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Part one

Beef Cattle

By Ann Larkin Hansen
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Why Beef Cattle?

Beef cattle are as much at home on the hobby farm as they are on the range. Adaptable to almost any climate and easy to manage and market, they are well suited to any farmer with the pasture room and a hankering for a cowboy hat. Although beef cattle require a higher initial investment than any other traditional farm animal except dairy cows, they require the least amount of daily maintenance.

[image: HFb157.jpg]




Selecting and Bringing Home Beef Cattle

Attention to the basics of raising beef cattle will reap rewards in the form of a freezer full of homegrown beef as well as extra cash from meat and calf sales. Where cattle are common, so are the auction barns, truckers, and processing plants that make it fairly simple to buy, sell, and process cattle. Americans love beef, so there is a ready market for beef cattle.

There’s another benefit to owning beef cattle: they can improve your land. This may come as a surprise, given the reputation cattle have acquired in certain quarters for overgrazing and destroying sensitive lands. But beef cattle are a tool, not a cause. The result depends on how the tool is wielded—just as a hammer can be used to fix a building or destroy it. Research and on-the-ground experience have demonstrated that, when properly managed, beef cattle can be a highly effective tool for restoring health to damaged grasslands and watersheds. On a hobby farm, well-managed cattle can continually increase the richness of your soils, the biodiversity and lushness of your pastures, and the water quality of your ponds and streams.

Beef cattle will also enhance the view from your kitchen window. Every time I look out the window to see our cattle grazing the green slopes of our farm, hear bobolinks singing in our pasture, or prepare homegrown steaks for dinner, I’m glad we have beef!

For hundreds of years, people have bred cattle to develop characteristics that were best adapted to a particular climate and purpose. Eventually, this resulted in distinctive breeds of cattle, each with a distinctive palette of physical traits. Today, a cattle buyer can choose from a wonderful array of color, build, size, growth rate, and potential meat and milk production to fit cattle to the farm, the climate, and the purposes of the owner.

Although not all cattle are created physically equal, they do share general behavior characteristics. Cattle sense the world differently than we do. They eat different foods and digest them differently. Understanding how cattle operate is key to knowing what to expect from them, what they will like and won’t like, and how to get them to do what you want them to do. Understanding and working with cattle’s natural behaviors will result in calmer, healthier animals.

Beef Breeds

Until the middle of the eighteenth century, cattle were tough, multipurpose animals that were not selectively bred for any specialized purpose. Differences in size, color, and build were simply results of groups’ being isolated from one another in remote settlements. Then, in 1760, Robert Bakewell, an Englishman, began the first known systematic breeding program to improve the uniformity and appearance of his cattle. The results were published in 1822 in George Coates’s Herd Book of the Shorthorn Breed, the first formal recognition of a cattle breed. Other breed herd books soon followed, and, as the concept of breeding for a specific purpose spread, cattle were divided into two main categories: those bred primarily for milk production and those bred primarily for beef production. Even the original dual-purpose Shorthorn breed has been split into Shorthorns for beef and Shorthorns for milking.

More than five hundred breeds of cattle exist in the world today, although only a few are common in the United States. Milking Shorthorn; the ubiquitous black-and-white Holstein; and the rarer Guernsey, Brown Swiss, Ayrshire, and Jersey make up the six primary dairy breeds in the United States. All dairy breeds produce excess bull calves that are raised for beef, and plenty of beef operations are built on dairy calves.

Hereford cattle, with their familiar white faces, red bodies, and white markings, have been the backbone of the American beef industry since a few decades after their arrival in 1847. The Black Angus, first brought to the United States in 1873, is now almost as numerous as the Hereford, while the breed’s offshoot, Red Angus, established its own breed registry in the mid-1900s. These three breeds, along with the Shorthorn, Scottish Highland, Dexter, Devon, and Galloway breeds, are the major British breeds of beef cattle, so designated because they all originated in England, Scotland, Ireland, or Wales. In general, the British beef breeds are smaller, fatten faster, and are more tolerant of harsh conditions than the continental breeds.

The continental breeds from Europe are generally larger and slower to mature but offer a bigger package of beef to the producer. The most common are the Charolais, the Limousin, and the Saler from France; the Simmental from Switzerland; and the Gelbviehs from Austria and West Germany.

Historically, the term cattle was used to refer to all varieties of four-legged livestock, including horses, goats, and sheep. When referring specifically to bovines, ranchers used the term neat cattle. Only in the past 100–150 years has the meaning of the word cattle changed to refer only to domesticated bovines of the Bos genus.

In the United States, new breeds have been developed that tolerate southern heat better than do the European imports. The famous Texas Longhorn, which developed mostly on its own from Spanish cattle brought over by colonists, provided the starting foundation for American ranching. The American Brahman was developed from Indicus-type imports and then was crossed with different European breeds to create the Santa Gertrudis, the Brangus, the Beefmaster, and several other uniquely American cattle breeds.

When well cared for, any breed of cattle will produce good beef. Look for a breed suited to your climate and pasture type and, if the income is important, to the prospective buyers of your beef. Auction-barn buyers and finishers will have definite preferences. Most important, get something you like. You may fall in love with the Oreo-cookie markings of the Belted Galloway, the shaggy look and big horns of the Scottish Highland, or the gentle disposition of the Hereford.

Endangered Breeds

Of the hundreds of cattle breeds adapted to an enormous range of climates and conditions throughout the world, many are now endangered. The Livestock Conservancy lists fifteen breeds in the United States that need help to survive. On the “Critical” list, defined as breeds that have fewer than 200 US registrations each year, are the Canadienne, Dutch Belted, Florida Cracker, Kerry, Lincoln Red, Milking Devon, Milking Shorthorn (native), Randall, and Texas Longhorn. On the “Threatened” list, with fewer than 1,000 registrations each year, are the Ancient Red Park, Pineywoods, and Red Poll. The “Watch” list, with fewer than 2,500 registrations, includes the once-popular Ayrshire and Guernsey, along with the Galloway.
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Highland cattle have a distinctive look that appeals to many.

Hooves and Hide

Good feet and legs are important in all cattle. Cows have cloven (two-part) hooves that average around 3½ × 4 inches. If a cow weighs 1,000 pounds, that’s a lot of weight coming down on those little hooves every time she takes a step, and she takes a lot of steps in a day to get food and water. Cattle don’t like mud or slippery surfaces because they can fall and hurt themselves; they will walk around bad footing if they can. Cattle hooves grow continuously, and long hooves cause lame cattle. If the herd is getting enough exercise, however, their hooves should not get too long. A few rocks in the pasture will help keep hooves worn down.

Cows also use their hooves to scratch themselves and to kick. They can kick both sideways and backward, and they’re quick as lightning. If they have horns, they’ll also use these to defend themselves, and a horn can do even more damage than a hoof. For this reason, many cattle owners prefer polled, or naturally hornless, cattle. You can also dehorn calves when they are quite young so that their horns never grow.

For pests that are too small to kick, such as biting flies, cattle have long tails for flicking them off, and their thick hides protect them from some insect species. But several kinds of flies can bite through cowhide, and some will even bore holes in hide and lay eggs there. The irritation and discomfort caused by flies can slow weight gain in calves and keep cows miserable on hot days. To stay warm in cold climates, cattle will grow longer winter coats. Unlike most dairy cows, beef cows will have hairy udders.

How Cattle Sense the World

Cattle have excellent eyesight, but it works a little differently from human sight. They can see color to some extent, and they see exceptionally well in the dark. Because their eyes are spaced so far apart, their horizontal vision (side to side) spans an amazing 300 degrees at a time, with their only blind spot directly behind them. 



	
Did You Know?

Domestic cattle, which belong to the genus and species Bos taurus, have no wild siblings. The last known wild aurochs, or Bos primigenius, a cow, died in Poland in 1627. Other members of the bovine group are bison and yaks. Sheep, goats, and pigs are more distantly related, belonging to the same family, Bovidae, as cattle.





 

However, their vertical (up and down) range of vision is limited to 60 degrees, which means that they have to look down to see where to put their feet when the footing is unfamiliar. What’s more, their eyes work somewhat independently of one another, rather than in concert as our eyes do, which gives them poor depth perception. When herding cattle, it is important not to work directly behind them; they can’t see you there and will either turn to look at you or spook and run away. When moving cattle into a new area, give them plenty of time to see where to put their feet.

Cattle’s sense of hearing is acute, and they can swivel their ears around to hear even better. They dislike loud, sharp noises such as yells from handlers, but they are soothed by soft talking or singing.

Cattle use quite a bit of verbal communication. They know one another’s voices, and they’ll learn yours. They’ll bellow for feed, bawl for their calves, and moo back when you call them. A cow has a special low moo for when her calf is fed and settled and all’s right with the world.

Cattle have a superb sense of smell, which they can use to follow the trail of their calves and to tell different plants apart. They also have a strong sense of taste and, as a result, have strong preferences for some plants over others. Research by Utah State University professor of rangeland science Fred Provenza has demonstrated that calves learn their plant preferences from their mothers and remember them all their lives. Year after year, they’ll seek out their favorite grazing spots. We have one small patch of bluegrass that always gets grazed to the ground before anything else is touched, although it looks no different from any other bluegrass!
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The main beef cattle breed in the United States is the Hereford.

Choosing, Buying, and Bringing Home Cattle

You’ll need your fences, feed, facilities, shelter, water tank, and salt and mineral feeder in place (see Chapter 2) before you’re ready to go shopping for cattle. By this point, you will have invested more time and money than you would have for any other type of farm animal, except dairy cows, but it will all pay off in cattle that stay home, eat well, and handle easily.

You have a few options for where to buy cattle and several choices in what kind of cattle you buy. Fit your purchase to your budget, the size of your pasture, how much time you’ll have each day for chores, and whether you’re interested in beef for your freezer or in building a herd.

Whatever age or sex you buy, the minimum number of cattle you should purchase is two. Cattle are herd animals and hate being alone. They will adopt a goat or a donkey or anything else handy as a companion, but they thrive best when in the company of their own kind. If you’re buying a steer primarily for your own consumption, keep in mind that most families will take a year or two to eat a single steer. Plan on selling the extra steer at the auction barn or the extra half or quarter of beef to friends or relatives.

Following are some general guidelines for choosing and purchasing cattle.



	
Watch Them Move

When buying cattle, watch how they move and hold themselves. You should observe no lameness or hunched backs when they walk. Cattle that won’t relax, that keep their heads high and bodies braced, may be wild and hard to handle. Cattle that won’t let you anywhere near them to look them over could be a problem, too, but don’t expect to walk up and pet them, either. Unless they’re show cattle, most beef cattle aren’t accustomed to being approached too closely by strangers.





 

What to Buy

Steer calves purchased in the fall will be ready for butchering when they are between sixteen and thirty months of age, depending on the breed and your feeding program. This means that a male calf bought after fall weaning could be ready for the processor as soon as the following fall. Heifer calves bought after fall weaning will be ready to breed the following summer, provided they grow well through the winter and spring.

Any calves you buy should have been weaned for at least three weeks. They should also have received their nine-way vaccines, followed by boosters two to four weeks later. Heifers should be wearing small metal ear tags to show that they’ve had brucellosis vaccinations. Bend down and look behind steer calves to make sure that the castration got both testicles, or you could have a bull on your hands by mistake.

If you want cattle around just for the summer, you can buy steers in the spring and sell them in the fall. If you’re buying for your own freezer or to sell as finished (ready-to-slaughter) cattle, they should be started on grain right away. They’ll quickly learn to come running in from the pasture for their daily grain rations.

If you’re buying breeding stock—whether cows, heifers, or a bull—finding high-quality cattle is more important than if you’re raising cattle for processing. Start the search early and take the time to find out about different breeders. If you’re planning on showing cattle or enrolling your kids in the 4-H beef program, look for operations with good show records. If your objective is to get a decent cow-calf herd started, it’s more important to find sellers with calm, clean, reasonably good-looking cattle.

Another option is to buy dairy bull calves. They will produce fine beef. However, it takes a lot more grain to fatten them up, the cuts aren’t as nicely shaped, and there’s a smaller proportion of meat to bone and by-products. Since only cows give milk, bull calves are not viable in dairy operations and are generally sold sometime between three days and a few weeks old. Consequently, they aren’t weaned, so you’ll have to bottle-feed them milk until their digestive systems are mature enough to handle grain and forage. Although they’re a lot of extra work, these calves are available year-round, are very inexpensive compared with all other cattle, and can be transported in the back of a van.

