


Answering this question requires that we take a journey back in time; back to the beginning of the “genetic revolution” 
in the U.S. cattle business.  
 
In 1975 a calf that weaned and went to market weighing 400 pounds was considered a good calf.  Today a 400-pound 
calf would not generate a positive net return in most operations.  With the increasing costs of production it now takes 
calves weighing nearer 600 pounds to generate a positive net return.  Over the last thirty years the cow/calf segment of 
our industry has improved weaning weights to near 600 pounds.  We have accomplished this by incorporating a number 
of improvements in technology.
 
The first is genetics and the associated animal breeding technology that contributed to the genetic revolution.  Since 
1975 the influence of European breeds has had a substantial impact on increasing the weaning weight of calves.  
Crossbreeding and the exploitation of complementarity and heterosis have also contributed.  The development of EPD 
technology, when applied wisely as a selection tool for growth, allowed further advancements in weaning weights.
 
Improvement in health programs in terms of vaccinations, parasite control and antibiotics has also added to the 
increase in weaning weights.  And, the management of breeding systems to achieve a more controlled and defined 
calving season has helped producers wean more uniform and heavier calves.
 
Nutrition programs in general have improved.  Overall quality and quantity of pastures has also improved as a result 
of both progress with improving forage varieties and incorporating legumes into pastures.  Supplementation strategies 
have improved based on a better understanding of the nutrient gaps that exist between requirements and what is 
supplied in the forage.  This is especially true with regard to the seasonally variable mineral supplied in the forage and 
the ever-changing requirements of the cow as she progresses through the four phases of production. 
 
As a result of all this progress, weaning weights have increased by about 200 pounds in the last 30 years.   It should 
come as no surprise that during this same period we have increased the carcass weights of both fed steers and heifers 
substantially.   During this same period, carcass weights of both slaughter bulls and cows have increased as well.  This 
of course makes perfect sense considering that these same bulls and cows are the sires and dams of these larger fed 
steers and heifers. 

As you might expect, thirty years of selecting cattle for growth, more specifically ADG and yearling weight, actually 
worked.  It worked so well in fact that there is now considerable discussion regarding the resultant carcasses that yield 
cuts too large to “fit the box” or meet consumer expectations.   What also “worked” was exactly what animal breeders 
warned us about if we focused too intently on direct growth traits, the mature size of our cattle would increase as well 
because of the high genetic correlation between growth and mature size.
  
The carcass weights of our cows have increased by nearly the identical amount as the steers.  This too is not surprising 
after all they are the mothers of the steers.  The bulls increased more than the others simply because we focused our 
selection efforts on the sires and castrated those that did not reach that standard. 
 
The average carcass weight for slaughter cows in 1975 was 475 pounds; by 2009 it was 621 pounds, an increase of 
146 pounds.  The interesting and valuable question for cow/calf producers is this — If we have increased cow carcass 
weights by 146 pounds, just how much have we increased the mature weight of the cows?
 
In order to calculate the increase in live weight at slaughter we need to know the average dressing percent of the cows at 
slaughter.   One of the major factors that impacts dressing percentage is the amount of fatness at the time of slaughter. 
Body condition scoring (BCS) can give us a range estimate of dressing percent.  If we can determine the average BCS 
of our cows at harvest time then we can reasonably approximate their average dressing percent especially when the 
sample size is large.
 
According to the National Market Cow and Bull Beef Quality Audit-2007, a survey of 23 packing plants, the average BCS 
for 2800 head of cows was 4.53.  Based on a body condition score of 4.53 the expected range in dressing percent 
is from 45% to 49%.  Using .47 as the average dressing percentage we can calculate with reasonable accuracy the 
live weight change at slaughter of those cows in the audit by dividing the carcass weight difference by the dressing 
percentage (146 lbs. / .47 = 311 lbs.).   Based on these assumptions the increase in cow live weights at slaughter from 
1975 to 2009 has a range from 298 to 324 pounds with an expected average of 311 pounds.   
 
