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A Balancing Act 
J. Holmes – LSU AgCenter 

It is nearly impossible to open any type of media source today and not hear or 
read something concerning the effects of COVID-19 on the meat protein 
industry. This is causing many livestock producers to burn the midnight oil 
trying to make decisions for the family farm. 

So where do we start? First, we must know what our costs are.  This can most 
efficiently be answered with sound record keeping. By keeping good records, 
we can make informed decisions as opposed to an educated guess. We can use 
these informed decisions to set priorities and adopt management techniques 
(i.e., reproductive efficiency, herd nutrition, herd health, grazing management, 
improved genetics) which can translate into survival during trying times. 

It is important to understand there is a fundamental difference between cutting 
costs and cutting corners. Cutting costs teaches us valuable lessons that may 
help us stay in the black in future years, while cutting corners may save you 
money for the next couple months but will ultimately have undesirable effects 
on long-term production. 

The University of Georgia Extension publication Managing Cattle in Tough 
Times – Bulletin 1373 (https://extension.uga.edu/publications), recommends 
evaluation of the cow-calf management system using these six management 
priorities: 

1. Understanding and controlling basic input costs in the cow herd 

2. Evaluating your herd nutritional program 

3. Soil testing and fertilization 

4. Improving grazing management to increase forage use efficiency 

5. Maintaining a sound herd health program 

6. Moving genetics forward 

The publication goes on to say that before any of these areas can be addressed, 
there must be an avenue of tracking inputs (i.e., record keeping). Records must 
be kept in order to make progress in management because if something is not 
recorded, it cannot be changed.
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What can you focus some immediate attention to? 
The hay season is here, and those stored forages are what we depend heavily upon for winter supplementation. 

Documentation shows that nutrition represents the largest input cost associated with cattle production, accounting for 

40-60% of annual cow cost. With forages being the basis of beef cattle nutrition in the south, the most reliable and 

predictable factor for assessing sustainability of cow-calf production is that of persistence and maintenance of forages. 

Stocking rate, grazing intensity, and soil nutrient upkeep are the primary management strategies that control the 

desired level of forage and cow-calf production. Do not let body condition scores (and ultimately reproductive 

efficiency) in your cow herd slip because you cut corners on forage management in the short-term (warm season 

perennials) and in the long-term (cool season annuals). 

Summary 
The profitability of beef production is as many other production systems, is the function of a balancing act between 

inputs and outputs. There is no cookie cutter formula, meaning what works for one producer may not necessarily work 

for another. Decisions should be made on good recordkeeping and a solid focus on best management practices. Markets 

are nearly impossible to control but making informed decisions about valuing your calf crop and where your money is 

spent may be the difference between profit and loss for your operation.

 

Matching forage resources with animal requirements 
G. Scaglia, PhD, PAS – LSU AgCenter 

 
Cow herds are year-round residents at the farm, and they must live within the nutritional constraints of the ecoregion if 
they are to be economically and ecologically resilient and sustainable. We need to remember that nearly 70 percent of 
the cow/calf production costs is represented by what the herd consumes (pastures, hay, feed) and most importantly 
though not surprising, that in most economic analyses, the producers that are most profitable have the lowest feed 
costs. What is common to every producer is that their cows have variable nutrient requirements depending on their 
physiological stage (open, pregnant, lactating, growing and pregnant, etc.). A producer can control the herd’s 
physiological stage (controlled breeding season, length of it, use of reproductive technologies like artificial insemination) 
so that, for example, the cows’ maximum requirements period (peak of lactation, beginning of breeding season) 
coincides with the forage peak of production in terms of quantity but most importantly quality (nutritive value). A 
producer can also control the herd’s genetic base by using the most appropriate bull(s) and selecting the best 
replacements based on his resources and environment. We also need to visualize the following issues: 1) mature 
bodyweight in beef cattle has been increasing since the early 1970s. Selection for increased calf growth has been steady 
since the 1970s according to most breeds’ genetic trend data. Also, milk expected progeny differences (EPDs) in most 
breeds has consistently increased since the 1990s. The point is that genetic selection that increases weight of the calf at 
weaning, mature cow frame size, milk production potential, or other production traits will also increase dietary nutrient 
requirements (more grass/feed is needed per animal); 2) grazed forage is the cheapest source of nutrients to maintain 
the cow herd. Cost of pound of dry matter, protein or energy is cheaper when we allow our animals to harvest than 
when we make hay or buy a bag of feed. Stocking rates ideally should be based on the forage intake requirements 
relative to the forage supply. This, in turn, requires that the producer realizes that his/her animals are not the same 
(they are bigger) than the one that his father and grandfather raised. The trend affecting size and milk production in 
beef cows has been slowly moving upwards (took more than 40 years); this slow pace may have been hiding in front of 
our own eyes; 3) Forage breeding has improved forages greatly in the same period of time. Winter and summer forages 
are more productive, legumes are better adapted, and technology has been developed that allows for their better 
utilization. 
 
