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Today’s dairy producer is also a beef producer, and ultimately a food producer. In addition to paying attention to the care, well-being, and
productivity of the cows during their productive life on the farm, producers must carefully consider the timing of sending cows for beef
production while ensuring animal welfare throughout the process. In this quarter’s newsletter we will explore both the economic and
welfare considerations of culling decisions. Special thanks to Diamond V’s Dr. Todd Birkle and Dr. Travis Thayer for their contributions
to our articles.

Culling Decisions: An Economic Perspective
Culling dairy cows is the second largest revenue stream for most dairy
operations. Are you taking full advantage of this profit center? Culling
decisions are always based on one fundamental question - will it be
more profitable to replace this animal with a fresh heifer. Cow factors
such as health, milk production, reproductive status, along with noncow factors including the availability and cost of replacement heifers,
feed costs, and beef prices, all need to be considered. Deciding when
to cull a cow involves many economic aspects, as this decision not
only affects milk revenue, but also beef revenue. In this article we
discuss primary culling decisions, along with best ways to benefit the
barn and not break the bank.

You should also have protocols in place that quickly and accurately
recognize when a fresh cow is a “failure” or has no potential of
maximizing the profitability of the slot she occupies; she can then be
converted to beef and replaced with an animal with better profitability
potential. The decision to cull a failed fresh cow also needs to be made
as quickly as possible and requires smart treatment protocols that
have logical science-based endings and reasonable beef withholds.

Maximizing Production and Profitability
The primary culling decision process is founded on maximizing
production and profitability of the dairy based on milk sales. Culling
early in a cow’s productive life based on her failure is expensive, as
cows don’t begin to return on their rearing investment until the first
one-third of their second lactation. Nonetheless, culling “failures” is
a correct decision, while culling based on the decline of production
and increase of parity is ideal. Your goals should be based on keeping
every “cow slot” on the farm full, and keeping each “cow slot” at its
maximum level of profitability over the lifetime of the farm. You want
to be able to predict how much more profitable a slot will be if the
current cow is replaced by a new heifer.

Determining Shipping:
The second decision related to culling is determining which cull
cows should be shipped for beef and when. According to a 2009
article in the Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association,
dairy cow culls proportionately and numerically have much higher
condemnation levels than fed beef –3.84% out of 274,029 dairy cows
vs. 0.072% out of 96,880 fed beef animals. Some of the main reasons
dairy cows are condemned are malignant lymphoma, pneumonia,
peritonitis, and mastitis. With the exception of pharmaceutical
condemnations, there is very little incentive/disincentive concerning
a dairyman’s decision to market cows that may be potentially
condemned. If the animal is not condemned, the dairy producer
will profit; if the animal is condemned, they will not profit. Keep in
mind the beef supply chain doesn’t absorb the increased level of
condemnations in dairy cows – they decrease the price-per-pound
paid to the dairy producer to compensate.

The economics in deciding when it’s most profitable to replace a dairy
cow can be complicated; it’s not simply the question of, “At what level
of milk production will she break even?” In the case of a fresh cow that
has had an unsuccessful transition the decision may be obvious. For
an open third lactation cow, 200 days in milk, averaging 60lbs of milk,
the decision is less obvious. Currently there are management software
tools available that can help, such as DC305’s COWVAL. This predicts a
slot’s increased or decreased profitability based on if the current cow is
replaced by a new fresh heifer.

Financial Findings:
So, why should a dairy producer be proactive in sending betterconditioned animals to slaughter, or not sending emaciated cows that
have a high probability of being condemned? One reason is financial.
According to Cornell University’s 2013 Dairy Farm Business Summary,
dairy cow culls make up about 6% of a farm’s income and are typically
sold on a live weight basis. Emaciated cows – those with a high
probability of condemnation – typically fetch a price 30-40% lower
than a decent conditioned cow, according to Steve Anthony of
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Caviness Beef Packers. For example, in today’s market an emaciated
cow may be priced at $45 per live hundredweight (cwt) live weight vs.
a decent-conditioned cow at $68 cwt live weight. This would be $540
for a ≤1.75 body condition score (BCS) as opposed to $1,020 for a 3.5
BCS cow. Based on values per cwt, there is an incentive for farmers to
market dairy cow culls in decent-conditioned state. Most dairy cows
with BCS 2.25-4.5 fetch similar prices per pound of live weight: the
heavier the cow, the more total beef value. Essentially, every pound of
live weight at slaughter is worth approximately $0.60-$0.70 at today’s
market prices.

