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president of the American
Hereford Association. He can be
reached at jward@hereford.org.
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Prepare for Progress

Implementing weaning and preconditioning programs can increase profitability and efficiency.

Summer is moving right along, and
many of you are starting to think about
weaning the spring-born 2019 calves.
This is an exciting time, yet it can also
be one of the most stressful times for
producers, calves and their dams. In
an article emphasizing the impact

of the weaning and preconditioning
processes, a veterinarian stated, “If
we properly prepare animals for

the next phase of their life it will be
much better for their health, their
well-being and for production.”

Strategize
Many of us have a variety of goals for
our weaned calves. For the seedstock
producer, some weaned calves are
kept as replacements, some are kept
as bulls and marketed to commercial
producers, and a group will be moved to
the feeding industry through retained
ownership or marketed through feeder
sales. No matter the final goal, weaning
is a stressful time in a calf’s life. Using
management techniques to reduce
stress can improve calf growth and
performance and the animal’s ability to
adapt to new environments.

There are many considerations
for a proper weaning, including
vaccination protocols, weaning
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methods (fenceline, nose flaps, etc.)
and nutrition. A good nutrition
program can help support growth
and performance of calves during
the preconditioning period. During
this time, calves transition from a
milk diet high in energy, protein,
and vitamins and minerals, which
must be replaced with high quality
feedstuffs for proper nutrient intake.
This new high quality diet contributes
to improved immune function and
reduced weaning sickness. The first
30 to 45 days post-weaning are
important for performance and health
and will set the stage for efficiency
and profitability in the feedlot or a
productive life in a cow herd.

Even though the most vital part of
weaning is associated with the calf,
it is also an important period for the
dams of these calves. The cows have
been focusing on milk production in
order to properly grow and to provide
for the calves, which is especially true
as we have put pressure on genetics for
more weaning weight. Postweaning, a
cow can begin to gain back some body
condition and get herself in shape for the
next calving season. The cow’s ability to
recapture flesh postweaning is extremely
critical in tough drought conditions.
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Producer payoff

Finally, we must consider the pressure
on the producers. Producers work
hard to get cows pregnant and to get
calves on the ground. But, the final
paycheck comes when the calves hit
the marketplace. Each stage of a calf’s
growth and development is imperative
to the profitability of a farm or ranch.

Producers should always be driven by
net return, but sometimes this is hard
to visualize. For instance, if a producer
is doing a good job of preconditioning
a set of calves and markets them at
weaning, he or she may get discouraged
as that individual sees other groups of
calves receive a similar price but have
not done all of the extras. However,
there will be advantages in weight and
in performance when the calves hit the
feeding sector, which resonate well with
buyers for future sales. In addition, a
good weaning and preconditioning
program will always add productivity
and longevity to an operation’s retained
female group.

Bottomline, producers must
implement a good vaccination protocol,
weaning technique and nutrition
program in order to see profitability
and to “prepare animals for the next
phase of their lives.” HW
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