvic area, scrotal 
circumference, ultrasound data, etc.) if needed for special sales.  Heifers should be on target to be 
cycling by the start of the breeding season. 

 The spring calving season should be in full swing now, top priority should be to get a live calf and 
keep cows in sufficient body condition to rebreed early.  Calving areas should be accessible and as 
clean and as free of mud as possible.  Pastures which have good sod and are close to handling 
facilities work best.   

 Check cows at least twice daily and first-calf heifers more frequently than that.  Be ready to assist 
those not making progress after 1 to 2 hours of hard labor.  Chilled calves should be dried and 
warmed as soon as possible. 

 See that each calf gets colostrum within an hour of birth, or administer colostrum (or a commercial 
colostrum replacement) with an esophageal feeder, if needed. 

 Identify calves with eartags and/or tattoos while calves are young and easy to handle and record 
birthdate and Dam ID.  Commercial male calves should be castrated and implanted as soon as 
possible.  Registered calves should be weighed in the first 24 hours. 

 Separate cows that have calved and increase their feed.  Energy supplementation to cows receiving 
hay is necessary to prepare them for rebreeding.  For example, a 1250 lb cow giving 25 lb/day of 
milk would need about 25 lb of fescue hay and 5 lb of concentrate daily to maintain condition.  If 
you need to go from a condition score of 4 to 5, you will need to add about 2 more lb of 
concentrate.  Cows must be in good condition to conceive early in the upcoming breeding season. 
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 Watch for calf scours!  If scours become a problem, move cows which have not calved to a clean 
pasture.  Be prepared to give fluids to scouring calves that become dehydrated.  Consult your 
veterinarian for advice and send fecal samples to diagnostic lab to determine which drug therapy 
will be most effective.  Try to avoid feeding hay in excessively muddy areas to avoid 
contamination of the dams’ udders. 

 Plan to vaccinate calves for clostridial diseases (Blackleg, Malignant Edema) as soon as possible.  
You might choose to do this at the prebreeding working in late April or early May. 

 Prepare bulls for the breeding season.  Increase feed if necessary to have bulls in adequate 
condition for breeding. 

 Finalize plans for your spring breeding program.  Purchase new bulls at least 30 days before the 
breeding season – demand performance records and check health history including immunizations.  
Use visual evaluation and expected progeny differences (EPD’s) to select a bull that fits your 
program.  Order semen now, if using artificial insemination. 

 
Fall-Calving Cows 
 

 Calves intended for feeders should be implanted. 
 Bull(s) should be away from the cows now! 
 Plan to pregnancy check cows soon.  You can also blood test for pregnancy 30 days after bull 

removal. 
 Creep feed calves with grain, by-products or high quality forage.  Calves will not make satisfactory 

gains on the dam’s milk alone after about 4 mos. of age – since there isn’t much pasture in March, 
fall calves need supplemental nutrition.  Consider creep grazing on wheat pasture, if available.  
Calves can also be early-weaned. 

 Consider adding weight and selling your fall calves as “heavy” feeder calves while prices are high.  
Keep them gaining!  Prices are too high to waste time. 

 
General 
 

 Repair fences, equipment and handling facilities.  
 If you have a dry, sunny day, use chain-link harrow to spread manure in areas where cattle have 

overwintered.  This may be done in conjunction with renovation. 
 Watch for lice and treat if needed. 
 Renovation and fertilization of pastures should be completed. 
 Start thistle control.  They can be a severe problem in Kentucky pastures.  Chemical control must 

be done early to be effective.   
 
Efficiency in Your Cow Herd 
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Professor, University of Kentucky 
 
Cattle folks have discussed beef cow efficiency for years now but I don’t think that we’ve actually made 
much progress. We have breeding values, like $ Energy, to help us but we still see 1400 lb cows that wean 
400 lb calves. Larger cows or more milking ability won’t generally increase cow efficiency. 
 
One of the earliest measures of cow efficiency was to wean a calf that was 50% of the cow’s bodyweight.  
That is still a figure that is worth watching. So let’s modify that requirement a little. What about a cow that 



 
 

weans 50% of her bodyweight of a high quality calf every year with a minimum of extra attention and feed 
in your environment. That’s a decent place to start a discussion but how would you get there? 
 
You could begin by culling cows that don’t meet your goals and focus your breeding program on those that 
do. Culling cows and heifers which don’t breed in a reasonable period of time (say 3 or 4 heat cycles) in 
your environment is a good place to start. 
 
