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Timely Tips
Dr. Roy Burris, University of Kentucky Beef Specialist
Spring-calving cow herd








This has been a good year for fall pasture growth. Extend grazing for as long as possible to decrease
the amount of stored feed needed.
Culling decisions should be made prior to winter feeding for best use of feed resources. Consider
open, poor-producing and aged cows as candidates for culling.
Evaluate body condition of cows after weaning their calves. Sort thin (less than CS5) cows away from
the cow herd and feed to improve their condition. Two and three-year olds may need extra attention
now.
If you need to replace cows, consider buying bred heifers in some of the Kentucky Certified
Replacement Heifer sales which are being held across the state this month.
Dry cows in good condition can utilize crop residues and lower quality hay now (but don’t let them
lose any more body condition). Save higher quality feed until calving time. Keep a good mineral
supplement with vitamin A available.
Replacement heifers require attention during the winter, too. Weaned heifer calves should gain at an
adequate rate to attain their “target” breeding weight (2/3 of their mature weight) by May 1.
A postweaning feeding period will allow you to put rapid, economical gains on weaned calves, keep
them through the fall “runs” and allow you to participate in Kentucky CPH-45 sales. Consider this
health and marketing program which is designed for producers which are doing a good job of
producing high quality feeder calves.

Fall-calving herd


Continue to watch fall-calving cows this month. Catch up on processing of calves including
identification, castration and vaccinations.




Vaccinate the cows while they are open and prior to the breeding season. Move cows to accumulated
pasture or increase feed now.
Start the breeding season in late November or early December for calving to begin in September of
2013. If you are using AI and/or estrous synchronization, get your supplies together now. Don’t forget
Breeding Soundness Evaluations (BSE) on your bulls. Make final selection of replacement heifers
now.

General






This is a good time to take soil tests and make fertility adjustments (phosphate, potash and lime) to
your pastures.
Have your hay supply analyzed for nutritive quality and estimate the amount of supplementation
needed. Consider purchasing feed now.
This is also a good time to freeze-brand bred yearling heifers and additions to the breeding herd.
Graze alfalfa this month after a “freeze-down” (24 degrees for a few hours).
Don’t waste your feed resources. Avoid excessive mud in the feeding area. Hay feeding areas can be
constructed by putting rock on geotextile fabric. Feed those large round bales in hay “rings” to avoid
waste.

When The Frost is On the Punkin’
Dr. Roy Burris, Beef Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky
It is time to prepare for winter feeding your beef herd. Not a bad time, if you are ready for it. James
Whitcomb Riley wrote about this time of year with this familiar line … “When the frost is on the punkin
and the fodder’s in the shock”. I think preparation for winter feeding the cow herd generally separates
excellent cattle producers from everyone else. Good cattle producers know that making hay can be hard
work but if we pay a lot of attention to timely harvesting, working around the weather, making a good
quality package and storing it to preserve its nutritional value, we can take a good deal of satisfaction from
caring for our “dependent” animals when cold weather does arrive.
“O, it’s then the time a feller is a-feelin’ at his best,
With the risin’ sun to greet him from a night of peaceful rest,
As he leaves the house, bareheaded, and goes out to feed the stock,
When the frost is on the punkin and the fodders in the shock.”
This has been a great forage year for many of us. So the first thing that we want to do is to graze any
accumulated pasture for as long as possible. Let’s leave the proverbial fodder in the shock (hay in the
barn) for as long as possible. Feed the hay that is stored outside first, so that any that is inside the barn can
be carried over, if possible.
This is a good time to eliminate barren, old or poor producing cattle. Salvage values are still pretty good
and getting rid of them now will avoid the cost of wintering non-income producing units. Make the first
round of culling on heifer calves – get rid of obvious culls and disposition problems now.
Calculate the amount of hay and supplement that you need to feed your cow herd through this winter and
make up any deficiencies now. You can calculate feed needs by multiplying the expected number of days
of winterfeeding (maybe about 120 days) by daily intake (around 30 pounds) times the number of head.

