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Thoughts from the Sick Pen 
Dave Sparks DVM 

 

If you are the one who wrote the check for that load of 
stockers at today’s prices, no one need remind you of what 
a rise in death loss means to you. Not so apparent, however, 
are the costs associated with treating pulled calves and 
maintaining chronic poor performers. 
 
When I talk to stocker operators their first question is al-
most always “What antibiotic is working the best?” A bet-
ter first question would be “What can I do to reduce 
stress?” Preconditioned calves have the advantage of not 
having to cope with weaning, vaccination, feed changes, 
and intermingling all at the same time. If you can’t buy pre-
conditioned calves, get them home as fresh as possible and 
try to make them comfortable. Investments in handling fa-
cilities and equipment that reduces stress will pay back 
quickly in reduced losses and increased performance. 
 
Although processing shouldn’t be delayed more than 24 
hours it often helps to give them an overnight to rest, drink 
and fill up on palatable feed before stressing them further. 
Not only are stressed or sick calves more susceptible to in-
fection, but they cannot respond as well to vaccines and 
may not develop strong immunity. For shipped in calves a 
good rule of thumb is at least one hours rest for each 1 hour 
on the road. While vaccines are important they are also a 
significant source of stress. All vaccines work by causing 
inflammation; if they don’t cause inflammation, immunity 
doesn’t occur. Develop a program that covers your needs 
with a minimum of vaccines. Intranasal vaccines can pro-
vide very rapid local protection for the respiratory tract 
with a minimum of systemic stress. 
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Osage County 4-H 
Spring Livestock Show 

 
Tuesday, March 4, 2008 
 
1:00—7:00pm Weigh-in: Sheep, Goats & Swine 
1:00—7:00pm Enter “Still Exhibits” 
 
Wednesday, March 5, 2008 
 
9:00am—9:00pm Enter “Still Exhibits” 
10:30am Gilt Show & Sale Order 
 Barrow Show 30 minutes after the con

 conclusion of the Gilt Show 
 Swine Showmanship at the conclusion 

 of Barrow Sale Order 
Noon—9:00pm Check-In: Steers & Heifers 
 
Thursday, March 6, 2008 
 
8:00—9:00am Weigh-In: Steers (Base Bid at this time) 
9:00—10:00am Heifer Verification 
10:30am Sheep Show and Showmanship 
 Goat Show and Showmanship to follow 
6:00pm Heifer Show 
 Steer Show 
 Beef Showmanship 
 
Friday, March 7, 2008 
 
9:00am Livestock Judging Contest 
5:00pm Pre-Sale Barbecue 
6:30pm Awards Program 
7:00pm Premium Auction 

**************************** 
Livestock Show Cafeteria:  Proceeds from the kitchen will 
be given to the Osage County 4-H Federation for the purpose 
of sponsoring awards and funding 4-H trips. 



 

Efficient Cow/Calf Production 
Kent C. Barnes 

 
The first condition necessary for efficient cow/calf 
production is high quality forage. The largest propor-
tion of a cow’s nutrient needs, throughout her life-
time, are supplied by forage. Consequently, we 
should take steps to optimize the production of high 
quality forage from our land. Optimization means 
that we use and improve our forage resources within 
environmental and economic constraints. 
 
With an appropriate forage base, the next step is to 
select beef cows that efficiently utilize the available 
forage. Cow type (breed, size, milking ability) has a 
significant effect on the quantity of nutrients that a 
cow must consume. For example, large-framed, high 
milking cows grazing native grass in winter would be 
extremely deficient in protein and energy. These 
cows would require large quantities of supplemental 
feed to maintain productivity. The opposite situation 
exists with small-framed, low milking cows grazing 
high quality forages such as wheat or fescue. The 
forage would likely provide excess nutrients that 
would be essentially wasted. Consequently, produc-
ers who can match the appropriate cow type with 
their forage resource should have the best opportunity 
for economic success. 
 
Output from a cow/calf operation is measured as the 
economic value of weaned calves plus the value of 
cull heifers and cows. The economic value of a 
weaned calf is determined by the weight of the calf 
and the selling price. As with forage, maximum eco-
nomic return usually does not coincide with maxi-
mum weaning weight. 
 