Occasionally, you may be able to buy an orphaned beef calf or one that’s been rejected by its mother. Some dairy farmers breed their heifers to a beef bull for easy calving with their first calf, and these half-beef, half-dairy calves are a bargain. 
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As herd animals, cattle thrive in each other’s company.

What to Look for in Cattle

The only way to acquire an eye for good cattle is to look at a lot of cattle. It takes a few years to develop that eye, but there are some things that beginners can spot. Cattle get a little nervous when a stranger shows up in their pasture or pen, so give them time to settle down again. Lean on the fence or stand quietly in the pasture and take a good, long look at their shape and how they act.

Shape

Whatever the breed, beef cattle should ideally look thick and square, like big, hairy rectangular boxes on legs. While a dairy cow will look like a wedge, with the narrow part at the front, a beef cow should be blocky. The back should be straight and the line of the belly nearly so, not tapering too sharply up to the hind legs, with a rib cage that is rounded, not flat. The hindquarters should look broad and meaty, especially in steers and bulls, and the legs should be straight. Hooves should be even and short, definitely not so long that they curl upward, and they should point straight ahead.

Steers should have thick necks and fleshy forequarters. Cows and heifers should be slimmer through their shoulders and necks and have more feminine heads. Cows should have high, well-shaped udders. Both sexes should have wide muzzles, indicating that they can take big bites of grass.
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The Red Poll is a naturally hornless breed whose numbers have dwindled.

Health

Look closely for any signs of illness or discomfort. Eyes should be clear, not mattered (crusted) or inflamed.

In summer, the coat should be smooth and shiny (except in long-coated breeds). A dull, flat-looking coat generally means internal parasites or poor nutrition. In late fall, winter, and spring, the coat should be uniform and thick. Bare spots could mean ringworm; although rarely a huge problem, it is a chore to treat.



	
Did You Know?

Three breeds of cattle possess the attractive and very distinctive “Oreo cookie” coloring—black except for a broad white band around the middle: the Dutch Belted, the Belted Galloway, and the Buelingo. The breeds differ from each other, however, in other characteristics and uses. The Dutch Belted was a prized dairy breed in the United States until about 1940, whereas the Belted Galloway, probably descended in part from the Dutch Belted, is primarily a beef breed. The Buelingo is a uniquely American beef breed developed during the 1970s and 1980s by North Dakota rancher Russ Bueling, primarily from Shorthorn and Chianina genetics.





 

Pay special attention to hooves and legs, checking for growths or swelling, especially at the tops of the hooves and at the joints. There should be no swelling of the jaw, neck, shoulders, or brisket.

An occasional cough in adult cattle usually isn’t anything to worry about (cows do get colds and runny noses), but constant coughing signals problems. I’d hesitate before bringing any coughing animal home to my herd. In young calves, constant coughing or labored breathing may indicate pneumonia, a dangerous condition.

Check the hind ends of calves to make sure they aren’t matted with manure. Manure that is more water than feces is typical of scours, another common and dangerous affliction of young calves.

Polled cattle are naturally hornless, but if you’re buying a horned breed that has been dehorned, make sure that the spot is well healed and not sprouting any more horn.

How Cattle Are Priced and Sold

The pricing and availability of cattle generally follow a yearly cycle, which varies by the age and sex of the animals. Calves and steers are usually sold by weight, whereas heifers and cows for breeding are sold either by weight or by what the market will bear.

Bulls are normally priced according to their quality or what the owner thinks he or she can get. Bulls are most expensive in the spring and early summer, when they’re in high demand for the breeding season, and cheaper in the fall.

Feeder calves—those that have been weaned and are ready to go on pasture or on a finishing ration—are usually least expensive in late fall, when the market is flooded with calves born the previous spring that are being sold before winter. Stockers or backgrounders (feeder calves headed for a few months on pasture before going on a finishing ration) are expensive in the spring, when landowners are buying cattle to keep their pastures grazed during the growing season.

Open, or unbred, heifers will be most expensive in spring, just before breeding season; the price tapers off through fall, when they’re cheap because it’s not economical to winter an open heifer. In addition, a heifer that didn’t “settle,” or get bred, during the summer may be infertile and good only for being finished and slaughtered. Bred cows will be most expensive in the spring, just before calving, and cheaper in the fall, when you will have to feed them through the winter. Before buying a bred cow, always have a veterinarian check to see whether she is really pregnant.

Cattle prices are listed, usually weekly, in local and state farm papers. If you have a farm radio station in your area, you can typically find prices being announced daily or weekly, and some state extension services list current cattle prices on their websites. Cattle prices are listed either as dollar and cents per pound or as dollars and cents per hundredweight. If, for example, I were looking for feeder calves, I would look down the column until I came to that category under the listing for the auction barn closest to my farm, and then I’d start with the midrange, 400–600-pound, category. If steer feeder calves were listed at $1.00, then the price for a 500-pound feeder steer would be $500. Keeping track of prices gives you a good idea of what you should be paying when you buy, but keep in mind that it may be worthwhile to pay a little extra for cattle you know are healthy, have been vaccinated, and come from good parents.
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Auction-barn purchases are best left to experienced cattle people.

Where to Buy Cattle

Finding cattle for sale is a matter of checking ads in local newspapers or regional farm papers; looking at bulletin boards at the feed store, the farm supply store, and rural gas stations; and just asking around. If there’s a beef producers’ association in your area, join it. If you don’t know whether there is one near you, give your extension agent a call and ask. An association is a great place to network and get some background information on area beef cattle operations and auction barns. County and state fairs are other good places to find beef producers with cattle for sale. Go to the cattle shows, walk through the barns, and visit with the exhibitors. Two additional sources for leads on cattle for sale are your local artificial-insemination service and veterinarian.

 



	
Calves in a Van

Our first beef cattle were dairy calves. To bring them home, we put a tarp down with some straw on top in the back of the van, and I had the kids sit with the calves and keep them lying down. They won’t make a mess if they’re lying down!





 

Auction barns move a lot of cattle, but they’re no place for beginners to buy. If you go, take a friend who is a good judge of cattle and can help you avoid the ones that are sick, are wild, or have bad hooves and legs. You may want to make a few dry runs to the barn, going early to visit the pens and then watching the auction without buying, to give you a feel for how the bidding process works and how cattle are moved in and out of trailers, pens, and the auction ring.

A better idea is to buy cattle directly from a seed stock producer or a commercial producer. Seed stock producers raise purebred cattle for sale as breeding stock and are good sources of quality animals. Commercial producers generally have mixed herds of several breeds or crossbred cattle being raised for beef production instead of breeding stock. These won’t be registered purebreds, but often they’re of good quality and reasonably priced; sometimes they aren’t. Most commercial cow-calf operators sell their calves after weaning in the fall, and this can be an excellent opportunity to purchase.

Dairy bull calves are common at auction barns, but it’s better to buy directly from the farmer and save the calf the stress of being hauled twice to strange places and exposing him to who-knows-what at the auction barn. When you buy directly from the farmer, you can make sure the calf is at least three days old and has received colostrum, his mother’s immunity-boosting first milk. This is critical to a calf’s health.

Bringing Cattle Home

Once you’ve bought your cattle, you have to get them home. If you’re buying from a breeder, he or she may be willing to deliver the cattle for an extra fee. Otherwise, you’ll either have to hire a cattle hauler or do it yourself. There are usually haulers for hire in any area where there’s cattle, and you can track one down by asking neighbors or calling a local auction barn. If your only option, or the option you prefer, is to transport your new livestock yourself, you’ll have to buy, borrow, or rent a trailer (unless you’re buying small calves that you can fit into a pickup or small truck).

When the cattle arrive at your farm, ideally you’ll turn them into a solidly fenced small pen or barnyard, with water available and some nice hay scattered around. Don’t rush them out of the trailer; give them time to look around and step down carefully. Of course, they may decide to all come out in a rush, but let that be their decision. Once they’ve had a few hours to get a drink, find the salt, and get a bellyful of hay, open the pasture gate. By then, they should be calm enough to walk, not run, out. They might start grazing immediately or go on a tour to figure out where the fences are.

If you’re using electric fencing, and the cattle you’ve bought are familiar with it, you can turn them out with no worries. If they don’t know what an electric fence is, you’ll need to train them as discussed in the fence section of Chapter 2. Don’t try to train them as soon as they get off the truck, however. That’s a lot to ask of already-stressed animals and may send them over the fence and back toward their previous home. You can have the wire ready in the pen, but don’t turn it on until they’ve settled down.

You can also turn new cattle directly into the pasture. If you do this, plan on spending some time watching them to make sure they don’t charge and break fences or decide to hop over and head back where they came from. Make sure they find the water, salt, and mineral within twenty-four hours.

Watch your new cattle particularly closely for the first two or three weeks. Are they grazing contentedly, bunched tightly, or spending a lot of time walking instead of chewing? If they’re walking all the time, you’ve got pasture that’s too poor, and you should give them some supplemental hay. If they’re bunched, you probably have a fly problem and should provide a shady area for them to get away from the worst of the flies. You may also need to put up some sort of rub—a rope or padded post impregnated with fly repellent—that will put the repellent on the cattle when they scratch themselves. Are the cattle spending plenty of time lying down and chewing their cud, or are they always standing up and acting nervous? If they aren’t lying down, something is bothering them, and you’ll need to figure out what it is and fix it. Once, we had a bear stroll through the back pasture, and the whole herd went through the fence! We moved the cattle to a paddock close to the house, where the dogs could keep the bears at a distance and the cattle could chew their cuds in peace.

Make sure, too, that your cattle are drinking enough water. In temperate, reasonably dry weather, they’ll come for a drink at least once, and usually twice, a day. If they’re not drinking and it’s not raining, then there’s something wrong with your water setup. I remember one cold winter day when our cattle wouldn’t drink, and I found out why when I touched the water. It was carrying an electric charge from a shorted-out heater!



	
ADVICE FROM THE FARM

Buyer Beware

I like them so they look straight all the way back on their backbone. There’s almost an edge to them. They look upright, they look strong; it’s almost an eager look. I always check the feet—some cattle, it seems like a hereditary thing, have really long hooves. Temperament is a big thing for me, too, with little kids around. I’ve got one cow with a little bit of attitude, but she’s never offered to come after you. I’ve got another one that’s so meek and mild she always gets pushed back.

—Randy Janke

There’s so much going on now with numbers—expected progeny differences, relative this and that—and it’s so far extended that the average young person needs to just focus on one or two things when choosing breeding stock. The ones I strongly recommend are calving ease and temperament. You need to stick with cattle that won’t explode every time you come around.

—Rudy Erickson

I’ve never bought from a sale barn. We bought private treaty or from a neighbor’s auction where we knew the herd.

—Dave Nesja





 

The Cattle Production Cycle

The life of a beef cow or steer follows a pretty standard pattern in most of the United States. After a calf is born, usually in the spring, the infant stays with the mother until it is weaned (between four and ten months of age). By weaning time, a male calf has been castrated and is ready to go on pasture or hay as a stocker calf, or backgrounder, for several months. An older calf may skip this stage and go directly on feed (presumably this is why all weaned calves are called feeder calves). On feed means putting young cattle in a pen instead of a pasture and feeding them a high-protein diet to accelerate growth and fattening. If the steer is an early-maturing breed and has been well fed, he may go to slaughter as young as sixteen months of age. If he is a slower maturing breed or is on a less intensive feeding program, he may be kept until age two or three.

Female, or heifer, calves intended for breeding are kept separate from their mothers and the bull after weaning, usually until they’re fifteen months old or a little older. At that point, they’re bred either by using a live bull or by artificial insemination, usually in midsummer of the year after they’re born. Nine and a half months later, if all goes as planned, they deliver their first calves and officially become cows, instead of heifers.

As long as a cow raises a good calf each year and doesn’t exhibit any major personality problems, she’s kept in the herd. When she becomes too old or infirm to get pregnant, the owner culls her. Sending a gentle old cow away to slaughter is difficult. I try to console myself with the knowledge that she had a full and happy life on our place and by arranging for her to go somewhere close and quick.

