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What are your objectives?

• Add an enterprise?
– Another product for your customers
– Diversify

• Use an underutilized resource?
– Pasture or unused acres
– Crop residues and cover crops
– Rehab old facilities

• Build a business?
– Starting from scratch is not easy
– Need a business plan

• Create a hobby and family project?





What are some options?

• Buy calves and grow them?
– Less initial investment
– Can sell at different stages
– May not be a year long commitment
– Large market (margin) risk

• Cow herd and calf production?
– Start small and build?
– Purchase or raise replacements?
– Need care and feed year round
– Capital investment



What are the management options?

• Cattle do very well on many types of feed and 
management

• Extended grazing or more feeding?

• Grass fed or more conventional?

• Fit the management to cattle needs and your resources



Cow-calf production

• Make sure you have the basics

– Need some facilities to work cattle and be safe

– Need to keep feed waste under control

– Need to keep fixed costs to a minimum

– Use sound animal husbandry

– Look at alternatives and cash flow



Facilities

• Do not need fancy but do need strong and safe

• Can look at multiple uses

• Can start small and add as you go

• Low stress handling

• May be smart to do some work at the vet clinic



Dry Hay Feeding Wastage

Waste, %
Ring Cone Cradle Trailer

6.1 3.5 14.6 11.4

Adapted from Buskirk, et al., 2003. J. Anim. Sci. 81:109

•Hay stored inside

•Ratio of hay to feeder diameter small; requiring cows to reach further

Free choice, no feeder - 43% wasted
University of Missouri



Cost of Wasted Hay (150 d)
Base +5% +10% +15% +20% +40%

Bales/cowa 6.6 6.93 7.26 7.59 7.92 9.24

Bales/30 cowsa 198 208 218 228 238 277

Cost/cowb $317 333 349 365 380 444

Cost/30 cowsb $9510 9990 10470 10950 11400 13320

a Assumes 1200 lb bales, 85% DM
b Assumes $80/t hay (as-fed)



Watch fixed costs

• Add equipment and facilities wisely

• Purchase breeding stock that are productive

• Bulls are hard to pay for with less than 20 cows

• Cull older and non-productive cows, market them well 



Focus on the right investments

• “I’ve learned that there are three kinds of costs. There are 
unnecessary costs, which should be cut mercilessly; and 
borderline costs, which require good management skills 
to determine what their effects are on your operation. And 
then there are necessary costs, which can’t be cut as 
doing so would play into your profit. It seems like I’ve cut 
a lot of the latter in my time”

– Troy Marshall, Beef Magazine

http://beefmagazine.com/cow-calf/cow-costs-are-record-high


Sound animal husbandry

• Common sense, input from trusted advisors, filter lots of information
– There are snake oil salesmen to avoid
– More “fake news” here than in politics
– If someone denigrates a proven practice, question why

• Use the technologies that work
– Cow condition scoring
– Beef cattle nutrition using modern recommendations
– Effective animal health programs
– Beef cattle selection using genetic prediction
– Select cattle that fit your system, but do it wisely

• “Survival of the fittest” is not a selection method



Feed the cows what they need



Use the right ranch management tools

• Management intensive grazing

• Web soil survey, evaluate your soil resources

• Use soil tests

• Test forages and build a good supplementation program



Need to get the calf to a good 
start

• Needs to get up and nurse

• Usually can just let mom 
do her work!



What system do you choose?

• Grass fed

• Pasture reared

• Conventional management, grazing and feeding stored 
feeds

• Combinations



What is your marketing plan?

• Raise until harvest
– High quality premiums
– Supply chains
– Local markets

• Produce feeder calves
– Lots of good market outlets
– Can seek value differentiation

• Sell direct to consumers
– Brand your own beliefs
– Market all the product
– Have other outlets as “Plan B”



What is your financial plan?

• Really do some in-depth budgeting
– Look at varying levels of risk
– Long term and short term analysis

• How much equity do you want to invest?

• How long will it take to pay back?

• How fast do you want to grow?



Take advantage of the free farm 
financial planning program



Cow-calf production in the 
Midwest
• Losing pasture and hay acres
• Cow numbers maintained

– Missouri and Nebraska hovering around 2 million
– Iowa just under 1 million beef cows

• Lower feed prices and readily available
• There are great opportunities in Iowa



Look at some education opportunities
Cow calf shortcourse



Look at some education opportunities
Cornbelt Cow Calf Conference



Look at some education opportunities
Driftless Region Beef Conference



Look at some education opportunities
Grazing education



Questions?
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