
PASTURE TO MARKET 

 
 
 

 

Providing beef cattle information for producers in Louisiana. 
May – June 2021 

 

Selecting Beef Bulls to Breed to First Calf Heifers 
Dr. Gary M. Hay, LSU AgCenter 

Selecting bulls to breed to first calf heifers presents a different set of challenges 
than selecting bulls to breed to older cows. Calving difficulty or dystocia can be 
a potentially serious problem in first calf heifers that is usually greatly reduced 
in older cows. Dystocia can lead to a variety of post-partum reproductive 
problems in heifers. These may include damaged or torn reproductive tracts, 
post-partum infections, longer calving intervals and higher cull rates due to 
reproductive failure. Dystocia can also lead to higher calf death rates and lower 
calf performance. Dystocia can have a serious impact on profitability even if 
only a small number of heifers are affected. 

One way to reduce the potential for dystocia in first calf heifers is through 
selection of bulls used to breed heifers. In the past, selecting bulls for low birth 
weight to breed to heifers was used to reduce the effects of dystocia. However, 
birth weight is highly genetically correlated to pre and post weaning gain and 
mature body size in cattle. Selecting bulls for low birth weight can reduce the 
incidence of dystocia in first calf heifers, but it can also reduce growth rates and 
mature body size in the calves.  Reduced growth rates and body size can lead to 
lower profits over time by lowering body weight when calves are marketed and 
by reducing the marketability of calves through discounting. Cattle buyers 
understand slower growing, smaller bodied calves can be less efficient in 
feedlots (higher feed costs per pound of gain) than faster growing calves and 
can sometimes tend to discount the price of those calves at marketing. 

A more efficient method for reducing dystocia in first calf heifers while 
maintaining growth rates and marketability is to select bulls to breed to heifers 
based on a bull’s Expected Progeny Differences (EPDs) for Calving Ease. Calving 
Ease is calculated using as combination of birth weight and Calving Score. 
Producers record a birth weight and calving score for each birth. Calving Score 
is measured using a score of 1 through 5 where 1 indicates no assistance during 
birth, 2 indicates some assistance, 3 indicates mechanical assistance, 4 indicates 
Caesarian section and 5 indicates an abnormal birth (scores of 5 are excluded 
from EPD calculations). Calculations of EPDs for Calving Ease in beef bulls 
combine Calving Scores with calf birth weight in approximately equal weights. 
Calving Ease EPDs for a bull represents the percentage of heifers bred to the 
bull which have unassisted births. The higher the EPD for calving ease, the 
higher percentage of heifers bred to the bull which should have unassisted 
births. 
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Selecting bulls based on their EPDs for calving ease have several advantages over using EPDs for birth weight. Selecting 

bulls using EPDs is much more efficient than selection based on performance records alone since performance records 

contain environmental effects which are not inherited. A bull’s own birth weight is influenced not only by his genes 

which affect growth but also external effects such as dam milk production which may or may not be passed to his 

offspring through his genes.  

EPDs for calving ease are not as highly genetically correlated to EPDs for weaning weight and yearling weight as EPDs for 

birth weight. Selecting bulls using EPDs for birth weight can reduce growth rates and mature size more than selecting 

bulls based on EPDs for calving ease. 

Another advantage of using selection for calving ease is that EPDs for calving ease can be separated into different 

components which have slightly different underlying genetic effects. EPDs are calculated for two different components: 

Calving Ease Direct (CED) and Calving Ease Maternal (CEM). Calving Ease Direct (CED) is a measure of the genes affecting 

birth weight and growth rates of the calf which in turn affects calving ease. Calving Ease Maternal (CEM) is a measure of 

the genes affecting the ability of the daughters of a bull to undergo calving with minimal difficulty. Each of these EPDS; 

CED and CEM, allow producers to customize bull selection to specific needs in their herds. For example, producers who 

are marketing both male and female calves for terminal markets (feedlots), would be able to select bulls to breed to 

their heifers based on CED since they would not be keeping any of the female offspring for breeding. Producers who are 

keeping female calves as replacements or selling female replacements can select bulls to breed to their heifers using 

CEM or a combination of CEM and CED. Or they could select bulls to breed to selected heifers using CEM and bulls to 

breed to the remaining heifers based on CED.  

Remember that EPDs are not an absolute number. Selecting a bull based on his EPD for Calving Ease or any other trait 

does not guarantee ALL his offspring will perform at a certain level. EPDs are comparison tools; best used to compare 

one bull to other bulls for a given trait such as Calving Ease. For example, suppose two bulls had CEDs of +2 and +10. You 

should expect heifers bred to the bull with CED of +10 to have on average 8% fewer difficult births than heifers bred to 

the bull with CED of +2. While this may not seem like a serious difference, increasing the chances of difficult births by 8% 

could have a major impact on costs and profitability in a beef herd. While EPDs are not absolute, they are by far the 

most efficient tool available for beef producers to make accurate decisions when selecting bulls for your herd.  

