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Pregnancy Testing  
Barry Whitworth, DVM Area Food/Animal Quality and 
Health Specialist for Eastern Oklahoma  

  
Many reproductive technologies are readi-
ly available to cattle producers. Technolo-
gies such as estrus synchronization, artifi-
cial insemination, pregnancy diagnosis, and 
many others are proven to improve repro-
ductive efficiency. However, according to 
the National Animal Health Monitoring 
System 2017 Beef Cow/calf study 
(NAHMS), the uses of these technologies 
are not well embraced by cattle operations 
with 37.5% of all cattle operations only 
using one reproductive technology. One 
reproductive technology that is not widely 
used by producers, but should be, is preg-
nancy testing. 
 
 Pregnancy testing improves reproductive 
efficiency and profits for cattle producers. 
According to experts, the ideal pregnancy 
test would easily be able to differentiate 
between bred and open cows. The test 
would be cheap. The diagnosis could be 
made on the farm and the results of the 
test could be determined at the time of 
testing. The commonly used pregnancy 
testing methods used today do not meet 
all of the above requirements. The three 
most commonly used pregnancy testing 
technologies used in cattle are ultrasound, 
rectal palpation, or blood test. All tech-
niques have advantages and disad-

vantages. According to the NAHMS, around 
8.8% of all cattle operations use ultra-
sound, 19.3% use rectal palpation, and 
3.5% use blood testing for pregnancy diag-
nosis.  
As the price of ultrasound units have de-
creased, the use of ultrasound for preg-
nancy diagnosis is increasing. Ultrasound 
units produce an image that can be visual-
ized by the operator to determine preg-
nancy status. The advantage of using an 
ultrasound to diagnose pregnancy is that it 
is accurate, rapid, and pregnancy status of 
the cow is determined at the time of 
testing. Some ultrasound operators can 
determine pregnant cattle very soon after 
breeding but most operators are confident 
at diagnosing pregnancy around 28 days. 
Other positive attributes of ultrasound are 
fetal viability can be accessed. A fetal 
heartbeat can be seen as early as 21 days 
post breeding. Fetal sexing can be deter-
mined using this method as well. Also, the 
age of the fetus can be determined based 
on the size of the fetus. Lastly, ultrasound 
is the best method to determine if a cow 
has twins. Some disadvantages of using 
ultrasound for pregnancy testing is cost 
and operator knowledge. It is the most 
expensive method to diagnose pregnancy 
and requires a considerable amount of 
training for the operator to become profi-
cient at using this method for pregnancy 
testing.  
 
Rectal palpation is the oldest, most com-
mon, and widely used method for diagnos-
ing pregnancy. Most Colleges of Veterinary 
Medicine continue to train students in this 
method of pregnancy diagnosis. With prac-
tice, this method of pregnancy testing is 
highly accurate, rapid, inexpensive, and  
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pregnancy status is determined at the 

time of testing. Some veterinarians can 

determine pregnancy as early as 30 days 

post-breeding. Other veterinarians are 

more comfortable with not pregnancy 

testing until 45 to 60 days post-breeding.  

Over the past few years, blood tests that 

detect certain proteins associated with 

pregnancy in cattle have become an al-

ternative to rectal palpation and ultra-

sound. The tests are accurate. Although 

some of the test can be done at chute 

side, the test still requires a certain 

amount of time to obtain the results. 

Other blood tests require the blood sam-

ples to be shipped to a lab for test re-

sults. When comparing to ultrasound or 

rectal palpation, the test would not be 

considered rapid nor would it be consid-

ered completed at the time of testing. 

The test is inexpensive. This is an easy 

pregnancy test for cattle producers to 

use in their reproductive health          

management.  

One last thought on pregnancy testing. 

The earlier that a nonpregnant cow can 

be eliminated from the herd the better. 

For this reason, some cattle producers 

wish to pregnancy test 30 days post-

breeding. However, one problem with 

pregnancy testing this early post-

breeding is natural fetal loss. Most      

natural fetal loss occurs in the first 60 

days post breeding. A small percentage of 

cows found pregnant this early post-

breeding will lose their fetus. This will 

happen no matter which method of  

pregnancy testing used. 

 Pregnancy testing is a reproductive tech-

nology that is practical and economical. 

Pregnancy testing can reduce operational 

cost by reducing feed cost associated 

with feeding open cows. It will improve      

reproductive efficiency by allowing     

producers to remove problem breeders 

and can alert producers of reproductive 

disease issues. Cattle producers should 

contact their local veterinarian and/or 

Oklahoma State University County Agri-

culture Extension Educator about the 

benefits of pregnancy testing.  

