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It’s Not Too Late to Test Your Bulls 
Ashley K. Edwards, PhD – LSU AgCenter 

If you have ever listened to a veterinarian or extension agent speak on breeding 
soundness exams for bulls, then you have heard the recommendation of having 
bulls tested at least 60 days prior to the start of your breeding season. But what 
if you didn’t get that done? Is it too late?  
 
Impact of a Sub-fertile Bull 
Far too many producers say they have never had their bulls tested but still have 
calves hit the ground each year. This is possible and happens regularly because 
few bulls are truly sterile. However, these producers should be asking themselves 
how many calves do they have each year and when are these calves born within 
the calving season? Bulls may be categorized as fertile, sub-fertile, or sterile. As 
mentioned previously, few bulls are sterile and, if left with females long enough, 
most bulls will produce calves. Sub-fertile bulls take longer to settle females than 
fertile bulls do. This results in calves being born later in the season and 
subsequently being lighter at weaning. Lighter calves result in less pounds 
marketed, which results in less money into your pocket. 
 
Timing of a BSE 
Breeding soundness exams (BSEs) are recommended at least 60 days prior to the 
start of the breeding season because spermatogenesis takes approximately 61 
days in bulls. This gives some time to treat bulls, if needed, prior to the breeding 
season. It allows time for producers to secure a new bull, if needed, prior to the 
breeding season. For those of you reading this who are less than 60 days away 
from turning out bulls, IT ISN’T TOO LATE. It is much better to have bulls tested 
prior to the breeding season than to make it to pregnancy exams or calving 
season and find out you have too many open females. 
 
Other Considerations 
During a BSE, the veterinarian will assess the bull’s physical condition and 
soundness, scrotal circumference, sperm motility and sperm morphology. A 
general BSE does not include testing for infectious diseases such as 
trichomoniasis. Visit with your veterinarian about the need for additional tests 
during the general exam.  
 
A BSE also does not determine the bull’s libido or desire to service females. This 
will not be known until he is turned in with females. If you’re unsure of his 
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desire to mate, you can implement tools like estrus detection patches on females or a chin ball marker on the bull. These 
can show if and how many females he is servicing.  
 
Summary 
The only time it is “too late” to have a bull tested is after the breeding season has concluded. Sub-fertile bulls are not 
efficient or economical to utilize on your operation. The pounds of calf gained per female exposed will more than cover 
the cost of a breeding soundness exam. Work with your veterinarian to determine what additional tests and health 
management is needed for your bull(s) and your herd. 
 
If you have any questions regarding this article, please contact me at akedwards@agcenter.lsu.edu. 
 

Know Your Costs of Doing Business 
Jason E. Holmes – LSU AgCenter 

The adage “you can’t effectively manage what you don’t measure” is a solid statement in relation to managing the cattle 
business.  Knowing our cost of doing business is one of the foundational tools for making effective decisions in the 
management of ranch resources.  The first step however in being able to calculate cost of production is to have production 
and financial records.  These records do not have to be complicated, but they need to be accurate and thorough.  They 
also need to allow for the allocation of expenses to different enterprises within the operation.  There are many 
computerized financial record keeping programs available that are designed to easily track and allocate expense within 
enterprises, but meaningful records can also be handwritten. When we combine production records with financial records 
it gives us the opportunity to evaluate a gain or loss of profitability within the enterprise. 

The key to developing a good record keeping system is identifying the information that needs to be collected that will 
result in the items that you will use when making management decisions. So, tailor your record system for your specific 
needs and don’t collect irrelevant data, but on the opposite side not collecting enough data may prevent you from 
identifying problem areas. 

Record keeping systems require time and commitment, and data should be gathered on a consistent basis so meaningful 
comparisons can be made. Just as producing high quality replacement females, cutting the highest quality hay, and selling 
the largest load of calves possible is an indication of success, record keeping should be held equally important for the 
overall success of a cow-calf enterprise. 