EPDs for Calving Ease and all other traits in beef cattle are calculated by individual breed associations. Each breed 

association uses a slightly different genetic base and may use slightly different methods for calculating EPDs. Therefore, 

EPDs for different traits, including Calving Ease, will vary by breeds and should not be compared directly from one breed 

to another. One number for either CED or CEM will not fit all breeds. For example, the top 25% of Angus bulls in the 

latest 2020 Angus sire summary averaged +7 and +8 for CED and CEM. For other breeds, this number may be higher or 

lower. For recommendations concerning the use of EPDs for CED and CEM for a specific breed, producers should contact 

individual breed associations either online or by contacting a representative of the breed association.  

Selecting bulls to breed to first calf heifers using appropriate calving ease EPDs can have a significant effect for 

minimizing the risks of dystocia in heifers. Producers should also remember that other factors can also reduce or 

increase the chances of dystocia. Breeding bulls from large breeds to first calf heifers from smaller breeds can also 

increase the chance of dystocia even if an individual bull has acceptable EPDs for CED and/or CEM. Proper feeding and 

care of first calf heifers can also affect rates of dystocia. Breeding heifers that are undersize or overweight can also 

increase the chances of dystocia.  

First calf heifers represent a large investment in a beef operation. Proper feeding and care along with selecting the 

appropriate bulls to breed your heifers can have a dramatic effect on the future profitability of your herd. 

 

 



Provide Shade to Your Herd – They Need It 
Dr. Guillermo Scaglia, LSU AgCenter 

Prolonged exposure to heat stress conditions in cattle reduces feed intake, growth, milk production, and reproductive 
efficiency. Across the United States, heat stress results in estimated total annual economic losses of 370 million dollars 
in the beef industry. Beef cattle farms around the country are affected by heat waves or normal weather conditions 
(high temperature and humidity like in the Gulf Coast region) that can severely affect animal performance and hence the 
profitability of the farm.  
 
At the LSU AgCenter Iberia Research Station, growing steers (average of 660 pounds of bodyweight) rotationally stocked 
on bermudagrass (var. ‘Jiggs’) from June to early September (7 steers per acre) with no shade gained 0.8 pounds per day 
and presented clear symptoms of heat stress: increase panting, high respiration rates, and reduction in grazing time. In 
Florida, heifers grazing bahiagrass from July 17 to September 2 (2017) with no shade lost 0.04 pounds per day, while 
those heifers with access to shade gained 0.43 pounds per day.  
 
Heat stress has long been known to adversely affect rumen health due to a variety of biological and management 
reasons. Heat-stressed cattle consume less feed and consequently ruminate less resulting in decreased buffering agents 
(ruminating is the primary stimulant of saliva production) entering the rumen. Cattle with access to shade have 
consistently shown a reduction in core body temperature and respiration rate.  
 
In 3 consecutive years at the Iberia Research Station, we evaluated the use of summer forages and type of shade 
(natural vs. artificial) on animal performance in a 60-day experimental period (early to mid-June to early-mid August). 
Alyceclover and pearl millet were used as annual forages with the objective of increasing forage nutritive value 
compared to bermudagrass which was used as the reference to normal production conditions. Portable shades were 
built with 2.5-inch diameter pipe and welded into a 10 x 11.5 feet frame. These structures provided 38 square feet of 
shade per animal which is more than the 25 square feet recommended for the class of cattle (stocker heifers) used in 
this experiment. The structure held a black woven polypropylene cloth which provides 80% shade. Trees (water oaks) 
were used as natural shade providing 42 square feet per heifer at maximum shade. Nutritive value parameters of both 
annual forages were adequate for yearling heifers throughout the grazing period, although bermudagrass was 
appropriate only at the beginning of the grazing season but not after 30 days of grazing. On average across years, heifers 
(705 pounds bodyweight) grazing alycelcover gained 2.02 pounds per day, those on pearl millet 1.79 pounds and heifers 
grazing bermudagrass (var. ‘Jiggs’) gained 1.2 pounds per day during the same period. These results are expected since 
summer annual forages have greater nutritive value than summer perennial forages. There were no statistical 
differences in average daily gains of heifers with access to artificial (1.58 pounds) versus natural shade (1.65 pounds). 
This lack of impact of shade type indicates that regardless of the source (natural or artificial) it was appropriate to help 
cattle reduce the effect of heat load. Shade type influenced time that cattle spent grazing, standing, and lying down. 
Heifers with access to natural shade spent an average of 555, 380, and 433 minutes per day grazing, standing, and lying, 
respectively. Heifer with access to artificial shade spent 495, 470, and 385 minutes per day, respectively. Heifers with 
access to artificial shade (under which the temperature was 3 degrees Fahrenheit greater than under the trees) spent 
more time standing and less time lying down than those with access to natural shade. This behavior is used by cattle as a 
mean of dissipating heat.  
 
