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Although February and March are still several months away, looking ahead to the spring calving 

season requires that producers be prepared for those situations where mother-nature needs a little 

boost.  Beef cow calf producers occasionally will need to provide commercial colostrum to baby 

calves that are born to two-year old heifers with very little milk, or to calves after a difficult 

birth.  Some of these calves are very sluggish and slow to get up and find the teat.  Therefore, 

they may not get the colostrum that they need to achieve successful passive transfer unless 

colostrum is provided by the cattle manager.  Knowing which products to use in different 

situations can be very helpful.  Colostrum supplements are less expensive to purchase than 

colostrum replacers, but they may not be the best choice for the situation at hand.  
  
The following excerpt from a Pennsylvania State University publication that is published on the 

E-Extension website helps to sort out the differences: 
  
“Colostrum products that contain Immunoglobulin G (IgG) are regulated by the USDA Center 

for Veterinary Biologics. Supplement products are unable to raise the blood concentration of IgG 

above the species standard, which is 10 mg/ml. Any product that is able to raise serum IgG 

concentration above 10 mg/ml may be called a colostrum replacer. 
  
Typically, colostrum supplements contain less than 100 g of IgG per dose and are composed of 

bovine colostrum, other milk products, or bovine serum. Colostrum supplements can be used to 

increase the amount of IgG fed to calves when only low or medium quality colostrum is 

available. However, supplements cannot replace high quality colostrum. Even when a 

supplement is added to low quality colostrum, the IgG is often absorbed poorly, and antibody 

absorption is reduced compared to high quality maternal colostrum.  
  
A limited number of products designed to replace colostrum are now on the market. These are 

bovine serum-based products and contain at least 100 g of IgG per liter plus fat, protein, 

vitamins, and minerals needed by the newborn calf. Colostrum replacer contains more 

immunoglobulin than supplement products and provides more antibodies than poor or moderate 



quality colostrum. In research trials, calves fed colostrum replacer have performed as well as 

calves fed maternal colostrum with no differences in IgG levels, efficiency of IgG absorption, 

incidence of scours, or growth rates.”   
  
Source: E-Extension website “Colostrum Supplements and Replacer”, Authors: Sylvia Kehoe, 

Coleen Jones,  Jud Heinrichs, The Pennsylvania State University, Department of Dairy and 

Animal Science). 
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According to the latest Drought Monitor, 51 percent of Oklahoma has no drought, 30 percent of 

the state has slight to moderate (D0-D1) drought conditions, and 19 percent of the state is in 

severe to exceptional (D2-D4) drought.  One year ago, 100 percent of the state was in severe to 

exceptional drought (D2-D4).  Just three months ago, less than 8 percent of the state had no 

drought while 71 percent of the state had slight to moderate (D0-D1) drought and 21 percent had 

severe to exceptional (D2-D4) drought.  This means that drought conditions have continued to 

moderate in much of the state but there has been relatively little improvement in the worst 

drought areas in the southwest, northwest and Panhandle.  The state is currently divided with 

most of the eastern half devoid of drought conditions and most of the western half still 

experiencing some level of drought. 
  
At this point is it is impossible to tell what conditions will be in 2014.  While conditions are the 

best they have been in more than two years in some regions, drought conditions could 

redevelop.  Regions that are still experiencing drought after more than three years, may see 

improvement or continued drought in 2014.  In those areas where drought is eliminated or 

significantly moderated, producers face a mix of production and management 

considerations.  Many producers have a financial need to increase production after two or more 

years of drought reductions.  However, in many cases, forage resources need more time to 

recover which means that grazing must be carefully managed to promote recovery while 

efficiently utilizing available forage.  For cow-calf producers, questions of how and when to 

rebuild the cow herd are tricky and require careful consideration.  Fortunately, producers have 

several alternatives and considerable flexibility to devise a herd rebuilding plan. 
  
The usual temptation post-drought is to quickly rebuild by buying bred cows/heifers or pairs to 

restore full production.  This strategy may not be feasible or advisable for several reasons.  First, 

it may not be consistent with managing forage for recovery and improved productivity.  While 

more forage may be available seasonally, it may not be possible to immediately increase year-

round forage demands.  Secondly, market prices for females have already shown signs of 

reaching exceptionally high levels and may be financially infeasible, especially if many 

producers are simultaneously trying to rebuild.  The reality is that there is likely not enough cows 

and heifers available across the country to support massive rebuilding in one year.  The U.S. beef 



cow herd has decreased an estimated 1.85 million head since January, 2011. Recovery to pre-

drought levels will likely take 3-4 years at least. 
  
Calf prices are at record levels and the expectation of several years of strong calf prices is the 

principal incentive for herd rebuilding.  However, the feeder cattle price structure also provides 

other incentives and possibilities for forage-based cattle production.  The combination of higher 

feeder cattle prices and changes in feedlot incentives translates into market signals for more 

forage-based weight gain of feeder cattle.  Thus, producers operating with a reduced cow herd 

should evaluate opportunities to retain calves for post-weaning stocker or backgrounding gain or 

to supplement cow-calf production with additional stockers.  This may be the quickest way to 

increase ranch income and provide flexibility for optimal forage management.  
  
The heifer market, in particular, may provide considerable income opportunity. While producers 

may desire to rebuild their own herds, they should not overlook the opportunities presented by 

the heifer market.  Retained or purchased stocker heifers can be sold as needed due to forage 

and/or market conditions or retained for breeding with more market opportunities as bred 

heifers.  The heifers may be calved and enter the herd or sold.  The key is to focus on efficient 

production with available forage along with market conditions and not be preoccupied just with 

herd rebuilding.  If the market suggests that someone wants heifers or cows much more than you 

do, it may be a good idea to let them have ‘em!   
  
One final rebuilding consideration is to consider just what the production target should be on 

your ranch.  The fact is that many ranches were overstocked prior to the drought.  In some cases 

it was just a matter of too many animals and in other cases it was due to increasing cow size over 

time.  Producers should consider realistically how many and what size cows best fit their 

production resources and environment.  Rebuilding might be a good time to change genetics and 

moderate cow size.  The long term climate indications suggest that Oklahoma is more vulnerable 

to intermittent droughts in the next decade or two compared to the past 30 years.  A more 

conservative stocking approach will enhance the ability to adjust to variable forage conditions 

with less financial impact.  Combined cow-calf and yearling enterprises can provide enhanced 

production flexibility and income potential for many situations.  Producers should be developing 

plans, not only for 2014, but also thinking strategically for the next several years. 
  
WE SEND YOU OUR BEST WISHES FOR A HAPPY AND PROSPEROUS NEW 

YEAR! 
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