So if we have increased our cow weights at slaughter by 311 pounds then what is the average live slaughter weight of 
those cows?  By dividing the average carcass weights of the cows, 475 in 1975 and 621 in 2009 by 47% we approximate 
the live weights at slaughter.  That calculation estimates the live slaughter weight of cows in 1975 and 2009 as 1010 
and 1321 pounds, respectively.  
 
A 1321-pound cow at slaughter is a big cow, but that is not considered to be her mature weight.  The mature weight 

just how big are beef cows today? You needn’t dig very deep to be reminded that consumer perceptions – whether scientifically founded or not – are 
equivalent to reality when it comes to the bottom line for beef producers, and that reality 30 years ago was bleak. At that 
time, beef was declared a villain in the growing battle against heart disease, and the troubled beef industry watched its 
market shrink, as consumers turned toward chicken and non-meat choices as the low-fat healthier options of the day.

Well, it would be a gigantic understatement to say that ‘times have changed.’ Consumers understand so much more today 
about things like cholesterol, fat, calories and, maybe most important, the positive role that naturally nutrient dense beef 
plays in a healthy diet. They’re armed with the facts about beef, and they’re taking those facts all the way to the supermarket 
meat cases and to restaurants across the globe, in the form of beef purchases.

In fact, while dietary guidelines actually were first instituted in 1941, you need only compare the vague dietary guidelines, or 
USDA’s equivalent “Nutrition and Your Health” documentation of 1980, to the Food Pyramids of 1992 through 2010, to the “My 
Plate” guidelines of today to see how much things have changed. In 1980, the seven dietary guidelines included “avoid too much 
fat, saturated fat, and cholesterol” and sent a message to consumers to limit red-meat intake and, in what might seem shocking 
to us today, also stated that there was no known advantage to consuming excess amounts of any nutrients, as “the roles of 
specific nutrients have not been defined.”

There was no pyramid or similar graphic with the guidelines of 1980, and there was no specific mention of the power of 
protein. Graphics of food groups were added in 1988, and the “food pyramid” became a reality in 1992 and was amended 
a number of times. Today’s new “My Plate” dietary guidelines offer simple but science-based information for consumers 
trying to figure out what to eat to maintain a healthy lifestyle: In the simplest terms, My Plate guidelines note that one-half 
of your plate should be filled with fruits and vegetables – and the other half with whole grains and lean protein. And beef 
is not lumped into a group of fats or sweets under the category of “foods to reduce.”

Yes, beef has earned at important seat at the table and on the plate, for sure, and the beef industry has a great story to tell 
today. But change doesn’t just happen. So what was the catalyst to change the course of the beef industry and help bring 
on such welcomed headlines in 2011?

Back in the 70s and early 80s, there were no individual producers or organizations with the resources to make a big 
enough difference for beef’s reputation – or to change beef’s profile to meet evolving consumer demands – on their own. 
Producers realized they needed to come together if they were to stay in the fight, and the Beef Checkoff Program eventually 
was born to help the cattle industry help itself.  Let’s look at some of the success in the all-important arena of Consumer 
Information; empowering consumers with knowledge.

A definition of the broad “consumer information” arena is probably in order first. As defined in the Beef Promotion and 
Research Act that enables the national Beef Checkoff Program, consumer information is “nutritional data and other 
information that will assist consumers and other persons in making evaluations and decisions regarding the purchasing, 
preparing, and use of beef and beef products.”

In the simplest terms, “consumer information” means food and nutrition communications, particularly about beef nutrition 
and other taste and associated qualities. As is clear in mainstream media on a daily basis, anti-meat factions are strong 
today. The difference is that the beef industry is armed with facts to keep or return discussions to science rather than 
emotion.

The national Beef Checkoff Program allowed the industry to increase placement of positive beef news. In its first 25 years, the 
checkoff has delivered billions of consumer impressions from positive beef messages through recipes, messages, spokespeople 
– including health professionals and other consumer influencers – media placements, and tools/materials such as the popular 
50-page Confident Cooking with Beef booklet and the Beef. It’s What’s for Dinner website, which serve as 24-hour-a-day 
resources to consumers looking for reliable beef information. In addition, programs like the National Beef Ambassador Program 
and the National Beef Cook-Off have spread the good word about beef and the beef industry far and wide.