Bulls are usually kept in groups until they’re sold as breeding stock. The bull’s first calves will be delivered the next year, just ahead of breeding season, so it’s safe to use him for a second year. If you keep a bull for a third year, his daughters will be old enough for him to breed, so you will need to either make other arrangements for the heifers or get a new bull to prevent that from happening. Bulls can be sold to other cattle owners to give them a couple more happy years in the pasture or sent to slaughter.

 



	
Body Condition

Body condition scoring (BCS) is a simple method for assessing how fat or thin cattle are, which will help when you’re looking at cattle to buy or assessing the cattle you already have. BCS is a simple system, and you can start using it right away, but getting exact results takes experience.

The optimum BCS for a cow is 5–7, or “pleasantly plump.” A cow’s body condition should be scored three to four months before calving, allowing time to adjust the ration and to let her gain or lose enough weight to be in optimum condition for calving and rebreeding. The numbers break down as follows:

1.Emaciated: No fat visible anywhere; ribs, hip bones, and backbone clearly visible through hide

2.Poor: Spine doesn’t stick out quite as much

3.Thin: Ribs visible; spine rounded rather than sharp

4.Borderline: Individual ribs not obvious; some fat over ribs and hip bones

5.Moderate: Generally good overall appearance; fat over the ribs and on either side of tailhead

6.High moderate: Obvious fat over ribs and around tailhead

7.Good: Quite plump; some fat bulges (pones) possibly visible

8.Unquestionably fat: Large fat deposits over ribs and around tailhead; pones obvious

9.Extremely fat: Tailhead and hips buried in fat; pones protruding





 

This cattle production cycle creates a lot of opportunities to tailor your beef operation to your personal preferences and calendar. A cow-calf operator is on the job year-round, but it doesn’t take intensive management to keep cows and calves happy and productive. A backgrounder can buy feeder calves in the fall or the spring and keep them on forages until they’re ready for the feedlot. It’s quite easy with this system to have cattle only for the summer so that you don’t have to make or buy hay, and you can take the winter off. Feedlot operators can work on small amounts of land because they don’t need pasture; they do, however, need excellent management skills and a lot of knowledge about cattle nutrition.

Finally, seed stock producers, who raise bulls and heifers for cow-calf operations, must have plenty of experience with breeding high-quality cattle as well as good marketing skills.

 



Fences and Feed for Beef Cattle

You could stick your new heifers in the garage until you get a fence up around the pasture, but think of the mess! It’s much better to have the “three Fs”— fences, feed, and facilities—in place before you bring home the cattle.
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Fences

Good fencing is essential to a cattle operation, more important even than shelter. Poor fencing makes for bad neighbors and sleepless nights. If your cattle are constantly in the neighbor’s cornfield or causing a traffic hazard on your road, your neighbor and the local sheriff are going to be upset. So you’ll need to make sure that your fences are heifer high and bull tight.

Well-fed and calm cattle are about the easiest farm animals to fence. Hungry and scared cattle—and those in heat—will jump, break, or trample a weak fence. The fence around your property boundary should hold your cattle no matter what mood they’re in. You also need a fence that will discourage them from reaching over or under for a taste of some fragrant plant on the far side and from using the fence as a scratching post. Those sorts of activities break wires and let the herd out for an unscheduled field trip.

Whether building a new fence or rebuilding an existing one, you’ll need to pay close attention to the wire gauges, post spacing, and bracing. General guidelines and options for cattle fencing follow. For more detailed fence-building instructions, find a do-it-yourself book or a neighbor who can show you how to build it right. Fencing projects are best scheduled for early spring while the ground is still soft and the air is cool.

Out with the Old

Most small cattle operations are started on old farms, and old farms generally come with old fences. If the old fence is still in somewhat good condition, you may be able to get a few more years out of it by running a single electric wire along the inside of the fence to keep the cattle from scratching and leaning on it. If the old fence is half-buried in weeds and strung on rotted or rusted posts, the sooner you can take it down and replace it with something new and tight, the better. Otherwise, you’ll be lying awake all night wondering if this is the night that the cows will make a break for it.

Taking down old fencing is a slow job best done in cool weather, when it’s comfortable to wear the heavier clothing you’ll need to protect yourself against those sharp wire ends and barbs. First, clear away as much brush and as many weeds as necessary to uncover the fence, and then you can start on the fence itself. Take along a bucket, fencing pliers, and heavy leather gloves. You’ll also need a post puller, a handy device that looks like a tall jack, which you can borrow from a neighbor or pick up at a farm-supply store.

To disassemble a basic barbed-wire fence, start at a corner. With the fencing pliers, remove the metal clip holding the bottom wire to the post and throw it in the bucket. Continue removing all of the clips along a couple hundred feet of fence. Go back to the corner and spool up the wire in a big doughnut shape. When the doughnut gets heavy, cut the wire with the fencing pliers and lean the doughnut against a fence post for later pickup. Then go back to the corner and do the same with the other wires, working from the bottom up.

After you’ve removed all the wire, use the post puller to yank out the metal posts. (If they are U-posts instead of T-posts, you may have to rig a wire loop on the puller to make it work.) To pull wooden posts, you can pound a long nail into each, leaving a couple of inches sticking out, then rig a rope or wire loop under the nail and around the post to pull it out with the post puller. Even better, if you can get a four-wheeler, tractor, or vehicle with a trailer hitch close to the post, you can put a loop of chain around the post and then run the chain over the top of a tall board stood on end (next to the post) and down to the trailer hitch. Drive away slowly, and the board will tip over and pull the post up and out.

Immediately fill any holes left by pulled posts to prevent animals and humans from stepping in them and twisting an ankle or breaking a leg. Whichever pulling technique you use, be aware that rotted wooden posts will often break off at ground level, which will save you the trouble of filling the hole, although you may have to do so later when the remaining wood rots. For expediency, I have even sawed off posts at ground level instead of pulling them out.

You can burn old wooden posts, but save any usable metal posts for the new fence. Load up the bent and rusted metal posts and the old wire, and haul them to a junk dealer or a recycler.

Have a fenced area ready for your

In with the New

The two most practical options for a new cattle perimeter fence are high tension and barbed wire. A high-tension fence is the Cadillac of fences, long lasting and presenting a significant physical barrier even to a half-ton cow. It is also more costly than barbed wire. However, even though barbed wire is the cheapest type of fence to build, it will still cost some real money for posts, wire, clips, braces, and a few tools. Your agricultural extension office or fence dealers should be able to give you information on costs so you can budget for your fencing project.

High-tension fence works best where you have long, straight stretches to fence and a decent budget. Because the wire is heavy and stretched very tightly, it requires excellent corner braces and some expertise to install. The wire, made extra strong for these fences, is stretched so tightly and anchored so well that tree branches and even cows bounce off after hitting the fence. 

If you have lots of curves and corners to fence, old-fashioned barbed wire works fine for cattle, although it’s not usually recommended for any other type of livestock. For a perimeter fence, use a minimum of four wires.

High-tension fences are often electrified, adding a psychological barrier to the physical barrier of the wire. An electric fence, on the other hand, creates a purely psychological, rather than a physical, barrier for cattle. An electric fence power unit pulses a static charge through the fence wire. When a cow touches the fence, the charge flows through her to the ground and back to the ground rods attached to the power unit, completing the circuit and giving her a healthy jolt. When done correctly and well maintained, electric fencing is extremely effective for subdividing pastures and keeping groups of cattle separate.

Always use smooth wire for electric fences; it is illegal in many areas to electrify barbed wire. To augment your barbed wire with an electric barrier, you can use offset insulators to mount a smooth electric wire along a barbed wire fence. This is a good combination, especially if you’re keeping a bull separate from heifers.

The standard low-tension, soft-wire permanent electric fence uses permanent posts and works well with three wires. The top and bottom wires carry the charge, and the middle wire is a grounded wire. This is necessary for those times when the ground is covered with snow or is very dry and acts as an insulator rather than the receiving end of the circuit. A cow sticking her head through the fence will connect a hot wire with a ground wire and get a jolt.

Portable electric fencing, built with lightweight step-in posts and usually a single strand of plastic wire, is used during the grazing season to temporarily subdivide pastures into paddocks. This fence technology is slowly revolutionizing grazing in this country. For relatively little time and money, livestock owners can subdivide pastures into paddocks to manage their grazing, which improves pasture growth. You can set up and take down portable electric fencing almost as fast as you can walk because all it requires is stepping a line of posts into the ground, then unreeling the wire and popping it into the clips on the posts; some even come with the wire already attached.

Cattle are quick to figure out when an electric fence is not working and will walk through it if the grazing looks better on the other side, so check electric fencing often. It’s also critical to exactly follow instructions for sizing and installing the power unit and for grounding it properly with a series of copper rods.

If your cattle are unfamiliar with electric fencing, you’ll need to train them to recognize and respect it. To introduce them to the concept, run a temporary electric wire along the inside of a wooden corral or a holding pen fence. Out of curiosity, the cattle will see the wire and sniff it, giving themselves a jolt on the most sensitive part of their anatomy—the nose. Because the solid fence is in front of them, they’ll back away rather than jump forward at the shock. Once they’ve figured out what the wire means, take it down. You don’t want it there when you’re working cattle because if one should touch it accidentally, you’d have some upset cattle on your hands in uncomfortably close quarters. If you have cows that know about electric fences with new calves that don’t, you needn’t worry. The calves will learn without any special training.

Any fences enclosing a confined area where cattle might be crowded or stressed from handling—such as corrals and holding pens—should be made of heavy-duty wood or metal. These fences should be high enough that cattle won’t even think about jumping them: at least 5½ feet for small, calm cattle and 6 feet or higher for large cattle or cattle unaccustomed to people or to being handled. Build these fences low to the ground, too, so your cattle won’t try to scramble underneath. It’s amazing how small an opening a cow will try to get through when she’s frantic.

All pasture fences should be at least 4 feet high and have a wire close enough to the ground to keep calves from scrambling underneath but not so low that you can’t trim the grass under the wire. (I put the bottom wire a foot off the ground.) When building a new fence, make sure to leave enough room to use a brush mower or weed trimmer on both sides, and avoid installing the fence on steep banks and close to rock piles and big trees. Keeping fences clear of vegetation at least doubles their lifespans and makes the inevitable repairs much easier to do.

Gates

All fences need gates for moving cattle, people, and equipment in and out of pastures and pens. In your corral and handling facility area, gates should be solid metal or wood and bolted on so a steer can’t stick his nose under the bottom rail and flip it off the hinges. Metal and wooden gates are wonderful in perimeter fences, too, but if your budget doesn’t allow for as many nice gates as you would like, you can build a “poor man’s gate” by extending the fence wires across the gate opening. Instead of attaching them to the post at the far side, attach them to a 4-foot stick. Put a wire loop at the top and bottom of the gatepost. To close the gate, insert the ends of the stick into the wire loops.



	
Did You Know?

Lay out your fences and gates for ease in moving your cattle. It’s much easier to move cattle through a gate in a corner than through one in the middle of a long, straight stretch of fence. Field gates are usually best located in the corner nearest the watering or grain-feeding area because your cattle will be moving back and forth between water and pasture regularly.





 

Feeding Beef Cattle

Cattle Biology

Cattle are ruminants, members of a class of grazing animals with four-chambered stomachs adapted to digesting coarse forages that other animals cannot utilize. Consequently, cattle—as well as sheep and goats—can make use of land too rough, rocky, dry, or wet to grow crops for humans.

Cattle pick their meals by smell and taste, and then they graze until the first chamber of the stomach, the rumen, is full. Because they have no front upper teeth, just a hard pad, they tear the grass instead of biting it. (This is also why cows don’t normally bite people.) Watch a cow grazing, and you’ll see it grip a bite of grass between the pad and the lower front incisors and then swing its head a little to rip it off.

The long muscular tongue, as rough as sandpaper, is useful in quickly conveying grass back to the throat. The tongue is also used for grabbing grass, for licking up those last bits of grain, and for a little personal grooming (although cows aren’t flexible enough to reach around too far). Copious amounts of saliva—up to fifteen gallons a day for a mature cow—moisten the grass so it slides easily down the throat. 

Once the rumen is full of pasture grass or hay, the cow will lie down in a comfortable spot and, mouthful by mouthful, burp it all back up again. Because it initially swallowed without chewing, the cow now brings those huge rear molars into play and takes the time to grind up the grass into a slimy pulp before swallowing it again, this time into the second stomach chamber, the reticulum. Chewing cud, as this process is called, takes eight to ten hours each day and involves up to forty thousand jaw movements.