weight, a failed fresh cow could lose approximately $110 in beef
value if the choice to ship is delayed 40-60 days. All of this provides an
incentive to quickly identify poor producers or those with lower BCS
that are post-peak and in the later-lactation milking strings.
Veterinarians already play a crucial role in decreasing lost revenue due
to unnecessary loss of condition in failed fresh cows or lactation cows
who may become ill later. Veterinarian-driven herd health protocols
are designed to protect animal health and welfare and relieve animal
suffering. If implemented correctly, protocols will inherently increase
an operation’s cull cow beef value as a secondary effect. These
protocols include identifying unhealthy cows early in the disease
process, administering treatment to cows if warranted in an effective
science-based manner, and recognizing and removing unprofitable
cows quickly.

Why is it important to have protocols in place that quickly recognize
transition failures and utilize logical science-based treatment
protocols? Typically, fresh cows lose 1-2lbs/day in the first 60 days
of lactation. Cows with health conditions may lose weight at higher
rates per day – 3lbs or more. At about $0.60-$0.70 per pound of live

Did You Know: Labels are Becoming More Important
To the consumer, price is still king, but labels and other factors matter more and more. According to a January 2019 quantitative
nationwide consumer research survey conducted by Engine Insights across 1,005 respondents:
• Respondents were asked to select their top two out of six different criteria they consider when purchasing meat, poultry, and dairy. Food safety
was chosen as a top-two factor by 49% of respondents, and price was chosen by 48% of respondents. For comparison, brand and locally
produced were a top-two factor for only 12-15%.
• When making overall purchasing decisions for food and considering key influencers beyond price, safety, and quality, 44% of respondents
consider food certifications, e.g. natural, organic, non-GMO. Forty-one percent (41%) indicated fewer ingredients/cleaner food labels were
key influencers in their purchasing decisions. Environmental concerns and dietary restrictions were a key influencer for only 22% and 16% of
respondents, respectively.
• Fifty-six percent (56%) of respondents turn to food product labels for health and nutrition information.
• Seventy-three percent (73%) of respondents are willing to pay more for food from a company that requires animal health and food safety
practices that exceed established standards.
• As consumers are preparing more meals at home, the importance of food safety has generally increased. Additionally, a study commissioned
by the International Food Information Council found that while the overall importance of environmental sustainability has remained stable
over time, the issue is gaining importance as a purchase decision factor.
In our next edition of DQC Update we will look at how consumers view animal health and its relationship to food and the health of the consumer.
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From Farm to Harvest: Welfare Considerations for Culling Decisions
According to Frontiers in Veterinary Science,
each year in the United States 28% of
dairy cows are removed from their herds.
Cows that are of low or reduced economic
value are removed for a number of reasons
including reproductive or fertility issues,
low milk production, mastitis, lameness,
and other forms of health-related problems.
Once a dairy cow leaves the farm, she
may make her way directly to harvest, or
she may go through livestock auctions or
markets. Cull cows can travel a significant
distance to slaughter, and may face several
welfare challenges and stressors along
the way. If cows are already compromised,
these stressors can intensify. Often industry
recommendations and guidelines regarding
whether a cow is healthy enough for
transport aren’t followed. There is also little
financial risk to farmers if they ship cows that
are not in suitable condition. All too often,
compromised cull cows are shipped.
Cull cows face many challenges including
transportation, the process to harvest, and
a cow’s condition. Certain strides need to be
made – and can be made – to confront these
welfare challenges.
Current Issues
Transportation: One of the current issues
around cow culling is transportation. During
transportation cull dairy cows can be exposed
to multiple stressors including congregating
with unfamiliar animals, loading and
confinement, lack of feed or water, noise,
unusual surroundings and movements,
and handling by several people. In fact, cull
cows may pass through several handlers,
sellers, and middlemen before arriving at
the plant for harvest. Timing can range from
several hours to several days, depending
on how many times the animal changes
hands. Animals in transport are also unable
or unlikely to lay down. Very rarely, cows
voluntarily spend this much time standing,
and opportunities to rest in trucks tend to be
limited or even impossible. Cows deprived for

