Does Cow Size Matter?
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By Victor Shelton, NRCS Grazing Specialist

In the late 30’s and 40’s, on-farm cattle shows and auctions were a lot more common and were a really big deal.  My Grandfather and at least one Uncle were especially euphoric in anticipation for these events and were very proud of the livestock on display.  I like reading through the old sale fliers and sale books and reading the descriptions of the bulls, cows and heifers for sale.   How about, “A chip off the old block…a bull that fills the eye every way you look at him as to thickness and depth of body, shortness of legs, smoothness and mellowness of flesh, and an extra fine head, and, we believe a real improver of the breed.”  The “closer to the ground” animals of that time period were the cream of the crop and were good examples of the British breeds.  
Some of these animals had some good advantages over more modern models, nice wide muzzles, moderate size, easy fleshing and the ability to maintain body condition, good rumen capacity and impeccably sound structure.  

Not all, but some of today’s cattle have lost a lot of their old flare and tend to be large framed, narrow muzzled and are often harder to maintain in prime condition.  What happened?  In the late 60’s universities started to evaluate the feedlot performance of cattle that varied in frame size; cheap corn with larger frames won out in those studies.  Cattle size and even type have prompted cattlemen to select for animals that met that industry and sometimes at extremes.  Heavier weaning weights and growth have been the main focus for several years…but is that the ideal.  I’ll stray from the main herd and say I don’t think so.
I have seen numerous forum discussions on this topic in the last couple years and some of those discussions were pretty intense.  There was an article in Progressive Cattle Magazine that included a table that showed beef steer and heifer carcass weights and live weights over a thirty year period.  In the early 70’s the average steer carcass was 673 pounds, thirty years later it was 817 pounds.  The writer noted that there was a higher increase in the heifer carcass weights.  Live weights of steers went from 1068 pounds in 1975 to 1297 pounds in 2005.
The topic of cattle size is nothing new and if you start looking back in old publications on cattle history, you will find the pendulum has swung both directions….ok, where am I heading with all of this because I am severely digressing…laying aside personal preferences, show cattle trends and even cattle intended primarily for feedlot conditioning, does size really matter when it comes to a grass based systems, especially in grass finishing operations?  Does size have anything to do with profitability and sustainability?  Yes it does.  
Before going any further, let’s look first at units.  We often speak on livestock numbers in animal units (AU).  An animal unit is 1000 pounds live weight no matter the species.  Depending on the quality of the forage or feedstuff, a mature cow will usually consume about 1-3% of her body weight in dry matter…usually the higher the quality of feed the higher the intake of dry matter.  So let’s compare a 1000 pound cow with a 1400 pound cow.  In dry matter intake alone, the 1400 pound cow could potentially require or take in about 40% more than the 1000 pound cow.  Hmm, did she produce a 40% bigger calf too?  I’m no expert, but I’m sure that her crude protein and total digestible nutrient requirements also went up.  Not all but some of these larger framed cows have some dairy or dual purpose influence which raises their metabolism rate some…more intake required to maintain a certain body condition.  I’m not convinced that the size of the cow is totally proportionate to intake on a perfect curve, but it is not too far off.
The following table I think does an outstanding job of indicating the impact of cow size.  This table comes from some Integrated Resource Management research data with the added column for average percentage weaning weight of cow weight.  The rest of the data is as was indicated in that time period calf prices.  Numbers based off of possible 100 AU’s being the ideal stocking rate.
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I will let you come to your own conclusions about the data in the table.  If nothing else, hopefully it will spur you to look at your own records a little closer.  If you are a grass based operation, and especially totally grass based system, then I would challenge you to also look at per acre profit and compare that to changes in cow size and perhaps also to row crop production.
What should you expect out of different frame sizes?  At a moderate body condition score of 5, this last chart provides cow frame heights and weights at different ages.
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Cow |_ 205 Days. 420 Days Mature

Frame| Hgt | wt | Hgt | wt Hgt wt
1 | 351 |3572| 410 | se21 | aa1 | ss20
2 | 270 3745 | 430 | 6196 | 461 | 9548
3 | 390 |369.9 | 445 | 6549 | 481 | 1029.7
4 | 4104190 | 469 | 6946 | s0.0 | 11025
5 | 430 |a388 | 489 | 7299 | s20 | 11753
6 | 449 [ 4586 | 508 | 7673 | 540 | 12502
7 | 469 | 4807 | 528 | 8048 | s60 | 13230
8 | 489 | 5005 | 548 | 8401 | 579 | 13958
9 | 512|526 567 | ss20 | 599 | 14707




I will end quoting Kit Pharo today.  “Many people mistakenly believe any cow under a 5 frame is a dwarf or a miniature of some sort.  They’re wrong!  Just for the fun of it we challenge you to take a tape measure and see how tall 48 or 50 inches is.  You will discover that 3 and 4 frame cows are not as small as most people think they are.  When you add thickness and fleshing ability to a smaller framed cow you have a package that is without equal.”

There is not too much to eat between the ground and the belly…keep on grazing.

