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Education:   

This was Mike Baker’s 11th Beef Bus Tour.  It took place from Tuesday, September 24 to 
Saturday 28th.  The 5-day tour circled through Ohio, Kentucky, West Virginia and Pennsylvania, 
stopping at various farming/ag. producer’s operations along the way.  First stop on Tuesday in 
Ohio at Young Farm, the 2014 winner of the National Stocker award.  The next two days 
involved farm tours in Kentucky, a visit to the University of Kentucky Research Station for the 
annual Beef Bash, as well as a tour of the Bluegrass Stockyard featuring a lecture from Dr. Greg 
Halilch, assistant professor Agricultural Management.  In West Virginia, a grass based organic 
dairy operation, where they also run 120 registered Angus beef cows as well as just started 
experimenting with hemp production was visited on Friday.  Also visited on Friday was a 
livestock exchange.  On Saturday a backgrounder and stocker operator facility were visited, as 
well as a custom grazer using holistic management in Pennsylvania.  Twenty-two farmers and 
two extension educators were part of this tour. Full report included at end of this document. 

Below are some of my take-aways from the tour, and I hope those that attended will add 
to this list: 

 
1. To be competitive, must sell in 50,000 lb lots. 
2. There was some disagreement on procurement methods – off farm or through sale 

barn, but all were adamant about having a solid health protocol in place and 
having a good working relationship with a veterinarian. 

3. When purchasing calves stay out of the “death months” of Oct & Nov. 
4. Stocker operations have an edge b/c most know their COP, C/C operations do not. 
5. Stocker operations run predominantly on leased vs owned land. 
6. Straightening out calves and then custom grazing may be an opportunity to get 

others in the business, but also to allow owner to market in trailer load lots. 
7. Many of our farm hosts recommended either selling all the cows or sell ½ the 

cows and graze calves. 



8. Behind feed, depreciation is greatest farm expense. If profitability is the goal, then 
it is imperative to keep equipment costs in check. 

9.  
Research:  On-going data collection continues to answer the question—"What are the main 
hindrances preventing Upstate New York Farmers from embracing the Stocker enterprise?” To 
date these are the results received: 

1. Age: 31.25% are between 56-65; 21.53% are over 66; 18.06%, 27-35 
2. Farmers vs Non-farmers:  92.36% yes; 7.64%, no 
3. Primary farming enterprise:  43.75%, cow/calf; 22.66%, vegetable; 10.94%, Dairy 
4. Do you have additional enterprise(s)?:  50.39%, yes; 49.61%, no 
5. What is your additional enterprise?:  39.18%, others; 14.43%, cash crop, 13.40%, 

cow/calf 
6. What is your primary reason for adding said enterprise:  88.89% 

diversification/increase income; 11.11%, use of acreage not suitable for primary 
ag. 

7. Are you familiar with stockers?:  82.81%, yes; 17.19%, no 
8. Are you or have you ever been a stocker operator?:  31.13%, yes; 68.87%, no 
9. How many years?:  53.85%, <3; 19.23%, 9-12 yrs.; 11.54%, 4-8 yrs. 
10. How many head of stockers do you run?:  55.56%, <50; 18.52%, 50-100; 11.11%, 

150-200 
 

USDA Market News Reports. The data collected from the 5 auction barns continue to provide a 
service to producers interested in price discovery. In addition it has helped identify price changes 
we might otherwise miss. Currently feeder calf prices are in a seasonal and cyclical low. Local 
prices have traditionally been $25/cwt below national average. However this fall the differential 
has been closer to $35/cwt. While the complete cause is not known yet, due to having 4 reporters 
with buyers we know that there are fewer buyers, increased numbers of cattle and the quality is 
lower. Supply and demand could be one reason prices are lower than normal. Lower quality may 
be a self-defeating response to low prices. Without market news reporters in the field, this 
knowledge would be difficult to come by. 

Another value from the reporters is the further documentation of the value of dairy x beef calves. 
They continue to bring $80 - $150/hd more than the straight Holstein bull calves. The crosses 
may very well serve as a local supply for stocker operations because they appear to perform 
better on higher forage diets than do the straight bred cattle. Third party documentation of prices 
will provide data that will guide decisions on when and how to market these cattle. 

