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One of the most important management decisions in a cow/calf operation is determining when cows should calve. Yet, there is no single “best” calving season for every ranch. The ideal system depends on forage resources, labor availability, weather patterns, marketing plans, and overall management goals. Regardless of whether producers choose spring calving, fall calving, or even a combination of both, having a defined and controlled calving season is one of the most effective ways to improve efficiency and profitability.
Research and standardized performance analysis (SPA) data collected from nearly 400 herds in Texas, Oklahoma, and New Mexico demonstrated that longer breeding seasons increased cost of production. In fact, each additional day in the breeding season increased cost per hundredweight of calf weaned. Herds that reduced breeding seasons from year-round exposure to approximately 75 days substantially lowered production costs while also improving calf uniformity. Uniform groups of calves are generally worth more at sale time because buyers prefer cattle that are similar in age, size, and management background.
Controlled breeding and calving seasons also simplify management. Vaccination schedules, nutritional management, pregnancy diagnosis, weaning, and marketing can all be streamlined when cows calve within a relatively short window. In contrast, year-round calving often creates nutritional and labor challenges because cows are in different stages of production simultaneously.
Spring calving remains the most common system in Oklahoma and much of the Southern Plains. One advantage of spring calving is that cows are typically dry (not producing milk) and pregnant during winter feeding. The dry, gestating period represents lower nutritional requirements compared to post-calving when cows are producing milk. Thus, wintering costs are generally lower for spring-calving cows. Calving too early (January and February) in Oklahoma offsets some of this advantage.
Spring-calving systems are not without challenges. Severe late-winter and early-spring storms can result in newborn calf losses. Another disadvantage is that cows can slip in body condition during early spring forage green up. They tend to burn a lot of energy “chasing” bits of tender green forage and ignore available low-quality standing forage or hay provided, resulting in inadequate forage intake and weight loss. This challenge is exacerbated when the early green up period coincides with peak lactation.  Finally, delaying the calving season too long exposes females and herd sires to extreme late-summer heat stress during the breeding season. 
Fall-calving systems offer a different set of advantages and disadvantages. Fall-calving cows are usually in excellent body condition at calving because they have recovered body reserves during summer grazing. Calves are also generally older and heavier at weaning. However, on most ranch operations in Oklahoma, winter supplementation costs are greater in fall-calving cows. Increased nutrient requirements for lactation in combination with lower quality winter forage or hay results in a dramatic gap in nutrient supply. Without proper adjustments in the nutritional program, cows can experience rapid weight and body conditions loss during the breeding season. In addition, if calving starts too early, extreme heat during late summer can lead to weak or even stillborn calves. 
Heat stress deserves increasing attention in Southern beef systems. Breeding cattle during periods of high heat and humidity can reduce conception rates, lengthen the postpartum interval, and negatively impact bull fertility. In some regions, pregnancy rates may decline substantially when cows are bred during late July through early September. Adjusting breeding and calving seasons to avoid predictable periods of extreme heat may improve reproductive performance.
Regardless of calving season, body condition management remains critical. Mature cows should generally calve in a body condition score (BCS) of approximately 5, while first-calf heifers should be closer to a BCS 6. Long-term data consistently show that pregnancy rates decline dramatically in thin cows. Producers should evaluate whether their calving season aligns with forage availability and allows cows to maintain adequate body condition economically. Adoption of synchronization and artificial insemination (AI) is gradually increasing in the commercial beef cattle operations. Recent research indicates that pregnancy rates to AI are improved when cows are slightly gaining weight and condition during the breeding season. This is most economically achieved through timing of the calving season and selection for cattle that are a good match to the forage system. 
There are also tradeoffs between operating one calving season versus two. A single calving season simplifies management and creates larger, more uniform groups of calves to market. Multiple calving seasons may spread marketing risk and increase bull utilization, but they also complicate labor, nutrition, and herd health programs.
Ultimately, the “best” calving season is the one that best matches the ranch environment and available resources. Producers should design systems that minimize purchased feed, maintain reproductive efficiency, and fit local forage resources.
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