However, if you have been in the business for several years, you probably have a good idea of your annual
hay needs. Just be sure it is adequate. Don’t forget to purchase your supplemental needs before late
winter. Feed (such as soyhulls) are generally less costly around the “crush” (after harvest when beans are
crushed for their oil content).
The most important thing, in my opinion, is to do what it takes to keep cows in good body condition. This
is easiest if your cows start the winter in good condition. Reproduction is closely tied to body condition at
calving and rebreeding. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that you can “rough ‘em” through the winter
and that spring grass will save you. It won’t. Poor reproductive performance will follow.
There is a sense of satisfaction in caring for animals for which you are responsible during the winter. It’s a
little bit of “man vs. the elements” but managing in good weather to prepare for bad weather makes those
desired results possible or likely. There’s nothing like being successful when you know that you have
prepared for success.
“The straw stack in the medder, and the reaper in the shed;
The hosses in theyr stalls below – the clover overhead!
O, it sets my hart a-clickin’ like the tickin’ of a clock,
When the frost is on the punkin and the fodders in the shock.”
Let’s hope for a mild winter, but recent blizzards and snow storms in the western states serve as a reminder
of how quickly the winter weather can change. Forewarned is forearmed.

What Do You Mean My Calf Has Polio?
Dr. Michelle Arnold, Large Ruminant Extension Veterinarian, University of Kentucky
Polioencephalomalacia (PEM) or “cerebrocortical necrosis” was first reported in cattle in 1956 and was at
that time described only as a “disorder of the nervous system”. Affected animals are frequently referred to
as “brainers” because the clinical signs most frequently observed include blindness, incoordination, and
circling. Once the animal is down, it may display backward arching of the head and neck and paddling
movements of the legs before death. The clinical course of the disease varies from 12 hours to 8 days in
length with an average of three and a half days duration. Polioencephalomalacia is simply a descriptive
name and literally means softening of the gray matter of the brain. PEM lesions may be caused by several
different mechanisms including excessive production of sulfide in the rumen, high pressure in the brain
(cerebral hypertension) from drinking water after a period of dehydration or sodium overload (water
deprivation-sodium ion toxicosis), acute lead poisoning, and (potentially) thiamine deficiency. This
disorder is not the same as “poliomyelitis” in humans, the viral infectious disease capable of causing lifelong paralysis.
At one time, PEM was thought to be caused exclusively by a thiamine deficiency. In 1976, a form of
PEM associated with a diet high in molasses (0.47% Sulfur) and not associated with altered thiamine status
was described. This was one of the first studies to suggest that high sulfur diets could induce PEM instead
of thiamine deficiency. In the early 1980s, it was noted that in several cases, cattle with PEM had been
consuming rations containing high concentrations of gypsum or other sulfate salts used as intake limiters.
In 1982, cattle from 72 herds in Missouri that were fed rations with either high or low sulfur were
necropsied and it was found that 18 out of the 21 herds on high sulfur rations (above 0.66% S) had
developed brain lesions indicative of PEM. It is possible that certain plants, a rumen metabolic
disturbance, or prolonged administration of a thiamine-inhibiting drug such as amprolium, are also causes

