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A note from the agent:

I hope this news letter finds everyone well.
Spring weather seems to have finally

arrived and not a moment too soon. The
season is starting to spool up for everyone

with grass finally coming on from what
seemed like a long, cold winter. This

newsletter contains several timely articles
and programs coming up. As always, if you
have any questions or need assistance, feel

free to reach out. 
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Selling vs. Marketing  

Kevin Laurent, Extension Specialist, University of Kentucky

Do you “sell” your calves, or do you “market” your calves? With cattle prices at record levels,
the difference between the two doesn’t seem to really matter that much, or does it? We are in
unprecedented times in the cattle industry. Beef cow inventory is as low as it’s been since
many of us were born. Carcass weights are at record highs and input costs continue to rise.
With light weight calves hitting $4.00 cwt it’s hard to argue against the mindset of load them
up and haul them off, but I think we need be careful to not let these good times change our
mindset. 

We are fortunate in Kentucky to have an excellent Market News division at Kentucky
Department of Agriculture and lately I have poured over numerous KDA market reports
working on PVAP closeouts. I thought I would share some of what I found. Table 1 shows the
number of steers and bulls by weight (300-699 lbs.) and grade, large and medium frame,
muscle score 1-2 (LM 1-2) vs large and medium frame, muscle score 2-3 (LM 2-3) as
reported by the KDA Market News reporters for the week of December 8-14. I chose to
summarize this particular report since it represents one of the largest marketing weeks in
2024 (24,085 feeder cattle). Note that 34% of the calves weighing 300-699 lbs. were bulls.
This ranged from 60% for 3 wt. calves to 20% in the 6 wt. category. If you calculate the
number of LM 2-3 calves, both steers and bull, you will see that 892 calves out of 7,413
(12%) failed to have the muscling and quality to make the LM 1-2 grade. So how does this
affect price?
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Table 2 gives the corresponding weighted average prices ($/cwt.) reported in that same
week. Discounts for bulls vs. steers of similar quality (LM1-2) ranged from -$14.41 for 3 wt.
calves to -$30.18 for 6 wt. calves. More severe discounts were reported for LM 2-3 steers and
bulls with a range of -$30.34 for 6 wt. LM 2-3 steers to a high of -$75.15 for 3 wt. LM 2-3
bulls. This means that 40% of calves weighing between 300 and 699 lbs. experienced
discounts ranging from $14 to upwards of $50 plus per cwt. Per head discounts on a 500 lb.
calf ranged from $125 per head for selling a LM 1-2 bull up to $283 per head for selling a
lower quality light muscled LM 2-3 bull. For the average 25-30 cow Kentucky cow herd, this
could easily total $2000 or more of lost revenue. The good news is these discounts can be
avoided by simply castrating calves and using quality bulls with adequate muscling. The
common argument against castration is added weight at weaning and the risk involved. Both
of these concerns Table 1. Number of steers and bulls by weight and grade KDA Market
News can be alleviated by castrating early (less than 3 months of age) and implanting. Early
castration is easier on the calf and the person doing the castrating. Also, research has shown
that early castration coupled with one growth promoting implant will result in similar weight at
weaning as if the calf had been left intact.

So, what is the difference between “selling” and “marketing”? If the first step of marketing is
avoiding discounts, maybe the second step is adding value. Weaned preconditioned calves
continue to be in demand and the best place for a calf to be castrated and weaned is on the
farm where it was born, and buyers recognize that. The Advanced Post Weaning Value-
Added Program (PVAP) helps producers determine the profitability of weaning and
preconditioning their calves prior to marketing. 
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Calves must be weighed at weaning to determine the beginning value of the calves and
expenses are recorded throughout the preconditioning period. When calves are sold, a one-
page closeout detailing costs and returns and performance of the calves is provided to the
participant. Table 3 is a summary of closeouts from the PVAP program during the marketing
year April 2024 to January 2025. This summary contains the 25 closeouts that have been
completed. 

Note that 2024 was a historically profitable year for preconditioning calves. Net added value
per head averaged $216 vs selling the calf at weaning. Returns this fall were even higher,
averaging $278 per head with several closeouts in the $300 plus range. Think about the
“sellers” who sold their intact bawling bull calves straight off the cow in October vs the
“marketers” who weaned their steer calves in October and preconditioned and marketed
them in December. Market data and PVAP results from this fall indicate a potential $403
($125 + $278) per head revenue advantage to the “marketer”. Which for a typical 25 cow
herd could have totaled an additional $4000 and this does not include added revenue for
preconditioned heifers. There are several other strategies that can enhance value and help
you “market” your calves. Managing a tighter calving window will result in larger lot sizes.
Upgrading genetics with breeders who offer buyback programs or special sales.
Participating in stockyard precondition sales. Group selling with other producers with similar
cattle and program. Whatever strategies you use, remember these prices won’t last forever
so use your profits wisely to position yourself to be a “marketer” and not just a “seller”.
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Dr. Chris Teutsch, UK Research and Education Center at Princeton