From the reticulum, the cud moves into the omasum and next to the abomasum, the true stomach, then down the intestines. What’s not absorbed comes out the back end. Because a cow’s diet is high in fiber and fairly low in nutrients, an awful lot comes out the back end, ten or twelve times a day, for a grand total of up to 50 pounds of manure every twenty-four hours. 

Along with all undigested organic matter and dead gut bacteria, cow manure often carries the eggs of internal parasites, or “worms,” as most people call them. Cows won’t graze near their own manure, an evolutionary response to the parasite problem. But cattle show no discretion as to where they poop, so pastures need to be large enough or rotated often enough that the cattle don’t foul the grazing areas to the point that nothing is edible.

In addition to the manure deposits, cattle urinate eight to eleven times a day. Both manure and urine are superb fertilizer for pastures. Although the cattle won’t graze those areas right away, they will after the deposits decompose.

Because cattle need to spend so much time resting and ruminating, they’ll graze for only about eight hours a day. (When it’s hot, they do much of their grazing at night.) The higher the quality of the pasture or hay, the easier it is for cattle to get enough to eat in those eight hours and to gain weight and bear healthy calves. Young, lush pasture is their favorite food, high in muscle-building and milk-making protein. If it’s too young and too lush, however, pasture can cause problems. Cattle digestive systems are set up for lots of fiber, which young pasture and legumes, such as clover and alfalfa, lack. Too much of this type of feed can pack the rumen so tightly that digestive gases can’t escape, and the cow begins to bloat. If the bloat isn’t treated quickly, it will put such pressure on the cow’s lungs that she won’t be able to breathe, and she’ll die. For this reason, you should never put cattle on wet or frosted legume pastures and should always provide some dry hay in the spring when pastures are just greening up. Bloat is a fairly common killer of cattle, although it’s more common among dairy cattle than beef, due to the much richer diets fed to dairy cattle—which brings up an important point: when talking to others about and asking for advice on feeding, be sure to mention that you have beef cattle because their dietary needs are very different from those of dairy cattle.

Older pasture and hay composed of mixed grass and legumes are lower in protein but higher in carbohydrates. This keeps cattle’s digestive systems in better order, helps fatten the cattle, and keeps them warm in the winter. It is also healthier for pregnant and nursing cows. Mother cows can get too fat on rich pasture, which is hard on their feet and legs and may contribute to difficult calving.

For the small-scale beef producer, feeding doesn’t have to be complicated. There are three basic components: pasture, hay, and grain. One important rule to remember is that whenever you change your cattle’s diet—whether moving the cow herd from hay to pasture each spring or moving steers on to a finishing ration—do it slowly. The naturally occurring bacteria in their digestive systems, which transform food into nutrients, need time to gear up for a new ration.

Pasture

Your pasture is the centerpiece of your beef operation. It normally makes up the bulk of a herd’s diet, and cattle that feed on good pasture are healthy and happy. Providing good pasture also means not having to provide as much hay, and the less time and effort you invest in hay, the more likely it is that you will end up in the black at the end of the year. Call your extension agent to find out how many acres of pasture it takes to support a steer or cow in your area, which can be anywhere from one and a half in the humid Southeast to forty in a semidesert area in the West. You can then estimate how many head of cattle you can theoretically sustain on your land. Keep in mind, though, that this is just an estimate. The actual number will vary considerably, depending on the fertility of your soil, whether it’s a dry or wet year, and whether you have uplands, lowlands, or something in between. Keep your capacity on the conservative side, at least until you have a few years of experience under your belt. It’s cheaper and less hassle to be long on feed and short on cattle than the other way around. 
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Dividing your pasture into paddocks lets your cows graze one area at a time while the other areas rest and regrow.

Pasture Quality

Once you have a rough idea of how many cattle your land may be able to support, take a walk in your pasture. The most critical ingredient in the recipe for developing and maintaining a high-quality pasture is, as the old saying goes, “the footsteps of the owner.” What’s growing there? Grasses and legumes that cattle thrive on, or weeds? A weed, in this context, is not necessarily a bad plant; it’s just something that cattle won’t eat. Quack grass, for example, may be a weed in the yard but is good eating for cattle. After you’ve evaluated your pasture, you may want to adjust your carrying capacity accordingly.

On a side note, when patrolling your pasture, look for old bits of wire, stray nails, and other metal garbage and get rid of it before the cattle arrive. They will eat this stuff, which could perforate their stomachs and make them ill. This is called “hardware disease,” and it’s far better to prevent it than treat it. 

So, how do you go about improving pasture quality? To help you figure out what to plant, get your soil tested. Some extension services offer soil testing, or you can check with your seed dealer for contact information of soil-testing labs in your area. The test results will indicate what soil amendments you need, and you can proceed accordingly. Be sure to specify that you’re testing for pasture because soil amendments and fertilizer recommendations are calculated differently for row crops. 

You ideally want your pasture to consist mainly of palatable grasses with a healthy component of legumes. Achieving this happy state may take a few years of managed grazing, mowing, and fertilization. You may want to add plant species by overseeding—that is, scattering seed in an established pasture. Much of the fertilization and all of the grazing will come from your cattle. Your job is to manage the cattle so that they do a good job of fertilizing and grazing. 

The grasses and clovers that cattle like to eat grow differently from trees, shrubs, and some weeds. If you understand this difference, you’ll understand why mowing and grazing are the keys to good pastures. Grasses and clovers have a “growing point” at or near the ground. When a cow bites off a blade of grass or a clover stem, the plant quickly regrows from this growing point. Trees, shrubs, and weeds, however, grow from the tips of their branches and leaves. That’s why, when you prune a shrub, it stays pruned for months. By contrast, you have to mow the lawn every week—the cutting actually stimulates it to grow faster by removing the older leaves that are getting in the way of the growing point at the base of the plant. Grazing has the same effect, so grazing, when correctly managed, results in lush pastures.

Unmanaged grazing, however, can devastate a pasture. This is because when a mower or a cow shears off the leafy part of the plant, it temporarily depletes the food supply to the roots, and some of those roots die. Dead roots put a lot of organic matter into the soil, which is great for holding water and keeping the soil moist, but a great many live, healthy roots are necessary for a thick, lush pasture. You want a balance between dead roots and live roots. If you cut your grass every day or let your cows graze the same plants every day, you kill too much of the root, and the grass will become stunted or even die. If the process goes on too long, the soil loses much of its plant cover and becomes vulnerable to wind and water erosion.

Weeds are especially abundant when the cattle feed in the same pasture for an entire growing season. Because the cows keep the grass and clover so short, the weeds have no real competition for sun or water and thus can grow with little restraint. In the spring, when all of the plants in an extensive pasture get off to an even start and are growing like gangbusters, this type of pasture looks great. By late summer, when the rain has slacked off, the spring growth spurt is over, and the cattle have kept their favorite plants short, a lot of these pastures are full of big weeds, tiny grass plants, and skinny cattle.

By contrast, grass that isn’t grazed while it’s still fairly young and tender gets stiff from hard-to-digest cellulose as it matures. The tall grass blades shade the growing point near the soil, and growth slows or stops. Some older plants in a pasture are OK to supply some fiber. However, the older the plant is, the slower it grows, and the less palatable it is to cows. Keep in mind, too, that a certain amount of old growth left over the winter can protect roots and growing points from freeze-thaw cycles that heave the soil and break roots. Too much, though, and the ground will be shaded and slow to warm in the spring, and new growth will have a tough time struggling through the old stuff to reach sunlight.

In summary, a thick pasture full of grasses and legumes that cattle like and lacking the weeds they dislike—with grass that isn’t too old or too short—is ideal for the health and growth of cattle. This type of pasture provides the added advantages of growing longer into dry spells, greening up sooner in the spring, and staying green longer in the fall, which means money in your pocket that you won’t have to spend on extra hay.

Rotational versus Extensive Grazing

It would seem that the best way to graze cattle is to let them graze an area thoroughly for a short period and then put them somewhere else while that area rests and regrows. This is called rotational or management-intensive grazing. Figured out in the 1960s and 1970s by Allan Savory, founder of Holistic Management International, and a host of other researchers, farmers, and ranchers around the world—and since portable fencing became readily available in the 1980s—rotational grazing has been quietly revolutionizing pasture and range management.

Nonetheless, extensive grazing is still by far the most common pasture system in the United States. If you have a lot of land and just a few head of cattle, it may be the most economical choice. The cattle can be turned out for the grazing season and left largely on their own; you only need to make sure that they have water, salt, and a mineral mix on hand at all times. If the pasture is big enough, no one will starve, although if it gets dry in the late summer and grass growth stalls, the cattle will need hay.

The biggest long-term problem with extensive grazing is that it can wreak havoc with the soil, water, and vegetation. Cattle that return to the same areas day after day to graze or rest will kill the plants and compact the soil. If there’s a stream or pond in the pasture, they’ll trample the banks into mud. With no lush vegetation to shade the water and no roots to hold the soil, the water temperature will rise and the banks erode, clouding the water and silting up the bottom. This is devastating for many aquatic species, especially prized ones such as rainbow trout. When cattle rest in the shade of the same trees day after day, the trampling can destroy the delicate feeder root systems and kill the trees. When palatable grass and clover are constantly grazed into the ground, noxious weeds can flourish. Especially in dry climates, where even without cattle it’s difficult for vegetation to prosper, extensive grazing can be devastating.

Setting up rotational grazing for beef cattle is fairly simple. Using whatever type of fence you prefer, split your pasture into several paddocks. Step-in posts and plastic electric wire are the cheapest, quickest, and most common choices for paddock fences. If, however, you don’t care for the constant maintenance required by electric fencing, you can put up permanent paddock divisions.

Paddocks should be sized to provide enough pasture to feed the herd for at least three days but usually no longer than a week. A shorter period tends to make beef cows too fat, and a longer stretch allows them to regraze plants that are just beginning to regrow. If you’re grazing steers with the goal of putting on as much weight as quickly as possible, you can shorten the rotation time to twenty-four, or even twelve, hours, although it’s not necessary if the pasture is in good condition.

Paddocks need to be rested anywhere from a couple of weeks during the spring flush of growth in high rainfall areas to several months in hot, dry regions. Getting it all right takes some experimentation, talking to other rotational grazers in your area, and practice. Fortunately, rotational grazing is a forgiving process, and the cattle will probably do fine while you tweak your system.

Portable fencing makes it possible to change paddock sizes and configurations at the drop of a hat. In those years when I have more cows, I subdivide the land into more paddocks and graze them for shorter periods. When I have fewer cows, I cut back on paddock numbers and don’t graze as tightly. Most years, I also graze all or part of our hayfields, either early in the spring or late in the fall or during a dry stretch when the pastures have given out. Anytime your cattle can harvest forage for themselves will save you time and money.

Overall, rotationally grazing pastures produces significantly more grass—as well as more palatable grass—than extensive grazing does. In practical terms, that means faster-growing animals and fewer out-of-pocket costs for feed. Organic matter in the soil increases, which helps hold moisture in. Consequently, grass growth continues longer into a dry spell. The pasture gets thicker and lusher. Trees are hardier. The tall grass along streams shades the water, and the roots hold the soil of the stream banks tightly, keeping the water clear and the stream narrow and deep.



	
FEED ADDITIVES AND GROWTH SUPPLEMENTS

More than 90 percent of cattle being fattened for slaughter are implanted with hormones and given antibiotics in their feed to make them grow more quickly and to convert feed to muscle more efficiently. When done correctly, the economics of these practices are persuasive. Properly used hormone implants will add 40–50 pounds of weight to a finished steer for a couple bucks’ investment, while antibiotics and ionophores (a particular class of antibiotics with a different mode of chemical action in the body) increase the efficiency of digestion by 10–20 percent, which results in quicker weight gain. Antibiotics in the feed at low levels also help prevent illness and disease in what is (in a feedlot) a very crowded and dirty environment for cattle, which are being fed an unnatural diet.

Hormone implants are placed in the middle third of the ear and are either a synthetic estrogen that will increase muscle gain, a synthetic androgen that decreases protein breakdown and thus increases muscle mass, or a combination of the two. However, implants inserted incorrectly or the wrong implant type for the animal can diminish the benefit. An estimated 25 percent of implants have abscesses around the implant site, reducing their effectiveness, and implants in larger breeds can result in overly large animals. Implants can also increase toughness and delay marbling—the fat deposited inside the muscle—lengthening the time the animal must be on feed to reach a higher quality grade.

