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Important Dates 

Oct 16: Supplementing  
Low-Quality Forages 
Seminar 
 
Oct 24: Feed Quality 
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Nov 13: Maintaining a 
Healthy Herd Seminar 
 
Nov 20: EFP Wor kshop 
 
Nov 27: Forage Planning 
Seminar  
 

 

High feed costs again in 2019 have 
many producers wondering about the 
economics of overwintering their 
cows. 

“The question is, is it even feasible to 
keep cows?” said Ted Nibourg, a 
farm business management specialist 
at the Alberta Ag-Info Centre. “Some 
are liquidating their entire herds. 
Others are culling heavily, and many 
are trying to find economical ways of 
maintaining them.” 

The two main factors to consider in 
developing feeding economies are 
price and availability of feed. 

“One factor to consider this winter 
will be the availability of quality 
forage,” he said. “Parts of the 
province experienced drought again 
this summer while others suffered the 
other end of the spectrum. The wet 
areas of the province had difficulty 
getting their hay off dry and many 
producers resorted to putting their 
forage up as silage or haylage. 

 “This tends to solve the supply 
dilemma locally, but it greatly 
increases transportation costs to areas 
of reduced supply as much of what is 
being trucked is water.” 

To arrive at daily feed costs, Nibourg 
ran some rations 
through CowBytes to add perspective 
to feed price variations, and its effect 
on a producer’s bottom line. 

“The rations assumed 1,400-pound 
cows at mid-pregnancy. The barley-
straw ration priced barley at $5 per 
bushel and barley straw at $50 per 
ton.” 

That produced a ration price of $2.20 
per head per day. 

“With a straight grass hay ration for 
hay priced at eight cents per pound, 
the daily cost increased to $2.75 per 
head,” said Nibourg. “Hay priced at 
10 cents per pound jumped the daily 
cost to $3.40 per head. With hay at 12 
cents per pound, the daily cost 
bounced up to $4.10 per head.” 

Nibourg then ran the numbers 
through Rancher’s Risk and Return 
spreadsheet to look at the effect that 
varying feed prices have on a 
producer’s bottom line. 

“Using a 100-head herd with a 
weaning percentage of 85 per cent, it 
assumed that 650-pound steer calves 
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averaged $210 per cwt and 600-
pound heifer calves averaged $190 
per cwt. The feed costs for the barley-
straw ration amounted to 53 per cent 
of the total production costs for the 
herd and resulted in a gross margin of 
$13,250. 

“A hay ration priced at eight cents per 
pound increased feed costs to 58.5 per 
cent of total production costs and 
reduced the gross margin to minus 
$250 — basically break-even.” 

With hay at 10 cents per pound, feed 
costs rose to 63.5 per cent of the total, 
resulting in a negative $15,131 gross 
margin. Feed costs increased to 68 
per cent of total production costs for 
hay priced at 12 cents per pound and 
this resulted in a loss of $30,350. 

“Feed costs this winter are basically 
charges against next year’s calf crop,” 

said Nibourg. “Break-evens in the fall 
of 2020 for this example herd on a 
barley-straw ration, comes in at $176 
per cwt for next year’s calves. 

“The herd on eight-cent-per-pound 
hay ration would need $202 per cwt 
to break even. At 10 cents per pound, 
break-evens are $229 per cwt. Break-
evens for 12-cent-per-pound hay are 
$258 per cwt.” 

The analysis underscores the 
necessity of managing feed costs for a 
cow-calf operator, he said. 

CowBytes is beef ration balancing 
software that can be purchased online 
at alberta.ca. 

Article from: https://
www.albertafarmexpress.ca/2019/09/17/is-it-
worth-it-feeding-your-cows-this-winter/  
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Staffing Updates 

We have recently had a few staff changes at the office, with some staff leaving us temporarily and some old 
faces coming back to join us! 
 
We would like to begin our update by wishing Melissa Freeman, our General Manager, all the best as she 
begins her maternity leave and prepares to welcome a new member of the West-Central family. We can’t wait 
to meet the new little one when they arrive!  
 
In Melissa’s absence, Rachael Nay will be filling in as the General Manager. She has some big shoes to fill, 
but we’re sure she’s going to do great!  

 
As a result of Rachael taking on a new role, we recently welcomed back Jessica Watson to WCFA to fill in 
Rachael’s role of Conservation Agriculture & Extension Program Coordinator.  Many of you may remember 
Jessica from before, as she formerly held the Conservation Ag & Extension role. She took a little time away 
from WCFA but is excited to be back in the area and to be working with the wonderful WCFA membership 
again.  

 
We do have one staff member who’s role has not changed: Jessica Stambulic remains with us as our 
Agronomy Technician, having joined us back in May.  