References USDA. 2020. Beef 2017, “Beef 

Cow-calf Management Practices in the 

United States, 2017, report 1.” USDA–

APHIS–VS– CEAH–NAHMS. Fort Collins, 

CO. #.782.0520  

Feeding Thin Cows  
Earl H. Ward, Area Livestock Specialist  

It is always a recommended practice to 

be mindful of your cow’s body condition 

score (BCS). The BCS is a great indication 

of your animal’s nutrient and health sta-

tus. The OSU Factsheet AFS-3283: “Body 

Condition Scoring of Cows” teaches how 

to properly assess your animal’s BCS and 

the impacts that low BCS’s can have on 

your herd’s health and productivity. If we 

find ourselves in a predicament where 

we have low BCSs, how do we recover 

those energy reserves? The winter storm 

in February 2021 was detrimental and 

even deadly to cows that were in poor 

condition, and we need to be prepared 

for the next cold snap. So, it is recom-

mended to start observing BCSs now and 

determine if you need to change or in-

crease the quality and/or quantity of feed 

offered to the herd. When it comes to 

putting “flesh” back on a cow to increase 

a BCS, it is important to be cognitive of 

the amount of energy offered to the ani-

mal. Although protein is extremely im-

portant as well, it is the energy that de-

posits the fat cover back on. So how 

much feed does it take to increase one 

BCS on an animal? Well luckily with some 

calculations we can compute that. The 

2016 Nutrient Requirements of Beef 

Cattle gives us the amount of metaboliza-

ble energy (ME) it takes to increase one 

BCS at a given mature weight. However, 

most of us have no clue how much ME 

our feeds have. There is a calculation to 

get ME to total digestible nutrients (TDN, 

Table 1). From there we can calculate the 

amount of feed required based of the 

TDN value of our feed. If your cows are 

typically 1200 lbs (at BCS 5) but are cur-

rently in a BCS 4, then it would take 140 

pounds of TDN to get her up to a BCS 5. 

To calculate how much feed is needed, 

you take the pounds of TDN required and 

divide it by the percent TDN in the feed, 

and then divide that number by the per-

cent dry matter of the supplement to 

equal the total pounds of feed as-fed. If 

your supplement contains 75% TDN and 

90% dry matter, then for you math wiz-

ards the equation looks like this: (140 lb ÷ 

0.75) ÷ 0.90 = F  
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A New Year’s Resolution 
for Cow-Calf  Producers 
Derrell S. Peel, Oklahoma State University Ex-

tension Livestock Marketing Specialist 
  

Cow-calf producers are constantly man-
aging many production and marketing 
challenges. However, as we consider the 
coming year, one that deserves special 
attention is to produce and market for-
age for maximum value.  Cattle produc-
ers are frequently reminded that they 
are really in the forage business and 
that cattle are a means to harvest and 
market forage.  There are numerous 
considerations to market forage for the 
highest value. 
  
In part, marketing forage involves con-
sidering cattle production and marketing 
alternatives that represent higher value 
for forage.  For cow-calf producers, this 
includes considerations for marketing 
calves at weaning or retaining calves for 
backgrounding/stocker production as 
well as marketing cull breeding ani-
mals.  The market environment in 2022 
may provide more possibilities with re-
duced cattle numbers favoring weaned 
calf production and marketing yet, at 
the same time, higher grain prices and 
elevated feedlot cost of gain increase 
the value of added forage-based weight 
gain on feeder cattle.  Producers will 
have more options and potential to add 

value and planning now can improve 
returns to cattle and forage production 
later. 
  
Feed costs are the largest cost compo-
nent for cow-calf production. Part of 
managing forage for increased value is 
to utilize grazing better to reduce cow 
feed costs.  Grazing is the least expen-
sive feed for cows, so this means man-
aging pastures for maximum quantity, 
quality and duration of grazing and hav-
ing cows do most of their own feed har-
vesting.  Early planning is necessary to 
plan annual forage production and graz-
ing management.  This must be done in 
conjunction with plans for cow-calf pro-
duction, retained stockers and forage 
use as part of cull cow marketing. 
  
Feeding harvested forages (hay) is at 
least twice the cost of grazing.  The goal 
should be to minimize hay use with 
grazing management.  To the extent 
that hay use cannot be avoided, manage 
hay for reduced waste and to decrease 
hay expense.  Test hay to know the nu-
tritive value and how the hay will con-
tribute to meeting cattle nutritional re-
quirements.  This is done on a pound 
basis so it is important to know the 
weight of round bales.  Evaluate the 
economics of hay versus supplemental 
feeds to provide needed protein and 
energy relative to the cattle stage of 
production at different times and any 
available grazable forage. 
  