of PEM. However, current research strongly suggests that PEM is caused by ingestion of high levels of
sulfur since dietary, blood, and tissue thiamine levels are often found to be completely normal in affected
animals.
There are numerous sources of sulfur that cattle may encounter. Ethanol production in the United States
continues to expand at a rapid rate and has led to an increased supply of corn co-product feeds. During
ethanol production, sulfuric acid is used for fermentor pH control and as a cleaning agent. The residual
sulfate in these co-products can lead to toxicity when fed to ruminants at high amounts. Certain plants of
the family Brassicaceae (rape, kale, turnips) are well known for containing large quantities of sulfur and
are associated with the development of PEM. A slurry manure accident on a farm in Germany caused PEM
in cattle associated with release of hydrogen sulfide gas and a herd outbreak in England was associated
with use of ammonium sulfate to prevent urolithiasis (kidney stones). Molasses and fertilizers are
potential sources as well. The National Research Council (NRC) recommends that rations for growing and
adult beef cattle contain 1500-2000 ppm sulfur (0.15-0.2% of the ration DM). The maximum tolerated
dietary concentration is 0.4% of the diet DM in cattle other than feedlot cattle which should not receive
>0.3%. High sulfate water is a common cause of PEM in the plains and intermountain regions of the US.
Total sulfur intake from both feed and water must be determined when investigating PEM in cattle. Water
sulfate levels < 500 ppm are recommended and 1000 ppm is the recommended maximum.
There are two clinical pictures associated with sulfur–induced PEM. In the acute form, animals are found
down (recumbent) or comatose and respond poorly to treatment. There may be little brain damage found
on necropsy due to rapid death. The second or delayed form includes signs of muscle tremors (ear
flicking, facial twitching), blindness, stupor, circling, head pressing, bruxism (grinding teeth), repetitive
chewing, slobbering, and wobbly gait. There may be a rotten egg smell to the breath. Progression of the
condition to later signs of lying on one side, head and neck arched backwards, the eyes fixed as if gazing at
the stars, and convulsions with paddling motions are usually followed by death. Animals that do recover
may have permanent brain damage. Hydrogen sulfide (H2S) has an affinity for brain tissue due to its high
fat content and most lesions are in the cerebrum because of the high demand for oxygen in this area of the
brain. Hydrogen sulfide and free sulfide radicals block oxidative phosphorylation which ultimately leads
to cell death.
There are many possible causes for ruminants showing central nervous system (CNS) signs. These include
lead poisoning, water deprivation-sodium ion toxicosis (“salt poisoning”), thromboembolic
meningoencephalitis, listeriosis, rabies, nervous coccidiosis, magnesium deficiency (“grass tetany”), and
rumen acidosis. PEM is diagnosed by history, clinical signs, necropsy findings, and microscopic lesions in
the brain. The clinical signs and damage to the brain (both visible and microscopic) are indistinguishable
with lead poisoning, sodium ion toxicity and sulfur-induced PEM but the exact cause may be differentiated
by blood and tissue analysis. There is no diagnostic test to confirm sulfur toxicosis but ruling out other
diseases and documenting intake of feed and water containing high levels of sulfur supports the diagnosis.
Treatment of PEM is symptomatic because there is no specific antidote for sulfur toxicosis. Removal from
the sulfur source may be all that is required for partial to full recovery of some affected animals.
Regardless of the cause of PEM, animals with the mild form often respond favorably to administration of
thiamine hydrochloride over a 2-3 day period. Thiamine is essential for normal cellular membrane
function and the conduction of nerve impulses. Because of the high energy demands of the nervous
system, adequate thiamine is necessary to maintain CNS health. Most patients show improvement within
24 hours but some remain blind or have depressed senses for weeks or months. If no improvement is
noted, permanent brain damage is probable. Additional therapy to control brain swelling and seizures may

be considered for valuable animals. Severely affected animals do not respond well to treatment with
thiamine.
The best way to prevent PEM is to manage the dietary intake of sulfur. Limiting access to feed or water
containing high levels of sulfur and preventing sudden decreases in rumen pH will help reduce the
incidence of PEM. Gradual adaptation of the ruminal microbe population to utilization of sulfur without
excessive hydrogen sulfide production occurs over the first 1-3 weeks of access to a high sulfur diet and
gradually reduces the risk of PEM. All feedstuffs and water sources should be analyzed routinely for an
estimate of total sulfur intake to reduce the risk of “polio”.

Pregnancy Checking Pays the Bills
Patrick Gunn, Extension Cow-Calf Specialist, Iowa State University
In many parts of the Corn Belt, producers have experienced a second straight summer of abnormally dry
weather. The drought, coupled with ergot infestation at relatively high concentrations in some pastures,
may be contributing to sub-optimal pregnancy rates in spring calving herds again this fall.
From a benchmarking perspective, in a "normal" summer breeding season it should be expected that 90%
of your mature cowherd will become pregnant within a 63 day breeding season. A pregnancy rate of 93%
is considered exceptional, and a pregnancy rate below 87% is typically considered below average. The
exception to this benchmark is in a heavily-infected, fescue-based system, where producers can expect a
reduction in these figures by as much as 3-5%.
Although most producers are trying to minimize costs at a time when feed costs are volatile, skipping an
end-of-season pregnancy diagnosis for the herd is not the place to start. I would argue that a pregnancy
diagnosis is one of the best investments you can make in your herd. Moreover, with the slim margins noted
in many facets of the beef industry, some producers can't afford not to conduct a pregnancy exam. It may
sound crazy, but paying for a pregnancy diagnosis will most likely make you money. Particularly with
wintering feed costs exceeding $250 in many locations, identifying even one open cow quickly pays for
the veterinary bill with money left over.
For example, if you have 100 cows and pregnancy diagnosis is $6/cow, you have spent $600 in pregnancy
diagnoses. Even if you are an exceptional herd, you will likely have 7 non-pregnant cows upon diagnosis.
At $250/cow saved in wintering costs ($1750 total), after subtracting $600 in veterinarian fees, the
producer is still netting $1150 in opportunity cost.
Once open cows are identified, an appropriate marketing strategy needs to be developed. Cull breeding
animals typically represent about 20% of the gross receipts for cow-calf operations. Therefore, careful
consideration should be taken to explore all management and marketing options available.
Depending on age and body condition, as well as the cause of being open, alternative marketing options
may include moving to a different breeding season, sell as an embryo recipient, or if cost of gain allows,
feeding to reach a utility market. To assist in this decision, producers should be cognizant of seasonal price
swings typically noted in the cull cow market.