 
WCFA staff are looking forward to continuing to serve our membership and providing you with the same 
great learning opportunities and research you have come to expect from us.  
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What Have We Been Up To?  

Regenerative Ranching & Farming with Gabe Brown  

We hosted Gabe Brown for a two-day Regenerative Ranching and Farming workshop at the end of August. 

Gabe covered soil health, cover crops, intercropping and grazing topics over the two days. Attendees were 

also able to tour both our Brazeau and Wildwood Research Sites, as well as some local producer fields. We 

would like to extend special thanks to Gateway Research Organization, Lakeland Applied Research 

Association, FBC, and Alpine for all their support in making this event successful.  

 

Shiningbank Lake Community Stewardship Initiative  

Lake Health Day  

As part of our continuing Community Stewardship Initiative on Shiningbank we hosted a Lake Health Day on 

August 23. Representatives from the Agroforestry and Woodlot Extension Society (AWES), Alberta Lake 

Management Society (ALMS), Alberta Environment and Park, WCFA, and Alberta Fish and Wildlife were on 

hand to offer information to attendees and lake users.  

Educational Video Filming  

This initiative will also see the production of a short video series covering various lake and riparian health 

related topics. We began filming for these videos earlier this fall. There is more filming to be done, and 

production should be wrapped up sometime this winter, so stay tuned for the debut of the video series when it 

has been completed.  

Funding for this project provided by:  

 

 

Research Trial Data Collection  

If you have noticed that we haven’t been in the office much it’s because we have been out in the field 

collecting data on our research trials. It was a bit of a tough season for our trials (as we all know too well) but 

we are moving ahead and collecting data on some of our trials nonetheless. Once data is compiled we will be 

sure to share the results, findings and lessons from this year with everyone.  
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Project Highlight  

Soil revitalization Project, Wildwood  

We’re going to grow some soil! 

We’ve planned a three-year soil improvement project for our Wildwood Research Site 
with the intention of increasing soil organic carbon content, improving soil structure, 
increasing water infiltration and enhancing soil biodiversity.  

We recently started phase one which is taking soil benchmarking 
samples so we are able to track our progress over the next three years. 
Alberta Agriculture brought a soil sampling rig out to take some deeper 
(90cm) soil cores for us to really “dig” into any changes we might see.  

In the spring we will be sectioning off a large portion of the site and 
seeding a variety of treatment blocks to see how much we can improve 
our soil!    

Supplemental Feeding on Soggy Pastures 

 

Even with the high levels of moisture in the northern parts of the province, most pastures are at the stage 
where they are fully mature and not producing the quality forage that most cattle need. These pastures have 
also received a great amount of precipitation such that pugging and soil damage is a real hazard to the pasture 
stand. This is a significant worry particularly with supplementing cows. 
 
Pugging is especially a problem when cattle congregate around a stationary watering tank or protein tub. 
Their hooves dig into the soft earth and tear up the plants, turning sod into mud. Severe pugging creates deep 
ruts in the soil, as well as reduces soil pore spacing for water and air to decrease, causing compaction. Such 
areas make it difficult for plants to grow, especially if the area regularly receives a lot of hoof traffic.  
 
It is important to understand, then, that some management is required to minimize sod damage and compac-
tion when providing supplemental feeds to pastured cattle. Pelleted or cubed feeds, as well as grain, are per-
haps the easiest to manage because animals can be fed these feeds on different areas of the pasture each ses-
sion. Various small piles of pellets or cubes are put out in different locations so that all animals get equal ac-
cess and amounts, from the boss cow to the animals that are lowest in the pecking order.  
 
However, protein tubs are more difficult to move around to prevent hoof damage to the pasture sod: these 
tubs are often placed in one spot the entire time it is utilized by the herd. While placing them at one of the 
highest points in the pasture is a good start, perhaps making it more mobile such as placing it on a make-shift 
sled or similar so that it can be moved regularly may help. Keeping the tub in one spot could be seen as a bet-
ter option than moving it around, however it is important to keep in mind that the wetter the area and the 
more traffic the area gets, the more damaged it becomes.  
 
These damaged areas will need to be repaired and reseeded to prevent weeds from proliferating the following 
year. How to repair them depends on how damaged the sod has become. In the locations that received light 
damage and no pronounced pugging, broadcasting some forage seed over the area is usually all that is re-
quired. For areas that have received significant ruts, these require the area to be worked up via disc and light 
cultivation until the ruts have been eliminated and the land is smooth. It should be packed well before reseed-
ing to encourage good germination. The animals must be kept off of either of these areas to allow the newly 
seeded plants sufficient time to grow and put down roots so that they are productive in the next growing sea-
son.  
 
Article provided by the Ag-Info Centre.  
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