Store hay to maintain quality and re-
duce waste.  As I’m driving, I see lots of 
rounds bales from last year or the year 
before which are now melted into the 
ground with little or no feed value.  Plan 
hay storage relative to how long the hay 
might need to be stored.  The longer hay 
must/will be stored, the more you can 
justify investment in storage facilities 
(sheds, coverings, pads and drain-
age).  Feed hay to reduce waste and 
know exactly how much cows are con-
suming.  Think about how much hay 
cows need and how much they are 
getting.  Round bales are more conven-
ient and save labor but do require feed-
ing management otherwise they can 

add significantly to annual cow costs. 
  
With generally rising input costs, cow-
calf producers need to put additional 
effort into cost management.  Managing 
feed costs will be a key to minimizing 
cow costs and capitalizing on better 
cattle market conditions in 2022.  It’s 
not too early to plan the next year of 
forage management and grazing. 
  
See Dr. Derrell Peels Livestock Mar-
keting 2021 Roundtable from Sunup TV 
on January 3, 2022. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?
v=FFiv8C7lR_0 

  

The Importance of     
Colostrum 

Mark Z. Johnson, Oklahoma State University 
Extension Beef Cattle Breeding Specialist 

 

Being ready and prepared before the 
start of calving season can make life 
much easier for cow-calf producers and 
potentially save a calf.  By the time 
calving season starts, you need every-
thing on hand that might be necessary 
and all equipment and facilities in 
working order.  Operators need several 
doses of colostrum or colostrum replac-
er on inventory before the start of 
spring-calving season.  

Adequate colostrum intake is extreme-
ly crucial for newborn calves in order to 
gain passive immunity.  Calves born 
after a prolonged delivery through the 
pelvic canal can suffer from severe res-
piratory acidosis. Such calves are less 
efficient at absorbing colostral immu-
noglobulins or antibodies even if artifi-
cially fed colostrum The only disease 
protection baby calves will receive is 
from the passive transfer of antibodies 
from the colostrum they ingest. Colos-
trum also contains transferrin and lac-
toferrin, which bind iron and restrict 
bacterial growth. These factors, togeth-
er with immunoglobulins, help limit 
growth of bacteria in the gut. 

  

https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DFFiv8C7lR_0&data=04%7C01%7Ccheyenne.patrick%40okstate.edu%7Ca1d02a9244c34cadcad608d9ceccb100%7C2a69c91de8494e34a230cdf8b27e1964%7C0%7C0%7C637768200817910319%7CUnkn
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DFFiv8C7lR_0&data=04%7C01%7Ccheyenne.patrick%40okstate.edu%7Ca1d02a9244c34cadcad608d9ceccb100%7C2a69c91de8494e34a230cdf8b27e1964%7C0%7C0%7C637768200817910319%7CUnkn
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DFFiv8C7lR_0&data=04%7C01%7Ccheyenne.patrick%40okstate.edu%7Ca1d02a9244c34cadcad608d9ceccb100%7C2a69c91de8494e34a230cdf8b27e1964%7C0%7C0%7C637768200817910319%7CUnkn
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Colostrum or colostrum replacer will 
need to be administered by bottle suck-
ling or tube feeding within a few hours 
of birth for maximal absorption of im-
munoglobulins.  The general rule of 
thumb is the sooner colostrum is ingest-
ed the better and calves will typically 
stand, walk and nurse within one hour 
after birth.  Bottomline: if there is any 
question of if a calf has received ade-
quate colostrum, then colostrum should 
be administered immediately to the 
newborn.  Calves that miss getting time-
ly colostrum ingestion are much more 
likely to suffer from calf scours, which 
can have lifelong effects on general har-
diness and disease resistance. 

Previously obtained colostrum must be 
kept frozen to protect the integrity of 
the large protein molecules that make 
up the various immunoglobulins. Fresh 
colostrum can be stored in one-quart 
doses by putting that much in a gallon-
size Ziploc bag. Lay the bags flat to 
freeze in the freezer. When the time 
comes to thaw the colostrum and feed 
it to the newborn calf, the “best prac-
tice” is to thaw in a warm water bath at 
122 degrees Fahrenheit for one 
hour.  Avoid thawing at room tempera-
ture of in a microwave oven. 

The amount of immunoglobulin ingest-
ed is a major factor in final blood immu-
noglobulin concentration and disease 
protection. A practical rule-of-thumb is 
to feed 5% to 6% of the calf's body 
weight within the first six hours and 
repeat the feeding when the calf is 
about 12 hours old. For an 80-pound 
calf, this will equate to about 2 quarts of 
colostrum per feeding. 

Commercial colostrum replacers contain 
more than 100 grams of immunoglobu-
lin per dose. Always read the label be-
fore purchasing. It is important not to 
confuse supplements and replac-
ers.  Supplements are used to boost 
antibody protection a calf gets from 
nursing and contain 40 to 60 grams of 
immunoglobulins, which is not enough 
to provide protection in a calf that has 
not nursed. 