Let’s take a look at some of the specific far-reaching achievements of checkoff-funded consumer information programs 
during the last 25 years:

29 Lean Cuts – Even at the start of the millennium, fewer than 10 beef cuts met government guidelines for “lean.” As the 
Beef Checkoff Program funded and incorporated nutrition and product enhancement research, helped cattlemen improve 
the nutrition quality of their animals, and educated the educators, the beef industry is proud today to boast 29 cuts of 
beef that qualify as lean available at retail – and more in the hopper. That’s been the base of a solid food and nutrition 
communications program – 29 Ways to Love Lean Beef – that the checkoff has undertaken in recent years, helping give 
health-conscious consumers the “permission” they were seeking to keep eating the beef they love.
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pounds of phosphorus that a mineral mix supplies. Then divide the cost per ton by the pounds of phosphorus in the mineral mix. 

12. Can I make my own home mixed mineral supplements?
In some cases it may be economically advantageous to do your own formulating. There are some excellent commercial 
mineral mixes on the market, and many companies can help you in formulating a proper mineral mix for your cattle. 
Simple mixes such as 50 percent trace mineralized salt and 50 percent dicalcium phosphate make a very good mineral for 
cows. This mix containing 9.5 percent phosphorus is easy to mix and is very functional for beef cows under many grazing 
systems. For stockers on native pasture, a mixture of two-thirds trace mineralized salt and one-third dicalcium phosphate 
is adequate. In doing your own self-mixing it is important that you understand what you are trying to accomplish and 
that you get a good mix on the mineral prior to feeding. Add 3 to 5 percent dry molasses to prevent caking and increase 
palatability. Be sure to monitor consumption closely to ensure adequate intake of trace minerals and to avoid over 
consumption.

13. Are there any minerals available to help prevent grass tetany?
Lush, immature pastures, especially cool-season grasses, are magnesium deficient or have forage conditions that cause a 
magnesium “tie-up,” resulting in a health condition referred to as grass tetany. If this is a problem in your area, you should 
use extra magnesium in the form of magnesium oxide and add this to the mineral mix at the rate of 15 to 20 percent of the 
total mineral formulation. To prevent grass tetany, cows typically need from 50 to 60 grams of magnesium oxide per day. 
When magnesium is added to a typical mix, it may be less palatable and it may be necessary to add 6 to 10 percent of a 
flavoring agent such as molasses or soybean meal to ensure desired animal intake. 
Commercial mineral supplements are also available that contain 8 to 10 percent magnesium for cows and 4 to 6 percent 
for stockers.

14. Do cattle have the nutritional wisdom to consume mineral as needed to meet their requirements?
Unfortunately, research has consistently shown that the only mineral that cows have the nutritional wisdom to consume 
at a level that meets their dietary requirements is salt.

for cows is established at a constant BCS of five.  Because the body condition score was estimated at 4.5 the average 
slaughter weight must be adjusted to a BCS of 5.0 to determine her mature weight.  The factor we use to make that 
calculation according to the NRC is .965.  Therefore the cows slaughtered in 2005 in a body condition score of 5 an 
average would have weighed 1369 pounds (1321 lbs. / .965 = 1369).  Assuming the BCS and dressing percent averages 
were the same for the 1975 cows they had a mature weight of 1047 pounds.  
 
Over the course of thirty years we have increased the mature size of our cows over 300 pounds.  Some of the assumptions 
made can certainly be challenged and reasonable challenges may impact the outcome by up to thirty pounds.  Even so, 
it is well within the realm of possibilities that today the average mature weight of cows in the United States is about 1350 
pounds, an increase of about 300 pounds since 1975.
 
