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Can You Comprehend the
Vastness of the Beef Industry?

By KrisRingwall
Extension Beef Specialist
NDSU Extension Service

EEFTALK

Country of originlabeling (commonly called COOL)
and national cattleidentification programshave generated
much newsrecently. Theresulting discussion hasprompted
beef industry |eaders to wonder who really understands
thewholebusinessof beef production from conceptionto
consumer.

Consumersand producersalike have seen neat dlide
presentationsthat tell theromantic story of beef producers
and how thetheoretica flow from conception to consump-
tionworks. But, that islifein themovies. Theactua pro-
cessof productionisanother story.

I dentifying cattleisnot easy, and utilizing theidentifica-
tioniseven moredifficult. AstheNorth DakotaBeef Cattle
Improvement Associ ation continuesthe process of cattle
identification and records processing, the search for new
producersa so continues. A large number of cattle produc-
ersindicated dight to no interest improving theidentifica-
tion of their cattle.

Intheory, logic solidly supportsthe need for identifica-
tion (mandatory or voluntary) because thereisaneed to
trace cattletotheir source. In practice, the pictureisfuzzy.
Many producers work and produce beef in areas amost
uninhabitable by people. Mother cowsarenever individu-
ally handled or even seenfor most of theyear.

Thesetough, self-sufficient cowsproducecalvesona
regular basis. Sddomsick, thecowslikdy view therancher
asmore of an accepted predator than adesired provider.
Last week at the North Dakota State University Dickinson
Research Extension Center, aregular cattle-working week
was scheduled. Eighty-eight cow-calf pairson onesection
of land wereduefor ultrasound examsfor pregnancy and
pre-weaning vaccinations. The geography isrough, with
severa draws for cows to camp in, but manageable on
horseback. Fiveridersstarted theday at 7 am., rounding
up thecowsand calves.

Thelocation is35 or more milesfrom the main head-
quartersand 15 milesfromtheranch headquarters. Half an
hour is needed to get to the ranch, half an hour to gather
andload horsesand tack intwo trailers, and another half

an hour to drive over to the pasture. A few rain drops hit
thewindows, awelcomerdief from theAugust drought.

After the 90 minutesof preparation, roundup begins.
The cattle have spread themselves out into five herdsin
different partsof the pasture. Cattlearrivefromall points
and are confined in the portable corral. Those few rain-
drops have turned into amajor rain, and the crew settles
downtowait it out.

Reviews of weather radar indicatetherainishereto
stay. Operating the electrica equipment -- thescale, ultra-
sound and two generators-- seemsill advised with water
running everywhere. Thework day iscanceled, the cattle
held upinthecorral and the crew returnsto headquarters
forlunch.

Thenext day bringssunshine. Cattlearekneedeepin
mud (aday’sgrowthlost onthecalves). Thecrew arrives,
the cowsare ultrasounded, the calves vaccinated and the
facilities pulled and the pasture and cattle return to what
they naturaly do.

Mudiseverywhere. No boots, pantsor shirtsareeven
close to presentable. The ground is scarred for the time
being, raw with thefresh woundsof concentrated cattle. In
the end, 88 cow/calf pairs are worked and tags read.

Thedata (to enhancetheworkingsof the cattle opera-
tion) istransferred to aclean sheset, ready to befiled. Many
producers, however, find datadifficult to collect because
crew membersarenonexistent, pickupsarewesk with mile-
age, corrasare shedding nailsand aging bonesneed arest.

Thecattleindustry istruly avast industry. Thisvastness
isnot yet comprehended by many, especially those busy
making, or at least suggesting theright way tofind all your
ear tags.

Your comments are always welcome at
www.BeefTalk.com. For more information, contact the
North DakotaBeef Cattle |l mprovement Association, 1133
State Avenue, Dickinson, ND 58601 or go to
www.CHAPS2000.com on the Internet. In correspon-
denceabout thiscolumn, refer to BTO161.
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