Yearling Board Sale. As a result of interest in stocker cattle, Empire Livestock has initiated and 
facilitating an auction specifically designed for these cattle coming off grass. This has been one 
challenge in growing the enterprise in NYS – finding and accessing a market. The auction was 
held September 14. There were 151 head consigned by 3 farms which were put into 11 lots. The 
lot sized ranged from 72 head to 1 head. The goal was to sell in tractor trailer load lots (50,000 
lb) to attract larger buyers. The results speak for themselves. We had one tractor trailer load lot 
of 50,000 lb. The heifers sold for $1.24/lb, almost exactly what they were selling for in 

http://blogs.cornell.edu/beefcattle/eventsprograms/empire-board-sale-for-yearlings/


Oklahoma City. The remainder of the lots sold for $1.18/lb or less, or didn’t sell at all (Table 
below). We can sell cattle in NY at higher prices, we just need to get them into packages that the 
buyers want. More details can be found at: 
http://blogs.cornell.edu/beefcattle/eventsprograms/empire-board-sale-for-yearlings/. 

Empire Livestock Yearling Board Sale, Bath NY    
9/14/2019      

Sex Breed No. hd Advertised wt., lb Price, $/lb Comments $/hd 
Steers       
Lot 3 Black/BWF 7 760 1.10  836 
Lot 4 Red/Herf 3 800  No sale  
Lot 5 Black/BWF 1 537 1.11  596 
Lot 6 Black/BWF 1 639 1.11  709 
Lot 7 Black/BWF 5 800  No sale  
       
Heifers        
Lot 1 Black/BWF 72 691 1.24  857 
Lot 2 Black/BWF 31 878  No sale  
Lot 8 Black/BWF 3 564 1.18  666 
Lot 9 Black/BWF 1 701 1.10  771 
Lot 10 Black/BWF 5 778 1.10  856 
Lot 11 Black/BWF 9 700  No sale  
  

 

Funded by the New York State Department of Agriculture and Markets project “Stocker cattle: 
Using underutilized grasslands to improve economic viability of the Southern Tier while 
providing viable careers for beginning farmers.” 

  

http://blogs.cornell.edu/beefcattle/eventsprograms/empire-board-sale-for-yearlings/


 

 

 
Multi-state Beef Tour 

September 24 – 28, 2019 
Mike Baker, PhD 

Cornell Beef Specialist 
 

This was the 11th out of state beef tour organized by Mike Baker, Cornell Beef Specialist. We 
visited farms in the states of Ohio, Kentucky, West Virginia and Pennsylvania. While tour focused on 
stocker operations as part of the grant from NYS Department of Ag and Markets: “Stocker cattle: 
Using underutilized grasslands to improve economic viability of the Southern Tier while 
providing viable careers for beginning farmers” we also visited cow/calf operations, a hemp farm, a 
grass based dairy and 2 stockyards. 

Day 1 

Our first stop was Young Cattle Company, Belmont, OH. Rick and Jayne are winners of 
the 2014 Stocker of Year and the NCBA Environmental Stewardship awards. They’ve taken a 
re-claimed strip (coal) mine and turned them into some of the most productive farmland in the 
tri-state area. The bread and butter at Young Cattle Company is selling steers and heifers at 750-
850 lbs. to Midwestern feedlots. As Rick stated their job is to take the risk out of cattle. When 
purchasing cattle he recommended to buy them so that you have them on the farm for at least 3-4 
weeks. Doing so, when grass is ready so are the cattle. He avoids buying cattle during the “death 
months” of October and November. The variation in weather during these months increases risk 
of bovine respiratory disease. He has a vaccination and treatment protocol using only modified 
live vaccines. When receiving cattle the most critical period is 8-10 days after arrival. At this 
point they may be running fevers of 104° to 105°, not feeling well, but still eating. Not treating at 
this time can develop into serious health issues.  

Their land base consists of 293 ac owned and 3500 ac leased. This is pretty typical of 
many stocker operations – more than 10x leased compared to owned acreage. The average lease 
rate is $15/ac. In part is low, b/c the ground is not well suited to row crops. 

