MANAGEMENT

Maximize Calf
Value Potential

Make preconditioning pay.

by Heather Smith Thomas

ven in these times of tight
Ecattle supplies and historically

high calf prices, cattle buyers
will pay more for preconditioned
calves to reduce their risk of
ownership and increase the odds of
€Conomic success.

Ron Gill, Ph.D., Extension
livestock specialist, Texas A&M
University, explains the term
“preconditioning” means how a calf
is managed from weaning until 30
to 45 days or more after weaning.
If you retain calves long enough
to get them past weaning stress or
retain ownership through harvest,
it is important to minimize stress,
which reduces health problems. It
also improves the future health and
longevity of replacement heifers.

“Weaning at the ranch, in their
home environment, is the least stressful.

L e

- il =
e W S o e

The buyer will have fewer health issues
in properly preconditioned calves,” Gill
says. “The main reason to do it is for
the welfare of the calf, but you also
need to make it pay.”

Control the cost of gain

Fixed costs associated with
preconditioning include the
vaccination protocols required by
most recognized preconditioning
programs. These vaccines include
clostridial and respiratory, such as
modified-live virus vaccines — though
some might also require a Pasteurella
shot — plus deworming.

However, Gill explains most
dollars spent for preconditioning
stem from feed cost, whether it’s
high-quality pasture, pasture with
a supplement or a mixed feed for
confined calves.
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“Nutrition is where most people
have the most issues in controlling
(preconditioning) cost,” Gill says. “If
you want to make it profitable, you’ll
use the least prepared/harvested feed
possible. Unless producers have a
cheap source of silage or high-quality
forage, they generally use formulated
rations or preconditioning feeds and
lose any potential for profit if they
dry-lot the calves for more than a
few days.”

Gill says it is ideal to wean
calves on good-quality pasture and
supplement with additional protein
if needed to maintain forage intake
and digestibility. He adds that
lightweight calves may also need
additional energy to keep them
gaining at an acceptable level.

No matter the specific
feeding program, Gill stresses

“If you are preconditioning calves, you also need to think about genetic value,” says Ron Gill, Extension livestock specialist, Texas A&M University.
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the importance of considering
the value of gain, relative to the
cost of gain, for pounds added
during preconditioning.

“Some people think calves need
to gain 2.5 pounds per day to make
a preconditioning program work,
but we can’t look at it that way,”
Gill says. “You must be able to feed
those calves at a cost of gain that is
lower than the value increase from
that gain or you will lose money.
Feedlot people understand value of
gain, cost of gain, etc., but many
cow-calf producers don’t, and they
can get in big trouble.”

The value of gain equals [(final
cattle weight x price) - (initial weight x
price)] + (final weight - initial weight).

“As long as you can keep the
value of gain above your cost of
gain, a profit is more attainable,”
Gill says. “Even if you have the
calves on pasture, you need to figure
in a pasture fee (cost) and account
for that in your budget, plus any
additional supplement. The cost of
any feed used for the calves after you
wean should not be allocated to the
cow herd. You have to track costs to
know whether the weaning program
for calves that year was profitable.”

Moreover, Gill explains
maintaining calf daily gain of 1 to
1.5 pounds on decent-quality pasture
is readily achieved. “Those calves
will stay healthy and are still on a
positive plane of nutrition, and you
can control your costs” he says.

Keep facilities in mind

Maintaining calves for preconditioning
after weaning also requires considering
potential facility requirements.

“Many producers now use
fence-line weaning in their
preconditioning programs and keep
the calves on pasture just across the
fence from the cows for those first
days,” Gill explains. “If you can
do that, it makes weaning really
easy, but you do need a good fence
between them. If you have to build
the fence, that expense would go
into the cost of the preconditioning
program, but if you already have a
good place to wean, it won’t be an
additional expense.”

Hereford.org

¢¢As long as you can keep the value of gain above

your cost of gain, a profit is more attainable.
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— Ron Gill, Extension livestock specialist, Texas A&M University

Conversely, Gill notes some
producers keep calves penned for
7-10 days, and then turn them out
on pasture when they’re less likely
to test fences trying to reunite with
their mamas.

All of this is another way of saying
that there is no single correct way to
accomplish effective preconditioning.
Each ranch is different and every
producer needs to figure out
the optimum way to wean and
precondition on their own place with
their constraints and resources. “The
main objective is to keep those calves
on a positive plane of nutrition and
keep the cost of gain down,” Gill says.

Reaping the added value

Many buyers are willing to pay a
premium for same-weight, same-sex
and same-class cattle that come with
the reduced health risk associated with
effectively preconditioned calves. As
Gill explains, preconditioned cattle
won’t be as stressed as calves taken
right off their mothers. They already
know how to eat and will be calm
and comfortable.

Even so, preconditioned calves
need to be marketed to buyers who
recognize the added value and who
can assemble load lots of them.

“The important thing is to market
them into a system that values and
markets preconditioned calves,” Gill
says. In other words, he explains
premiums may be hard to come by
if a producer brings preconditioned
calves to town for the regular sale.

“For most markets it has to be a
special stand-alone sale or segment
of a sale that attracts the orders for
preconditioned calves,” Gill explains.
“Video auctions have done a great
job of identifying truckload lots of
preconditioned calves. Those calves
have some history that gives them
additional value.

“If you are preconditioning calves,
you also need to think about genetic
value. If you are preconditioning
mediocre calves, they will still bring

mediocre calf prices. The value we

see in preconditioning lesser-value
calves is not as high as we’ll see in the
higher-quality reputation cattle. Buyers
go after the ones they think have the
whole picture, which includes genetics,
good health and the potential to do
well on gain and also on the rail.”

Beside the potential price premium,
Gill points out calves weaned at
least 30-45 days shrink less through
the marketing process. This reality,
coupled with how producers market
their cattle and manage shrink can
cover the costs of preconditioning.

For instance, Gill explains selling
calves off the ranch typically means
they’re sold with pencil-shrink of
3-4%, whether the calves are weaned
or not. “If you take those calves to
an auction, and they only shrink 1%
versus a 3% or 4% pencil shrink at
the ranch, this is to your advantage.

I don’t hesitate to take a set of calves
to an auction market where they have
a good group of buyers because we
can manage shrink to our benefit,”
he says.

Gill also points out producers
can manage calf condition to their
economic benefit. As an example,
some people who precondition calves
utilize high-energy feed that adds too
much flesh to calves.

“Many buyers will discount calves
for being that fleshy; they prefer calves
a little leaner that will gain more in
the stocker phase or in the feedyard. If
they manage them right, fleshy calves
will do fine, but buyers are still going
to discount them,” Gill says.

Incidentally, calves weaned on
grass rather than a high-energy grain
diet lose their baby fat but are still
growing and gaining. Although they
look a bit rougher, buyers prefer them.

“Most cow-calf people think
those calves are losing weight because
they’ve lost that baby-fat bloom,
but they are simply growing fast,”
according to Gill. “You can add about
$4 to $5 per hundredweight just by
changing the look of that calf.” BA
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