So what?  A thirteen hundred pound cow can be a productive cow in some environments.  True enough in some 
environments, but not in all environments.  The more important issue is not so much with the average itself but with the 
distribution around that average, more specifically the heavier cows.
 
If the mature weight of cows is a normal distribution around the average then by definition one half of our cows have a 
mature weight over 1350 pounds.  And that is where the problem lies in terms of production efficiency.  That leads us to 
an even more important question.  How has this increase in mature weight impacted production efficiency for cow/calf 
producers?  This is the question that each of you must ask and evaluate within your respective operations. At the end of 
the day I believe you will be shocked to learn what the true carrying cost of your cows actually is. Balance that against calf 
value at your specific marketing window and observe the color of the bottom line. Just food for thought!

It was 1986: A gallon of gas cost 89 cents; a pound of ground beef cost about $1.29 at 
retail; a movie ticket was $3.71; the average price of the average monthly rent was $385; 
the average price of a home was $89,430; and the national Beef Checkoff Program went 
into effect at $1-per-head.

Fast forward to 2011: Today, a gallon of gas will set you back an average of $3.26; the 
average price for a pound of ground beef is $3.87; a movie ticket costs about $8.50; the 
average monthly rent is $812; the average price of a home is $303,713; and the $1-per-
head national beef checkoff is wrapping up its first 25 years of serving as a catalyst to 
spur strong beef sales worldwide.

Today, beef is the No. 1 selling protein in restaurants, in particular, and in the United States, in general, with consumer 
spending on beef totaling $73.4 million in 2010. And more than 85 percent of consumers know the industry’s “Beef. It’s 
What’s for Dinner” slogan, currently serving as the base of the Beef Checkoff Program.

For certain, walking through the 25-year history of the beef industry will take you down some rocky roads, as well as 
highlight some clear paths to growth, all en route to a beef industry that you’ll be proud to pass on to the next generation. 
Consider the following sample of checkoff successes and highlights.

“The American Heart Association Puts its Heart Mark on Three Cuts of Beef.” “Lean Beef is Part of a Heart-Healthy 
Diet.” “Lose More Weight by Eating More Steak.” 

Seeing front-page headlines like these in consumer publications is hard-earned news for cattle folks in 2011, of course. But if 
someone told you 30 years ago that these headlines would appear regularly in regional, national and international consumer 
publications – and it wasn’t April Fool’s Day – you probably would have laughed out loud.

Food headlines of the 1970s and 1980s were more akin to beef bashing than to any kind of beef support or promotion. 
Headlines like “Meatless, guiltless” on a 1974 New York Times article were more the order of the day. And then there was 
the seemingly endless trail of reports and warnings with which consumers were inundated in the wake of the 1977 Senate 
Select Committee on Food and Nutrition’s Dietary Guidelines for America, which recommended “Eat less red meat.” In 
fact, that very report was part of the impetus for a national checkoff program.

SO WHERE DID MY MONEY GO?
The lifeblood of our cattle industry organization is dues revenue and your board of directors works tirelessly to steward 
those dollars with care and common sense to see the greatest impact possible. You may wonder where your dues dollars 
are spent, especially if you did not get a chance to attend the March annual meeting. Here is a brief summary of program 
areas funded and the dollars spent in those areas for FY 2011 (year ending 09/30/2011).

Total Dues Income:						       	 $4,086.25
Convention Income (loss):				                  		 $1,802.49
Wounded Warrior BBQ Funds:                                                               		  $3,150.00

Youth Skill-A-Thon Direct Support for Team Travel/Jackets:	   		  $1,500.00
Youth Skill-A-Thon Contest/Luncheon Expenses:			     	 $1,935.00
Other 4H Youth Programs (Livestock Judging Team Jackets):	      		  $200.00
Wounded Warrior BBQ:					                      	 $2,867.00

Sponsorships (ABC Show):					           	 $100.00
Affiliate Member Dues (MD Farm Bureau and BIF):		        		  $150.00
WEB Site and Newsletter Expenses:				          	 $350.00
Office Rent, Phone, and General Operating:			      	 $2,680.00
Annual Financial Review/Tax Work                                                            	 $375.00

Year-End Net Budget Position:                                                                               +$901.95

If you have questions about these expenditures or would like additional information please contact our office and we will 
be glad to help. Your membership is important and we appreciate your yearly choice to renew.

