Winter Feeding Your Beef Cow Herd

By Greg Highfill, OCES Area Livestock Specialist

Winter feeding of the beef cow is the largest variable cost for cow/calf producers.  This year, cows achieved good summer body condition and are in typical fall flesh.  The dry fall slowed native grass production and reduced forage for winter grazing.  Some cattlemen have weaned calves to reduce cow nutritional requirements and maintain body condition.

Cow Requirement.  The first limiting nutrient on winter forage for a beef herd in this area is protein.  A spring calving cow, weighing 1000 lbs. requires 1.6 lbs. of protein per day.  The protein requirement increases with larger cow weight and other factors.

From the requirement of 1.6 lbs. of protein, a portion will be provided by the forage program and the remainder must be provided as supplement.  A general recommendation would be for cattlemen to provide 1.0 to 1.2 lbs. of supplemental protein per day for spring calving, moderate frame beef cows.  This would require 2.5 to 3.0 lbs. per day of a 40% protein cube or 5 to 6 lbs. per day of a 20% protein cube.  Protein supplied should be from natural protein with no NPN for optimum wintering results. Phosphorus should be included in the supplements.  Protein can be fed every other day.

Alfalfa hay can also be used to effectively winter the beef herd.  Feeding location should be moved to encourage pasture grazing and discourage cows “waiting by the gate.”  The dry weather caused less standing forage for winter.  Feeding 8 – 10 lbs. of alfalfa hay per day might help supply some winter forage needs while supplementing protein.

	Protein Supplement Feeding Rate, Lbs/Day 

	
	40%*
	20%
	Alf. Hay

	Oct – Dec 1
	2 
	4 
	5

	Dec 1 – Calving
	3 
	6 
	8

	Calving Until Grass
	3.5 
	7 
	8 –10 


*1000 lb. cow, adequate forage, good condition.

Cow Condition.  Body condition at calving time determines to a great extent the re-breeding performance of beef cows.  OSU research has shown that cows which maintained body weight and therefore energy reserves (body fat) before parturition exhibited estrus sooner than cows that lost weight and had depleted energy reserves.  Protein supplementation with adequate forage is designed to maintain the good condition cows achieve from summer grass.  Cows with low condition scores require greater supplementation and management.  OSU utilizes a 1 – 9 body condition score system as a practical way to monitor and quantify the energy reserve status of beef herds.

For economic stability and beef herd production, cows should be in condition score 5 – 6 at calving.  Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service has publications that can help you learn to evaluate beef cow body condition.  Contact your local county extension office or Greg Highfill to receive your copy.

Protein Source Cost.  Many protein supplementation programs are available to consider for potential wintering programs.   Each producer must consider his own situation including, feeding frequency, labor, feed handling, storage and cost.  Cost should be evaluated to achieve the lowest cost per day while meeting the protein requirements.  Example:  cost/lb. x lb./day = cost/day.  To compare apples to apples you must supply the same amount of natural protein per day to properly compare feeding option cost.  Do not use the feeding rate for one program with the lower cost per pound of a product that should be fed in larger amounts.
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Final Thought.  Remember to include Vitamin A in this year’s supplementation program.  Carotene (precursor to Vitamin A) is available in green growing forage.  Vitamin A can be stored in the liver of cattle for long periods of time so it is not normally a concern.  The dry fall caused early dormant grass plus carotene is low in stored hay, mature forage, and grains.  Commercial feeds and alfalfa hay are generally good sources of Vitamin A.  If Vitamin A can not be supplied in the supplement an injection can correct deficiencies.  Consult your veterinarian as occasional reactions to Vitamin Injections have been noted.

For information on comparing supplement cost or providing proper winter nutrition contact any Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service County office or Greg Highfill at 580-237-7677 or email to ghighfi@okstate.edu.
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