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While forage and pasture condi ons are in good shape on the western side of our state, the eastern
half is suﬀering from a worsening drought. Reducing forage demand is an important part of a
drought plan and selec ve culling and early weaning are two strategies that can achieve that goal.
The first level of selec ve culling is to remove cows with obvious produc on issues, such as age, bad
teeth, feet, or udders, as well as open cows or cows with poor quality calves. The second level of
culling is where things get more diﬃcult. There are a couple of approaches to consider, and I suspect
most producers would use a combina on of them. The first approach is to iden fy ca le with the
most value per unit of forage consumed. These may be young cows and heifers that are products of
the most advanced gene cs in your herd. Retaining the young nucleus of the cowherd is important
for future gene c improvement, so marke ng older cows, some of whom may s ll be produc ve,
may be the best op on to retain a future gene c base.
On the other hand, young cows and heifers have higher nutrient requirements compared to mature
cows and are more likely to not breed back. Addi onally, young cows and heifers o en command a
higher premium, so a second approach may be to iden fy and retain cows who are done growing
and will tend to breed back easier in tougher condi ons while raising heavier calves.
Early weaning can reduce forage demand in a couple of ways. Lacta ng cows experience drama cally increased nutrient requirements compared to dry cows. Energy requirements decrease over 20%
and protein requirements decrease over 30% as cows move from late lacta on to mid-gesta on.
This decreases the forage intake of the cow, as well as removing the forage demand the calf had
been placing on the pasture. One rule of thumb indicates that for every day calves are early weaned
compared to normal, about 0.6 grazing days worth of forage are saved. This rule was calculated
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using a 1300-lb cow who weans a 600-lb calf at 7 months of age. Posi ve impacts from early weaning are generally observed for cow body condi on and reproduc on as well. Because of the decrease in nutrient requirements for lacta on, more nutrients are available for the cow to par on to
body weight gain. Reproduc ve responses and their ming depends on the ming of early weaning.
If the breeding season is already over, cow condi on improvements may have an impact on breed
back the following year if cows go into winter and calving in be er body condi on. If early weaning
happens before the breeding season (calves around 80 days of age), reproduc ve performance can
be posi vely impacted for the current year.
Hard decisions will have to be made if the dry condi ons persist. In the mean me, pray for rain!