Concern over the effects of these practices on the environment and humans has grown markedly. An article by Michael Pollan in the March 31, 2002, edition of the New York Times Sunday Magazine, titled “This Steer’s Life,” probably did more than any other single event to galvanize public interest in what had been fed to the beef they were eating. Mr. Pollan revealed that most antibiotics sold in the United States end up in animal feed, not in people, and thereby add considerable impetus to the ominous and accelerating development of antibiotic-resistant human infectious agents. Manure that gets washed into nearby streams and lakes, in turn, leaves measurable levels of hormones in the water, where fish with abnormal sexual characteristics have been found. Some scientists believe, Mr. Pollan wrote, that this build-up of hormonal compounds in the environment may be connected to falling sperm counts in human males and premature maturity in human females.





 

Grazing-Management Basics

Some grazing-management practices are dependent upon climate. In arid areas, according to Allan Savory, a high density of grazing cattle is necessary to break up the soil crust and to work seed and fertilizing manure and urine into the ground. In the Deep South, where high summer temperatures prohibit grass growth, some cattle owners plant warm-season annual forages for grazing when pastures aren’t producing. In our area, the Midwest, the major concern is weed control. I mow paddocks once or twice a season, just after they’ve been grazed. In general, it takes grasses and clovers about three days to begin regrowing after they’ve been grazed. You want to mow within that time window so you’re only mowing plants that the cattle didn’t graze, not cutting regrowth. Where the ground is too rocky or steep to mow, I hand-cut weeds, preferably before they go to seed.

Every two or three years, it’s a good idea to test your pasture soil. This involves taking a small shovel and a bucket and gathering samples from the top few inches of soil at several locations in the pasture. Mix up the samples, put some in a plastic bag, and send the combined sample to the soil testing laboratory. In a few weeks, you’ll get back a report showing the pH level of the soil and the nutrient levels for nitrogen, potassium, and phosphorus. When you submit your samples, ask the lab to test for trace minerals, too, especially calcium. If your pasture is deficient in any nutrients or minerals, you’ll need to amend the soil accordingly. 

To find a soil lab in your area, get precise directions on how to take a sample, or locate lime and fertilizer dealers, start by asking your local agricultural extension agent or feed and seed dealer. Ask what time of year is best for taking samples and spreading amendments in your area, too.

Finally, pastures should not be monocultures (limited to one plant type). You don’t want to eat the same thing for every meal, and neither do your cattle. A mix of several types of grasses, a few different legumes, and an eclectic selection of other plants, such as dandelions and plantains, will furnish a nicely balanced diet for cattle. If you’re short on one of those plant categories, you can buy the seed and work it into the pasture. Ask your seed dealer, extension agent, and other specialists for advice, and then use what seems to fit your situation.
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When the snow melts, the ground will be fertilized by a mix of wasted hay and manure.

Hay

When pasture is dormant due to drought or cold, your cattle will need hay, and beef cattle don’t need top-quality hay. Ideally, the hay should be a mix of grass and legumes cut before they go to seed and baled after they’ve dried thoroughly. As long as the hay isn’t moldy or nothing but stems with no leaves, it’ll do for beef cows. Pure, high-quality alfalfa or clover hay, which is high in milk-producing protein and low in body-heat-producing carbohydrates, can be harder on beef cows than old, coarse hay, but you might want to use it if you’re fattening steers during the winter. Knowing when to buy or harvest hay saves you money, time, and labor.

When to Buy or Harvest

If you’re buying hay for cows and calves, you don’t need the expensive stuff. During the growing season, keep a close eye on the weather in your region. Dry seasons quickly create hay shortages, driving prices sky-high. Buying early and in quantity during good years and storing the excess is generally your best bet. In covered storage, hay will last for years, and even round bales stored outside will last two or three years if the bales are tight and kept on dry ground. Don’t pay for any hay until you’ve dug into a few bales and checked for mold, weeds, and stem content.

If you’re having hay made for you on your land or making it yourself, don’t be in too much of a hurry. Waiting a little longer into the season to make your first cutting of hay gives you several advantages: The hay will be taller, giving you more volume. It will be higher in carbohydrates and lower in protein, which is good for keeping cattle warm in the winter. The weather in most areas will be more settled, with less likelihood of a surprise rainstorm ruining the cutting. In addition, grassland nesting birds will have a better chance of getting their babies fledged and out of the nest before the hay mower comes through. 

Our local dairy farmers like to take three or four cuttings off their hayfields each year, but I take two—I’d rather have the cows harvest it by grazing a couple times than to haul out the tractor and Haybine again. This extends the grazing season and cuts my out-of-pocket feed costs. As an added benefit, the cattle fertilize as they graze.

Winter Hay Feeding

How you winter-feed your cattle depends on your setup and preferences. If you have just a few head of cattle and are using small square bales, it’s easy to construct a wooden hay feeder or buy a metal feed bunker. If you’re feeding round bales, you’ll need round bale feeders sized for the bales you have. These are widely available at farm stores, and the pieces can be hauled or even delivered in a small trailer for assembly at home. 

If you’ve got a shed for the cattle, you can feed hay inside. This is nice in foul weather, but it greatly increases the volume of manure you’ll have to clean up next spring because cattle like to stick close to the hay in winter. If you feed outside, you can either feed in the same spot every day or keep moving the hay feeder to a new location.

If you’re feeding in the same location every day, the happiest situation is having the hay feeders on a cement pad. This eliminates the mud and simplifies cleanup in the spring. If you don’t have a cement pad, your dirt feeding area will become a “sacrifice area,” so churned up by the cattle that it’s unlikely you’ll have anything growing there for a long time. In either case, plan on scraping the feeding area or the shed clean in the spring and spreading the moist mix of manure and old hay on your pasture or hayfields with a manure spreader. This typically requires a Bobcat with a bucket, a tractor, and a manure spreader. If you don’t clean up the area, chances are you’ll have a terrific infestation of stable flies because the manure-hay mixture is optimal for their breeding. 

The other option for winter hay feeding is “outwintering,” or feeding hay on pasture away from the barn. You move the feeders each time they’re emptied; because the manure and wasted hay is spread as the cattle are feeding, there’s not much spring cleanup. Be aware, however, that in areas where winters are wet and the ground doesn’t freeze, this system will quickly make a huge muddy mess in pastures. Where the ground freezes, it’s a terrific way to renovate poor spots in pastures: because it’s frozen, the sod won’t be badly cut up by the cattle, and, in the spring, the ground will be covered with a layer of manure mixed with hay, the best fertilizer there is. 

With outwintering, you can either haul hay out to the feeders a few times a week, or you can set all of your bales out during the fall and not have to start a tractor all winter. In October, I calculate how many bales I think I’ll need for the number of cattle I’m carrying through the winter and for the length of time I think the ground will be frozen. With a tractor and hayfork, I set out the round bales in three or four rows, spaced 15–20 feet apart on all sides. When the bales are in place, I cut and pull off all of the twine (or netting wrap) by hand. I build a three-strand electric fence around three sides of the rows, leaving one side open. I roll the round-bale feeders out of storage and pop them over the bales at the head of the rows on the side that I left open. Then I stick plastic step-in posts into the next row of bales and run two strands of electric wire across them to keep the cows from the rest of the hay.

Constructing this “hay corral” takes me 20–30 hours, but it’s pleasant work in moderate weather, and it means I won’t have to start the tractor on cold mornings or fight with twine or round bales frozen to the ground. Instead, once or twice a week, I unplug the electric fence, walk out to the hay corral, move the portable electric wire back one row, tip the feeders on their sides, roll them over to the new row of bales, then walk back and plug in the fence again. This takes all of fifteen minutes. What’s left of the old bales is bedding for the cows, keeping them clean and out of the snow. In the spring, what was a poor area of pasture will be fertilized, and, by late summer, the pasture will be deep green and growing taller and lusher than anywhere else.

Grain

Cattle love grain. It brings them running when we want them, and it can produce tender, tasty beef from even mediocre animals. Although the most common grain fed to cattle is field corn, they will eat a wide variety of other offerings. For the small operator, corn is usually the cheapest, most available, and easiest grain to buy in small quantities (under a ton). Corn should be ground or rolled so the cattle can digest it better.

Talk to your feed store about other feed options in your area or additional additives, especially if you are fattening a steer for slaughter. Corn alone isn’t high enough in protein to satisfactorily fatten an animal during a short period. Corn and good pasture will do the job, but if you don’t have lush pasture or high-quality legume hay during the finishing period, you should talk to your feed dealer about formulating a finishing ration. In addition, in some regions, there are cheaper alternatives to corn, making it worth your while to inquire.

Beef cows whose purpose is to produce calves, not meat, don’t need grain if they’re on good pasture in summer and adequate hay in the winter. But I give them a little anyway, as do most beef producers I know. It’s called “training grain.” A small amount—a pound or less for each cow—brings them running every morning when I call, and getting them in when I need to work with them is never a problem. As a bonus, the cows teach their new calves about grain each year, so when it’s time to start the calves on grain, they know exactly what to do.

You should start calves on grain no later than when you wean them. If you want to start them before weaning, set up a “creep feeder” that will keep the cows out of the calves’ grain. A creep feeder is a pen or shed with an opening too narrow for cows but wide enough for calves. Inside is a bunker feeder for the calves. I generally put a board over the opening as well to make it too low for a cow to squeeze under. If you have an old shed not being used for anything else, it might work well for a creep feeder. 

Until you put weaned calves on a finishing ration, grain isn’t essential to their diets, but it will help them grow a little faster. Many cattle owners “rough” calves through the winter on hay alone and don’t start them on grain until four months or so before slaughter. But feeding weaned calves a pound or two of grain per head per day will quickly teach them to come when called, help them grow, and keep them tame.



	
ADVICE FROM THE FARM

Feeding Cattle

We have no barn. The round bales are stored outside. The cattle are wintered in a half-wooded horseshoe “coulee” of about 40 acres, with a year-round spring. We feed the round bales right on the ground, and the cows clean it up pretty good. What little they do not eat is their bedding. No sense in having the cows eat all the hay and then haul in straw to a barn just to have a damp place where the sun doesn’t shine and disease builds up.

—Mike Hanley

I probably have them on a finishing ration for four to seven months because I don’t feed a lot of grain. I put them in a little early, and I don’t feed them really heavily, maybe 15–20 pounds of a mix of corn and barley. The rest is silage and hay. I think you get a better meat and fewer health problems.

—Donna Foster

 

For finishing at home, doing it by the pail method—buying your corn and oats and protein supplement and mixing it yourself—saves the extra expense of having the mill mix it. A lot [of supplements] contain antibiotics and stuff, and we don’t use those.

—Rudy Erickson

Consider putting up oat hay, sweet clover, sorghum-sudan hybrid mixes, forages mixed with grains, and soybean hay. All these are things I’ve seen put up in my lifetime, and with the new equipment today it can be done a lot easier than in the old days. Any of these fed properly to livestock is very good feed.

—Dave Nesja





 

Feeding Dairy Calves

Dairy bull calves need a lot of extra care and special feeding for the first few months. While a beef calf gets as much of his mother’s milk and affection as he wants for the first six months or more of life, a dairy calf loses his mother and his mother’s milk within three days of birth. So be kind to these babies, even though they’re often incredibly stubborn. They’ll be a little lost and stressed and vulnerable to sickness.

If you buy dairy calves, pick up a sack of milk replacer for each calf from the feed store and a two-quart calf bottle and nipple per calf from the farm supply store. Follow the directions on the sack for how to mix the replacer, how often to feed, and at what temperature. 

At first, it may take a little persuading to get the calf to drink from the bottle. If he won’t take the nipple, try backing him into a corner and then straddling him with your legs. Pull his head up and hold it with one hand, stick the nipple in his mouth with the other hand, and squeeze a little milk onto his tongue. Calves usually catch on pretty quickly. To prevent choking, don’t hold the bottle any higher than the height of the calf’s shoulder. Calves drink amazingly fast, and the milk will be gone long before their sucking instinct is satisfied.

Calves will try to suck on each other, which isn’t a great idea, so distract them with calf feed. This is a sweetened grain mix that should be fed free-choice (available at all times) from the time they’re a few days old. Take some in your hand and stick it in their mouths after each bottle feeding until they figure out how to eat it themselves. Feed it in a bucket or box attached to the side of their pen, placed high enough that they won’t poop in it (too often). In case you can’t get them outside in a small area with some green grass to nibble once they’re a few days old, keep some high-quality hay available for them. They need to get used to hay while they’re still young and open-minded about trying new things. 

