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COWCHIP
DATES TO REMEMBER:
March
  9

Acadiana Cattle Producers Field Day, 8:30 a.m., Iberia Research Station, Jeanerette
  9

Select Heifer Sale, 1:00 p.m., Zero Brahman Ranch, Thibodeaux

23

Louisiana Brahman Association Brahman and F1 Sale, 1:00 p.m., Dominique’s Stockyard, 


Carencro

ACADIANA CATTLE PRODUCERS FIELD DAY:

Our Spring Field Day will be a good mix of timely topics in cattle and forage management.  A flyer is enclosed and we hope you can join us for an excellent educational event.
GRAZING MANAGEMENT:

Rotational grazing, intensive grazing, management intensive grazing it’s been called by many names and can mean different things to different people.  The practice of setting up multiple pastures and rotating cattle from pasture to pasture as forage condition dictates would be an acceptable definition by most cowmen.  This practice has been the focus of much study and discussion, and demonstrations and seminars.  Books have been written, fences have been built and opinions have been formed.  I’d like to discuss it further in this article, highlight research done at the Iberia Research Station by Dr. Wayne Wyatt and others and present a practical take on the topic. This is the only study done in south Louisiana using practices and forages common to us that I am aware of.


Rotational grazing has been practiced for many years and advantages claimed have been many.  Increased production per acre, improved performance of cattle, more efficient use of forages, better weed control, reduction in fertilizer needs and healthier pastures have all been claimed in addition to others.  When we think of what it means to rotationally graze such advantages seem to be possible.  Dividing larger pastures into smaller ones and using the cows to harvest grasses only to a certain height then moving the cattle to another pasture allowing the first pasture to regenerate should be healthier for the pasture.  Questions are does it result in improved animal performance and does it more than pay for itself? 


These were the primary questions that a series of studies conducted at the Iberia Research Station tried to answer.  The first study attempted to compare multiple stocking rates in a conventional or what some would term continuous grazing system to a medium stocking rate using a rotational system.  In the conventional cows 
system three stocking rates were used.  They were approximately a half a cow per acre, .8 cow per acre and 1.1
per acre, termed low, medium and high stocking.  These were compared to a stocking rate of 1.1 cows per acre using a rotational grazing system with 8 paddocks.  The study lasted three years.  


In the study, the pastures were bermudagrass and dallisgrass permanent pastures which were overseeded to ryegrass each fall.  All the pastures were fertilized with 85 pounds of nitrogen, 35 pounds of phosphorus and 35 pounds of potassium per year.  Average daily gains of calves to weaning, weaning weight and weaning weight per acre were all affected by stocking rate.  As stocking rate increased average daily gain decreased as did weaning weight.  However, as stocking rate increased pounds of calf weaned per acre also increased.  Calf performance was not impacted by grazing method as weaning weights for the continuous grazing at 1.1 cows per acre averaged 420 pounds and for rotational grazing with 1.1 cows per acre 408 pounds.  Likewise weaning weight per acre was similar for the two grazing systems at the high stocking rate.


The reproductive performance of the cows in this study was not impacted.  Calving rate and calving date were similar across all treatments and averaged over 90% calving with an average calving date in early March, very acceptable.


When we look at economics, there were significantly different results.  Even without labor, the rotational system was less profitable due to increased repair, pasture expenses and initial investment.  And this was true on either a per cow or per acre basis.  When labor is included, rotational stocking is even less profitable because it takes about 67% more labor due to fence checking, moving of cows and the like.


A second two-year study by Wyatt and others compared different stocking rates in a rotational system to a medium continuous stocking rate.  Results were similar to first study.  Again, suggesting that cattle performance is more dependent on stocking rate than grazing method and that there was little difference when comparing grazing method.  A key difference in this study was that at low, .5 cow/acre, and medium, .8 cow/acre, stocking rates in a rotational system significant amounts of hay was harvested, thus cutting the need for purchased hay.  With the low stocking rate, some of the hay could have been sold to other producers.


These results tell me that choosing a grazing system is dependent on your goals, labor availability, cost and management system.  Every cow-calf operation would benefit from division of pastures and I don’t know of anyone raising cattle in a single pasture, even the smallest producer has a lot or small extra pasture.  Multiple pastures allow for dividing cattle by age, nutrient needs and breeding groups allowing for varying management. It facilitates ryegrass development, fertility practices, hay harvest, stock piling for later consumption and pasture regeneration.  


