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In mid-April we separated our four calves from the mother cows.  They were very noisy.  You would think with seven or eight month old calves the mothers would be glad to get rid of them.  There are two black calves and two red calves, three bulls and one heifer.  They have been raised totally on grass and stored grass forages (round bales, baleage and haylage from the ag bag).  Our scale is currently out on loan but we will weigh the calves as soon as we have it back.  I am anxious to see what they weigh.  We need to decide whether to castrate them and feed them out, castrate them and sell them for feeders, or sell them as is.

There are five large mama cows and twelve young dairy-beef cross heifers that are old enough to breed.  Now we need to decide whether to breed them right away or to hold them and breed them for spring calving.  Breeding them in April or May would mean calves in January or February.  The cold weather could mean more labor or more facilities needed. 

So when is the best time to calve?  

Spring could be February to May, summer might be June and July, fall could be August to November.  Let’s say we go for grass and lamb in May.  The amount of pasture and quality match up well with the nutritional needs of the lactating cows.  The weather should be relatively good and little assistance at calving or facilities would be needed.  The down side would be that your feeder calves would be going in the fall when there are lots of feeders and prices are traditionally lower.  If you could hold those calves until February – assuming you have the feed to feed them – the price should be better.  The May calving might also work well for those who grass finish their calves for direct sale.  The calves would get two summers of grass and could finish by late fall of the second year.  Parasites could be a consideration for May born calves and most farmers get busy with crops this time of year so early May might be better than late.

Fall lambing might be best considered as late summer so the cows could take advantage of the last of the grass – say in August or September.  Fall lambing only makes sense if you have good feed for the lactating cows over the late fall and winter.  One advantage is that the cows are likely to be in good body condition when they calve and breed back easily.  The weather is generally very nice and the flies and parasites are on their way out.  Feeder calves would be ready for sale in the early spring when prices are a little better.  Fall born calves can also be kept and grazed at least part of the next summer and sold at the earlier calf sales and at a larger size with relatively little extra input.  Fall calves that are fed out might hit the local slaughterhouses at a better time of year as well (not in the fall!).

It appears that both late spring and early fall have advantages and the times to avoid are the coldest part of the winter and the hottest part of the summer.  To calve in May, the cows need to be bred August 1 for May 10 calves.  To calve in early September the cows need to be bred towards the end of November.

Some farmers just leave the bull in all the time and calve whenever it happens naturally.  This practice can spread you calves over the year but is not necessarily easy to manage.  In terms of feeding groups efficiently, weaning groups of calves into pens and marketing calves as a group, calving in a planned time frame is easier.  That means bull control must be practiced or artificial insemination used.  Cattle can also be synchronized if you have a good way to handle them.       

The most important thing is to have a plan! 