Once we have a well-used record keeping system in place, we can do a better job of identifying management opportunities 
and cost savings. A good way to start looking for production, marketing and other management opportunities and 
improvements is by taking a hard look at production costs, such as cow costs. From there we can easily capture if we are 
operating in the black or the red: 

 Profit or loss = [((%calf crop x weaning weight) x price) + ((%cull livestock sales x weight) x price)] – costs per cow 

So, get control of your costs by knowing what your costs are. With proper record keeping, sound decisions can be made 
on the productive and financial status of the cow herd. Use records to help you determine where effective cost cutting 
can take place instead of just cutting corners. I started with an adage so I’ll end with an adage, “you cannot starve a profit 
into a cow”. 
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Cull Prices Skyrocket, Calves Fall 
David P. Anderson, PhD – Texas A&M AgriLife 

Cow and calf prices have taken divergent paths in recent weeks due to the uncertainty of war, rising feed costs, record 
cattle on feed, and shifting consumer purchases. Heavier feeder cattle, 750 lb. steers, have dropped dramatically over the 
last two weeks from about $165 per wt to $156 per cwt. They remain well above last year’s $138. Lighter weight steers, 
550 lb and 450 lb, exhibited little decline and were about $199 and $213 in the first week of March in the Southern Plains. 
Country auctions further away from feedlots have been hit even harder on price. Much higher fuel costs are certainly a 
factor in lower calf prices. 

Cull cow prices hit $75 per cwt in the Southern Plains last week, up from $55 in early February. A year ago, 85-90% lean 
cull cows averaged about $46 per cwt. The five-year average price for the first week of March was about $59 per cwt.  

Cow prices are increasing in spite of large cow slaughter. Weekly cow slaughter during the first two weeks of February 
totaled, at least, 145,000 head per week. That was the largest weekly slaughter since the first week of December 2012. It 
was the biggest two consecutive weeks since the Fall of 2011. Beef cow slaughter has been extremely large, rivaling peak 
Fall slaughter levels. This large beef cow slaughter is coinciding with seasonally large dairy cow slaughter, which typically 
peaks early in the year.  

High cow beef prices are providing some insight into beef demand. Both the cow beef cutout and the wholesale 90 percent 
lean beef for ground beef are well above a year ago, at $229 and $284 per cwt, respectively. Wholesale middle meat prices 
have dropped in recent weeks. For example, both wholesale ribeye and strip loin prices have fallen below year ago levels. 
There is some evidence of consumers shifting purchases to more ground beef and fewer steaks in response to high retail 
prices. There is also evidence of some shifting to less expensive Select beef cuts and away from higher priced Choice and 
Prime. 

By the last week of February, slaughter had eased to 137,000 head, remaining larger than the same week last year. Both 
dairy and beef cow slaughter declined. Increasing milk prices should slow dairy culling in coming weeks, as it often does 
seasonally. Beef cow culling is going to be greatly influenced by drought and costs. The rate of culling over the last year 
should have already moved most of the older, less productive cows. On balance, reduced dairy culling should pull down 
total cow slaughter and support prices in coming weeks. 

 

When is the right time to castrate bulls?  
Jeff Robe – Oklahoma Quality Beef Network Coordinator 

The practice of castrating animals goes back to ancient times. Egyptian farmers found castrating bovine bulls made the 
animal much easier to handle. It’s doubtful the Egyptians were concerned about the value-added components of their 
animals. But today, adding value to market cattle is the name of the game and castration is a key component to any 
preconditioning program that can greatly influence market price premiums or discounts, especially in older bull calves.     

Castrating bull calves has become common practice in U.S. beef herds. In 2017, the USDA-APHIS NAHMS Beef Cow Calf 
study indicated that 62% of commercial cow-calf herds used castration methods in their management practices. Castration 
has provided economic benefits to both the cow-calf producer and feedlot operators through increased market prices and 
meat quality. Castration also decreases unwanted pregnancy and increases the safety of workers and other animals. 

There is a perceived notion that intact bulls have an advantage in body weight gains during the preweaning period and 
post greater weaning weights than calves castrated at or near birth. However, numerous studies have shown the weaning 
weights are similar for bulls and steers (approx. 600 lbs.). Advantages in calf weight gain due to testosterone production 
are presumably realized at a time following average weaning dates closer to puberty. 

 



The timing of castration can influence weight gain and stress management. Studies examining how timing of castration 
effects average daily gains (ADG) in cattle castrated either in early life (birth to 2 mo.) or those castrated at weaning or 
postweaning (6-10 mo.) demonstrated higher ADG during the post-weaning period in the early castrated calves (approx. 
0.30 lbs./day greater) than those castrated at or after. The period calves experience weight loss post-castration increases 
with age as does risk of disease susceptibility. The stress experienced is also related to the time of castration as the level 
of discomfort and trauma increases with the size of testicles. Calves castrated at 5 ½ months of age or later experienced 
a greater duration of stress than those castrated at birth or at branding.  