What if your environment consists of high-endophyte fescue?  Herds that have culled non-breeding, poor 
producers for years, likely have animals that are better adapted or fescue tolerant.  I think that we are on 
the cusp of genetically identifying those fescue-tolerant individuals.  How would you like to be the first to 
have a herd of Angus, for example, that could be certified as “fescue-tolerant” seedstock?  Cha-ching! 
 
We have also seen an increase in the use of high milk EPDs, so you might think that would translate into 
better cow efficiency…but not so.  Increased milking ability comes at a high nutrient “expense”.  This 
increased milk many times comes at the expense of rebreeding in your environment (which may not 
include a lot of supplemental feed).  Monitor body condition to see if the cows’ nutrient needs are being 
met.  The efficient cow must calve every year.  You can overcome a lot of deficiencies with a feed bucket 
in the short run but you should be selecting for efficiency for the long term. 
 
What about the bull side of the genetic equation?  Does your bull supplier put selection pressure on his/her 
purebred herd or do they “feed ‘em up” so that all the yearling bulls will sell?  Don’t you think that bulls 
should be developed in an environment that is similar to yours?  Is it their fault?  Probably not, since they 
generally supply what we purchase i.e. fat bulls!  Range bulls need to be developed like young athletes not 
like pudgy, soda-swigging, video-game playing teenagers.  Think about it. 
 
Take a look at the two pictures.  One is of cows being wintered (late February) on accumulated fescue 
pasture with natural protein blocks.  The other is of the remainder of the cow herd being fed corn silage 
and supplement.  The cows on the “almost-dead” grass are in our purebred herd while the silage-fed cows 
represent the commercial herd.  Are we crazy?!  Who would do that?  Well, someone that wants to select 
breeding stock that is efficient and adapted to a fescue-based forage program.  That’s what we ultimately 
market in the southeast-forages. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Beware of “Dr. Google”- Grass Tetany Myths Debunked 
Dr. Michelle Arnold, Ruminant Extension Veterinarian, University of Kentucky 
 
Beware of “Dr. Google”- Grass Tetany Myths Debunked 
Although the Internet provides a wealth of good information, all too often it contains false or misleading 
advice because no one directly oversees the content nor questions its validity.  Often it is difficult to 
separate the good from the bad, especially when the author’s credentials seem credible and the journal or 
magazine seems reputable.  With the prefix “Dr.” and a long list of possible suffixes (DVM, PhD, MD, 
Board-Certified), the reader is willing to believe and accept “expert” conclusions, even if drawn only on 
observation and never tested critically or reviewed by other experts in the same field.  Blanket statements 
such as “wrestling is real”, “Elvis is alive”, “the IRS is here to help you” and “salt prevents grass tetany” 
all contain some grain of truth yet should also raise a flag of doubt.  While the debate over wrestling, Elvis 
and the IRS may never be solved, the prevention of grass tetany has been thoroughly studied and high 
magnesium mineral supplementation is the clear winner. 
 
What is “Grass Tetany” and when are cattle susceptible: 
Grass tetany, also known as spring tetany, grass staggers, wheat pasture poisoning, winter tetany or 
lactation tetany, is due to a low level of magnesium (Mg) in the blood. Absorption is completely dependent 
on the amount obtained from the diet.   Deficiencies occur most often in beef and dairy cows in early 
lactation grazing lush pastures high in potassium (K+) and nitrogen (N+) and low in magnesium (Mg++) and 
sodium (Na+).  Affected cattle may also have low blood calcium concurrently.  Typically grass tetany 
occurs when grazing ryegrass, small grains (i.e. wheat, rye) and cool season perennial grasses in late 
winter and early spring (Feb-April) although it can occur in fall-calving cows.  Fast-growing spring grass 
is usually high in potassium and crude protein, and low in sodium and magnesium.   



 
 

Myth 1- Feeding Plain White Salt to Cows Will Prevent Grass Tetany: 
This claim is shared every spring and, indeed, there are producers who do not have grass tetany that only 
feed salt.  How can that be?  Simply put, for those lucky producers, the minerals available in their soils and 
forages are enough to meet the needs of their cows for their age and amount of milk they are producing.  A 
number of complex factors contribute to the ability of magnesium to be absorbed through the rumen 
(stomach) wall.  Primarily there is a “pump” mechanism that actively transports the dissolved Mg across 
the rumen wall to the bloodstream. This pump doesn’t work when potassium is high and sodium is low 
because this changes the electrical potential necessary to drive it.  Adding salt to the ration will improve 
Mg transport when forage sodium is low but too much salt will also increase urination.  This will 
ultimately result in loss of magnesium in the urine. Too much salt, as with any substance, can be 
dangerous and even fatal.   
 