JOIN THE MCA BOARD
The MCA Board of Directors is looking for individuals interested in running for a seat on the Board of 
Directors next March. Each year, three board positions are up for election and 2012 will be an excellent 
year to run for the board as we will have two current board members finishing their second and final terms. 
Please consider how you might serve our state cattlemen’s association. The time commitment is modest 
but the rewards are great. Please contact Jay Fulmer, chair of the 2012 nominating committee, if you have 
questions and would like to throw your hat into the ring. Jay can be reached at 410-549-6795. 



from the mailbag: questions & answers on beef cattle nutrition

Maintaining a profitable beef cattle operation is increasingly difficult. And providing a well balanced diet at a reasonable 
cost is increasingly complex. The following are a series of questions and answers that will help you chart a course to 
better, more cost effective and efficient, nutrition for your beef herd.

Questions about Forages

1. What is forage quality?
Forage quality is a combination of the protein level as well as the digestibility (energy) of forage. High-quality forage 
allows increased cattle intake and digestibility, and improved feed conversion. The best means of evaluating the cattle 
performance potential of a forage is the product of its digestibility and intake (i.e., digestible dry matter intake).

2. How important is forage quality?
Forages can constitute 75 to 100 percent of beef cow diets. Depending on the class of livestock, forage quality can be 
very important. In general, as the percentage of roughage in the diet increases, the impact of forage quality also increases. 
Successfully harvesting top quality forage can reduce the amount of protein supplement and grain fed and reduces the 
amount of forage needed to get the same animal performance.

3. What are the key factors influencing forage quality?
Stage of growth at cutting time and proper moisture level at harvest are key factors that influence forage quality. Some 
forages such as alfalfa need to be cut when immature (early bloom). Forages such as corn and forage sorghum silages 
have more feed value when cut at the dough stage of grain maturity. It is critical to harvest alfalfa hay at the proper 
moisture level depending on the bale package used. Failure to bale at the proper moisture can result in leaf loss if too dry 
or mold growth in storage if too wet.

4. What lab analyses should one get on forages?
In most cases, an analysis for 1) moisture, 2) crude protein, and 3) acid detergent fiber (ADF for estimation of energy 
value) is sufficient to balance diets properly. If alfalfa or any forage shows substantial heat damage, browning or mold, it 
is also recommended to request an acid detergent fiber nitrogen analysis. In addition, if the forage is to be fed to cattle that 
are physiologically challenged (late gestation, early lactation, receiving diets), it would be beneficial to have the forage 
analyzed for calcium and phosphorus.

5. How do I use a forage crude protein analysis?
By estimating the pounds of forage an animal is consuming each day, you can use the crude protein analysis to determine 
if you are meeting the animal’s protein requirements. Example: Requirement is 1.4 pounds crude protein (CP)/day. You 
estimate an animal consumes 15 pounds of 6 percent CP hay per day:15 x 6% = 0.9 lbs. of CP/day 1.4 lbs. CP required – 
0.9 pounds. CP from forage = 0.5 lbs of CP deficient from animal’s protein requirement.

6. How do I determine the energy level of forages?
A commercial laboratory can estimate the TDN or energy content (NEm, NEg) from the forage analysis by using the ADF 
level as an indicator.

7. Should I make hay or silage out of my forage crops?
The decision to make hay or silage is an economic and management question. As a general rule, crops harvested as silage 
will have 10 to 25 percent greater feed value than the same crops cut as hay. Forage field and feeding losses are higher 
with hay, while storage losses often are greater with silage. Silage making generally is more expensive, and the crop has 
much less marketability than hay, however, harvesting as silage reduces weather risks. The class of livestock being fed 
is also important. Growing calves can utilize the extra feed value in silage for growth compared to mature animals such 
as beef cows fed maintenance. Harvesting hay at moisture levels exceeding 20 percent, compared to normal field-cured 
forage containing 14 to 18 percent water, has several advantages, especially with alfalfa hay. First, leaf loss is greatly 
reduced, resulting in a higher quality, more nutritious feedstuff. Second, baling at higher moisture allows producers to 
harvest earlier, with less chance of rain damage during unpredictable weather. 