Weaning weight does not account for reproductive 
efficiency. A more appropriate method to evaluate 
cow/calf productivity would be to divide the total 
pounds of calf weaned by the number of cows ex-
posed to a bull. This combines the weaning weight of 
the calf with the success of your breeding program. To increase this number, we must produce appropriately 
large calves and successfully breed most of our cows. Economically efficient calving rates usually exceed 
90%. To calve 90% of your cows that are exposed to a bull, the nutrient requirements of your cows must be 
satisfied. Some producers accomplish this with high quality forage programs. Others utilize large quantities 
of supplemental feed. Consequently, high calving rates do not insure economic success. Some herds with 
90% plus calving rates are economically inefficient because of large economic inputs. 
 
Achieving an efficient cow/calf program requires an understanding of the characteristics of beef cows and 
their nutritional needs, the ability of forages to meet the nutritional needs of beef cows and the ability of sup-
plemental feeds to fill the gap between cow needs and forage nutrient supply. 

 
Mass antibiotic therapy for incoming calves should 
not be a decision you make once, but rather a decision 
you make separately for each incoming set of calves. 
For fresh, local, calves it may be an unnecessary ex-
pense, while for long haul or stale calves it can save 
the day. Timing is important and it may pay to wait a 
few days until several calves start to show tempera-
tures. If calves are mass treated right off the truck the 
blood levels of antibiotic may decline before the incu-
bation periods of the pathogens have developed. 
 
Anti-inflammatory drugs such as flunixin (Banamine) 
are very helpful in reducing temperatures and tissue 
inflammation, and keeping calves eating. They also 
help cut down the number of chronics by reducing the 
amount of scar tissue that ultimately forms in the 
lungs. 
 
Sick pen isolation is important, although not to control 
spread of disease as you might think. By the time you 
start pulling sick individuals they have already 
swapped all the germs they are carrying. The sick pen 
is important as a place of less competition for feed, 
water, and shade or shelter during convalescence. 
Even a calf that is improving may not feel strong 
enough to crowd into the bunk, but will often eat well 
when competition is limited to other convalescent in-
dividuals. Provide plenty of clean water, palatable 
supplements, and high quality roughage cafeteria 
style. 
 
Each stocker operation is different in many ways so 
there is no one right way to do things. Even within 
your operation conditions change with time and from 
one load of calves to the next. There is no substitute 
for establishing and reviewing a flexible plan with a 
local veterinarian who is familiar with you, your area, 
and current conditions. 
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Selection for Scrotal Circumference 
Should Not Influence Carcass Traits 

Glenn Selk, OSU Extension  
Animal Reproduction Specialist 

 
 Several segments of the cattle industry are 
interested in finding management techniques that 
will increase the percentage of cattle that grade 
Choice.  Cattle breeders have recently questioned 
whether selection for scrotal circumference of bulls 
has an adverse impact on carcass traits of the calves 
they sired.  A Kansas State University study spe-
cifically looked at relationships between scrotal 
circumference of Angus sires with ultrasound pre-
dictions of important carcass traits in the calves 
that these bulls sired.  The American Angus Asso-
ciation provided expected progeny differences 
(EPD) for 290 Angus sires and performance re-
cords from 332,162 progeny of these sires and their 
contemporaries.  The Kansas State University sci-
entists calculated the correlations between ultra-
sound intramuscular fat EPD, carcass marbling 
score EPD, and yearling scrotal circumference EPD 
in Angus cattle.   
 
Correlations of scrotal circumference EPD with 
intramuscular fat EPD and marbling score EPD 
were not significant.  However, there were signifi-
cant correlations between scrotal circumference 
EPD and EPD’s for birth weight, weaning weight, 
yearling weight, yearling height, mature height, and 
body weight at ultrasound scan.  Intramuscular fat 
EPD was highly significant in predicting marbling 
score EPD.  These authors concluded that selection 
for scrotal circumference should not influence car-
cass traits such as intramuscular fat and carcass 
grade. (Source: Arnett and co-workers. 2007. J. 
Anim. Sci. 85 (Suppl. 1). Abstract 221). 
 