Research has shown that the negative effects of high potassium that is often present in early spring grass 
cannot be overcome by the addition of large quantities of salt. However, a high rumen magnesium level, 
achieved by feeding high magnesium mineral mixes, will allow magnesium to passively flow into the 
bloodstream of the cow without the need for the active transport pump.   
 
Myth 2-Limited Salt in Mineral Mixes has led to an Overconsumption of Minerals: 
Regional soil types, soil fertility and different forage species can result in different mineral intakes of 
grazing livestock on every farm.  A blanket statement disregarding these factors is oversimplifying a very 
complex situation.  Trace minerals such as copper, selenium, and zinc are all essential nutrients vital for 
proper growth, production, and immune system function.  Trace mineral deficiencies are extremely 
common in Kentucky and can predispose animals to serious and sometimes fatal disease conditions.   
Interactions occur between all of the various metals, minerals, and other elements in the diet, and optimal 
amounts of all elements are essential for proper nutrition.  Trace mineral mixes are formulated to meet the 
needs of cattle, including the need for salt.  The keys to using a free-choice product are to ensure cattle 
have access to mineral 100% of the time and to use a palatable product. 
 

 
Hypomagnesemia is often referred to as an “iceberg” disease because only a few clinical cases occur but there are many unobserved or 
subclinical cases that may become problems after a stressful event such as a weather change. 

Myth 3-Grass Tetany Only Occurs in the Spring: 
“Winter tetany” in beef cattle is an underlying form of hypomagnesemia caused by a chronic energy 
shortage and insufficient intake of magnesium.  It may be observed when feeding forage silage from cereal 



 
 

grains such as wheat and rye during the winter since it is often high in potassium and nitrogen but low in 
magnesium.  These cattle are borderline low in blood magnesium concentration and clinical signs of grass 
tetany are triggered by a stressor such as cold weather. 
 
The Truth about Prevention:  Prevention is based on providing a high concentration of soluble 
magnesium in the rumen during times when conditions for 
grass tetany exist.  As long as the active transport pump for 
magnesium is working well and driving magnesium across 
the rumen wall, problems should not develop.  However, 
when factors prevent this from working (such as high 
potassium level in the forage in lush spring grass), the second 
or “backup” pathway is to increase the amount of magnesium 
in the diet with a high magnesium mineral mix.  A high 
rumen magnesium level will allow magnesium to passively 
flow into the bloodstream of the cow without the need for the 
active transport pump.   
 
Supplementation with high magnesium mineral should 
begin at least 30 days prior to calving.  Cows require 20 
grams of magnesium daily or 4 ounces per day of a 15% 
magnesium mineral mix during the late winter and early 
spring.  Mineral feeders should not be allowed to be empty 
because consistent intake is important for clinical disease 
prevention.  UK Beef IRM mineral recommendations for free 
choice supplements for grazing beef cattle include 14% 
magnesium in the complete mineral mix and all from 
magnesium oxide (no dolomitic limestone or magnesium 
mica).  These complete mineral mixtures also supply 
additional sodium in the form of salt to aid in combatting 
high potassium intakes. Consumption should be monitored 
because mineral intake is generally inadequate if using poor 
quality mineral products. Feeding ionophores (monensin, lasalocid) has been shown to improve 
magnesium absorption efficiency. High magnesium mineral may be discontinued in late spring once the 
grass is more mature, the water content of the forage is decreased, and daily temperatures reach at or above 
60°F.  
 
In addition to supplying supplemental magnesium, several management factors may decrease the risk of 
grass tetany.  These include: 1) Soil test and apply fertilizer based on soil test results and use no more 
potassium than recommended since grasses are luxury consumers of potassium;  2) Legumes are high in 
magnesium and will help offset the problem although their growth is often limited in late winter;  3) Feed 
small amounts of hay and/or grain to cattle on lush pasture during susceptible periods or limit grazing to 2-
3 hours per day;  4)  Graze the less susceptible or non-lactating animals (heifers, dry cows, stocker cattle) 
on the higher risk pastures.  
 