Wet conditions this winter have resulted in almost complete disturbance in and around hay feeding
areas. Even well designed hay feeding pads will have significant damage surrounding the pad where
animals enter and leave. These highly disturbed areas create perfect growing conditions for summer
annual weeds like spiny pigweed and cockle bur. Their growth is stimulated by lack of competition
from a healthy and vigorous sod and the high fertility from the dung, urine and decomposing organic
material around hay feeding areas.
Our most common approach to revegetating these areas is trying to reseed cool-season perennial
grasses (tall fescue and orchard grass) and legumes (red and white clover) in mid- to late-spring. On
the surface this seems to be a logical approach. However, it rarely works as well as we would like.
The problem is that cool-season perennial grasses usually don’t have enough time to become fully
established before the weather turns hot. In addition, summer annual weed pressure can be fierce
during establishment. The net result is that these attempts at reseeding pugged up pastures often fail.
An alternative strategy involves planting summer annual grasses in late spring or early summer. This
approach has a much higher probability of success. Summer annual grasses, especially sorghum-
sudangrass or sudangrass, have very rapid emergence and canopy closure. This will prevent
summer annuals weeds from germinating and provide forage for grazing or harvesting during the
summer months (Figure 2). Perennial cool-season grasses can then be reseeded under more ideal
conditions in late or summer or early fall.
If you decide to use summer annuals grasses, there are several things that you can do to enhance
your success. These are listed below.
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Plant adapted summer annuals species. Always plant forages that are well adapted to Kentucky
and the soils and conditions on your farm. Summer annuals that can be used to reclaim hay feeding
areas include sudangrass, sorghum-sudangrass, pearl millet, and crabgrass. Detailed information
on the adaptability, establishment, and management of these species can be found in AGR-
229,-229, Warm Season Annual Grasses in Kentucky. Use the high end of the seeding rate.
Seeding rates are normally given as a range. Make sure and use the high end of this range. Even
with summer annuals, rapid canopy closure is critical for reducing summer annual weeds.
Plant after soil warms. For summer annuals grasses to germinate and rapidly emerge, soil
temperatures at planting should be at least 60 degrees F. As a general rule, this is about two weeks
after the “ideal” corn planting date. This should allow plenty of time to let the area dry out and to get
it smoothed up prior to planting. If there is a delay in planting the summer annuals after final tillage, it
may be a good idea to do one more pass of light tillage to disturb any weed seedling that may have
germinated.
Control broadleaf weeds. Once warm-season annual grasses are established, some herbicides
can be applied to control summer annual broadleaf weeds. If you plan to reseed cools-season
perennials in the fall, make sure and check the label for reseeding restrictions prior to application.
Always consult and follow label directions. For more information on using herbicides on summer
annual grasses, contact your local extension agent.
Grazing summer annuals grasses. Allow taller growing summer annuals like sorghum-sudangrass
and pearl millet to reach a height of 18-24 inches before grazing and stop grazing a to 8-10 inches.
Regrowth can be stimulated be applying 40-60 lb N/A after each grazing, but the last. Crabgrass can
be grazed once it reaches a height of 6 to 8 inches. Cattle should be pulled off once it has been
grazed to a height of 3 to 4 inches.
Haying summer annual grasses.  Allow taller growing to reach a height of 30 to 40 inches before
mowing. This will optimize yield and forage quality. If regrowth is desired, do not mow close than 6
inches apply 40 to 60 lb N/A after each cutting, but the last. Crabgrass should be cut for hay at the
late boot-stage. Care should be taken to not mow crabgrass closer than 3 to 4 inches.
Reseeding cool-season grasses in the fall. Pastures should be sprayed with a non-selective
herbicide in late summer to control any remaining summer annual grass and any weeds that have
germinated. Coolseason grasses can be no-tilled into the killed pasture area.
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Improvement in Kentucky
Dr. Dennis Egli, University of Kentucky

It won’t be long before Kentucky farmers start planting the 2025 corn and soybean crops. At
this time of the year farmers are always optimistic, expecting record yields if the weather
cooperates. This expectation is a result of the yield trends over the last nearly 100 years.
Corn yields in Kentucky trended upward since 1940 (Fig. 1), that’s 84 years of steadily
increasing yield (ignoring fluctuations due to weather). If one takes the long view, however,
increasing yield was not always a given (Fig.1).

Corn yield did not change from the time of the Civil War (1866) to roughly the beginning of
World War II (1940) (Fig. 1). The yield curve during this period was flatter than a pool table,
creating a yield plateau that lasted for 74 years. It’s hard to imagine a situation where a
farmer’s corn yield was the same as his father’s or even, perhaps, his grandfather’s. Now
that’s a significant plateau! Yield during this period averaged 24.3 bushels pr acre in
Kentucky. This plateau was not limited to corn in Kentucky; corn in all the Corn Belt states,
wheat in Kentucky and other crops in other countries exhibited similar plateaus.