Grass Tetany May Occur in Mature 
Cows on Wheat Pasture 

Glenn Selk, OSU Extension  
Animal Reproduction Specialist 

 

Grass tetany, caused by magnesium deficiency, 
does not seem to be a major problem in Oklahoma 
although occasional cases are reported.  It typically 
occurs in beef cows during early lactation and is 
more prevalent in older cows.  The reason is 
thought to be that older cows are less able to mobi-

lize magnesium reserves from the bones than are 
younger cows.  Grass tetany most frequently oc-
curs when cattle are grazing lush immature 
grasses or small grains pastures and tends to be 
more prevalent during periods of cloudy 
weather.  Symptoms include lack of coordina-
tion, salivation, excitability (aggressive behavior 
towards humans) and, in final stages, tetany, con-
vulsions and death.  If you see these symptoms 
contact your local veterinarian immediately.  Af-
flicted cows can recover if treated soon enough.   
 
It is known that factors other than simply the 
magnesium content of the forage can increase the 
probability of grass tetany.   High levels of potas-
sium in forages can decrease absorption of mag-
nesium and most lush, immature forages are high 
in potassium.  High levels of nitrogen fertiliza-
tion have also been shown to increase the inci-
dence of tetany although feeding protein supple-
ments has not.  Other factors such as the presence 
of certain organic acids in tetany-causing forages 
have been linked with tetany.   It is likely that a 
combination of factors, all related to characteris-
tics of lush forage are involved.   
 
When conditions for occurrence of tetany are 
suspected, cows should be provided mineral 
mixes containing 8 to 15 percent magnesium and 
be consumed at 3 to 4 ounces per day.  It is best 
for the supplements to be started at least a month 
ahead of the period of tetany danger so that 
proper intake can be established.  Because tetany 
can also occur when calcium is low, calcium sup-
plementation should also be included.  Symptoms 
of tetany from deficiencies of both minerals are 
indistinguishable without blood tests and the 
treatment consists of intravenous injections of 
calcium and magnesium gluconate, which sup-
plies both minerals. 
 

What is Bovine Trichomoniasis? 
Gene Parker Jr. DVM, OSU Extension  

Area Food Animal Quality and Health Specialist 
 

Recently the Nebraska Department of Agricul-
ture has issued new requirements for the entry of 
Oklahoma breeding cattle into Nebraska.  These 
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requirements are meant to stop the entry of cattle infected with the organism Trichomonas.  Because this disease has 
been relatively rare in Oklahoma, many producers in this state are unacquainted with it.  The Oklahoma Animal Dis-
ease Diagnostic Laboratory has reported that several Oklahoma herds have been diagnosed with “Trich” in 2007. 
 
Bovine trichomoniasis (commonly called “Trich”) can be an important cause of economic loss in cattle operations 
that use natural service. This disease is caused by a protozoan organism called Trichomonas foetus. This organism 
lives in the internal sheath and prepuce of the bull.  In cows this organism colonizes in the internal reproductive tract. 
 
How does it get transmitted?  Trichomoniasis is a venereal disease of cattle. It is transmitted from cow to cow by a 
bull during breeding. Bulls show no clinical signs.  Cows can commonly clear the infection within a few months; 
however, infection in bulls over 4 years of age is usually permanent and is the main source of transmission from one 
breeding season to another. The disease is self-limiting in cows, as opposed to bulls, that will be permanently in-
fected. After several heat cycles, most cows and heifers clear the infection, but this may take months. 
 
How does it affect cattle?  What will you usually see if you have a problem?  The most common signs in an in-
fected herd are related to infertility. The cows will breed and settle, but then they experience early embryonic death of 
the fertilized embryo. About 30 to 40 days later the cow will once again come back into heat and breed. This may go 
on for 2 to 4 cycles until the cow clears the infection and settles for good, staying pregnant to deliver a full term live 
calf. While this whole process is happening the cows may have a calving date that is 3 to 6 months late. 
 
Ranchers may notice the following signs when “Trich” infects a herd: 
      

•Early abortion (too early to find an aborted fetus) and return to heat 
•Repeated breeding resulting in long breeding seasons. 
•A wide range of gestational ages at pregnancy check. 
•In first-time infected herds, it is common to end with a 50 to 70 percent calf crop strung out over three to 
eight months. 

 
How can you test your herd for infection? Visit with your local large animal veterinarian.  Testing for Tritrichomo-

nas foetus is usually done on breeding bulls by performing a preputial wash and inoculating the sample into special 
culture media. If one bull is found positive, you should assume that the whole herd is exposed. 
 