three hours of both feed and the opportunity
to lie down will prioritize rest over food when
both options are provided, again according
to Frontiers in Veterinary Science. On average
they will also push 40% of their body weight
in order to access a high-quality lying area.
Animals that are healthy or only mildly
ill – experiencing lameness, metabolic, or
infectious disease – may arrive at the plant in
a further aggravated condition due to long
periods of standing.
Fit to Ship: Another significant issue with
cull dairy cattle is the fitness of the cow
prior to transportation. When assessing an
animal for transport you should ask yourself,
“Is this cow fit to ship?” Cull cows could
be in the marketing system for extended
periods, sometimes 7-14 days. Increased time
in the system can exacerbate pre-existing
conditions.
Perhaps the biggest problem is that there is
no agreement on a definition of “fitness for
transport,” nor is this process regulated in the
United States. Because of this, more and more
cull cows arrive at markets in a poor state of
health, poor body condition, and sometimes
showing signs of pain. The 2016 National Beef
Quality Audit indicated that when arriving
at slaughter plants, 9% of dairy cows were
extremely thin, 43% had a defect such as a
swollen joint or foot abnormality, and 23%
were mobility-challenged. All of these factors
affect the animal’s welfare.
A “Hoof” in the Right Direction
While we may not be able to control every
aspect of transportation, there are some
issues we can address. Selling directly to
harvest can minimize a cow’s transport
time as well as the total time to slaughter,
helping them avoid long periods of standing.
Providing adequate access to water and
feed during transportation is another key in
supporting the animal’s welfare.
Prior to transport producers should closely

monitor their dairy herds and work handin-hand with their veterinarians to prevent
any risks. Every cow should be assessed
before shipping. Look for signs of disease,
lameness, body condition, injury, or if the
cow needs to be dried off; you should also
confirm drug withdrawal times have been
met. It’s important to provide opportunities
for producers to work with veterinarians
to establish voluntary and involuntary
cull criteria and benchmark outcomes,
and to focus on strategies for continuous
improvement of processes. Veterinarians have
a duty to promote the humane treatment
of animals, and they play a vital role in
educating their clients on which animals are
fit for transport.
Another solution is to incorporate employee
training that focuses on early detection,
intervention, and prevention. This includes
gentle and consistent cattle handling, and
early disease recognition and treatment
using protocols recommended by the herd
veterinarian. To prevent lameness, regularly
schedule maintenance hoof trimming,
employ hoof trimming training for dairies
not using an outside hoof trimmer, and have
footbath management protocols in place.
Designate a person responsible for pulling
cows and getting their hoofs trimmed.
Another solution is to integrate lameness
identification training and accountability
for all employees, especially milkers and the
people bringing cows to the parlor from
corrals.
Cull cow welfare should be a priority on
farms. Dairy producers need to work with
their herd managers and veterinarians to
establish standards and protocols that result
in marketing the best cows. When you’re
proactive with culling, you can support the
health of your herd and tackle welfare issues.
Culling and welfare should go hand-in-hand.
All cows will eventually leave your herd. You
should ensure and monitor their welfare
every step of the way from farm-to-harvest.

Verified Premium Plus Program Represents:
645K+ cows
145+ dairies

100+ certifying
veterinarians

$9M+ in premiums
paid to producers

~80M+ pounds of
ground beef per year

~1.7B gallons of milk
per year

11 years of traceability
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