One sack of milk replacer and one to two sacks of calf feed will raise a dairy calf until weaning at eight weeks of age or older. Grain feeding should continue according to the directions on the sack of calf feed, with a gradual transition to an adult ration as the calf’s digestive system matures. Get a calf outside and on pasture as early as possible. You can buy calves in winter, but they’re more susceptible then to pneumonia and scours (diarrhea), so provide them with a draft-free, deeply bedded pen, and keep it clean. Give them a good grooming with a cattle brush every day. This mimics the cow’s licking and is stimulating and comforting for the calf. A happy calf is more likely to be a healthy calf.

Finishing Rations

There are two approaches to fattening a steer for your freezer. The first is to use time and low-cost inputs, and the second is to speed up the process with a formulated ration fed at a high rate. The first approach usually makes the most sense for small farms because it doesn’t require an expensive ration or a separate pen. If you don’t have any land for grazing, it’s possible to put a weaned calf directly onto a finishing ration, provided it’s the right breed and a fast-growing animal. However, the animal will still need plenty of forage-based fiber in its diet. Most calves need some time to mature before they will fatten and are better off on pasture or hay until they’re at least a year old.

You also have some choice as to when you send an animal to the processing plant. You can have “baby beef” from a steer as young as a year, although steers are normally kept until they’re more mature and have put on some exterior fat. A steer from one of the English breeds can be ready for slaughter as young as sixteen months, while a steer from a continental breed may not finish until it’s two or more years old, depending to a large extent on how much grain you feed. On a small farm, it’s practical to keep the steers on pasture and feed them grain once or twice a day. If the pasture is excellent, 4 or 5 pounds of corn (usually with a protein supplement) each day will have most steers ready for slaughter in three to four months. Generally, it’s a good idea to finish a steer before the age of twenty months to ensure a tender carcass. Please remember, however, that these are just rules of thumb; finishing cattle is not an exact science.

If the steer is on good pasture, it’s helpful if you can time the finishing so that it coincides with the end of the grazing season. Cattle gain weight faster and more cheaply on good pasture than on hay. If the steer is out with a cow herd, he can be trained to come to a separate pen for his ration. To do this, watch where the steer normally is when the herd comes in for the morning drink or grain ration. If he’s at the front of the line, close the gate behind him and move him forward into another pen. If he’s at the back of the line, close the gate behind the cows and feed the steer with a low bucket in the pasture. If he’s in the middle, you’ll have to finesse getting the cows ahead and keeping the steer behind for a few days until he figures out to stay behind for his ration.

Grass Finishing

Cattle can be finished on grass, but it takes expertise to turn out high-quality beef without grain. If you are interested in grass-finishing, you first will need to buy the right cattle. Short-legged animals from the English breeds are probably your best bet. Second, you will need superb pasture, lush and high enough in protein that it will enable a steer to gain no fewer than 1.7 pounds per day for the last ninety days before slaughter. In most areas, this takes a combination of pastures and planted annual forages plus experienced management. However, any cattle can be raised to maturity on grass and slaughtered for edible beef. 



	
Finished or Fat?

Most of us can’t just walk up to a steer, jam a thumb into his back fat, and know that he’s ready. Two beef-raising friends, Barry and Libby Quinn, told me that you just have to develop an eye for finish. Former extension agent, current friend, and lifelong beef producer Dan Riley told us that a steer is ready for slaughter when you can see the fat around its cod, over its pinbones, and on the rear flank. If a steer has fat around the tailhead, it’s close to grading prime; if it has a fat brisket, it’s too fat.





 

Water

Clean water should be available at all times for your cattle. If the water isn’t fresh, they may not drink as much as they should. Tip the water tank a couple of times a season and scrub out the algae. A float valve, available at farm supply stores, will keep the tank full when you’re not around. In below-freezing weather, install a tank heater and plan on filling the tank daily because a float valve freezes up in cold weather.

Unless you run a hose out to the paddocks, your cattle will need to come into the barnyard for a drink. When building your paddocks, create lanes that give your cattle easy access to the barnyard. These can be built with the same portable fencing used for the paddocks and should be about 10 feet wide. Gates can be made by tying a gate handle onto the wire and adding a loop at the far gatepost to hook the handle through.

It’s not necessary to have water available in the pasture. Cattle will walk a long way to get water, even when there’s snow on the ground, and that’s usually good for them and their hooves. Cattle need regular exercise to stay healthy, and they can be a little lazy about it. Some producers still rely on snow to water their cattle in the winter, but it’s difficult for them to get enough to stay fully hydrated. Eating snow also chills them, and they’ll lose weight burning calories to stay warm.

Salt and Minerals

Salt is essential to cattle, and the best way to make sure that they get enough is to provide free-choice loose salt in a feeder protected from rain and snow. Buy or build a two-compartment feeder and put salt in one side and a mineral mix geared for your area in the other side.

Mineral deficiency used to be a common cause of disease in cattle. The diseases varied from region to region, depending on what was deficient in the soils. That’s why it’s important to get a mix formulated for your area of the country. As with salt, it’s easier for cattle to get enough minerals when the mix is loose rather than in a block.

For steers being finished for slaughter, getting enough minerals and vitamins into their feed is especially important. These can be mixed in the finishing ration according to your feed dealer’s directions or fed free-choice in a separate feeder as you would normally do with the cow herd. If fed free-choice, the vitamin and mineral mix should be freshened at least once a week.



	
Poisonous Plants

No matter where you live, chances are that some plants in your pasture could poison your cattle. Fortunately, though, most (though not all) poisonous plants taste icky. If your cattle have enough to eat, they probably won’t touch anything that’s bad for them. But if your pastures are stressed by drought or have been heavily treated with nitrogen fertilizer, or if it’s very early in the spring and the only plant that’s green is also poisonous, you should be alert for problems. 

Six different classes of poisons have been identified in various plants, the most important being the alkaloid and glycoside groups. Alkaloids affect the nervous system, causing loss of motor control, bizarre behavior, and death. Jimson weed, a common species of the western United States, is probably the best-known example of a plant that kills with an alkaloid poison. Glycosides basically cause death by suffocating cells. The animal is breathing, but the oxygen in the bloodstream is blocked from being transported into the individual cells. The buttercup, which brightens low pastures in early spring, is a familiar glycoside-containing plant.

Other familiar plants that are dangerous to cattle include black locust, black nightshade, bracken fern, castor bean, curly dock, death camas, dogbane, horsetail, locoweed, lupine, milkweed (several species, but not all), oleander, pigweed, and tobacco. White snakeroot, common throughout the Midwest, causes the “trembles” in cattle and can kill humans who drink milk from cows grazing it. Thousands of settlers in the Midwest died of milk sickness in the early 1800s, including Nancy Hanks Lincoln, Abraham Lincoln’s mother.

For more information, contact your local agricultural extension agent.





 



Beef Cattle Behavior and Handling

Although they are not as bright as dogs and cats, cattle are intelligent in their own way. Usually good at taking care of themselves, they’ll find a windbreak when it’s cold and shade when it’s hot, and they’ll never forget where their calves are. While cattle learn more slowly than horses, they do quickly learn to come when called if you reward them with grain or a new pasture when they get there.  And when they learn something, they never forget it—especially bad experiences, which is an important point to remember when you’re working cattle. When introduced to new experiences slowly and patiently, they’re also quite curious. If I walk into the pasture and sit down, I’m soon closely surrounded by a ring of sniffing cows, wondering what in the world I’m doing. 
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Cattle are not democratic. In every herd, there is a hierarchy, from the bossy top cow to the shy one at the bottom of the pecking order that always gets shoved away from the best feed. Dominance is determined by strength and aggressiveness, but it’s all kind of low key. Cows don’t fight so much as they test to see who can push whom around. You’ll sometimes see a pair of cows head-to-head, hooves planted, just pushing. The winner is the one that pushes hardest and longest. Cows will push around a young bull, too. (Don’t worry, he’ll get over it.)

Cows have different personalities. One of the delights of having a small herd of cattle is getting to know each cow on an individual level. Some are inherently nervous and will never let you get close. Some are docile and like their heads scratched, while others like to spend most of their time shoving everyone else around. Some are overprotective mothers, while others are lackadaisical about their calves. Most will nurse only their own calves, but a few will let any calves help themselves—kind of like those human mothers we fondly remember from our childhoods who would feed any of the neighborhood kids who happened to be around at dinnertime.

Some behaviors are common to all cattle. Because they are, and always have been, a prey species, cattle are hardwired to run at any sign of danger. Danger, to nervous cows, could be anything from a strange human in the pasture to a funny smell. They don’t stop to think about whether there is really a threat; they just take off. They’ll run right over you if they’re in a panic, and they panic fairly easily. For animals that are normally fairly slow moving and clumsy, they can move surprisingly fast when frightened or agitated, and they’ll jump gates and fences—or trample them.

Cattle would rather run than fight, but they will also fight if they have to. A cow will defend its calf; a bull that decides for some reason that a person is competition or a threat will charge and can kill that person. Although when kept with the cows, beef bulls will usually behave themselves and run away with the cows, they are naturally more aggressive than cows, and they are unpredictable. You can’t trust a bull not to charge you instead of running away. Never, ever, turn your back on a bull.

As a prey species, cattle learned long ago that there is safety in numbers. They graze in a group because it’s easier for a group to spot and defend itself against predators than it is for a single animal. The herding instinct is not completely dominant, however. Groups of two or three will wander off, although usually not too far, from the main herd in pursuit of some promising grazing.

If the pasture is large enough, cows prefer to go off by themselves to calve and may remain away for a day or two before returning with their new babies. Cows also use babysitters. Often, you’ll see a single cow watching over a group of calves while all of the other mothers are off grazing and, I presume, gossiping.

Shelter

Cattle tolerate an amazing range of weather conditions and do fine outside year-round in nearly all climates. There are a few times, however, when they should have some sort of shelter. In the “ice belt” (those states between the snowbelt and the no-snowbelt), where there can be months-long stretches of damp, almost-freezing weather, cattle are healthier and happier if they can get out of the mud and the wet. It doesn’t have to be anything fancy; an old shed open on one side or an old barn bedded with old hay, straw, or sawdust will work. However, you’ll need to borrow or rent a skid steer with a bucket to clean the place out in the spring.

Cold winds can be hard on cattle, too. If you can arrange a place where they can get out of the wind, they’ll do much better. This can be anything from a belt of trees to the side of a building. Extremely hot weather is also tough on most types of cattle, so having shade available, again either under trees or near a building, makes a big difference to them.
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Most types of existing outbuildings can be converted into indoor cattle handling facilities.

Handling Facilities

Cows are bigger, stronger, and faster than we are, so when it’s time for vaccinations or shipping, we need a way to make them hold still (other than trying to rope them or grab a tail). You can’t hold a half-ton cow if it doesn’t want to be held, and generally it doesn’t. That’s why cattle owners should—for their own safety, if nothing else—have a cattle-handling facility. 

Cattle facilities have four parts: a corral or holding pen, a crowding tub, an alley, and a chute with a headgate. The small operator really needs only these four basic components. Even if you have just a couple of steers for the summer, you’ll still need some sort of pen and a chute to load them onto the truck at the end of the year. Make sure to locate your facilities where they will allow easy access for a truck and trailer.

The pen or corral holds the cattle until you’re ready to work them. A few at a time are herded into the crowding tub, which is a small, circular pen with a swing gate that pushes them into the alley. The alley is narrow, so cattle don’t have room to turn and must go single file. At the end of the alley, a grate is raised to let a single animal at a time into the chute, where the cow or steer’s neck is caught in the headgate. This holds the cattle in one place so you can safely administer shots, put on ear tags, or do whatever else may need to be done. Once the vaccinating, breeding, or castrating is done, the headgate is released, and the animal moves back out to pasture. The headgate is then reset for the next patient.

When planning your handling facilities, follow these few basic principles. First, unless it never rains in your area, put your facility inside a building or on cement, or both. It’s no fun working in the mud. Old dairy barns can be easily converted for working beef cattle, as can nearly any sort of shed. Our facility is on a cement pad outside the old barn.