Bull calves entering the stocker or feedlot segments of the industry have numerous health and performance factors 
associated with late life castration such as increased risk or morbidity and mortality, sick treatments and decreased ADG. 
Therefore, price discounts for bull calves being sold at market can be substantial when compared to steers marketed in 
the same weight class. Lighter weight bulls (300-400 lbs.) are viewed as less risky, and discounts are generally minimal if 
any. As the weight of a bull increases, so does the risk.  Discounts can average $6-12/cwt or $30-60 per head.  

A herd management practice that dates to ancient times and still used today has clearly proven beneficial. Utilizing the 
practice and with a timing that makes sense may be the difference between dollars made or dollars lost.    

 

 

 

 
 



What is the “cattle cycle”?  
The cattle cycle is a process in which the size of the national cattle herd—including all cattle and calves—increases and 
decreases over time. The herd-size variation is often caused by the lengthy gestation period relative to hogs and poultry 
delaying cow-calf producers’ response to profit fluctuations. The total number of beef cattle in the United States is 
highly dependent on the stage in that cycle. 
 
Typically, the cattle cycle is influenced by the combined effects of cattle prices; the gestation period for cattle; the time 
needed for raising calves to market weight; and climate conditions. If cattle prices are expected to be high, producers 
slowly build up their herds; if prices are expected to be low, producers reduce their herds by culling older cows and 
keeping fewer heifers to replace older cows or add to their herd. The cattle cycle averages 8–12 years, but persistent dry 
conditions on pastures and in harvested feed supplies can alter a cycle’s duration. 
 
The last full cattle cycle began in 2004 with 94.4 million head of cattle and calves, including beef and dairy cattle. The 
herd expanded for 3 years to 96.6 million head until 2007, when increasing feed and energy prices caused the herd to 
contract. This contraction continued to 2010, when environmentally dry conditions began and persisted through 2013. 
The drought conditions decreased pasture availability forcing producers to cull cows and limit heifer retention, which 
reduced 2014’s calf crop. 
 
Each year’s calf crop accounts for a large share of the next year’s supply of feeder calves placed in feedlots and, 
subsequently, of fed cattle—or feeder calves marketed for slaughter from feedlots. During the most recent full cycle 
(2004–2014), fewer cattle entered the value chain increasing the demand for feeder cattle imported from Mexico. This 
cycle event caused feeder cattle to move into feedlots earlier than normal. By late 2013 and early 2014, grazing 
conditions improved, and feed prices decreased. These conditions increased feeder calf prices, which helped to improve 
cow-calf profitability. A 7-year liquidation of the national cattle herd ended on January 1, 2014, at 88.2 million cattle and 
calves, which was the smallest herd size since 1952. Since then, the cattle herd grew to a peak in 2019 of 94.8 million 
head. As of January 1, 2021, the herd has decreased by 1.3 percent to 93.6 million cattle head. The National Agricultural 
Statistics Service (NASS) provides information on cattle inventory in its semi-annual Cattle reports. 

USDA ERS - Sector at a Glance. Retrieved March 16, 2022, from https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/animal-
products/cattle-beef/sector-at-a-glance/  
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Week of Week of Week of
Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News 3/11/2022 3/4/2022 3/12/2021

all grades, live weight, $/cwt  $     140.61  $     143.22  $     113.62 
all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt  $     224.51  $     227.13  $     179.32 
Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt  $     253.70  $     255.72  $     227.99 
Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt  $        6.41  $        5.22  $        6.57 
Mississippi statewide market average, M&L #1-2, $/cwt  $     163.57  $     169.15  $     153.09 
Missouri statewide market average, M&L #1-2, $/cwt  $     177.66  $     185.50  $     167.82 
Oklahoma City market average, M&L #1-2, $/cwt  $     179.05  $     177.56  $     159.26 
Corn, Kansas City, $/bu  $        7.36  $        7.16  $        5.38 
Corn, Country Elevators, AR, $/bu  $        7.82  $        7.66  $        5.71 
DDGS,Kansas, $/ton  $     307.50  $     296.67  $     247.50 
Soybean Meal, Rail, Central IL, $/ton  $     494.10  $     474.90  $     417.10 
Cottonseed Meal, Memphis, $/ton  $     342.50  $     342.50  $     455.00 
Whole Cottonseed, Memphis, $/ton  $     335.00  $     330.00  $     320.00 
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