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The last two articles were on the potential economic return and the structure of the 

stocker industry in the US.  In this article I’d like to lay out some scenarios that were discussed 
by farms we visited on our recent WV Beef Tour, Sept 24-28. 

Like any good business plan, you need to start with the end in mind.  For the most part 
stocker cattle will be sold to a finisher-either grain or grass.  The finishing enterprise generally 
needs 400 lb gain to cover the fixed and overhead charges and hopefully make a profit.  
Therefore a steer that finishes at 1200 lb should weigh 800 lb entering the finishing phase.  As 
the finish weight varies with frame score, entry weight also vary, but usually 700-900 lb is a 
good target. 

 
System Days 

grazing 
In weight, 
lb 

Comments 

1. Calves are 
purchased in the 
spring and sold in 
the fall  

150-180 450-650 Price in spring is often highest of the 
season 

2. Calves purchased in 
spring sold mid-
summer 

60-90 550-750 Utilizes spring flush 

3. Calves purchased in 
late summer and 
sold in fall 

60-90 550-750 Use of aftermath grazing 

4. Calves purchased in 
fall, wintered and 
sold in mid-summer 
or fall 

150 days 
of winter 
feed; 60-
180 days 
grazing 

350-550 Cost of gain through the winter must be 
competitive; requires some sort of 
protection from weather 

 
Each system has its advantages and disadvantages. Using System 1 the cattle are 

purchased when grass is ready and put directly to pasture. There is no period of feeding stored 
feeds. There are two major risks. While purchasing preconditioned (weaned and vaccinated) 
cattle will reduce the incidence of bovine respiratory disease (BRD), a small percentage still may 
get sick. As such, it is recommended that there be a short period of acclimatization to the new 
environment with access to proper handling facilities. The other major risk is price. Most herds 
calve in the spring, with the highest number of cattle available for sale in the fall. Therefore 



supply is limited. Demand is high given that many farmers are looking for cattle to graze 
summer pastures. 

System 2 involves putting calves on pasture in the spring and selling in mid-summer.  
This system works well with a cow/calf operation that calves in April – June. These lighter 
weight calves are wintered and turned out with the cows the following spring. For smaller 
operations additional calves can be purchased to increase sale lot size in mid-summer. The 
advantage of this system is that once the spring flush is grazed, the yearlings are sold leaving 
sufficient pasture to maintain the cow herd through the remainder of the grazing season. 

One farm in WV utilized System 3 and said that he made more money on this system 
than any other. He would purchase mismanaged calves such as bulls, straighten them out and 
then put them together in similar lots for sale. They would graze aftermath of meadows harvested 
for hay. The advantage is that there was a short turn around and these calves could be purchased 
under the market. The challenge to this system is that it requires very good husbandry skills and 
adequate handling facilities. 

System 4 allows the operator to purchase calves when they are typically lowest in price 
and then depending on the market and weight of cattle they can be sold in the spring, mid-
summer utilizing the spring flush or later in the summer. If a cheap source of feed is available to 
overwinter the calves this can be a good option. Bovine respiratory disease can be more of a 
concern as the calves will be lighter and weather conditions are less optimal. A barn or woodlot 
that provides protection from the weather is required. 

The attraction of the stocker operation is that it can be tailored to a variety of 
environments, markets and available resources. The system chosen need not be static; what 
works one year may not be best the following year. In the next article I will attempt to put some 
economic values to each system. 

The education committee of the New York Beef Producer’s Association has selected 
Stocker Cattle as a topic for the Friday session of the 2015 Winter Beef Management 
Conference, January 16-17 in Syracuse. I hope that you will put this date on your calendar to 
decide if this is a viable business opportunity for your farm. 

For additional information contact Mike Baker, Cornell Beef Specialist, 
mjb28@cornell.edu, 607-255-5923 or Brenda Bippert, New York Beef Producer’s Association 
Executive Secretary, nybeefproducers@aol.com, 716-870-2777.  
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