Studies of positive bulls have shown that this culture method will miss about 10 to 20 percent of infected bulls if the 
test is performed only once. So, if no infected bull is found on the basis of one culture of all the bulls in the herd, then 
we can be 80 to 90 percent sure that the herd is "clean." 
 
How can you treat infected herds?   Again, it is important that producers visit with their veterinarian.  There are 
vaccines available.  The vaccines help cows/heifers to clear the infection in a matter of weeks (versus months in un-
vaccinated cows). In most cases, it does not prevent infection.  The vaccine does not prevent infection or reduce the 
disease in bulls. There is no approved treatment for infected bulls. 
 
How can you prevent the disease in your herd? 
 

• Use young, fertile bulls or artificial insemination (AI). 
• Culture new bulls at breeding soundness exam time. 
• Keep a closed herd and test any animal that you buy. 

                                               
How can you control the disease in our herd? If one of your bulls is positive for trichomoniasis, it is recommended 
to cull all bulls and vaccinate all females twice, one month apart. If you want to keep your bulls, you can vaccinate all 
females annually, but it would be better to cull all bulls and open cows before next season. 
 
An alternative, if you don't want to cull all bulls, is to sample them at least three times at weekly intervals. With three 
negative tests, we will be 99 percent confident that a bull is negative.  

(TRICH...Continued from page 4) 
 



 

GARDEN TIPS FOR FEBRUARY! 
David Hillock, OSU Extension Consumer Horticulturalist 

 

General 
• Base any plant fertilization on a soil test. For directions, contact your county 

Extension Educator. 
• Provide feed and unfrozen water for your feathered friends. 
• Clean up birdhouses before spring tenants arrive during the middle of this month. 
• Avoid salting sidewalks for damage can occur to plant material.  Use alternative commercial prod-

ucts, sand or kitty litter for traction. 
• Join Oklahoma Gardening on your OETA station for the start of its 33rd season beginning on Febru-

ary 23, 2008.  The show airs on Saturdays at 11:00 a.m. and Sundays at 3:30 p.m. 
 
Trees & Shrubs 
• Fertilize trees, including fruit and nut trees and shrubs, annually. (HLA-6412) 
• Most bare-rooted trees and shrubs should be planted in February or March. (HLA-6414) 
• Finish pruning shade trees, summer flowering shrubs and hedges. Spring blooming shrubs such as 

forsythia may be pruned immediately after flowering. Do not top trees or prune just for the sake of 
pruning. (HLA-6409) 

• Look for arborvitae aphids on many evergreen shrubs during the warmer days of early spring. 
• Gall-producing insects on oaks, pecans, hackberries, etc. need to be sprayed prior to bud break of 

foliage.  
• Dormant oil can still be applied to control mites, galls, over-wintering aphids, etc. (EPP-7306) 
 
Fruit & Nuts 
• Spray peaches and nectarines with a fungicide for prevention of peach leaf curl before bud swell. 

(EPP-7319) 
• Mid-February is a good time to begin pruning and fertilizing trees and small fruits. 
• Collect and store graftwood for grafting pecans later this spring. 
• Begin planting blackberries, raspberries, strawberries, grapes, asparagus and other perennial garden 

crops later this month. 
• Choose fruit varieties that have a proven track record for Oklahoma's conditions.  Fact Sheet HLA-

6222 has a recommended list. 
 
Turf 
• A product containing glyphosate plus a broadleaf herbicide can be used on dormant bermuda in 

January or February when temperatures are above 50°F for winter weed control. (HLA-6421) 
 
Vegetables 
• Cool-season vegetable transplants can still be started for late spring garden planting. 
• By February 15 many cool-season vegetables like cabbage, carrots, lettuce, peas and potatoes can be 

planted. (HLA-6004) 
 
Flowers 
• Force spring flowering branches like forsythia, quince, peach, apple and weigela for early bloom 

indoors. 
• Forced spring bulbs should begin to bloom indoors.  Many need 10-12 weeks of cold, dark condi-

tions prior to blooming. 
• Feed tulips in early February. 
• Wait to prune roses in March. 



 

Getting a Head Start –  
Growing Plants from Seed 

David Hillock 

 
Earliness, economy of space and lengthening 
of the growing season may be obtained by 
transplanting many vegetables instead of sow-
ing the seed directly in the field or garden. 
Moreover, with some kinds of vegetables, it is 
almost impossible to establish good stands 
from seed sown directly in the field or garden.  
 