Several of the studies dealing with heat stress have been conducted under feedlot conditions. Even though this segment 
of the beef cattle industry is economically very important, there are classes of beef cattle (most females and bulls) that 
spend their lifetime under grazing conditions. These conditions require the animal to walk more (hence spending more 
energy) for feed, water, and shade than under a feedlot setting; thus, grazing behavior as a measurement of cattle 
response to heat stress, can be a viable option to use by producers because data are relatively easy to acquire. Providing 
shade to cattle will notably improve animal welfare and more than probably animal performance. Appropriate shade 
and enough fresh water (refer to the March-April 2021 issue of this newsletter for refresher on water requirements) for 
the herd are major factors that need special attention by beef cattle producers. 
 

 



Chemical Weed Control Tips for Pastures and Hay Meadows 
• Calibrate Your Spray Equipment – Check Nozzles, Hoses, Fittings and Pump 

• At a minimum, annually.  

• Ideally, periodically during the growing season. 

• Correctly Identify the weed you are wanting to control. 

• Utilize your local Cooperative Extension Service office if you need assistance in proper identification. 

• It is important to understand the difference between a broadleaf, grass, or sedge. 

• Follow the label directions for proper mixing, application rates and timing of application. 

• When weeds are stressed due to environmental conditions, or when weeds have reached the end of their life 

cycle (mature), is not the most cost-effective or efficient time to apply herbicide. 

Tips for Making High Quality Hay 
• Incorporating legumes and/or annual grasses into your forage system will improve overall nutritional quality. 

• Addition of nitrogen fertilizers will improve nutritive value of forages. 

• Forage maturity at harvest is #1 factor affecting quality!  

• When soil nutrition and environmental conditions are met, bermudagrass should be cut every 35-45 

days to achieve optimal nutritive values. Try not to allow more than 6 weeks to elapse between cuts. 

• As maturity progresses, fiber components of the forage become less degradable. As well, mature plants 

contain more lignin, which is either an indigestible or only slowly digestible compound that provides no 

energy to the animal.  

• Wilt to approximately 11% - 15% moisture. 

• Cover hay if possible. Barns or tarps work well. If no cover is available, stack in rows at least 3 feet apart in the 

open, high on a well-drained slope, preferably on crushed rock or other easily drained substance. Storage losses 

can easily exceed 25% on poorly stored hay. 

Beef Brunch Educational Series 
The Beef Bruch Educational Series has been developed by LSU AgCenter Livestock Specialists and Agents to reach 

producers, consultants, landowners, research, extension, and other industry members. Beef Brunch includes both 

monthly webinars and bi-weekly news updates that bring pertinent information to producers and related industry 

personnel. These events allow the LSU AgCenter to present research-based information, management guidelines, 

educational opportunities, and industry news to clientele throughout the state. 

 

Website: https://www.lsuagcenter.com/beefbrunch 

YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCD67S84m-f1sptMCc4H-ioQ 

Spotify: https://open.spotify.com/show/4KairYeSwuxxwLfVIX5Nry 

Anchor Podcast: https://anchor.fm/beefbrunch 

Apple Podcast: https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/beef-brunch-educational-series-lsu-agcenter/id1523727228 

All past webinars and news updates can be found on the Beef Brunch website and YouTube channel. For more 

information regarding the Beef Brunch Educational Series, contact Ashley Edwards at akedwards@agcenter.lsu.edu. 

 



Cattle Market Struggles Continue 
Dr. Derrell S. Peel, Oklahoma State University Extension Livestock Marketing Specialist 

Fed cattle markets rallied early in April but have stalled again and pulled back below $120/cwt. the last week of April.  
Ample supplies of fed cattle continue to hang over the market as feedlots struggle to get more current.  Meanwhile 
boxed beef has pushed upward with Choice values at $296.50/cwt. the last Friday in April.  Select boxed beef was 
$283.05/cwt. at the end of the month.   