For more information on developing and end-of-breeding season management plan, consult with the team
of experts you have assembled including your beef extension specialist, herd health veterinarian, and
nutritionist.

Marketing Cull Cows
Dr. Glenn Selk, Beef Cattle Extension Specialist, Oklahoma State University Extension
Drought has caused many cow herds to be culled extensively over the last two years. However, some
culling of beef cows occurs in most herds every year. A few cows will become reproductively unsound,
broken-mouths, bad udders, open, and/or just plain OLD. If feed resources are available, some producers
may wish to market the culls after the first of the year for tax purposes.
The Beef Audits have generally shown that cull cows, bulls, and cull dairy cows make up about 20% of the
beef available for consumption in the United States. About half of this group (or 10% of the beef supply)
comes from cull beef cows. Cow herd budgets often show that cull cows and bulls make up about 20% of
the gross income in a cow calf operation. Whether we are culling because of drought or to improve the
productivity of the herd, it is important to understand the values placed on cull cows intended for
slaughter.
The USDA market news service reports on four classes of cull cows. The four classes are divided
primarily on fatness. The highest conditioned cull cows are reported as "Breakers". They usually are quite
fleshy and generally have excellent dressing percentages. Body condition score 7 and above are required to
be "Breakers".

The next class is a more moderate conditioned group of cows called "Boners" or "Boning Utility". These
cows usually would fall in the body condition score grades of 5.5 to 7. Many well-nourished commercial
beef cows would be graded "Boners".
The last two groups of cows as reported by the market news service are the "Leans" and "Lights". These
cows are emaciated to thin (Body condition scores 1 - 5). They are in general expected to be lower in
dressing percentage than the fleshier cows and are more easily bruised while being transported than are
cows in better body condition. "Lights" are thin cows that are very small and would have very low hot
carcass weights.
Leans and Lights are nearly always lower in price per pound than are the Boners and the Breakers.
"Lights" often bring the lowest price per pound because the amount of saleable product is small, even
though the overhead costs of slaughtering and processing are about the same as larger, fleshier cows.
Producers that sell cull cows should pay close attention to the market news reports about the price
differentials of the cows in these classes. Cull cows that can be fed enough to gain body condition to
improve from the Lean class to Boner class can gain weight and gain in value per pound at the same time.
Seldom, if ever, does this situation exist elsewhere in the beef business. Last week, in Oklahoma City, the
difference in "Leans" versus "Boners" was about 5 dollars per hundredweight in favor of the Boner cows.
On some occasions, the gap between "Leans" and "Boners" has been as wide as 10 dollars. Therefore,
market your cull cows while still in good enough condition to fall in the Boner grade. If cows are being
culled while very thin, consider short term dry lot feeding or putting them on wheat pasture to take them
up in weight and up in grade. This usually can be done in about 50 to 70 days with excellent feed
efficiency. Rarely does it pay to feed enough to move the cow to "Breaker" class. There is very little if any
price advantage of Breakers over Boners and cows lose feed efficiency if fed to that degree of fatness.
A source of market information for many states and many livestock markets can be found at the USDA
Agricultural Marketing Service website: Livestock Feeder and Replacement Cattle Summary.