Now to the core of the issue: matching forage nutritive value (remember that not all forages are the same) with 
desirable, economically productive animal performance (Figure 1). Forages are ranked according to digestibility (energy), 
and within forage group the range of digestibility expected from high nutritive value when forage is young and growing 
(at the top of the vertical bar) to the lowest nutritive value at the mature stage (bottom of the bar).  Average 
requirements of selected classes of cattle are superimposed on the nutritive value ranges. The most abundant forages in 



southern pastures are warm-season perennial grasses (bermudagrass and bahiagrass primarily, but native grasses are 
also in this group).  The bad news is that their nutritive value is barely enough (only early in the growing season) to cover 
the requirement of a cow-calf unit and not enough for a first calf heifer; they can easily cover the requirements of a 
mature dry cow. As we improve the nutritive value of the forage (from warm season perennial to legumes), it can cover 
nutritional requirements of classes of cattle that are more demanding (growing steers or first calf heifers). 
Supplementation strategies have been developed to meet greater nutritional requirements of beef cattle, but most 
dietary supplements are purchased at retail prices, which increases cost of production and may decrease profitability. By 
the way, in order to have an appropriate supplementation program you need to sharpen your pencil and know your 
costs and returns so that you can decide what supplement is the most cost-effective. 
 
Matching cow size and milk production potential to forage resources to optimize forage utilization and reproductive 
efficiency is a must in our industry. Given the greater input costs and changes in weather pattern (excess or lack of 
rainfall, high temperatures) a downward pressure on milk yield would benefit many herds relative to their forage 
resources, hence reducing input requirements. If your farm has a constrained environment (poor forage base, affected 
by droughts or flooding), and you own larger heavier milking cows with greater maintenance requirements then, they 
may have lower reproductive efficiency. Remember that if the genetic expression for milk and growth is limited by the 
environment (poor production conditions), this benefit may not be realized. 
 
In the cattle business matching demand and supply of nutrients for the herd is of greatly importance. There are many 
variables to consider and a system approach to solve the equation is needed. The following is a list of these variables 
that you should consider; even though it may not be exhaustive it gives an idea of what the producer must be aware of: 
1. Understanding of forages: when they grow, their fertilizer needs, how they respond to grazing, and their nutritive 
value depending on the growth stage and management (grazing pressure, fertilization, etc.). 
2. Nutritional requirements of your cattle based on age, body weight, and physiological stage. Consider dividing the herd 
based on classes of cattle with different requirements. 
3. Management of the herd: health plan, growing (or buying) replacements, culling criteria and percent of animals 
culled. 
4. Weather changes and variability throughout the year and between years. 
5. Adapt calving season (and hence breeding season) to your forage system and environment. Maximum nutritional 
requirements should match your peak of nutritious forage production. 
6. Pasture management: proper stocking rates are the key to profitability, avoid overgrazing. 
7. Planning, planning, planning: taking into consideration the points above then you need to determine how much 
forage you can produce when, what quality those forages have, develop a “nutritional budget” so you know the excess 
and deficits of nutrients so you can conserve (if in excess) or you can search for alternative nutrient sources as needed. 
8. Last but not list, there must be some flexibility to your plan. Things may change in a blink of an eye and not expected 
situations may develop. 

 
Figure 1. Matching forage nutritive value and requirements of different classes of beef cattle. 



Finding the Estrus Synchronization Protocol that Best Fits Your 
Herd 
A. Edwards, PhD – LSU AgCenter 

Producers and researchers agree that the benefits of utilizing a synchronization protocol to induce estrus (heat) in a 

herd can often outweigh protocol costs. Plus, these benefits occur when breeding by artificial insemination and by 

natural service. Yet, looking through dozens of protocol options to decide on the best-fit for your herd can be a bit 

frustrating. So, what steps do you need to take when making this decision?  

Are you synchronizing mature cows or heifers?  
This will determine which hormones are needed in the protocol. Communication between a heifer’s brain and her 

reproductive tract is still being fully established, even after she has reached puberty. Therefore, the protocols used on 

mature cows may not be a good fit for your heifers.   

What are your goals with synchronization?  
If you can AI as they come into heat, there are a variety of protocols that could fit your operation. When you are 

breeding by AI on a single day, you need a slightly more intensive timed-AI protocol. In contrast, if natural service is 

being used, a one-shot protocol could be ideal. 