In summary, increasing magnesium intake by supplementing with magnesium oxide, offering adequate salt 
to prevent sodium deficiency, and increasing total energy intake are all effective tools in preventing grass 
tetany. These are exceptionally important when moving from winter rations to young spring grass pasture, 



 
 

especially in heavily milking cows. Grass tetany is considered a true veterinary emergency requiring 
prompt treatment with magnesium to prevent death.  
 
Preparing Cows for Breeding 
Dr. Les Anderson, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
A successful breeding season actually begins with management decisions made at calving.  Cattlemen can 
impact rebreeding efficiency by focusing on body condition score (BCS), early assistance during calving 
difficulty, scheduling a breeding soundness exam for the herd sires, planning their herd reproductive health 
program, and developing a plan to regulate estrus in their first-calf heifers and late-calving cows. 
 
Reproductive management begins with evaluation and management of BCS.  Body condition score is a 
numerical estimation of the amount of fat on the cow’s body.  Body condition score ranges from 1-9; 1 is 
emaciated while 9 is extremely obese.  A change in a single BCS (i.e. 4-5) is usually associated with about 
a 75 pound change in body weight.  Evaluation of BCS prior to calving and from calving to breeding is 
important to ensure reproductive success.   
 
Rebreeding performance of cows is greatly influenced by BCS at calving.  Cows that are thin (BCS < 5) at 
calving take longer to resume estrous cycles and therefore are delayed in their ability to rebreed.  Research 
has clearly demonstrated that as precalving BCS decreases, the number of days from one calving to the 
next (calving interval) increases in beef cows.  Females with a precalving BCS of less than 5 tend to have 
production cycles greater than 1 year.  For example, cows with a precalving BCS of 3 would be expected 
to have a calving interval of approximately 400 days, while a cow with a precalving BCS of 6 would have 
a calving interval of approximately 360 days.  South Dakota research illustrates the influence of precalving 
BCS on the percentage of cows that initiated estrous cycles after calving.  This experiment demonstrated 
that the percentage of thin cows that were cycling in the first month of the breeding season (June) was 
considerably lower than for cows that were in more moderate body condition. During the second month of 
the breeding season, 55% of the cows with a BCS of 4 had still not initiated estrous cycles, while more 
than 90% of the cows in more moderate condition had begun to cycle. Thin cows need a longer breeding 
season, which results in more open cows in the fall. They may also result in lighter calves to sell the next 
year because the calves from these thin cows will be born later in the calving season. 
 
Management of BCS after calving also impacts rebreeding efficiency.  Maintenance requirements for 
energy and protein increase 25-30% for most beef cows after calving.  Ranchers need to plan their 
supplementation to match or exceed this increased nutrient requirement.  Rebreeding efficiency is 
enhanced in cows that calved thin if their energy intake is increased.  Although the best management plan 
is to calve cows in a BCS of 5+, increasing the energy to cows that are thin at calving can boost 
reproductive performance. 
 
Dystocia (calving problems) can severely delay the onset of estrus after calving.  Research shows that for 
every hour a female is in stage 2 active labor there is a 4 day delay in the resumption of estrous cycles after 
calving.  Early intervention helps; 16% more cows conceived when cows were assisted within 90 minutes 
of the start of calving.  The best method is to reduce the incidence of dystocia via selection but early 
calving assistance will increase the opportunity of cows to rebreed. 
 
One often overlooked management tool that can improve reproductive performance is breeding soundness 
exams in bulls.  Ranchers need to think of breeding soundness exams as breeding season insurance.  These 



 
 

exams are a low-cost method of insuring that your bull is not infertile.  Bulls should be examined for 
breeding soundness about 30 days before they are turned out. 
 
I have worked in reproductive management for nearly 20 years and it amazes me how many cattlemen still 
do not vaccinate their cow herd against reproductive diseases.  Several diseases are associated with 
reproductive loss (lepto, BVD, vibrio, trich, etc).  The main problem is that most reproductive loss due to 
disease is subtle and ranchers don’t notice the loss unless they have a massive failure.  Most cattlemen are 
not aware of their losses due to abortion.  Ranchers need to work with their local veterinarian to develop an 
annual vaccination plan to enhance reproductive success. 
 