Kentucky Beef Cattle Market Update
Kenny Burdine, Livestock Marketing Specialist, University of Kentucky
In a typical year, light-weight calf prices decline from summer to fall and make their annual lows during
the fourth quarter. The year 2013 has been a bit different as corn prices have decreased significantly since
summer due to the large 2013 corn crop. The result has been a continual strengthening of the calf and
feeder cattle markets during the last few months. It is possible that many backgrounders have been
hesitant to place calves into winter programs as they have not seen the usual decrease in calf prices. The
purpose of this article is to examine potential returns to backgrounding programs during this unusual time
of high prices.
As of early November, spring 2014 feeder cattle futures were trading in the mid-upper $160’s. As winter
backgrounders consider purchasing calves today, they should be looking at these feeder cattle futures
contracts for likely sale prices in the spring. A futures price in the mid-upper $160’s suggests a likely
Kentucky price for 850 lb steers in the low-mid $150’s come spring: an expected sale value of $1,292
(850# x $1.52). This should be in the back of producer’s minds as they bid on calves this fall.

While calf prices are highly variable, recent sales have suggested that a good group of 550# steer calves
could likely have been put together for $160-170 per cwt. If so, using the midpoint would result in a
purchase price per head of $908 (550# x $1.65). Based on current calf prices and spring futures prices
noted above, the market appears to be offering gross margin (expected spring feeder value minus calf
purchase price) of around $375-400 per head. As backgrounders consider placing calves right now, they
should be asking themselves if they can make an acceptable return at this gross margin level.
Next, let’s consider the likely costs of wintering these calves from now until spring. The largest and most
obvious cost is feed. Producers should consider all potential feeding options, but we will look at a single
program where calves are fed 1.5% of their body weight of a 50 / 50 corn gluten / soy hull mix and another
1.5% of their body weight of grass hay. While performance will vary, we will assume a rate of gain of
approximately 2.3 lbs per day, which suggests 300 lbs can be put on in approximately 130 days.
In terms of costs, we will value the corn gluten / soyhulls at $210 per ton and value the grass hay at $70
per ton. Health costs are assumed to be $25 per head, commission is set a $15 per head, and transportation
is set at $12 per head. An interest charge of 4% is included and death loss is assumed to be 2%. Of
course, all these prices and costs will vary by location and operation, so readers are encouraged to come up
with their own estimates. Further, cow-calf operators backgrounding their own calves would likely have
reduced veterinary and medicine, commission, and death loss costs. The following table shows expected
returns to the program described above.
Table 1. Winter Backgrounding Budget Estimate
Sales
Feeder
Expenses
Stocker
Hay
SBH / CG
Feed 2
Mineral
Vet / Med
Commision
Hauling
Other
Interest
Death loss

# units
unit
849 lbs

550
1365
1,365
0
0.25
1
1
1
1
4%
2%

lbs
lbs
lbs
lbs
lbs / day
head
head
head
head
rate

Total Expenses

$1.65
$0.04
$0.11
$0.04
$0.40
$25.00
$15.00
$12.00
$10.00

$907.50
$47.78
$143.33
$0.00
$13.00
$25.00
$15.00
$12.00
$10.00
$16.19
$18.52
$1,208.31

Return to Land, Capital and Management
Breakeven Sale Price

price / unit total
$1.52 $1,290.48

$82

$1.42 per lb

As can be seen in table 1, a decent return is possible for winter backgrounding programs this winter based
on the assumptions discussed previously. Producers are strongly encouraged to modify these assumptions
for their individual programs as well as update cost estimates and feed prices for their area. It is also worth

noting that labor, depreciation, and interest on owned capital are also not included in the budget. Hence
the return is a return to land, capital, and management. Breakeven sale price reported is the selling price
needed to cover variable expenses listed.
Of course two of the key assumptions made in Table 1 include the cost of the calves being placed and the
expected sale value in the spring. A $5 per cwt increase in the purchase price of the calves would decrease
returns by $27.50 per head, making placement price very important. Winter backgrounders should
carefully calculate their breakeven purchase prices for calves and be opportunistic as they approach this
fall.
Further, a decrease in expected sale price of $5 per cwt would decrease returns by $42.50. Note, given the
$81 expected return, a decrease in expected sale price of $10 per cwt would be the difference in making
money and losing money on the winter program. This sale price also has the most potential to change in
the coming months. For this reason, winter backgrounders are also encouraged to explore opportunities to
manage downside price risk through futures and options markets, LRP insurance, and other strategies.
While opportunities to make money exist, price risk is high and preserving some of those expected profits
should definitely be a management goal (Kenny Burdine and Greg Halich).