Questions about Vitamins and Minerals

1. What vitamins need to be added to cattle rations?
Although many vitamins are known to be important to cattle, the one that is routinely added to most cow-calf/stocker/
feedlot diets is vitamin A (20,000 to 40,000 I.U. daily). In recent years, vitamin E has taken on new significance in cattle 
diets. For example, supplementing highly stressed calves with 150 to 300 I.U. of vitamin E daily during the receiving 
period has been beneficial. Vitamin E has also shown a substantial increased shelf life of fresh beef when fed at 500 I.U. 
per day for the last 100 days before slaughter.

2. What does International Units or I.U. mean?
Commonly vitamin A requirements are expressed as I.U. (International Units) or sometimes referred to as USP units. 
These are the standard units of potency of a biologic, such as a vitamin, as defined by the International Conference for 
Unification of Formulae.

3. How can I supply vitamin A to cattle?
The two most common methods of supplying vitamin A include feeding forages known to be high in vitamin A activity 
(carotene), such as green grass or alfalfa and other legume hays and inclusion of vitamin A in mineral mixes or protein 
supplements fed daily.

4. Is vitamin A stored?
Cattle are able to store considerable amounts of vitamin A in their livers and, to some extent, other tissues when they 
receive a liberal supply. Typically, animals with adequate liver stores need to consume a vitamin A deficient diet for 
several weeks or months before deficiency symptoms are observed.

5. Is the vitamin A content of stored forages stable?
No. In properly preserved forage, the vitamin A content is fairly stable for four to six weeks after which there is a 
gradual decline. By six months, up to half of the vitamin A may be depleted, and after 1 year, most of the vitamin A is 
gone in hay or silage.

6. What minerals normally have to be added to grazing cattle diets?
Typically, minerals for grazing cattle are broken down into two broad classifications: macro minerals and micro minerals. 
Macro minerals that are needed for grazing cattle are: • Sodium (salt) • Magnesium • Phosphorus

7. What are the salt requirements of cattle?
Typically, cattle need a diet that contains 0.25 to 0.3 percent salt (sodium chloride). Grazing cattle will typically consume 
sufficient salt if offered free choice in loose or block form.

8. What trace minerals are needed for grazing cattle?
Typical micro minerals that need to be considered with grazing cattle are:
• Copper • Selenium • Manganese • Cobalt • Iodine • Zinc

9. What are the calcium and phosphorus requirements of grazing cattle?
Typically in situations where cows or stocker cattle are grazing or being fed harvested forages, the calcium requirements 
(0.2 to 0.4 percent) are met. An exception to this would be cows placed on a high grain diet during periods of drought. In 
these instances, calcium should be supplemented. In contrast, phosphorus (0.2 to 0.3 percent required) is often deficient 
in grazing situations. 

10. The requirements I looked up are listed in grams. How do I calculate whether the requirements are met?
The first step is to determine the requirements of the cattle. The second step is to determine the mineral content in the 
forage being fed. Transfer this from a percentage, which appears on most forage analysis sheets, to grams as follows: 
i.e., 20 pounds dry matter intake x 0.2% phosphorus x 454 grams = 18.2 grams. Then compare the daily dietary intake 
to the requirement. (Note: 454 grams = 1lb.)

11. How do I calculate the best buy in a mineral supplement?
First, you need to determine what the key nutrient is in the mineral mix. For example, if your main interest is supplying 
phosphorus, then the easiest calculation is to determine the cost per unit of phosphorus (typically per pound of 
phosphorus). This is calculated by taking the cost of the mineral mix per ton times the phosphorus content giving the 