Second, plan for curves, good footing, and good lighting. A slippery surface will make cattle nervous, and they will balk if they see a barrier ahead. They will, however, follow a curve around to its end. They also will move more readily toward a well-lit area than a dark one.

Finally, if you’re building with raw materials rather than buying manufactured components, follow the recommended dimensions exactly. The recommended alley width for your breed of cattle may seem incredibly narrow, but anything wider and you’ll have cattle trying to turn around, which can result in injuries. Never force a heavily pregnant cow into the alley or chute—it might get stuck.

With a little creativity, it’s possible to build a fine facility at a reasonable cost in a fairly small area. Ours is built on a 75 × 50-foot concrete pad next to the old dairy barn. We also use the area for moving tractors and equipment in and out of a shed. We hung a lot of gates that we usually leave open for mechanical traffic but close when handling cattle in order to subdivide the area into three separate pens that wrap around to feed into each other and then into the crowding tub. I bought a manufactured tub, alleyway, and headgate, all of which we bolted to heavy-duty wooden posts that we cemented in so the cows couldn’t push things out of alignment. The result may not be aesthetically beautiful, but for working cattle, it functions wonderfully. The water tank and grain feeders are also situated on the concrete inside the holding pens so the cattle go in there to eat and drink and are very familiar with the setup, which makes for calm and easy handling.

Handling Beef Cattle

Large cattle operations have always known that handling cattle effectively on a regular basis requires a properly equipped facility. Even a small operation with a handful of cattle can build a scaled-down version of a good facility for a reasonable cost, and the right handling methods can make a bare-bones facility work smoothly.

There’s been significant rethinking of traditional cattle-handling methods, thanks to the work of such pioneers as University of Colorado professor Temple Grandin and cattle-handling and marketing consultant Bud Williams, as well as many others. Their work has focused on understanding the natural instincts and behaviors of cattle and using that knowledge to design systems and handling methods that keep cattle calm and tractable. Temple Grandin’s cattle-handling layouts and techniques have been adopted by many major US processing facilities and innumerable small farms and ranches. Bud Williams’s herding methods have set the gold standard for moving and holding cattle in the open, particularly in rangeland grazing.

Cattle Handling Fundamentals

The most important concepts to understand when handling cattle are flight zone and pressure points. Flight zone refers to an imaginary circle around the animal that, when you cross into it, causes the animal to move away. By working on the edge of an animal’s flight zone, you can gently move it in the direction you want. Because the flight zone varies by the tameness of the herd in general and by each individual animal, and can even be affected by weather conditions, it takes a little finessing to find it. Approach slowly until the cattle begin to move away from you. That’s the edge of the flight zone. Go farther, and they’ll move faster. Back off, and they’ll stop.

Pressure points are specific spots along the edge of the flight zone where, if you stand, you can turn cattle in a different direction. The most important pressure point is at the shoulder. If you’re in front of the shoulder on the edge of the flight zone, the cow will turn back. If you’re behind it, it will move ahead. If you’re to the side and slightly behind the rear of the animal—a second pressure point—it will move ahead. If you’re directly behind it, where it can’t see you, it’ll turn around to look at you. If you take a very visible stick, such as a white step-in fencepost or something with a small flag on the end, and you hold it out to the side, you’ll look three times as wide to the cattle and they’ll turn even more easily.

This is critical information to understand and use when you’re trying to move cattle. After you’ve spent some time in the pasture with these concepts, you can get good enough to sort calves from cows for weaning in a holding pen without having to run them through a chute. You may be able to cut out a pair of cows from the herd when you need to get one in the chute. It’s important to note that you should never cut out and isolate a single cow. Cattle are herd animals, and they get panicky if made to go off by themselves; a cow may run over you to get back to her friends. Always work with at least pairs, if not triplets, and you’ll have much calmer animals.



	
Did You Know?

You can avoid getting kicked when working around the back ends of cattle by “tailing” them. Raise the tail straight in the air with one hand, grab it around the base with the other, and keep it pulled toward the head. This keeps the animal’s hooves on the ground because kicking with the tail in this position hurts the animal’s back. Don’t be tentative about tailing; if you don’t have a good grip at the base, you can still get kicked.





 

Establishing a Routine

Cattle love it when the same thing happens at the same time every day. Use this to your advantage by establishing a routine that makes your cattle familiar and comfortable with your handling facility. For example, if you’re feeding grain, you could feed it in the holding pen at about seven o’clock every morning. One side of our holding pen is lined with bunker feeders, so our cows like being in the pen. In fact, they’re usually waiting there for me at feeding time. When you feed, wear the same cap, carry the same grain bucket, and call with the same call. For the first week or so of establishing a routine, you may need to walk out in the pasture with a grain bucket to where the cattle can see you and then call to them. With new animals, I’ve even done a Hansel-and-Gretel routine, leaving a trail of little piles of grain leading back to the pen, where the big feed happens. Cattle catch on to the call and the grain bucket very quickly.

You could put the water tank in the holding pen, preferably on a nice cement pad to eliminate the mud. Leave the gate open so cattle can wander in anytime they’re thirsty. Once in a while, after they’ve had their grain or come up together for a drink, shut the gate behind the herd and make them stand in the pen for an hour or so. The more the cattle are accustomed to being in the pen, the easier it will be to put them there and keep them calmly waiting when you need to work with them. Even if you have only a couple steers for the summer, take the time to train them to be penned. 

If you’re rotationally grazing and switching paddocks regularly, that’s another opportunity to teach the cattle to come when they’re called. Each time you change paddocks, do it at about the same time of day. Call the cows and then lead them to the next paddock. They’ll quickly learn to follow, and it’s wonderful to see them romp when they hit the fresh grass.

Of course, the cattle won’t know what you’re trying to do the first few times you switch paddocks. Wait until they come into the pen for grain or water and then close the gate behind them. While they’re getting a drink, go out and close the old paddock gate and open the new one. Then go back, open the pen gate, call the cows, and walk slowly out of the lane to the new paddock, calling as you go. Eventually, they’ll follow, and, after a few repetitions, they’ll follow immediately. They may even try to push past you in the lane. If they do, spread your arms and give them a dirty look and a firm “cut it out” so they’ll learn that you’re the leader. If one gets really pushy, rap it on the nose with a stick. This is another important point: remember that cattle have a herd hierarchy, and you should be at the top of it.

If you’ve got one big pasture, aren’t feeding grain, and aren’t even around on a daily basis, it’s still a good idea to teach the cattle that when you show up and they come to your call, good things will happen. Call them, let them see the bucket, and then give them a treat in the holding pen. Use apples, carrots, or dried molasses. At first, just a few cattle will figure it out, but eventually they’ll all come. If there’s a holdout cow, you can either pen the others and wait until it shows up out of curiosity, or you can pen the others, go out in the pasture, and gently herd it in. It’ll usually be quite willing to go where it knows the others went.

After a few months of calling and leading, the herd will usually come when you call and follow when you lead. This minor investment of effort is worth its weight in gold when it comes time to bring the cattle in for handling. 

If you want to really get ahead of the game, train your cattle to exit the holding pen through the crowding tub and chute, just as they will on handling days. Close the gate behind the herd when they’ve entered the pen, and open the chute. I have a board cut to fit over the top of the headgate and hold it open so there’s no chance of it slamming shut on a cow. This teaches the cattle that the chute is the way out, and it saves you a lot of trouble getting them into the chute on the day you really need them to go. They’ll go by themselves, and they’ll think it was their idea!



	
All in the Timing

Unless you’re an early riser, I recommend scheduling paddock switches for the late afternoon. I used to do it first thing in the morning, until Gretel the cow took to standing at the barnyard gate around five o’clock, bellowing for me to hurry up. Since the gate is directly across from our bedroom window and I don’t like getting up at the crack of dawn, I soon realized that I needed to change the routine. 





 

Getting Ready for Handling Days

Cattle are pretty specific about what they do and don’t like. As previously mentioned, they like firm, nonslippery footing, and they like moving uphill and toward light. They dislike going into dark, unknown spaces; they detest loud noises; and they are afraid of strange objects flapping in the wind or glinting in the sun. They will follow each other around a curve, but they’ll balk at going into a chute when they can see that the end is blocked. Keep these things in mind when you’re getting ready for handling days.

Presumably, your facility is already set up with curves and has good lighting. Now, walk around and make sure that there are no soda cans, flapping chains, or fluttering debris anywhere. Make sure that there are no broken boards on the floor of the chute. Oil the gates and levers on the crowding tub, alley, and headgate so they operate silently and smoothly.

If you know ahead of time how you’re going to move the cattle through the pens, tub, and chute, it’ll be much easier for you to communicate the plan to them. Have a Plan B in case they don’t like Plan A. If you need only the calves, for example, or only the open cows, figure out how you can quietly sort off the ones you want and turn out the rest. Decide where you can keep the syringes, needles, and vaccines so they’re handy but out of the way of random hooves. Have the ear tags numbered and ready, with extras in case one falls into a fresh cow pie.
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A little advance training will help your cattle be more relaxed on handling days, such as visits from the vet.

Handling Days

Beef cattle are handled just a few times a year. In most areas, calves are castrated, and often vaccinated and ear-tagged, in the spring. If you’re using artificial insemination, you’ll need to get the cows in the chute whenever they’re in heat, and you’ll want them to be calm. In the fall, you’ll vaccinate the whole herd, and heifers will get their brucellosis vaccinations from the veterinarian. If you haven’t ear-tagged before, you’ll do this then. Two or three weeks later, the calves will need a booster vaccination. They’re also weaned then or shortly thereafter. In late fall, calves and cull cows are loaded into a truck or a trailer for a ride to the auction barn or new owners, and fat cattle for your own freezer are loaded and sent to the processor. You may also occasionally have to pen a cow or calf that is sick or injured so you can treat her.

To accomplish these things on a cattle-handling day, you’ll need to sort off the cows, calves, or steers you want to work with and then move them into the chute and headgate. You’ll catch them one by one in the headgate, where you’ll administer vaccines, put on ear tags, or give some other treatment, and then release them back to pasture. If you’re weaning the calves, you’ll need to sort them into separate pens or pastures—one for the cows and the other for their calves—as they come out of the headgate. The veterinarian, the artificial insemination technician, or the truck for loading cattle may be around on handling day, too, and because cattle are very aware of strangers, this will add to the stress they’re already feeling from the change in routine.

 Once you have the cattle quietly penned and have given them half an hour or so to calm down, the quickest way to get the job done is to move slowly. The faster you move, the more agitated the cattle will become, and the tougher it will be to get them into the chute. Don’t yell. Research has shown that loud noise, including yelling, is more upsetting to cattle than getting slapped or prodded. Use flight zone and pressure points to move a few cattle at a time from the pen into the crowding tub. Don’t fill the tub more than half full because cattle don’t like to be tightly packed. Wait until at least two or three are facing into the chute, then slowly move in the crowding gate. The cattle should start filing into the chute. Sometimes, you’ll have to back off on the gate to let a cow turn in the right direction. You can wave a hand or herding stick gently in its face or pat a rump to get it to turn, but don’t yell and don’t hit. Things won’t go any faster, and for sure the cattle will be more difficult to work the next time.

Raise the gate at the end of the alley and let a single animal into the chute. In a perfect world, the cow will walk up to the headgate with just the right momentum to make the gate close on the animal’s neck. In the real world, cattle sometimes come in so gently that the gate doesn’t close or so hard that you’ll worry they’ve bruised their shoulders. With some of our old cows, I don’t bother putting them into the headgate if they’re calm enough to stand still while I give an injection.

For the cattle you need in the headgate that aren’t cooperating, one helpful trick is to walk quickly from their heads to their rumps, which usually makes them jump ahead. If the animals are reluctant to come down the alley, it may be because they see you standing at the end. Duck out of sight or walk quickly to the rear. Sometimes a pat on the rump or a tap with the stick on their hocks will do the trick. Be patient. In the end, staying calm will take less time than trying to rush them because too much pressure only makes cattle panicky and balky. A panicky cow may try anything to get away—running over a handler, trying to jump a fence, or trying to crawl under a gate.

In the full swing of things, you’ll have a cow in the headgate, a couple behind it in the alley, a couple in the crowding tub, and the rest still in the holding pen, waiting their turns. Take care of the first cow, release the headgate, and make sure that it gets safely out of your way into another pen or back to the pasture before resetting the headgate for the next patient. Look to see whether the next up is a calf or an adult, and adjust the gate accordingly. With practice, patience, calm, focus, and quiet, you should be able to vaccinate a herd of twenty to thirty animals in well under two hours without getting any manure splattered on your pants. But wear old pants just in case.