Historical Corn and Soybean Yield
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There was no plateau for soybean (Fig. 1) because it was not grown for grain in the US until the

early 1900’s and yields were not estimated by the National Agricultural Statistics Service until

1924. Soybean yield trended upward from 1924, when the yield was 11 bushels per acre, until

the present. The initial yield increases were probably a result of producers learning how to grow

this new crop and selecting better lines from the initial lines introduced from China.

Midwestern agriculture during the plateau period for corn was low-input, obviously sustainable (it

lasted for 74 years) and would probably be considered organic by today’s standards. Cropping

systems were based on rotations including corn, small grains (wheat and oat) and hay. Nitrogen

came from animal manure and legumes in the rotation. Weeds were controlled by mechanical

cultivation (there were no herbicides), farmers grew open-pollinated corn varieties, saved their

own seed and farms were small (< 50 acres).

Animal power was replaced by the internal combustion engine and mechanization replaced

hand labor near the end of the plateau. These changes greatly reduced the need for feed

production and probably improved the efficiency and timeliness of management operations.

Extension programs in the early 1900’s trained farmers to identify the perfect corn ear to save

for seed for the next crop. University research focused on soil fertility and other aspects of crop

management. Interestingly, none of these activities had any effect on yield and the plateau

persisted.

Some cataclysmic change in crop production systems in the 1930’s ended the plateau and

initiated the period of steady yield growth that continued to the present day. The big question is -

what change(s) drove the steady increase in yield?

Open-pollinated varieties were replaced by hybrids (hybrids were planted on nearly 90% of the

acres in Kentucky by 1950) which forced farmers to buy their corn seed from commercial

companies. The use of inorganic fertilizers increased rapidly after 1945, fueled, in part, by the

availability of nitrates from plants that produced explosives during World War II. The

development of herbicides and pesticides improved weed, insect and disease control.  increase

in off-farm inputs.
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These inputs were supported by changes in management practices (e.g., higher corn
populations, narrow rows – made possible by herbicides and mechanization – and better
disease and insect control). Some argue that changes in the environment (e.g., more solar
radiation resulting from the clean air act and a cleaner atmosphere) contributed to yield growth.
These changes stimulated a dramatic shift from a low- to a high-input system during this period
with a big increase in off-farm inputs.
The work of plant breeders was the driving force behind the increase in corn and soybean
yields. The changes in inputs and management practices were essential, but they would not be
effective without improved higher-yielding hybrids and varieties. You can’t manage a 1960s
hybrid to produce today’s yields and today’s hybrids won’t produce today’s yields with 1960’s
management. Hybrid (variety) vs. management is the classic interaction – neither can get the job
done on their own.
T. R. Malthus, a preacher and economist in England, argued in his 1798 book (An Essay on the
Principle of Population), that exponential population growth would always outpace the linear
growth in food supplies so that humankind would always live on the ragged edge of starvation.
World population in 1798 was roughly 1 billion, now, 226 years later, the population is 8.2 billion
and the world faces an obesity epidemic - Malthus was wrong. He did not anticipate the
dramatic growth in crop productivity and the area cropped in the high-input era that outpaced
population growth to maintain a generally well-fed world. The key to the growth in yield was the
efforts of plant breeders that produced improved hybrids (varieties), management practices that
allowed them to reach their potential productivity, and an agri-business system that made the
necessary inputs readily available to producers.
But what will the future hold? Will yield growth continue in the more hostile environments
created by climate change or will it plateau, ultimately proving Malthus correct? I would be
optimistic, especially given the declining rate of population growth, if it were not for the looming
presence of climate change and societies’ apparent unwillingness to do anything about it.
“They are ill discovers that think there is no land when then can see nothing but sea” Francis
Bacon, essayist, philosopher and statesman, 1561-1625.

Adapted in part from: Egli, D.B. 2008. Comparison of Corn and Soybean Yields in the United
States: Historical Trends and Future Prospects. Agron. J. 100: S-79 – S-88.
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Forage Timely Tips: April

Graze cover crops using temporary
fencing.  

As pasture growth begins, rotate
through pastures quickly to keep up

with the fast growth of spring.  
Creep-graze calves and lambs,

allowing them access to highest-
quality pasture. 

Finish re-seeding winter feeding sites
where soil disturbance and sod

damage occurred. 
As pasture growth exceeds the needs
of the livestock, remove some fields

from the rotation and allow growth to
accumulate for hay or haylage. 

Flash graze pastures newly seeded
with clovers to manage competition.  



Agriculture and Natural Resources Newsletter - April 2025 Page 14

Plate it Up 
Kentucky Proud Recipe