Glenn Selk discusses the long-term 
effects of inadequate colostrum on calf 
health in a classic Cow-Calf Corner on 
SunUp TV from January 9, 2021 https://
www.youtube.com/watch?
v=Sfni3cB6G0M 

Stretching Short Wheat 
Pasture with High Grain 

Prices 
Paul Beck, Oklahoma State Extension Beef 

Cattle Specialist 

  
This year most of central and western 
Oklahoma has gone for over 40 to 60 
days with less than 0.25 inches of rain-
fall and in the Oklahoma Panhandle it 
has been over 70 to 120 days with less 
than 0.25 inches of rainfall. We had de-
cent wheat pasture prospects with a 
rainfall event in mid-October that was 
at just the right time to get much of our 
grazing wheat acres going and provide 
enough forage to turn calves out. There 
was not enough stockpiled forage to 
maintain stocking rates if conditions 
weren’t right. The lack of rain since 
calves were turned has limited regrowth 
and pastures are short again. 
  
When wheat forage gets short we often 
look to research from the OSU Wheat 
Pasture Research Unit at Marshall from 
the 1990’s where concentrate supple-
ments containing monensin were fed at 
0.65 to 0.75% of body weight (for exam-
ple, 4 pounds per day for a 533-pound 
steer) and stocking rate was increased 
22 percent to 44 percent. Weight gains 
during the fall/winter grazing were in-
creased by 0.33 pound per day with a 
mean supplement conversion of 5 
pounds of as-fed supplement per pound 
of increased gain per acre. This supple-
ment contained monensin that has 
been shown to increase gains of grow-
ing cattle on pasture by 10 to 15% and 
reduce forage intake by about 10%. This 
supplementation program can also be 
used to stretch wheat forage when pas-
tures are 60 to 80% of normal. The eco-
nomics of this program are usually very 
good when feed prices are low to mod-
erate with costs of added gain around 

50 to 75 cents per pound of added gain 
when feeds cost $150 to 200/ton, but 
escalate to over $1/pound when feed 
prices are $400/ton. 

   
Although intake of low quality roughag-
es is not high enough to offset wheat 
forage intake and can reduce perfor-
mance of growing calves. Research has 
shown that offering high quality 
roughages such as corn silage or sor-
ghum silage or high quality round bale 
silages can be used to replace short 
wheat pasture or double stocking rates 
on wheat pastures. In the 1980’s re-
search showed that feeding silage daily 
to calves on wheat pasture allowed 
stocking rates to be increased by up to 
2X without reducing steer performance. 
When faced with short wheat pastures 
on some research fields a few years ago, 
we used this research to keep calves on 
short wheat pastures using round bale 
bermudagrass silage. Several of our 
fields had normal forage yields of 2500 
pounds of forage per acre, where we 
grazed during the fall and winter with 1 
calf per acre with forage allowance of 4 
pounds of wheat per pound of steer and 
had gains of 3.3 lbs/day. Other fields 
were planted later and only had 70% of 
normal (1800 pounds of forage per 
acre) that we stocked at 1.5 steers per 
acre (forage allowance of 2.1 pounds of 
forage per pound of steer) and fed free-
choice round bale bermudagrass silage 
(14% CP and 56% TDN) weekly. Even 
with higher stocking rates and less for-
age per acre these steers gained 2.6 
pounds per day and total gain per acre 
increased from 250 for our ‘normal’ 
production to 300 pounds per acre. This 
only took about 4.5 pounds of silage dry 
matter per pound of added gain per 
acre. Using high quality, palatable hays 
or silages are able to stretch wheat pas-
tures when concentrate feeds are ex-
pensive. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DSfni3cB6G0M&data=04%7C01%7Ccheyenne.patrick%40okstate.edu%7Ca1d02a9244c34cadcad608d9ceccb100%7C2a69c91de8494e34a230cdf8b27e1964%7C0%7C0%7C637768200817910319%7CUnkn
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DSfni3cB6G0M&data=04%7C01%7Ccheyenne.patrick%40okstate.edu%7Ca1d02a9244c34cadcad608d9ceccb100%7C2a69c91de8494e34a230cdf8b27e1964%7C0%7C0%7C637768200817910319%7CUnkn
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DSfni3cB6G0M&data=04%7C01%7Ccheyenne.patrick%40okstate.edu%7Ca1d02a9244c34cadcad608d9ceccb100%7C2a69c91de8494e34a230cdf8b27e1964%7C0%7C0%7C637768200817910319%7CUnkn
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  UPCOMING EVENTS 

Jan 22nd– The 4-H clubs are having a chili fundraiser at the Elks lodge Pawhuska during the Osage County 

predator hunt. Starting at 6:00 PM going until 8:00 PM. Come out and support our Osage County 4-H clubs. 

March 1st-4th– Spring livestock show 

. 