Despite these advantages the studies demonstrate that strict use of intensive rotational grazing is not suited to every cattle ranch or any cattle ranch all the time.  When grass is plentiful forcing cattle to eat half of the growth is not best for cattle performance.  It is best to allow the cattle to decide what is best to eat.  They know what the most nutritious plants are.  Ryegrass grazing of stocker cattle is a prime example.  Early in the season when ryegrass stands are developing rotational grazing allows for earlier usage.  We can turn calves in, limit the time they are in and then when the tops are clipped rotate to another paddock.  However, later in the season when the ryegrass begins to outgrow the cattle on hand, it would improve calf growth if you open up all the gates and let the calves choose what to graze.  Stocking rates are the most critical determinant of cattle performance and profitability.  If the land resource is plentiful or land rent is cheap then maintaining a low stocking rate will result in more profit.  Some would say that maximizing stocking rates is a good way to go broke in the cattle business.

Rotational grazing is a tool that should be considered. It is extremely valuable to best use annuals and tall growing bunch type grasses.  It better allows for hay harvest on limited acreage and more than likely helps spread nutrient recycling more evenly.  But it is more costly, has a tendency to reduce individual animal performance and takes more time, labor, capital investment and repairs.  Use it when it fits but be flexible enough to stop when it doesn’t.

CATTLE ID:


Beginning next month, beef producers shipping certain classes of cattle across state lines will need to comply with a new set of federal rules for animal disease traceability. For now though, the identification and documentation requirements will affect a relatively small number of cattle, and compliance should be fairly easy for most producers.

After a short delay, USDA published its final rule titled “Traceability for Livestock Moving Interstate” to the Federal Register on January 9. The requirements take effect 60 days following publication, meaning beef producers need to comply by March 11, 2013.


The scaled-down ADT rule has received generally favorable acceptance from livestock organizations after years of contentious debate over animal identification, premises identification and earlier proposals within the National Animal Identification System.


Unlike some earlier proposals, the ADT rule affects a relatively small percentage of cattle marketed, since animals less than 18 months of age are exempt along with cattle shipped directly to slaughter. That eliminates calves, yearling seed stock and most feeder cattle. And the program only applies to animals shipped across state lines. Adult cows and bulls will make up the bulk of cattle affected by the program, along with animals transported to stock shows and rodeos.


These new requirements will be discussed at the Field Day in Jeanerette on March 9th. 
BEEF DEMAND INDEX IMPROVEMENT: 

Even as consumers were paying record high prices for beef in 2012, the all fresh beef demand index calculated by the Livestock Marketing Information Center (LMIC) posted a 3.7% annual increase over 2011. This marks the second straight year of improvement in beef demand. Since the third quarter of 2010, there have been year-on-year increases for each quarter using the all fresh beef demand index. Retail pork demand was estimated to be slightly lower in 2012 by LMIC while the University of Missouri estimates chicken demand improved approximately 1%.

The all fresh demand index now stands slightly below the level of 2008. This demand index accounts for demand for all types of beef whether it is roasts, steaks, or ground beef. Given the negative press regarding lean finely textured beef last year, the demand index indicates the coverage did not have an apparent lasting impact on beef demand by switching to other types of meat. This partly reflects the supply chains ability to substitute other sources of lean ground beef due to consumer rejection of lean finely textured beef.


Demand indices reflect not only inflation adjusted prices but also the level of supplies available to the public. Much space has been devoted to the impact of tightening domestic supplies in recent months and its impact on per capita supplies. However, the level of beef imports can increase/decrease the level of domestic per capita supplies. U.S. imports of beef were 7.9% higher during 2012 than a year prior, reflecting closure of currency fluctuations, slaughter facilities in Canada and consumer rejection of lean finely textured beef. Total U.S. imports of beef may have increased, but imports as a percentage of total domestic disappearance was only 8.6%, nearly 2% below the historical average. 


So what can be said about beef demand for 2013? All signs point to lower domestic beef production and higher beef prices. The question then becomes how quickly do these prices rise and passed on to the consumer? The wholesale Choice boxed beef cutout has struggled since the turn of the year and putting downward pressure on live cattle futures during this time period. Much discussion has focused on the need to cross and hold the $200/cwt threshold to support current live cattle futures. While this is needed to support higher cattle prices, this strength may come from primals other than the middle meats (i.e. steaks) as it has the past couple of years.

The follow-up question to how fast prices rise is whether consumer incomes or spending keeps pace with rising prices? After adjusting for inflation, per capita disposable income has been growing the past three years. Per capita disposable income for 2012 was less than 2008 levels, but still higher than middle part of last decade. The restoration of the Social Security tax to 6.2% (from 4.2%) is being felt throughout the country and reducing the amount of money consumers have to spend. 

