How should you decide whether to keep or to cull a
cow from your herd? This is a question that cattle pro-
ducers should ask routinely.Why? Because ranch resources
should be focused on cows in the herd who provide for
the ranch. Ranch resources are valuable. Resources such as
grazing forage, harvested forage, water, feed, labor, etc. are
exceedingly valuable components to the operation. Each
cow in the herd should provide revenue into the operation
each year.This is comparable to measuring return on in-
vestment. Cull cow prices continue to trend high, so making
these decisions timely can boost revenue.To answer the
keep or cull question, ask these questions.

Does This Cow Pass the Seven Quality Checkpoints?
An essential first step to appraise the cow herd to make
culling decisions is to annually perform the “7 quality check-
points.” These 7 quality checks are a first step for improving
herd productivity. The 7 quality checkpoints evaluate cows
in key areas: |) Eyes, 2) Mouth, 3) Feet and Legs, 4) Udder,
5) Body Condition, 6) Disposition, and 7) Pregnancy Status.

Look over the eyes to evaluate any sign of blemishes, par-
ticularly any development of cancer eye. Second, for older
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cows, be aware of the condition of their teeth to success-
fully harvest forage.As cows age, their teeth wear down
and the health of a cow’s teeth directly affects how well
they can harvest forages.As these older cows go through a
squeeze chute, you might need to pull down the lower lip
to look at the lower jaw of teeth to check. Next, look over
the feet and legs to evaluate for overall soundness and any
signs of lameness and hoof structure issues such as screw
claw. Look over a cow’s udder for proper structure of teats
and any signs of concern, such as teat size and placement.
Sound udders are important to produce a healthy, heavy
weight calf.

Evaluate body condition and determine body condition
scores (BCS) to assess relative body fat and energy stores.
BCS range from | to 9, with | representing emaciated or
extremely thin to 9 representing obese.The target is a
BCS of 5 for mature cows.Assess disposition or temper-
ament. Cattle with disposition problems are a safety risk
to handlers, themselves, and other animals. Lastly, perform
pregnancy diagnosis to determine pregnancy status for
which cows are open (not pregnant) or bred (pregnant).
Pregnancy diagnosis is a key practice to evaluate results of
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a breeding season and to cull non-productive cows.These
7 quality checkpoints are an incredibly important annual
management practice not to neglect.

Is This Cow Producing a Calf?

Performing a timely pregnancy diagnosis answers this
question. Evaluating pregnancy status is an important
management tool to lower production costs. Let’s look at
a basic example.A 75-head herd, calving from October to
December, with a breeding season from December |5 to
March 15 and no pregnancy diagnosis performed in early
May. By the end of December, 68 cows have calved and 7
did not calve, which is a 90% calving rate. This example has
an average annual cost per cow of $1,350, which equals
$112.50 per month per cow. For a cow who did not calve,
the 6-month cost per cow from June to December (6
months at $112.50/month) equals $675. For the 7 cows
who did not calve, this equals a total expense of $4,725 for
6 months.With this same 75-head example herd, if preg-
nancy diagnosis is performed in early May by a veterinarian
at an expense of $6.50 per cow for a farm visit and rectal
palpation, the total expense would equal $487.50.There-
fore, save $4,725 for not carrying the 7 open cows for 6
months and gain the cull cow income by marketing the 7
open cows at a local auction market.Why carry an open
cow that will not produce a calf?

How Well Is This Cow Performing?

Production record keeping provides the answer to this
question.Apply record keeping in tracking calving dates to
provide information of how a cow has performed in pro-
ducing a calf each year. Over time, an average calving inter-
val can show if a cow is performing consistently. An average
calving interval is the average number of days from one
calving date to the next.An ideal average calving interval is
370 days or less, and a higher calving interval value indicates
a cow is calving later or has missed a year in producing a
calf. If a cow has a high average calving interval, and it is
due to missing a year in producing a calf, review records to
learn why. If this has occurred more than once, this cow is
not performing.

What if a cow produces a calf each year but her average
calving interval is not ideal? Look at when she is calving
within the defined calving season. Has she calved early, mid-
way or late in the chosen calving season? Has she begun to
consistently calve later in the calving season? This situa-
tion indicates her average calving interval is most likely to
become even less ideal. This later calving cow is performing
but not well. Is she a cull decision? It depends on overall
herd factors and operational goals.Take it into consider-
ation.

To What Level Is This Cow Producing Within the Herd?
Production record keeping provides the answer to this
question as well. How can we measure cow performance
to determine what level a cow is producing within the
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herd? First, record keeping is needed to determine a herd’s
level of production. By recording calf weaning weights, a
herd’s performance level for weaning weight can be mea-
sured. Knowing the herd’s average weaning weight provides
a benchmark. Look at each cow to see how her calf’s
weaning weight compares to the herd average. Over time,
this cow and calf data becomes more beneficial. Knowing at
what level a cow produces within a herd becomes clearer.
Should a cow producing at a consistently low level for calf
weaning weight be culled from the herd? Most likely, how-
ever, consider herd factors and operational goals.

A higher level of cow performance can also be evaluated by
collecting cow body weight at calf weaning to calculate per-
cent cow body weight weaned. Comparing cow weight to
calf weaning weight shows the percentage of pounds of calf
a cow is producing. Collecting cow weight at calf weaning
provides further knowledge as to what level of efficiency a
cow is producing. Collecting cow body weight provides an
advanced level for making culling selections.

From 2019 to 2023, |0 cattle operations within the
Alabama BCIA Performance Advocate Program annually
collected individual cow body weight at calf weaning for a
total of 1,430 cows. Measuring cow weight at calf weaning
and evaluating its impact on cow performance was the fo-
cus. Cow performance was measured by cow body weight
and age, average calving interval, average adjusted wean-
ing weight and percent cow body weight to adjusted calf
weaning weight. Cow body weights were classified into 3
categories, small, moderate and large. Overall, average cow
body weight was 1,307 Ib., with a 377-day average calving
interval and 600 Ib. average calf adjusted weaning weight.
The analysis showed average calving interval increased as
cow body weight increased. Average calf adjusted weaning
weight increased as cow body weight increased. However,
only modest differences were shown between the mod-
erate and large categories. The relationship between cow
body weight and calf adjusted weaning weight was low, and
percentage of cow body weight weaned decreases as cow
age and weight increases.

Take Home Message

Valuable ranch resources such as forage, water, feed, labor,
and more should be directed at cows who contribute each
year into an operation. Carefully evaluate cows to make
keep or cull decisions to improve herd productivity and
efficiency.

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.
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