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Introduction
The reproductive performance of beef cows 

is a major factor affecting the profitability of beef 
production. Poor reproductive performance of beef 
cows can be associated with feeding management. As 
a result, continual assessment of management systems 
to ensure efficient use of available feed resources while 
optimizing reproductive performance is essential. The 
objective of this study was to determine the impact 
of summer pasture composition (i.e., grass with and 
without alfalfa) and winter-feeding strategy (i.e., drylot 
vs. extended grazing) on the reproductive performance 
of beef cows.

Animal management
The study was done at the Agriculture and Agri-

Food Canada Research Centre in Brandon, Manitoba 
(Legesse et al., 2012). Diet composition and animal 
data were collected over five production years (1998-
2003) with British-Continental crossbred cows assigned 
to each strategy for the duration of the trial. Each 
production year began in June with 288 cow-calf pairs 
(including 76 first-calf cows) assigned to graze either 
alfalfa-grass or grass pastures until weaning1. Grazing 
ended when available forage and regrowth potential 
could no longer support continued grazing pressure. 
The average start and end dates of summer grazing 
were June 8 and September 15, respectively. In autumn 
after weaning, one half of the 240 pregnant cows were 
assigned to extended-grazing of stockpiled pasture 

and swathed annual crops, and the other half were 
assigned to one of three diets fed in drylot: hay, 
straw/barley2, and silage/straw3,4. The annual crops 
used for extended grazing were oats, Golden German 
foxtail millet, corn and spring triticale. The average 
start and end dates of winter (extended) grazing 
were September 30 and December 31, respectively. 
Cows were fed common diets between weaning and 
winter feeding system, and between pre-calving 
and summer grazing. All cattle were synchronized 
for artificial insemination on a target day, which 
was designated Day 0. Assignment of cows to 
synchronization protocols was balanced across 
summer pastures and winter feeding strategies, and 
bulls were rotated among pastures. All cattle were 
inseminated on Day 0, and turned out to pasture 
treatments, with breeding bulls introduced two days 
later. The ratio of cows to bulls was 48:1 during 
the period of expected returns to estrus (14 to 25 
d); otherwise, it was 72:1. The bulls were removed 
from pasture after 40 days resulting in a February to 
April calving season. Cows were culled for failure to 
breed, udder problems, calf loss, or low calf weaning 
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 1Effects of alfalfa in summer grass pastures on cow-calf weight     
gain are reported in Forage Technical Bulletin #2012-01.
 2(70% oat straw:30% steam-rolled barley grain, dry matter 
(DM) basis).
 3(40% barley silage:60% oat straw, DM basis).
4Effects of winter feeding strategies on cow-calf body weight 
gains are reported in Forage Technical Bulletin #2012-02.
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weight. The herdsmen who identified cows to be culled did not know which treatments cows had been assigned 
to prevent biasing culling based on treatment.

Reproductive performance of beef cows
Pregnancy rates to 

artificial insemination 
(51.4%) did not differ 
among summer pasture 
treatments, winter feeding 
strategies, or parity groups, 
and were higher in 1998, 
1999 and 2000 than years 
2001 and 2002 (58.3%, 
55.6%, 56.9%, 49.0% 
and 37.1%, respectively). 
Calving interval and the 
number of calves born did 
not differ among summer 
pasture and winter feeding 
strategies (Table 1). 

Cow culling rates were 
not affected by summer 
pasture treatments. Winter 
feeding strategy affected 
cow culling rates before 
turnout such that cows in 
the drylot system had a 
higher rate of culling. This 
may have had an effect on the observed calf survival to weaning which was lower for calves born to cows in 
the drylot system (Table 1). The prevalence of dystocia, abnormal calf presentation at birth and the number of 
calves born did not differ among summer pasture and winter feeding strategies (Table 2).

The culling rate of cows before turnout was 1.8 times higher for the drylot than for the extended grazing-
winter feeding strategy. This was most likely due to lack of fitness (e.g., udder breakdown, lameness etc.) 
because calf survival to weaning was not related to calving difficulty, and the prevalence of calving difficulties 
did not differ between drylot and extended grazing treatments (Table 2). Further research is warranted to 
determine the impact of lack of fitness on the cost of beef production in the Western parkland. The effects of 
summer pastures and winter feeding strategies on cow-calf productivity have been reported in companion 
bulletins.

Conclusions
Number of calves born and calving interval did not differ among treatments. The prevalence of dystocia, 
abnormal calf presentation at birth and the number of calves born were also similar among summer pasture 
and winter feeding strategies. Lack of substantial impact of the different pasture and winter feeding strategies 
evaluated in this study on the reproductive performance of beef cows allows selection of feeding strategy to be 
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considered independent of reproductive considerations.
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