Lastly, ranchers need to develop a plan to enhance the rebreeding potential of their first-calf heifers and 
late-calving cows.  Young cows and late-calving cows have one characteristic in common that will greatly 
impact their reproductive success; anestrus.  After each calving, cows undergo a period of time when they 
do not come into estrus.  This anestrus period can be as short as 17 days but can also last as long as 150 
days depending upon a number of factors.  Typically, mature cows in good BCS will be anestrus for 45-90 
days (avg about 60 days) while first-calf heifers will be in anestrus for 75-120 days.  Research has shown 
that only 64% of mature cows have initiated estrous cycles about 70 day after calving while on 50% of 
first calf heifers have initiated estrous cycles at nearly 90 day after calving.  Let’s consider the impact of 
anestrus and calving date for a herd that calves from March 1 until May 10.  Bull turnout is May 20 and 
the length of anestrus for mature cows is 60 days and for young cows is 90 days.  A mature cow that calves 
on March 1 will begin to cycle on May 1 and is highly likely to conceive early.  However, the mature cow 
that calves on April 20 won’t cycle until June 20 and her opportunity to conceive early is very limited.  A 
first-calf heifer that calves on April 20 won’t begin to cycle until July 20 and will have limited 
opportunities to conceive.  Cattlemen can reduce the anestrous period by fence-line exposure to a mature 
bull or by treating the cows with progesterone for 7 days prior to bull exposure.  Sources of progesterone 
include the feed additive melengestrol acetate (MGA) or an EAZI-Breed CIDR  insert (Zoetis Animal 
Health).  Both sources have been shown to induce estrus in anestrous cows and exposure of anestrous cows 
to progesterone for 7 days before bull exposure will not reduce fertility.  Pregnancy rates will actually be 
increased in these females because inducing estrus will increase the number of opportunities these cows 
have to conceive in the breeding season. 
 
Managing for reproductive success actually begins at calving.  Cows need to calve with a minimum BCS 
of 5 and with little assistance.  Effective planning for reproductive health and management plan for 
limiting the impact of anestrus will ensure that cattlemen are happy, happy, happy at the end of the 
breeding season. 
 
Kentucky Beef Cattle Market Update 
Dr. Kenny Burdine, Livestock Marketing Specialist, University of Kentucky 
 
After dropping by more than $30 per cwt since December, feeder cattle markets seemed to find some 
footing in late February and carried that into the first of March.  At the time of this writing, March CME© 
Feeder Cattle futures had gained back a little more than a third of what had been lost in the last few 
months.  While the rally was welcome news in the market, winter backgrounders who placed calves in the 
fall are facing very unattractive margins if they chose not to utilize some type of price protection on calves 
they placed this fall.  In November, I was running winter backgrounding budgets with expected returns of 
$125 to $200 per head.  However, those returns have evaporated if sale price was not protected.  This 



 
 

market has been a prime example of why risk management should be a consideration for backgrounding 
and stocker programs. 
 
While calf prices have decreased as the feeder cattle fell, they did not fall near as much as feeder cattle 
futures.  The negative impact on calves from decreasing deferred feeder cattle futures prices has likely 
been offset by the positive impact on calf markets as we have moved closer to spring.  Calf markets 
usually reach their price peak with the onset of spring grass, typically in April.  Many producers are likely 
purchasing calves ahead of this seasonal price peak with the intention of placing them on grass in the next 
month. 
 
Last month’s discussion was focused on summary and implications from USDA’s cattle inventory report.  
There were two main messages from that report.  First, the cow herd is larger in 2015 as a result of 
decrease cow culling in 2014.  Second, expansion (through heifer development) does appear to be 
underway.  Both of these factors will impact prices in 2015.  At the same time, significant production 
increases are likely for both pork and poultry this year, which has the potential to put some pressure on 
boxed beef prices.  I actually see the latter as the biggest threat to the cattle outlook in the second half of 
2015. 
 
The year 2014 was a very atypical seasonal market for Kentucky as calf prices rose throughout the year 
and were considerably higher in fall than they were in spring.  However, this is not likely to be the case in 
2015.  I think we will see our highest calf prices this spring and see a relatively steep drop as we move 
towards fall.  As I write this, the fall board is trading at roughly a $6 discount to the March CME© Feeder 
Cattle futures contract.  In addition to this expected drop, Kentucky calf basis is typically much weaker in 
the fall of the year.  If our seasonal basis tendencies hold for 2015, we could see a $20-$30 decrease in calf 
prices from spring to fall this year.  While this would be a significant drop in price ($100 to $1500 per 
calf), it is worth noting that this would still leave us with an extremely high fall calf market by historical 
standards.  Cow-calf producers should continue to use increased returns in 2015 to position their 
operations for the future. 
 
 