Beef packers have very large margins and appear to be trying to push kills in the face of limited capacity.  Saturday steer 
and heifer kills for the last two weeks of actual slaughter data were both above 55,000 head, very large Saturday 
numbers.  Saturday steer and heifer slaughter thus far in 2021 is up 58 percent over 2020 and up more than 92 percent 
over 2019 levels.  The most recent data shows steer carcass weights at 898 pounds, up from 889 pounds this same week 
one year ago and 857 pounds in 2019.  Heifer carcass weights were 837 pounds in the most recent data compared to 
823 pounds last year and 799 pounds in the same week in 2019. 

Feed grain prices continue to push sharply higher.  The nearby May corn futures ended April at $7.40/bushel with the 
July contract at $6.73/bushel and the December contract price at $5.64/bushel.  Feeder cattle are being squeezed 
between a stagnant fed market and rising feed prices.  The pressure is weighing on feeder cattle markets with both cash 
feeder cattle prices and feeder futures moving lower in April.  Oklahoma combined auction prices for 450-500 lb., 
Medium/Large No. 1 steers dropped from $185.66/cwt. in early April to $168.88/cwt. last week.  Feeder cattle prices 
also dropped with 750-800 pound steer prices at $133.65/cwt. last week, down from $142.98/cwt. three weeks ago. 

The drought situation becomes more critical each day with increasing drought eating into the growing season and 
diminishing pasture and hay production potential in drought areas.  The Drought Severity and Coverage Index (DSCI) 
currently is at 180 for the U.S. and has never been this high in April or May in any year.   National average prices for 
alfalfa and other hay are up year over year.  March prices for alfalfa were $181/ton compared to $172/ton last year.  
Other hay prices in March were $142/ton versus $134/ton one year ago.  There are indications that beef cow liquidation 
is accelerating.  March monthly beef cow slaughter was up 10.2 percent year over year.  Recently weekly beef cow 
slaughter data in April is increasing but is difficult to interpret compared to pandemic disrupted levels one year ago. 

Overall cattle market conditions are still expected to improve year over year in the second half of the year.  However, 
current challenges are somewhat more severe and taking longer to clear than earlier expected.  Market conditions are 
very dynamic now and the next few weeks may determine the tone of markets for the remainder of the year. 

 

Herd Health Spotlight 
 Trichomoniasis is a bovine venereal disease that can cause substantial reproductive and economic losses in cow-calf 

operations that use natural service. The disease is caused by the protozoan Tritrichomonas foetus (T. foetus) and is 

commonly referred to as ‘Trich’. Bulls can become chronic, asymptomatic carriers of T. foetus, because the organism can 

live in the microscopic folds of a bull’s prepuce and the surface of the penis. Infections in cows can result in early 

embryonic death, abortion, pyometra (pus-filled uterus detected at pregnancy exam), or infertility, influencing the 

reproductive performance and economic profitability of a cow-calf operation. Many states, including Louisiana, have 

regulations on movement of bulls to prevent the spread of trichomoniasis. 

Often, by the time a cattle producer recognizes they have a “trich” problem, significant economic loss has already 

occurred. The first signs of an issue are often discovered during pregnancy checking when there is an increased and 

unexpected number of short bred or open females. The most effective way to prevent this loss and shore up herd health 

is to implement biosecurity measures to prevent disease introduction. 

For more information reference the following link and visit with your herd veterinarian. 

https://www.lsuagcenter.com/~/media/system/7/7/0/d/770da29116c5c432742d241b26f6d511/bovine%20trichomonia

sispdfpdf.pdf 

 
 



 
 

        

Week of Week of Week of

Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News 4/30/2021 4/23/2021 4/24/2020

all grades, live weight, $/cwt  $     121.36  $     122.03  $      96.69 

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt  $     192.11  $     195.54  $     154.31 

Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt  $     291.79  $     280.19  $     272.33 

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt  $      12.65  $        8.73  $      12.38 

Mississippi statewide market average, M&L #1-2, $/cwt  $     133.69  $     147.26  $     132.80 

Missouri statewide market average, M&L #1-2, $/cwt  $     153.07  $     157.29  $     149.68 

Oklahoma City market average, M&L #1-2, $/cwt  $     145.56  $     152.09  $     145.44 

Corn, Kansas City, $/bu  $        6.78  $        6.63  $        3.20 

Corn, Pine Bluff, AR, $/bu  $        5.62  $        5.71  $        3.30 

DDGS,Iowa, $/ton  $     207.50  $     187.50 

Soybean Meal, Rail, Central IL, $/ton  $     434.15  $     415.90  $     292.10 

Cottonseed Meal, Memphis, $/ton  $     372.50  $     277.50 

Whole Cottonseed, Memphis, $/ton  $     370.00  $     215.00 
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