Growing transplants requires skill and care. 
Factors such as light, temperature, humidity, 
watering and the physical condition and fertil-
ity level of the plant-growing media must be 
considered. 
 
 
Starting the Plants  
Two basic systems are used for starting seed-
lings:  
1. Seeding directly in small pots or growing 
containers.  
2. Seeding into flats and later transplanting into 
growing containers.  
 
The first method involves less handling of the 
small plants. Vine crops (cucumbers, musk-
melon, watermelon, pumpkin and squash) must 
be directly seeded into growing containers 
since they will not survive if transplanted as 
seedlings.  
 
When seeding is done in flats, seeds are sown 
in rows two or three inches apart. Seed should 
be distributed eight to ten per inch in the rows. 
 
For good germination the soil must be kept 
moist. To help maintain proper temperature 
(temperatures vary between 60°F and 95°F de-
pending on species) and moisture for germinat-
ing seeds, the flats or pots may be covered with 
plastic until the seedlings break through the 
soil. 
 
Growing On  
As soon as seedlings emerge they should be 
grown at a somewhat lower temperature than 
that required for germina-tion. The soil surface 

should be wet only as often as necessary to keep the 
young plants growing.  
 
Low light, excessive nitrogen and high temperature 
cause excessive stem elongation. Seedlings exposed 
to a high light level (full sunlight) will mature 
quicker and produce higher quality transplants.  
 
Most growers begin transplanting seedlings when 
the first true leaves are forming, usually two to three 
weeks after sowing seed. Some prefer to begin when 
the plants are quite small. Set the seedling slightly 
deeper than it was growing in the seedling flat. Take 
care in firming the soil around the plant to avoid in-
juring the tender stems. Water seedlings thoroughly 
immediately after transplanting to prevent exces-sive 
wilting.  
 
Transplants should never be over-watered except to 
flush excess salts from the growing medium. Slight 
wilting of plants periodically is not harmful. Adjust 
water, temperature and nitrogen fertilizer to control 
growth when plants are growing too fast.  
 
Gradually harden plants for a week before trans-
planting them into the field or garden. Hardening 
prepares plants to withstand conditions such as chill-
ing, high temperatures, dry-ing winds and water 
shortages. Withholding water, nitrogen fertilizer and 
moderately lowering temperature are the best ways 
to harden transplants. Avoid over-hardening trans-
plants since this will cause the plants to resume 
growth slowly after being set in the field or garden.  
 
A young transplant is much better than an old trans-
plant. One of the most common errors made by 
transplant growers is to start plants too early in the 
season. When held, transplants become too old and 
woody and are slow to resume growth after trans-
planting.  
 
For maximum season's yield, transplants should 
never have fruits, flowers or flower buds before 
transplanting. An ideal transplant is young, growing 
fairly rapidly, but slightly hardened at transplanting 
time. It should never be over-hard-ened nor too soft 
when transplanted. Rapid growth following trans-
planting assures a well-established plant before fruit 
develops.  
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Robert E. Whitson, Director of Oklahoma Coopera-
tive Extension Service, Oklahoma State University, 
Stillwater, Oklahoma.  This publication is printed 
and issued by Oklahoma State University as author-
ized by the Vice President, Dean, and Director of the 
Division of  Agricultural Sciences and Natural Re-
sources and has been prepared and distributed at a 
cost of 20 cents per copy. February, 2008. First re-
cipient to read this and notify the Osage County Ex-
tension office receives choice of routine forage or 
soil analysis free of charge. 

 
Follow these steps to produce disease-free trans-
plants:  
(1) Use disease-free seed or seed treated to rid it 
of disease-causing organisms.  
(2) Use plant growing containers free of disease-
causing organisms.  
(3) Use a planting medium free of disease-
causing organ-isms.  
(4) Follow strict, "kitchen clean," sanitary prac-
tices.  
(5) Keep plants and soil from remaining wet for 
long periods of time.  
(6) To help prevent damping-off diseases, it may 
be neces-sary to use fungicide sprays or 
drenches. 
 
For more information about growing vegetables 
see fact sheets HLA-6020 Growing Vegetable 
Transplants, HLA-6004 Oklahoma Garden 
Planning Guide, and HLA-6032 Vegetable Va-
rieties for the Home Garden in Oklahoma. 
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