What does your labor force look like?  
Some protocols are more labor intensive than others. Knowing how many times you can, or are willing, to run animals 

through the chute can narrow your protocol options.  

Does your budget have room for the upfront costs? 
It can be difficult to understand how much profit will be gained until calves are sold for the first time. This is where you 

can benefit from having so many protocols to choose from.  

Let us circle back to the first question for a moment and discuss the hormones used in synchronization protocols. 

Progesterone and prostaglandin may sound similar, but they function in opposition of each other. Oftentimes protocol 

diagrams use abbreviations and use a mixture of brand name products with hormones. Thankfully, sources such as the 

Beef Reproduction Task Force have worked to group protocols separately for cows and heifers. There is a list of available 

products for each hormone needed, along with cost and labor comparisons between protocols. Their information can be 

found under the “Resources” section at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln’s “Applied Reproductive Strategies in Beef 

Cattle” page (https://beefrepro.unl.edu/resources.html). 

Most synchronization products require a veterinarian’s prescription and can take weeks to arrive. The decision to 

implement estrus synchronization should not be made last-minute. Work with your veterinarian to establish the best 

protocol for your operation and order supplies ahead of time. Proper planning and the proper protocol can lead to 

increased profits. 

For more information, please feel free to contact me at akedwards@agcenter.lsu.edu or 512-818-5476.

 

Sign up for important updates from LSU AgCenter 
If you would like to join the La. Beef Cattle text group, follow these instructions: If you have a smartphone, get push 

notifications. On your iPhone or Android device, open your web browser and go to rmd.at/labeef. Follow the 

instructions to sign up for Remind. You will be promoted to download the mobile app.  

If you do not have a smartphone, and would like to get text notifications, text the message @labeef to the number 

81010. If you have trouble with 81010, try texting @labeef to (971)302-2073.  



Beef Brunch Educational Series 
The LSU AgCenter will be hosting a free two-part webinar, “What’s Bugging You?”, on Tuesday, May 12, and Tuesday, 
May 19, 2020 from 10:30 to 11:30 a.m. as part of the new educational webinar series, Beef Brunch.   
 
Part 1, on May 12th, will feature Dr. Sebe Brown, Field Crops Extension Entomologist, discussing management of 
armyworms and bermudagrass stem maggot in pastures and fields.  
 
Part 2, on May 19th, will feature Mr. Jason Holmes, Regional Livestock Specialist, reviewing methods of external parasite 
control for cattle.  
 
This webinar will be hosted through Microsoft Teams. An internet connection is required but a microphone and webcam 
are not necessary. The Teams application may be downloaded by smartphone or tablet. Participants may join by 
accessing the webinar online at http://lsuagcenter.com/beefbrunch. We recommend that participants test the system’s 
connectivity before the meeting. 
 
Participants may also join by telephone for audio only for Part 1 on May 12th by calling 225-614-2374 and using 
conference identification code 578 134 854#.  
 
Participants may also join by telephone for audio only for Part 2 on May 19th by calling 225-614-2374 and using 
conference identification code 454 138 091#. 
 
Please note that if you are calling in, there is a different conference identification code for each webinar. 
 
For more information on the Beef Brunch webinar, please contact Ashley Edwards at 512-818-5476 or 
akedwards@agcenter.lsu.edu. 

 
 

Grocery disruptions continue amid beef processing chaos 
D.S. Peel, Oklahoma State University Extension Livestock Marketing Specialist 

COVID-19 continues to sweep through packing plant workers leading to severe disruptions in beef processing.  Estimated 
cattle slaughter for the week ending May 2 was 425,000 head, down 38 percent year over year.  Total cattle slaughter 
has averaged 26.4 percent lower than last year over the past four weeks, a decrease of 689,000 head and a little more 
than one week of cattle slaughter at this time of year. The backlog of slaughter cattle is growing rapidly. 

Corresponding to slaughter decreases, beef production was down over 35 percent year over year last week, with 
average weekly beef production the past four weeks down 25 percent from the same period last year.  Over the last four 
weeks, total beef production was down 520 million pounds year over year.  For the first 14 weeks of the year, before the 
current reductions started, average weekly beef production was 525 million pounds.  This means that one of the last 
four weeks of beef production has been lost due to decreased beef packing capacity.   

Grocery consumers first noticed beef supply disruptions in March when the shutdown of food service shifted beef 
demand largely onto the retail grocery side.  The resulting supply chain bottlenecks and surge in grocery demand 
resulted in temporary shortages in grocery supply.  The supply chain bottlenecks continue, though with some time we 
have seen limited ability to shift some product from food service to retail.   In some cases, retail label and packaging 
requirements have been exempted temporarily and consumers can find food service packages, often in bulk quantities, 
available at retail grocery. 