At one time they had 400 cow/calf pairs, but now are exclusively a stocker operation. 
Rick suggested that one of the most profitable operation is to cut the cow herd in half and keep 
all calves over the winter. The following spring, sell the heavy ones and graze the rest. One of 
the biggest differences between the stocker and cow/calf enterprise is that the stocker operator 
knows his/her cost while the cow/calf operator does not. This allows the stocker operator to 
create more reasonable budgets and be more flexible. 

One unique way they build supply beyond what they can carry on their land is to sell 
straightened out 4-weight and 5-weight calves to retired farm couples in the area. They still want 
to have cattle but do not want to deal with procurement and health issues of new cattle. So they 



buy them from Rick and Jayne, graze them through the summer and then sell them back to the 
Young’s. 

Jake Osborne, Merck Animal Health also gave a presentation on health protocols, 
vaccines and growth promoting implants. On top of all this the Young’s provided a delicious 
lunch. All in all, an educational and excellent way to start our tour. 

 
Day 2 

The second day of our tour found us at the farm of Lucy Smith and Johnny Mac in 
Versailles, KY. They run 100 cows on 400 acres in a split calving season. Calving in the spring 
and fall reduces market risk and increases efficiency of bulls allowing her to spend more money 
on top notch genetics. All calves are retained and grazed as a stocker cattle. Lucy indicated that 
this allows her to capture more of the profit in the yearlings as compared to selling calves. A 
leader/follower system is used in pasture management targeting the right nutrition appropriate to 
the stage of production. Stockers graze first, followed by nursing cows and finally the dry cows. 
Recently they have begun to use summer annuls to decrease risk of drought – which is not 
uncommon. She is a follower of Gabe Brown, http://www.notill.org/gabe-brown a proponent of 
increasing soil health through regenerative agriculture. Using cover crops and annuals increases 
organic matter in the soil. Lucy also has over-seeded crabgrass and has been pleased with the 
results. Her calculation is that it takes $3/day to feed a cow stored forage while only $1/day to 
graze a cow. The more days she can graze the profitable the business. 

The second stop of the day was at Johnny Lakes Farm, Harrodsburg, KY. Johnny runs 
800 – 1000 hd of stockers. Nearly all of them are purchased through auction barns. To manage 
these high risk cattle, he uses metaphylaxis on arrival, keeps them quarantined for two weeks 
then commingles them with the cattle on site. Pasture lease rates for him is around $50/ac. He 
keeps cattle year round. During the winter in addition to stored forage he supplements with 3-4 
lb of grain. He only raises steers and sells them in 50,000 lb load lots through Bluegrass 
Stockyards.  

Linda McClanahan the local University of Kentucky Agent says that she is seeing 
dairies that exit the business going to stockers. Also a good proportion of cow/calf producers are 
also getting out of cows altogether or reducing the number and replacing with stockers. The 
physical labor or feeding cows through the winter and calving them out is becoming too 
challenging. Stockers are easier and more flexible. 

Linda also explained the Kentucky Agriculture Development program funding by the 
tobacco settlement. The state decided to put 50% of the money from the settlement to 
agriculture. Farmers can apply for up to $4,000/year to improve agriculture. As a result the 
quality of Kentucky feeder cattle has greatly improved. 

Shaker Village, Harrodsburg, KY.  Our last stop for the second day of the tour was 
Shaker Village, https://shakervillageky.org/, a 3,000 acre tract that was home to the third largest 
Shaker community in the United States between 1805 and 1910, numbering 940 persons in 1840. 
The last Shaker died in 1923. The Shakers were a celibate religious organization. This is a 
working farm open to the public to explore the gardens and livestock grown there along with 
lodging and dining. Mike Moore, Farm Manager gave us the tour of the totally organic farm. 

Bruce Wade, Harrodsburg, KY. Bruce runs about 7,000 acres, 3,000 of which are 
devoted to 200 cow/calf pairs and 2,500 – 3,000 stockers. He leases some ground from Shaker 
Village to run a portion of his stockers. He purchases calves weighing 300 – 400 lb in small 
groups, then sells in truck load lots (50,000 lb) at 650 – 900 lb. He will supplement grain on 

http://www.notill.org/gabe-brown
https://shakervillageky.org/


pasture towards end of the season, which is generally November. To manage market risk he 
hedges, pricing them $.03 - $.04 above the CME board. All calves from his cow/calf herd are 
retained and grazed the following summer. 