Finally, consumers have been spending more of their income as the annual personal savings rate was 3.9% of disposable income in 2012, the lowest it’s been since 2007 (2.4%). This is potentially good news to be supportive of beef prices. However, the monthly savings rate increased to 6.5% in December 2012 (up from 4.1% November 2012). This increase is likely due, in part, to concern over the fiscal cliff and the likelihood of increased taxes to start 2013 that was the subject of much discussion in December. If the savings rate stays at or near this level, it could be a signal that consumers are increasingly price conscious given the increase in gasoline prices in recent weeks and price increases from last year’s drought will be reflected in grocery bills soon, if they are not already. 

As the past couple of years have shown, a tough economy doesn’t necessarily result in a decrease in aggregate beef demand. Given that beef demand is an aggregate of different cuts, higher prices can and often results in consumers shifting from higher valued middle meats (i.e. steak) to less valuable cuts such as chucks and rounds. This may limit the upside in beef and cattle prices in the near term, but the ability of consumers to shift between different cuts that will provide them value will provide consumers the ability to continue purchasing beef.  
U.S. MEAT CONSUMPTION DOWN:

U.S. meat consumption is down, and beef consumption in particular has lost ground, according to the 2013 “Power of Meat” study. Price is a key reason for the decline as beef prices have climbed through a period of tight consumer budgets, but other factors also are involved.


The report, published by the American Meat Institute and the Food Marketing Institute with funding from Cryovac, illustrates the challenges and opportunities the beef industry faces in building sales and market share.


According to the survey results, consumers on average prepare 5.1 home-cooked dinners each week, with 3.6 of those including a portion of meat or poultry, down from 4.1 meals last year. Respondents on average eat 0.9 dinners out each week and order out or carry home the remaining dinner. The report does not cover the contents of the restaurant or home-delivery meals.

The number of consumers reporting they include meat in at least one dinner per week, at 93 percent, was down just one percentage point from 2012 and has held steadily at 93 or 94 percent since 2009. However, just 69 percent report including meat in dinners at least three times per week, compared with 74 percent last year, and 18 percent include a meat item six times per week compared with 23 percent in 2012.

Much of the decline occurred in beef, which is not surprising since beef has experienced larger price increases than pork or poultry in recent years. The report shows retail beef prices increased by 7.4 percent over the past year, and pound sales of beef dropped by 6.3 percent. In contrast, pork prices increased by 0.8 percent and pound sales of pork declined by just 0.3 percent. Chicken prices increased by 4.4 percent, but chicken remains the lowest-priced meat available, and pound sales increased by just under 1 percent.


In addition to price, some consumers indicate health and nutritional concerns as reasons for cutting back on beef or meat in general.


Within the beef category, the report notes many consumers are “trading down” to lower-priced products such as ground beef instead of steak or 80 percent lean ground beef instead of 90 percent lean. Some consumers in higher income groups meanwhile, increasingly trade up to higher-priced meat items as their financial outlook improves.


The report points out that meat shoppers are a diverse group, with different priorities depending on age, gender, region and family status, but the biggest influencing factor is income. Shoppers in the low end of the income scale, with household incomes of $15,000 to $25,000 per year, include meat items in an average of 3.4 dinners per week. That number increases with every step up in household income, with those earning more than $150,000 including meat items in 4.3 dinners per week.


The recession temporarily slowed growth in the more expensive “natural” and “organic” categories, but that growth has picked up again, particularly among higher-income groups.  The percentage of people who have purchased natural and organic rose to 26 percent in 2013, and nearly one-quarter of current shoppers expect they will purchase more natural and organic meat and poultry. The main reason consumers purchase these products is a perception they have positive long-term health benefits.


The authors point out that the industry and retailers have an opportunity to boost sales by educating consumers about meat and meat preparation. For example, survey results indicate 40 percent of consumers consider themselves “very knowledgeable” on how to prepare beef, pork or lamb, while 49 percent say they manage and 11 percent say they could use help. Thirty-one percent consider themselves very knowledgeable about the USDA grading system while 54 say they get by and 15 acknowledge they could use help. Just 21 percent consider themselves very knowledgeable about the nutritional content of different cuts of meat, while 59 percent get by and 20 say they could use help.


The full report is available for purchase from the Food Marketing Institute.


These two articles on beef demand point out that demand will be the real determining factor in the prices we receive.  There is very little worry from the supply side.  Cattle numbers and beef supply is very short.  Domestic and world economies and the price of corn are the things to watch.
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Andrew Granger








County Agent








Vermilion Parish
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