January Checkpoint:
What Your Herd Needs to
Stay on Track This Winter

Maggie Justice, Ph.D. Beef Cattle Specialist, Auburn University
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anuary is one of the most important

months of the year for Alabama’s

eef producers. For most of the state,
fall calving is the dominant system,
which means that right now our cows
are deep into lactation during the
coldest and most energy-demanding
part of the year.This combination,
cooler temperatures, inconsistent
forage availability, and a young calf
pulling hard, creates a nutritional pinch
that can quietly erode body condition
long before spring green-up arrives.
A mid-winter nutrition check is one
of the easiest, most cost-effective
ways to keep your herd on track and
prevent setbacks that tend to show up
months later.

For many producers, hay forms the
foundation of the winter-feeding pro-
gram. But hay quality can vary dramat-
ically from one field or one cutting

to the next. This past year, many hay
fields experienced weather delays,
rain at cutting, or later-than-planned
harvest dates, all of which can reduce
energy availability in the final product.
Even hay that looks “pretty good” by
color or smell can test low in total
digestible nutrients (TDN). Most of
the bermudagrass hay we've tested
this season has landed somewhere
between 48 and 54 percent TDN
short of what a lactating fall-calving
cow requires to maintain herself and
support her calf. By January, these
cows typically need a diet supplying
around 55 to 60 percent TDN, and
those requirements only increase
during cold snaps or muddy condi-
tions. If hay quality doesn’t meet that
bar, cows start to slip in body condi-
tion whether we notice it or not.Ve
can often overlook the value of pulling
a hay sample at any point of the year
but especially when we are working on
our winter diets.Without it, we're es-
sentially guessing, and guessing almost
always costs more in the long run.
Once you know the nutrient level of
your hay, you can match a supplement
to fill the gap rather than feeding more
than you need or worse, not feeding
enough and watching cows fall behind.
Mineral nutrition is another area that
deserves attention in mid-winter. Cold
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stress increases the need for several vitamins and minerals,
particularly vitamin A and magnesium. Minerals can cake or
lose palatability in wet conditions, so it’s important to keep
minerals fresh and accessible. Steady intake helps support
immune function, reproductive performance, and overall cow
health during this demanding period.

Winter weather also changes the picture more than many
people realize. Mud can be one of the most expensive inputs
on a farm. Even shallow mud increases the energy a cow
must burn just to move around, and deep mud around hay
rings often results in wasted forage.VWWhen cows are working
harder and eating less, condition loss happens quickly. Ro-
tating feeding areas, unrolling hay on drier ground, or using a
designated heavy-use area can go a long way toward improv-
ing feed efficiency and keeping cows in better shape through
January and February.

Body condition scoring is one of the best tools a producer
has to evaluate winter nutrition. Every herd should receive a
close look this month. Mature fall-calving cows should ideally
be at a BCS 5 to 5.5, while young cows and first-calf heifers
should be closer to 5.5 to 6. Once cows slip below those
targets, it becomes much harder and more expensive to put
condition back on before breeding season. Calves can also
offer clues.A rough hair coat, slower-than-expected gains, or
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calves spending more time searching for feed can signal that
their dams may be under-conditioned or that forage quality
isn’t keeping up with demand.

Taking time in January to evaluate hay, assess cow condition,
review supplement needs, and address environmental factors
like mud sets the stage for the rest of the production year.
A cow that maintains her condition now will breed back
more efficiently, raise a stronger calf, and enter spring in a
much better position nutritionally. These small, early-season
adjustments pay off all year long. If you would like help inter-
preting your hay test, adjusting a winter-feeding program, or
evaluating body condition scores, your livestock and forage
Extension agents and specialists are always available. Our
goal is to help you make the most of the resources you have,
protect your cows through winter, and position your herd
for a productive year ahead.

This article is fumished as a producer-directed goal of the Alabama
State Checkoff. For more information on how beef checkoff dollars are
working for you, contact the Alabama Cattlemen’s Association at 334-
265-1867 or visit our website at www.bamabeef.org.

2026 ACA
MEMBERSHIP
RECRUITMENT

ALL “OVER THE TOP” COUNTIES WILL BE ENTERED
TO WIN A S04 SQUEEZE CHUTE. THE DRAWING
WILL BE HELD AT THE ACA CONVENTION AND
TRADE SHOW.

MANUAL OR AUTOMATIC HG91 HEADGATE

THE HEAD GATE WILL GO TO THE COUNTY WITH
THE HIGHEST PERCENTAGE INCREASE IN
MEMBERSHIP FOR THE MEMBERSHIP YEAR.

PP12 PREMIER PANELS- 12 FT

10 PANELS WILL GO TO THE INDIVIDUAL THAT IS
THE OVERALL TOP RECRUITER FOR THE
MEMBERSHIP YEAR.
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PRIZES

Thanks to the generous
sponsorship of Hartford
Veterinary Services &
Supply and Priefert
Equipment the Alabama
Cattlemen’s Association is
pleased to offer these
exciting membership
recruitment prizes.

For additional information
contact Jessica at
jkennedy@bamabeef.org
or 334-265-1867
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