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New York has abundant forage resources. It is estimated that there are between 1.5 – 3.0 million 

acres of idled or underutilized agricultural land.  Most of this land is not suited to row crop production 
and often abandoned by dairies that have relocated to better soils. A couple from North Dakota took part 
in the New York Beef Council’s May Beef Week. They traveled across the state visiting farms and 
speaking to dieticians, nutritionists and health professionals about ranching.  They were amazed about the 
amount of vacant land they saw. This is a resource that we have taken for granted.   

So what should be done with this land that is best suited to forage production?  Beef cattle seem a 
natural fit.  There are several enterprises: cow/calf, backgrounder, stocker and finisher. Except for grass 
finishing and a few other exceptions, finishing beef is not a financially viable option in NY. Cows can and 
do work well, but putting enough together to support a family is difficult due to our moisture and soils 
that lead to a lot of mud during the winter feeding period. 

The backgrounding enterprise has potential.  Cattle feeders are interested in calves that have been 
weaned, bunk broke and gone through the respiratory diseases associated with aggregating cattle from our 
smaller cow herds. They are generally fed a high forage diet and require some housing. A former dairy 
has the resources to make this happen.  They have the forage and often a vacant free stall or heifer 
facility. We will discuss this in more depth in a later article. 

That leaves the stocker enterprise.  Calves are purchased in the spring, pastured and sold in the 
fall.  The advantage is no winter feeding - that should appeal to many folks. Yet, there’s a lot more to 
making this enterprise profitable. In future articles we’ll get into the production details, but in this issue 
I’d like to look at the economics. I’ve used feeder calf prices collected on a USDA funded grant and a 
spreadsheet developed at Oklahoma State University. 

In Table 1 is a description of the enterprise. Cattle are purchased May 1 and grazed for 5 months. 
In this example the cattle are going straight to pasture with no receiving program. There are two rates of 
gain: 1.2 lb./day and 1.8 lb./day. A mistake that some stockers make is expecting unrealistic gains. This 
ADG is purchase weight to pay weight – including the lost weight of any that died. For new operators I 
suggest being conservative and use the lower number. The purchase weight and purchase price is the 
April and May, 2012 average of beef breed steers sold at Finger Lakes Livestock Exchange, weighing 
between 450 lb. and 649 lb. The lower gaining group is assumed to be on poorer soils or not as 
intensively grazed, therefore stocking rate is lower. While one would hope for 0% death loss, you should 
budget for at least 1%.  If they are high risk cattle, the loss could be higher. Veterinary cost should cover 
initial vaccinations on arrival, internal and external parasite control and treating for illness (pneumonia, 
pinkeye, foot rot, etc.). Feed cost of gain is the pasture cost. I used $.60/lb for five months multiplied by 
180 lb. gain and 270 lb. gain for the low and high ADG group respectively. Equity in the cattle is 
assumed to be 0, therefore an interest rate of 5.5% is charged against the cattle only. 

 
 
 



Table 1. Description of cattle purchased for stocker enterprise  
Expected purchase date May 1 2017  
Days in receiving program 0  
Days grazed 150  
Expected sale date 10/1/17  
    Steers-low Steers-high 
Purchase weight lb/head 450 450 
Purchase price $/cwt 148.00 148.00 
Purchase cost $/head 666.00 666.00 
Receiving Program ADG lb/day 1.00 1.00 
Grazing ADG lb/day 1.20 1.80 
Death loss percent 1.0% 1.0% 
Stocking density head/acre 1.0 1.0 
  lb/acre 450.0 450.0 
Veterinary cost $/head $15.00 $15.00 
Marketing cost $/head $22.86 $25.76 
Other costs per month $/head $1.00 $1.00 
Feed cost of gain $/lb $0.69 $0.71 
Interest rate % 5.5%   

  

Table 2 contains the financial analysis. I used “Forecasting Tools” at BeefBasis.com to estimate a price 
this October. The average price projected for the low group is $141/cwt and $139/cwt for the high group. 
Jumping right to the bottom line, the low ADG cattle netted $20.35/hd and the high ADG group netted 
$61.54/hd. Expenses were virtually the same for both groups and even though the price was lower for the 
high group, there was more weight to sell and the result was a net profit. Good management that results in 
healthy cattle that are always in good grass pays. Purchasing cheap cattle that get sick and don’t gain 
seldom pay. 

 Stockers are referred to as a “margin operators”. It doesn’t matter the price paid, as long as there 
is a margin at the end. Another axiom often heard is that “bought right is half sold”. Successful stocker 
operators are smart in how they buy. They know what the market is for their cattle in the fall and purchase 
accordingly.  This is probably the biggest mistake made by new stocker operators.  They buy cheap cattle 
that do not fit the market. It takes a few years to learn the right kind to buy. Losing money is the cost of 
education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 2. Stocker enterprise analysis 
  Steers Steers-High 

Revenue Total Daily Total Daily 
Sales weight lbs/head 630 1.20 720 1.80 
Sales price $/cwt 141.00 141.00 139.00 139.00 
Gross Revenue $/head 879.42 1.69 990.79 2.50 
            
Expense per head sold         
Purchase $/head 672.73   672.73   
Cost of gain $/head 126.29 0.84 192.79 1.29 
Vet, Marketing and Other $/head 42.93 0.29 45.83 0.31 
Interest expense $/head 17.12 0.11 17.90 0.12 
Total Expense $/head 859.07   929.25   
Net Return $/head 20.35   61.54   
Breakeven Price $/cwt 136.36   129.06   
Net Return per acre $/acre 20.35   61.54   

 
 
 In most industries, including agriculture being average is not sustainable. This example is 
encouraging because both groups posted a profit even using the average price. However successful 
stockers don’t operate on averages-along with managing the cattle and the grass they are skillful 
marketers.  The projection by BeefBasis.com shows that there is a chance the price could go to $147 and 
$145 for the low and high group, respectively. Using these sale prices would have resulted in a net return 
of $54/hd. and $113/hd. respectively.  

Matching local resources to a production system that can most efficiently utilize them reduces the 
risk that the business will fail. Though bananas are grown in a few NY greenhouses, this is not an 
agricultural business with a future. We’ve got grass, rain and markets.  Astute managers are turning these 
resources into a profitable venture. 

For additional information contact Mike Baker, Cornell Beef Specialist, mjb28@cornell.edu,  
607-255-5923.  

 
This project is supported 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.” 
 
Oklahoma Wheat Stocker budget calculator was adapted for grazing perennial pasture. 
http://beefextension.com/new%20site%202/sccalc.html. 
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