 
Day 3 

 
On the third day we spent the morning at the University of Kentucky Beef Bash held at 

one of their regional research centers, C. Oran Little Research Station. The day consisted of 
concurrent sessions ranging from topics in agronomy, drones, composting, extending the grazing 
season, use of cull cows in the beef chain, fencing and effect of cattle temperament, and more. I 
attended the session on use of drones. What they are finding is that cattle do not seem to react to 
them, so they will be more used in observation than in herding. There is also an app that can be 
calibrated to your fenceline.  This allows you to send it out and check fences after a windstorm 
or other event. We had a great rib-eye sandwich lunch, and unfortunately, had to leave, which 
meant there were subjects missed. Many expressed this disappointment. 

While disappointed about leaving the Beef Bash, the next stop made up for it. We visited 
the Blue Grass Stockyards Regional Market Place in Lexington 
https://bgregionalmarketplace.com/. Bluegrass Stockyards consists of 7 auction barns marketing 
500,000 cattle per year, 90% of which are calves feeder cattle and beef replacements. Blue Grass 
Stock Yards began as a buying station for Swift packing. In 1946 seven local businessmen 
purchased the facility and turned into a buying station for all buyers. Then in 1976 payment was 
made to sellers based on out-weights as compared to in-weights. This was a major change in 
marketing livestock. A fire destroyed that facility in downtown Lexington. They re-located out 
of town, closer to the highway and continued to innovate. This time, they wanted to put 
consumers and farmers together. To do this the new facility not only has the original sales ring, 
but a clothing store, an equine supply store, a meat counter, deli sandwiches, major restaurant an 
event and meeting center along with an education center. People coming to Blue Grass are 
encouraged to watch cattle being sold and interact with the buyers and sellers. This is definitely 
not your grandfather’s sale barn! 

One would think that selling 500,000 head/year, and the size of beef industry in KY, that 
lot size would be much greater than NY. Jim Akers, CEO told us that the average lot size is 1.6 
head and average check paid is for 6 head. What they do is sell a lot every 20 seconds and also 
sell trailer load lots. To reduce animal and worker stress sales generally do not extend past 2:00 
pm. If they have a large run, then they will start up the next day. 

Using the Educational Center, Dr. Greg Halich, UKY Farm Management Specialist 
talked with producers using his experience in NYS and comparing and contrasting to systems 
seen in KY. Options do not have to be strictly beef. Given our large dairy population, custom 
grazing heifers can be a viable option. We have to understand that the price of corn dictates the 
price of custom grazing dairy, but certainly beef. When corn prices are high cattle owner is 
willing to pay more, conversely if corn is low, then the owner doesn’t have as much incentive to 
pay a high price for grazing.  

 
Day 4 

 

https://research.ca.uky.edu/c-oran-little-research-center
https://bgregionalmarketplace.com/


We switched gears a bit on day 4, traveling to West Virginia and visiting Belle Vue 
Dairy, Kee Hill Farms owned by Brian Wickline, WV County agent. Brian has a Jersey, 
seasonal, grass based organic dairy, hemp farm and a cow/calf operation. He is a meticulous 
record keeper and shared with us his financial analysis for the dairy and beef operation. As with 
many dairies across the US, his breakeven milk price is higher than what he is being paid. 
However, he views the farm as a whole, in that if land is continuing to appreciate then the return 
on assets is positive. Now he does admit that cash flow will eventually become an issue in this 
scenario, but he has also been reducing his cost of production along with increasing production. 

Unfortunately we did not get to see the beef. Brian fall calves 120 predominantly black 
cows. He weans the calves at 240 days of age, but cows have remained in good condition. In his 
beef herd he felt that the heifers were not in good body condition score at calving. Making decent 
quality hay is a challenge. So for the last couple of years he leased a tub grinder to chop the hay 
which increased the fiber digestibility and increasing pregnancy rates. As he showed us with 
records, behind feed costs depreciation is highest expense on most farms. In his case, farm 
profitability didn’t suffer by adding to equipment depreciation. 

His hemp operation is still very much an experiment. THC content has to remain below 
0.3%, otherwise local policing agency will destroy the entire crop. Cost to plant the crop: 
$15,000/ac. Harvesting and market continue to be a question.  