	
How Not to Handle Cattle

In the movies, cattle are handled with horses, lariats, and a big crew of cowboys. Calves are roped, flipped on their sides, and branded. It’s strenuous work, even with little calves, and for some reason filmmakers never do show how the cowboys vaccinate the full-grown cattle—not by flipping them on their sides with a rope, I’m sure. In real life, some owners with small herds will pen cattle against a wall or in a corner with a loose gate; some will crowd them tightly in a small pen; and others will somehow get a rope around a cow’s neck and tie it up tight to a stout post. What these methods have in common is that they’re highly stressful to cattle, fairly unreliable as far as getting every head in a herd treated, and quite dangerous for both cattle and handlers.





 

Loading and Transporting Cattle

Getting cattle on a truck or trailer breaks some of the rules for cattle handling. You’re asking them to go into something that’s dark and a dead end, and it’s an unfamiliar step up to get there. Once again, have some patience. If you are loading into a low trailer, you can load directly from your chute. You can use a pair of loose gates on either side to fill in any gap between the headgate and the trailer gate; if you do this, tie the gates down. If you’ve got enough cattle to warrant bringing in a semitrailer, you’ll need a ramp or some other device to get the cattle up to the level of the truck. Ramps are available commercially, or you can build your own. Semitrailers need a lot of room to maneuver, so put the ramp where the driver will be able to turn and back up easily.

If you’re moving just a few cattle, get them into the crowding tub well before the truck pulls in. Because the noise will upset them, it’s best to have them as far along in the process as possible before they begin to tense up. Once the truck or trailer is in position, begin moving the animals down the chute. The one in front, with the best view of where this is all going, will probably be reluctant. The ones behind may begin pushing the leader along, which is usually OK. Don’t rush things. Give the steers time to look at the step.

You will probably need to use a little more persuasion than you would in other handling situations. Have any helpers stand out of sight of the cattle, or try walking quickly from the head of the line to the back. You can slap a rump, but don’t yell and don’t whip out the electric cattle prods. For one thing, it will cost you money because stressed cattle on their way to auction, the processor, or a buyer have more “shrink,” or weight loss, than do unstressed cattle. Stressed animals won’t eat or drink, either, so they’ll lose more weight in the pens at the auction barn. Stressed animals also release a lot of adrenaline into their bloodstream, which darkens and toughens their muscle. These animals are known as “dark cutters,” and their meat is less valuable.

After Handling Days

The day after you’ve worked your cattle, go back to the same old routine. You want to erase any bad impressions of the day before with all of the good things that will continue to happen if the cattle come when called and follow when led. They won’t forget about getting shots or tags, but getting their grain or water and remembering that the quickest exit is through the chute will gradually become uppermost in their minds again. 



	
ADVICE FROM THE FARM

Handling Cattle

At times, it is helpful to impress the cows with size. I either hold my arms out to my sides, like I learned to do when playing basketball as a kid, or carry my trusty ‘cow chasing stick,’ which extends my reach to the side. This stick is not used to strike an animal; it just gives the illusion of size. When I get in pretty close proximity to the cows, I start making a kind of sshshsshsshh noise. It gets their attention. When I want them to move, I change the noise to more of a shhooo, soft and low-pitched. I want them to move quietly, not run.

—JoAnn Pipkorn

One of the most important things we have now in the industry that we didn’t used to have is the self-catching headlock. Have a swing gate on at least one side. It makes you willing to do some of those chores you’re supposed to do.

—Rudy Erickson

One thing I always do, and it’s something my Dad did, is whenever we have beef cattle out in the field, we always have a piece of machinery, like a wagon, in the field. I tell the boys if something starts coming after you and you can’t get under the fence, then get under the machinery or on the other side of it. I keep the boys out of there when we have the bull. And you don’t want kids running around in the pasture when the cattle are just getting outside in the spring and they’re feeling goofy. You can never trust a bull, and you have to have an exit strategy.

—Randy Janke





 



Keeping Beef Cattle Healthy

Beef cattle raised outdoors on pasture and hay are naturally hardy animals that tend to have few health problems. When they do become ill or injured, it’s important to identify the problem and treat it quickly, before it worsens and causes permanent damage to or kills the animal. As a cattle owner, you have a responsibility to take the necessary steps to prevent problems, to recognize abnormal behavior immediately, to treat minor health problems, and to call the veterinarian for conditions beyond your skill. Your cattle health program, then, should have three parts: prevention, diagnosis, and treatment.
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Prevention

Preventing your cattle from becoming sick or injured is much easier than dealing with a half-ton patient that has no interest in your nursing or a vet’s ministrations. Start your cattle wellness program with these few simple actions.

Balanced Diet, Exercise, and Shelter

Like humans, cattle are healthiest when they get enough exercise and plenty of fresh air, are kept warm and dry in cold weather and cool in hot weather, and eat an adequate diet that includes the necessary vitamins and minerals. As previously discussed, they also need salt and clean water available at all times, although it doesn’t hurt them to have to walk a distance in order to get to the water—that can be part of their prescribed exercise program. In addition, maintaining a low-stress environment and a regular routine will contribute a great deal to the overall health of the cattle.

Vaccinations

Along with good nutrition, water, and shelter, the best and cheapest insurance against cattle disease is vaccination. Every cattle owner should work with a veterinarian to develop a vaccination program appropriate for the ages and types of his or her cattle and for the region.



	
Cattle Diseases and People

Tuberculosis can be transmitted to people through raw milk from infected cows as well as through the air in poorly ventilated barns and sheds. Brucellosis, or Bang’s disease, in cattle is transmitted to people through raw milk or during the delivery of calves from infected cows. Anthrax can be transmitted when people handle infected meat or hides, as can foot-and-mouth disease. Cattle owners can also acquire mange, ringworm, toxoplasmosis, leptospirosis, and tapeworms from their animals, though, thankfully, none of these afflictions is common in people today. All the same, it’s a good idea to keep your cattle’s vaccinations up to date and your premises clean and well ventilated.





 

Types of Vaccinations

Every program should include vaccinations for calves and annual booster shots for adult cattle. In the past, combination vaccines were often formulated to address only diseases that were a problem in the region in which the cattle lived. Today, with cattle traveling so often and so far, it’s standard to give all cattle a nine-way vaccine that covers bovine rhinotracheitis, viral diarrhea, parainfluenza, leptospirosis, and several other diseases.

A nine-way does not cover the clostridial diseases, which include tetanus, botulism, anthrax, “wooden tongue” (actinobacillosis), and blackleg. There are vaccines for these, but because they’re hard on the animal and because those diseases aren’t common in cattle in northern Wisconsin, where we live, they aren’t usually recommended here. They are recommended, and sometimes required, in many other areas. Check with your veterinarian to determine whether any of the clostridial diseases are common in your area. If so, even if there’s no legal requirement, it’s worthwhile to vaccinate because these illnesses are difficult to treat and can kill animals in as few as twenty-four hours. It’s also possible to vaccinate against rabies, but, again, this usually isn’t done if rabies is not a problem in the area.

Brucellosis, also called Bang’s disease, causes abortions and fever in cattle and undulant fever in people. Undulant fever is all but forgotten now in the United States but is still fairly common in other parts of the world. It’s transmitted through contaminated meat and unpasteurized dairy products. Brucellosis vaccination is cheap insurance against abortions in your herd. The shot must be administered by a veterinarian when the heifer is between four and eleven months of age. After giving the vaccination, the veterinarian will attach a metal ear tag to the heifer’s ear and officially record the shot.



	
Did You Know?

When a cow has “hardware disease,” it means that it has eaten stray bits of metal, which have perforated its stomach, making it sick. As a preventive measure, some farmers use a balling gun to feed cow magnets to their cattle. These are cylindrical magnets about 5 inches long and an inch in diameter. The magnets lodge in the reticulum and attract all metal bits that may be there, keeping them from washing around and doing damage. Not all veterinarians believe in the effectiveness of using magnets, however, so it’s better for you to harvest any metal pieces on your land before your cattle do. 





 

When to Vaccinate

Calves often receive certain vaccinations soon after birth, but many beef cattle owners rely on the immunity that the babies get from their mothers’ colostrum, or first milk, for the first few weeks and wait until it’s nearly weaning time—at four to eight months of age—to vaccinate. These older calves should be given booster vaccinations two to four weeks after receiving their first vaccinations. Dairy and orphan calves should be vaccinated by two weeks of age, because they aren’t getting ongoing immune protection from their mothers’ milk, and again at about six months.

Adult cattle should get annual booster vaccinations. Years ago, cows needed to receive their booster vaccinations before they were bred because some of the vaccines could cause abortions or birth defects. A new generation of vaccines now allows most cows to be vaccinated after they’ve been bred, but check with your veterinarian to make sure that these boosters are given at the proper time for your cattle and for your region.

Keep vaccines properly refrigerated and replace them once they pass their expiration dates. Buy your vaccines from your veterinarian, who will have been careful to keep them cool. Don’t mix vaccines unless it says specifically on the label that it’s safe to do so.
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Most cattle vaccinations are given by intramuscular injection.

Injection Methods

Most vaccines are injected into the muscle. This is called an intramuscular (IM) injection, and it’s the simplest type to give. Use a 2-inch, 16-gauge needle for adult animals and a 1½-inch, 18-gauge needle for calves. Don’t give IM shots in the rump because this tends to make a permanent lesion in some of the most valuable meat. 

Give injections in the neck. Slap the animal’s neck a few times, pop the needle in quickly and deeply with a firm stroke, and depress the plunger. The animal will probably jump, so don’t have your arm between him and any sort of bar, where you could get caught and end up with a broken limb. Change needles often because tough hides quickly dull the needles, and a dull needle hurts more and is harder to push in than a sharp one.

A subcutaneous (sub-Q) injection is given just under the skin and is used for many types of medications. Sub-Q injections take two hands and a few seconds longer than IM injections do. Making sure your arms aren’t in a position in which they might get trapped by a plunging cow, grab a pinch of skin between your thumb and forefinger, use your other hand to quickly push the needle lengthwise into the bottom of the fold, and then depress the plunger.

The third type of injection, into a vein (intravenous), is used infrequently and should be done by a veterinarian or someone with experience.

The veterinarian can do all of your vaccinating for you, but most cattle owners learn to do it themselves. I use a handy device that I found at the farm store that’s shaped like a pistol. It contains a big syringe that holds up to ten doses of vaccine. The calibrated trigger delivers exactly the right dose with each injection, and I can vaccinate a whole line of cattle without having to reload the syringe. 

When vaccinating, change the needle every two or three animals and always use a new separate needle to draw the vaccine out of the bottle into the syringe so you don’t contaminate the vaccine. Syringes can be reused if you clean them carefully with soap and hot water and dry them thoroughly. Needles can be cleaned, sharpened, and reused, but they’re cheap, and it’s generally easier to replace them.

Finally, set up a little table or some other clean and convenient place with the vaccine bottles, syringes, needles, record book, ear tags, and other equipment you’ll need. Having everything handy and organized but out of the way of the cattle is easier—and safer—than trying to hold the ear-tagger in your teeth while storing the syringe behind your ear.



	
Cattle Medical Kit

You should have a few basic supplies on hand for treating sick or injured animals. 

•Balling gun—for getting pills down the throat

•Rectal thermometer—tie a long string around it when using; many thermometers have disappeared into cows because of unexpected muscle contractions

•Rope halter and stout rope (a couple lengths)—use the halter and rope for holding a head still in the headgate and use just the rope for pulling a calf during a tough delivery

•Stomach tube—for administering fluids and medications orally and relieving bloat if you’re a long way from a veterinarian

•Suturing needles and thread—for stitching cuts

•Syringes and needles—for administering medications

•Trocar or sharp knife—for sticking bloated cows

•Baking soda—for easing stomach upsets in calves

•Epsom salts—for digestive upsets and soaking sore or infected feet

•Iodine—for treating wounds and for dipping navels on newborn calves

Topical antibiotic—for treating pinkeye and other skin infections

You’ll also need a loaded ear-tagger with extra tags and studs, a bottle of nine-way vaccine, a syringe gun, and a notebook and pencil for record keeping.
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