The Cow is Queen

Maggie Justice, PhD- Beef Cattle Extension Specialist/ Assistant Professor

ecently, | heard my colleague Kent Stanford refer to the

cow as “the queen of the farm.” The more time | spend

working with cattle producers, the more | believe that
statement is true. Every day in the cattle industry, we hear a
lot of discussions about genetics, weaning weights, and market
prices. But when you spend enough time around successful
producers, the conversation almost always comes back to the
cow herd.The cows that stay productive, raise a calf every year,
and do their job with minimal fuss are usually the cows that
keep an operation profitable.

That point was reinforced during a recent Young Cattlemen’s
Leadership Program farm tour when | visited with Mr. Chuck
Madaris of CK Cattle.As we discussed what makes a suc-
cessful cow herd, he made a statement that stuck with me:
“Fertility and longevity are the most important things you

can have in your cow herd.” It’s hard to argue with that.The
most profitable cows are rarely the biggest, the fanciest, or the
highest-selling females in the sale catalog. They're the cows that
breed back every year, raise a good calf, stay sound, and remain
in the herd for a long time.When | think about the cows that
truly earn their keep, four traits consistently rise to the top:
fertility, adaptability, maternal ability, and longevity.

Fertility: The Foundation of Profitability

If a cow doesn’t produce a calf, nothing else matters.

Fertility remains the most economically important trait in a
cow-calf operation because every open cow represents a year
of feed, pasture, labor, and management costs without generat-
ing a marketable product. Cows that calve early in the season
generally wean older, heavier calves and create a more uniform
calf crop. Maintaining adequate body condition is one of the
most important management tools producers have for sup-
porting reproductive success. In most Southeastern production
systems, cows should calve in a body condition score of 5 to
6. Cows that become too thin often require more time to re-
sume cycling after calving, reducing their chances of maintain-
ing a yearly calving interval. At the end of the day,a cow needs
to bring a calf to the weaning pen every year. If she doesn't, it’s
hard for her to pay her way.

Adaptability: Matching the Cow to the Environment
Alabama cattle face challenges that aren’t always present in
other regions. Heat, humidity, internal parasites, and fluctua-
tions in forage quality all place demands on the cow herd.The
best cows are not necessarily the highest-performing cows
under ideal conditions.They are the cows that continue to
perform when conditions are less than ideal.

An adapted cow maintains body condition on available forage,
remains healthy, breeds back consistently, and requires minimal
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additional inputs. Matching genetics to available resources is
often one of the most effective ways to improve profitability. In
many cases, a2 moderate-framed cow that thrives on forage will
outperform a larger cow with greater nutritional requirements.
In fact, records collected through the Alabama Beef Cattle
Improvement Association (BCIA) have consistently shown that
bigger cows are not always the most efficient or profitable
cows.While larger cows may wean heavier calves, moder-
ate-sized cows often excel when efficiency, reproductive per-
formance, and pounds of calf weaned relative to cow size are
considered. Those records continue to reinforce an important
lesson: the goal is not simply to produce bigger cows, but cows
that fit the resources available and consistently do their job.

I've seen plenty of producers chase bigger cows, more milk, or
more growth. But in many Alabama cow-calf operations, the
most profitable cow is often the one that fits the available re-
sources and goes to work every day without demanding extra
inputs. The goal is not maximum production.The goal is finding
a cow that works within your environment and management
system.

Maternal Ability: More Than Milk

Maternal ability encompasses much more than milk production.
Good mothers calve unassisted, care for their calves, and suc-
cessfully raise healthy, vigorous offspring to weaning.While milk
production contributes to calf growth, more milk is not always
better. High-milking cows generally have greater nutrient
requirements, which can be difficult to support in forage-based
systems. If those requirements are not met, reproductive per-
formance often suffers.

The most productive cows strike a balance.They provide
enough milk to support calf growth while still maintaining their
own body condition and ability to breed back on time. For
producers, this means paying attention during calving season.
Cows that consistently require assistance, show poor moth-
ering ability, or fail to raise a quality calf should be evaluated
carefully when making culling decisions.

Longevity: The Trait That Pays Dividends
Longevity may be one of the most underappreciated traits in
the cow herd.

Anyone who has developed replacement heifers lately knows
they aren’t cheap.That’s why cows that stay productive for 8,
10, or even |2 years can become some of the most valuable
animals in the herd. Every additional calf they produce helps
spread those development costs over more years and im-
proves the return on that investment. Longevity is closely tied
to structural soundness, udder quality, fertility, and adaptability.
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It is also tied to disciplined culling deci-
sions. Removing cows that consistently
calve late, require excessive inputs, or fail
to raise a quality calf helps ensure that
only the most productive females remain
in the herd.The cows that remain profit-
able year after year are usually not there
by accident.They have proven they can
thrive under the conditions they’re given
and continue doing their job.

Keep the Queen in Mind

When evaluating management decisions,
it is worth asking a simple question:
How does this impact the cow? The
most successful cow-calf operations are
often built around cows that are fertile,
adapted to their environment, maternally
sound, and capable of remaining produc-
tive for many years. Those cows require
fewer inputs, generate more pounds of
calf over their lifetime, and provide the
consistency that profitable operations
depend upon.As | think back to those
conversations with Kent and Chuck,
they’re both really saying the same thing.
The cow is the foundation of the entire
operation.When she is fertile, adapted
to her environment, capable of raising a
calf, and able to stay productive for years,
everything else gets easier.

So whether you’re making culling deci-
sions, selecting replacement heifers, or
choosing genetics for the next genera-
tion, remember who the queen of the
farm really is. Take care of her, select for
the traits that matter, and she’ll take care
of the rest.
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Nicely done, beef.
You’ve proven thatame
substitutes are just that. -
Substitutes. v
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CIRCLE W TRAILERS, INC

MCKENZIE, AL
334-374-2560
www.circlewtrailers.com
STEEL & ALUMINUM
LIVESTOCK & EQUIPMENT TRAILERS

BurtonFarm  Kelly Ranch Terry Sligh Automotive, Inc. ~ Clark Farm
Equipment Trailer Sales (Oneonta, AL Equipment
Dothan, AL Sylacauga, Al 205/625-314 Gilbertown, Al

334-692-3955 205-365-4672 Terry or Andrew Sligh 205-457-1002

We have American-made baler belting for all
makes and models in stock.

Save hundreds!
Free shipping on belting and parts over $250,

The largest Vermeer
baler parts inventory
in the South!

We fill 99% parts orders
from stock year-round,
and we ship UPS daily.

Vermeer & Bush Hog Equipment * New and Used

HAMMOND EQUIPMENT

o

BUSH HOG"®
www.balerbelts.com

Faunsdale, AL 36738
(334) 627-3348
Hammond Equipment

Vermeer
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