
What production factors should be considered to increase a herd's profit margin? 

Consider four factors:  1) Percentage of  calf crop based on the number of females exposed to the 
bull; 2) Pounds of weaned calf per female exposed; 3) Percentage of calf death loss; and 4)     
Average calf weight per day of age, as a measure of bull power.  Feed consumed by the cowherd 
is a major cost of beef cattle production, and has been estimated to be between 65 and 75 percent 
of total yearly cash costs.  Much of this cost is for harvested or purchased feeds which are used to 
supplement pasture or rangeland during periods of low forage quality or quantity.  We have long 
understood how the cow’s requirements for dietary protein and energy change  throughout the 
year.  Highest nutrient requirements are during early lactation; lowest are during mid-gestation.  
Regarding pregnant cows, we have always assumed that we may not have to put as much effort 
into nutrition during mid-gestation, compared to late gestation, when the fetus is rapidly growing.  
What if we were wrong?  Work by USDA scientists at Ft. Keogh, in Miles City , Montana, has 
raised the question, “During early- to mid-gestation, are we feeding the    fetus ,or are we feeding 
the placenta?”  For example, testicle and ovary development occurs much earlier (first trimester) 
than rapid fetal growth during the last trimester.  The concept of “fetal programming” has been 
investigated to determine the long-term consequences of under-nutrition.  Rick Funston and his 
students at the University of Nebraska conducted some interesting studies aimed at how maternal 
under-nutrition influenced heifer performance.  Their studies suggested that under-nutrition (no 
supplement) during pregnancy caused a reduction in heifer weaning weights and subsequent 
pregnancy percentages.  Some other studies have reported instances of compromised maternal 
nutrition during gestation , resulting in increased neonatal mortality,   intestinal and respiratory 
dysfunction, decreased postnatal growth rates, and surprisingly reduced meat quality.  
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Experienced cattlemen know the value of correctly assessing shrink for effective management 
and marketing.  Here are some quick thoughts on managing factors associated with shrink:    
Cattle lose approximately one percent of body weight per hour for the first three hours off feed,; 
then 0.25 percent per hour after that.  Yearling steers held off feed for eight hours in a dry lot or 
truck will lose 3.3 percent and 5.5 percent of body weight, respectively.  A quick chart showing 
typical weight loss after gathering cattle off pasture and placing them in a sale pen follows: 

    Stage    % Shrink  Wt.(lbs) 
Pasture night before   0  550 
Gather and put in sm. trap  2  539 
Overnight    2  528 
6:30am sorting to 8:00am ship 1.5  520 
4hrs. On truck   3.25  502 
Sale pen 2 hrs   2  491 

                                                 10.75      -59 
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“Welcome!” from the staff of the WSVDL!  We are proud to serve Colorado’s Western Slope in 
providing a wide variety of veterinary diagnostic needs for veterinarians, livestock producers and 
animal owners.  A short summary of our services follows.  Give us a call or stop by to find out 
more about our services! 
 
WSVDL is located in Grand Junction, Colorado, and is the western Colorado branch laboratory 
of the Colorado State University (CSU) Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratory, which is located on 
the CSU campus in Fort Collins, Colorado. 
 
WSVDL provides laboratory services in animal disease diagnostic testing for veterinarians and 
animal owners of Colorado's Western Slope and surrounding areas. As a branch laboratory, 
WSVDL is not a full-service facility.  The laboratory offers local services difficult to obtain at a 
distance, and services especially critical to animal rearing and production in western Colorado. 
This includes gross pathology examinations (necropsy); histopathology examinations, including 
surgical biopsies, bacterial isolation and susceptibility testing; and parasitology examinations 
including Tritrichomonas culturing and serologic testing for Equine Infectious Anemia (Coggin's 
test, AGID) and Brucella ovis (ELISA). 
 
Samples received for other tests are forwarded to the main laboratory, or other reference         
laboratories as needed.  It is highly recommended that animal owners contact their local          
veterinarians to determine if and how you might best use the services of the WSVDL. 
 
WSVDL can supply area veterinarians with formalin jars and mailers for small biopsies, as well 
as mailers for blood tubes for sample submission to the laboratory. Please call us if you are in 
need of any of these supplies. 
 
Our Staff: 
Dr. Don Kitchen, DVM, Ph.D. ACVP 
Veterinary Pathologist and Director 
 
WSVDL Contact Information:  
425 29 Road 
Grand Junction, Colorado 81504 
Phone: 970-243-0673 
Fax: 970-242-0003 
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You may have heard about the use of modified live vaccines in pregnant beef cattle.  Concerns 
have been raised due to research at the Colorado State University Veterinary Diagnostic       
Laboratory (CSUVDL).  Dr. Hana Van Campen, CSUVDL, reports there a sharp increase in IBR 
abortions from 2002 to 2009.  Vaccination histories are rarely given on submission forms;     
however, in eight IBR FA+ fetuses, from four herds, vaccine history included use of a vaccine 
containing modified-live IBR in pregnant cows.  In one case, the exact vaccination record of the 
heifers prior to breeding was unknown.  Where cows’ ages were noted, all were two- or three-
year-old heifers.  From Oct. 21, 2008, through March 13, 2009, 37 IBR FA+ fetuses, representing 
26 herds, were examined.  Fetal ages were estimated to be 150 to 260 days of gestational age. 
Fourteen 14 fetuses from six herds had a history of using an MLV-IBR vaccine in pregnant cows. 
However, for 11 fetuses from nine herds, only inactivated IBR, or no vaccines, were administered 
to pregnant cows.  In short, most of the heifers did not receive modified live vaccine as heifers; 
however, some  heifers and cows that did abort were vaccinated appropriately.  Be sure to read 
vaccine labels carefully prior to use in pregnant cattle.  Make sure cows are vaccinated with prod-
ucts listed on the label prior to vaccination during pregnancy.  Keep vaccine records, including 
purchase dates, lot and serial numbers, and date administered.  Keep sales receipts and request 
vaccination records for purchased heifers.  Be sure to consult with your veterinarian. 