Consumers may not notice or understand the difference, but the continuing disruptions in beef availability in May are 
the result of the current decreases in beef production in additional to the continuing supply chain restrictions.  The 
situation may become more acute as food service demand rebuilds when restaurants reopen.  While the current 
shortages are real, it should be emphasized that they are temporary and do not imply an overall lack of beef supply in 

http://lsuagcenter.com/beefbrunch
mailto:akedwards@agcenter.lsu.edu


the country.  The annual forecast of beef production for 2020 has not been reduced from the expectation of a record 
level of 27.9 billion pounds.  The current situation simply means a change in the timing of that production over a few 
weeks.   

Given when packing plant workers began to be impacted and the additional attention now focused on protecting worker 
health, it is likely that we are currently at or very near the worst point of packing plant disruptions.  However, it is 
unclear how fast plants will resume production levels in the coming weeks.  It is likely that the effective capacity will be 
reduced permanently or certainly for the foreseeable future because of the safety changes needed at packing plants.  
The impacts on cattle markets will linger for many weeks before backlogs are cleaned up and markets are current again.   

 

SBA to Make Economic Injury Disaster Loans Available to U.S. 

Agricultural Businesses Impacted by COVID-19 Pandemic 
Release Date: Monday, May 4, 2020 

Release Number: 20-38 

Contact: Press_Office@sba.gov, (202) 205-7036 

WASHINGTON – U.S. Small Business Administration Administrator Jovita Carranza announced today that agricultural 

businesses are now eligible for SBA’s Economic Injury Disaster Loan (EIDL) and EIDL Advance programs. SBA’s EIDL portal 

will reopen today as a result of funding authorized by Congress through the Paycheck Protection Program and 

Healthcare Enhancement Act. The legislation, signed into law by the President one week ago, provided additional 

funding for farmers and ranchers and certain other agricultural businesses affected by the Coronavirus (COVID-19) 

pandemic. 

“For more than 30 years, SBA has been prohibited by law from providing disaster assistance to agricultural businesses; 

however, as a result of the unprecedented legislation enacted by President Trump, American farmers, ranchers and 

other agricultural businesses will now have access to emergency working capital,” said Administrator Carranza. “These 

low-interest, long-term loans will help keep agricultural businesses viable while bringing stability to the nation’s vitally 

important food supply chains.” 

Agricultural businesses include businesses engaged in the legal production of food and fiber, ranching, and raising of 

livestock, aquaculture, and all other farming and agricultural related industries (as defined by section 18(b) of the Small 

Business Act (15 U.S.C. 647(b)). Eligible agricultural businesses must have 500 or fewer employees. 

The SBA will begin accepting new EIDL applications on a limited basis only, in order to provide unprecedented relief 

to U.S. agricultural businesses. For agricultural businesses that submitted an EIDL loan application through the 

streamlined application portal prior to the legislative change, SBA will move forward and process these applications 

without the need for re-applying. All other EIDL loan applications that were submitted before the portal stopped 

accepting new applications on April 15 will be processed on a first-in, first-out basis. 

For more information, please visit: www.sba.gov/Disaster. 
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Week of Week of Week of

Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News 5/1/2020 4/24/2020 5/3/2019

all grades, live weight, $/cwt  $      96.69  $     102.28  $     123.76 

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt  $     154.31  ---  $     198.92 

Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt  $     349.01  $     272.33  $     230.27 

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt  $      15.64  $      12.38  $      13.91 

Mississippi statewide market average, M&L #1-2, $/cwt  $     134.11  $     130.33  $     155.00 

Missouri statewide market average, M&L #1, $/cwt  $     154.21  $     158.68  $     174.48 

Oklahoma City market average, M&L #1, $/cwt  $     147.90  $     155.84  $     172.24 

Corn, Kansas City, $/bu  $        3.16  $        3.20  $        3.70 

Corn, Pine Bluff, AR, $/bu  $        3.21  $        3.20  $        3.84 

DDGS,Iowa, $/ton  $     187.50  $     199.00  $     127.50 

Soybean Meal, Rail, Central IL, $/ton  $     296.60  $     292.10  $     292.40 

Cottonseed Meal, Memphis, $/ton  $     270.00  $     277.50  $     215.00 

Whole Cottonseed, Memphis, $/ton  $     210.00  $     215.00  $     195.00 

5-Area Fed 

Steer

Boxed 

Beef

500-600 lb. 

Feeder 

Steer Price

Feed 

Grains

May - June 2020 
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