Next stop Cattlemen’s Livestock Exchange in Lewisburg, WV, 
https://cattlemenslivestockexchange.com/. We were to sit in on a feeder calf sale. However due 
to the drought the expected 700 head turned into 1100 head increasing the time they needed to 
process the cattle. The sale didn’t start until 7:00 pm. While this is a traditional auction barn, this 
doesn’t mean low tech. They have installed a state of the art Silencer chute system to process 
incoming cattle and utilize ViewTrack Technology to clerk the auction from start to finish. 
Veterinarians offer on-site services which includes pregnancy checking, breeding soundness 
exams and processing of calves. Feeder calves are farmer grouped and graded weekly by 
certified West Virginia state graders. We will be there for their Friday feeder and yearling sale. A 
low tech option I did like was their unloading facilities. Truck and trailers drive through and 
unload as compared to backing up to a loading dock. In my estimation this seems to decrease 
time to unload. Tractor trailers still load and unload using backup docks.  

 
Day 5 

Final day of a great tour traveling to Pennsylvania. First stop Alquin Heinnickel, 
Greensburg PA. Alquin and family run a 600 head farmer feeder operation farming 14,000 
acres. He purchases all of the calves off the farm and off his scales. Depending on weight and 
season, calves either go to a backgrounding lot or to grass. The grass cattle are custom grazed at 
$0.65/hd/d. At 800 lb the go to the finishing facility. His son is a veterinarian in the mid-west 
and directs his health and nutrition protocols. One challenge they have is the feeding of 25 – 30 
ton of food waste from Wal-Mart. Balancing a ration becomes a moving target, but a low cost of 
gain is worth the uncertainty. As a good neighbor he switched from a liquid manure to dry stack 
operation. Smell from the liquid manure settled in the village below him and was a nuisance. He 
is a big believer in using growth promoting implants as it is the best return on investment you 
can make. He sells live to JBS and Tyson.  

Lunch was provided at the farm of Penn State Cooperative Extension Agent Dustin 
Heeter in Greensburg, PA. Dustin was hosting the PA Hereford Association Summer meeting. 

https://cattlemenslivestockexchange.com/


Not only was it a wonderful meal, but we got to meet with local producers – always a highlight 
of these trips. 

Last stop for the 2019 Beef Tour as Gary Yeaney, in Mayport, PA. Gary custom grazes 
cattle for our previous farm stop, Alquin Henninickle. Gary is a big believer in bio-char, which is 
very similar to charcoal. He feels that this product absorbs toxins out of the digestive system and 
blood stream. It binds ammonia and therefore increases the fertility of the manure (as it does not 
volatilize into the atmosphere). Cattle are moved 1x/day and over a 200 day grazing period is 
getting 2.5 lb/d gain. He grazes 100 head on 74 acres in 5 paddocks. 

With a bit of melancholy we headed our way back to Ithaca. 
Below are some of my take-aways from the tour, and I hope those that attended will add 

to this list: 
 

10. To be competitive, must sell in 50,000 lb lots. 
11. There was some disagreement on procurement methods – off farm or through sale 

barn, but all were adamant about having a solid health protocol in place and 
having a good working relationship with a veterinarian. 

12. When purchasing calves stay out of the “death months” of Oct & Nov. 
13. Stocker operations have an edge b/c most know their COP, C/C operations do not. 
14. Stocker operations run predominantly on leased vs owned land. 
15. Straightening out calves and then custom grazing may be an opportunity to get 

others in the business, but also to allow owner to market in trailer load lots. 
16. Many of our farm hosts recommended either selling all the cows or sell ½ the 

cows and graze calves. 
17. Behind feed, depreciation is greatest farm expense. If profitability is the goal, then 

it is imperative to keep equipment costs in check. 
 

Thank you: 
• Audia Denton, Project Mgr./Coordinator, Stocker Cattle Initiative 

• Dr. Greg Halich, UKY Farm Management Specialist 
• Brenda Paul (for setting up tour at Blue Grass Stockyard) 

• Dustin Heeter, PSU Extension Educator 
• Adam Probst, KY Extension Educator 

• Linda McClanahan, KY Extension Educator 
• Brian Wickline, WV Extension Educator 

• New York Beef Producer’s Association (providing hats) 
• All the tour stops for taking time with us. 

 
 

 

 


