
 

Beef Tools 
By Beth Doran, ISU Extension & Outreach Beef  
Program Specialist 
 

Estrus Synchronization – There are number of reasons why it is 
important that calves be born in the first 21 days of the calving 
season.  These calves tend to be heavier at weaning and have better 
gains post-weaning.  In addition, heifer calves (born in the first 21 
days and kept for replacements) have heavier pre-breeding 
weights, a higher percentage cycling and a higher pregnancy rate.  
These same heifers consequently calve earlier, adding to their lon-
gevity in the cowherd.   
 
Estrus synchronization is a tool that cow-calf producers can use to 
tighten up their calving season.  However, it is not without the 
challenge of sticking to a scheduled format.  Fortunately, the Beef 
Reproduction Task force has developed a software tool, the Estrus 
Synchronization Planner, which is a free download available on the 
Iowa Beef Center website at http://www.iowabeefcenter.org/
estrus_synch.html 
 
The Estrus Synchronization Planner has 9 recommend protocols 
for replacement heifers and 8 for cows.  The software will print a 
calendar listing what management must be performed on a certain 
day.  It also contains a “tips” section and an evaluation of the labor 
and cost involved with a specific protocol. 
 
2012 Animal Industry Report – This report summarizes ISU re-
search relating to the animal agriculture industry.  Reports combine 
research from the departments of Agricultural and Biosystems En-
gineering, Animal Science, Natural Resource Ecology and Man-
agement, Economics, and Veterinary Diagnostics and Production 
Animal Medicine.  Report topics include animal products, beef, 
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companion animals, dairy, environment, equine, poultry, 
sheep, swine and teaching.  The report is available at: 
www.ans.iastate.edu/report/air/ 
 
One beef article compared the effect of stocking density in 
bedded hoop barns upon steer performance and carcass char-
acteristics.  The researchers looked at steer performance and 
carcass characteristics of cattle placed in a hoop barn at 50, 45 
and 40 square feet per steer.  Cattle growth rate, feed intake, 
feed efficiency, the average mud score and carcass character-
istics did not differ by stocking density.  However, other fac-
tors such as frame size and the interaction of frame size with 
season may affect stocking density.  As the density of the cat-
tle increases, management also increases – more bedding, 
more bunk space, and more waterer space.  Observing indi-
vidual cattle for health issues also is more difficult.   
(Summarized from AS Leaflet 2697) 
 
Publications:  The Ag Decision Maker website has several 
publications that may interest cattle producers. 

 Computing a Pasture Rental Rate (C2-23) – 
www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm/wholefarm/html/c2-
23.html  available in PDF or spreadsheet to compare dif-
ferent methods of computing rent for pasture and hay 
ground  

 Estimated Costs for Livestock Fencing (B1-75) - 
www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm/livestock/pdf/b1-75.pdf 

 Estimating a Value for Corn Stover (A1-70) - 
www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm/crops/html/a1-70.html 
available in PDF or spreadsheet to estimate the price of 
corn stover standing in the field or harvested and stored 

 Live Cattle Basis (B2-42) - www.extension.iastate.edu/
agdm/livestock/pdf/b2-42.pdf 

 
 

 
Current Soil Conditions in NW Iowa 
By Paul Kassel, ISU Extension & Outreach Field Agronomist 
 

The following is discussion on the current soil moisture con-
ditions in northwest Iowa.  It is difficult to generalize about 
rainfall and the lack of rainfall.  Local conditions and unpre-
dictable rainfall can make generalizations difficult. 

Extension Web Sites 
Ag Decision Maker 
http://www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm/   
Beef Center  
http://www.iowabeefcenter.org/ 
Manure Management 
http://www.agronext.iastate.edu/immag/ 
Pork Center 
http://www.ipic.iastate.edu/ 
ISU Extension Dairy Team 
http://www.extension.iastate.edu/DairyTeam/ 
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The following are some rainfall amounts from the area.  This in-
formation confirms the obvious fact that moisture conditions were 
very dry from mid-July until fall.  This information even has more 
of an impact when you consider that November and December 
were quite dry also.  The time period from July 15 to November 1 
shows roughly a ten inch rainfall deficit. 
 
Table 1: July 15, 2011 to November 1, 2011 Rainfall 
                               Normal         Observed             Deficit 

 ———-----inches of rainfall -------------- 
 Estherville    10.7  2.0   8.7 
 Sioux Rapids    11.5  2.7   8.8 
 Pocahontas    11.5  5.6   5.9 
 Algona    11.1  4.0   7.1 
 Britt    11.0  4.1   6.9 
 Sac City    11.3  6.0   5.3	 
 
This rainfall information is from the Iowa Mesonet.  This infor-
mation can be accessed at http://mesonet.agron.iastate.edu/
plotting/coop/acc.phtml Select a location and click on the box that 
says “make plot”. 
 
Precipitation amounts that have occurred since November 1 until 
March 15 are shown in table 2. The precipitation amounts since 
November 1 are somewhat below normal.  This precipitation oc-
curred mostly as rainfall on soil that was not frozen. Very little of 
that precipitation fell as snow.  Therefore, it is expected that much 
of that rainfall contributed to soil moisture reserves.   
 
Snowfall usually does not contribute much to soil moisture re-
serves. Most snowfall evaporates as it melts or runs off soil that is 
usually frozen. 
 
Table 2: November 1, 2011 to March 15, 2012 Rainfall 
    Normal               Observed Deficit 

    ---------------inches of rainfall -------------- 
 Estherville    4.3  3.5  0.7 
 Sioux Rapids    4.2  4.0  0.2 
 Pocahontas    4.9  3.6  1.3 
 Algona    4.8  3.0  1.8 
 Britt    5.2  2.9  2.3 
 Sac City    5.0  3.6  1.4 
 
The information in table 3 shows the expected rainfall for the 
spring and early summer months.  The precipitation amounts in 
table 3 are about 13 inches.  These rainfall amounts, if realized, 
would help a great deal to replenish soil moisture reserves before 
summer.  Current Southern Oscillation Index shows a weakening 
La Nina condition that increases the odds of receiving this rainfall.  
However, if La Nina would strengthen, the odds of receiving this 
rainfall decrease. 
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Table 3: Expected Spring Rainfall 
    March  April May June  

   ---------inches of rainfall -----—-- 
 Estherville   1.7  3.0  3.8  4.5 
 Sioux Rapids   1.7  2.9  3.8  4.5 
 Pocahontas   2.0  3.0  3.9  4.6 
 Algona   1.7  2.8  4.0  4.4 
 Britt   2.0  3.2  4.0  4.8 
 Sac City   2.0  3.0  4.0  4.6 
 
The information in table 4 shows a soil moisture balance 
sheet.  Corn and soybean crops need about 22 inches of mois-
ture to grow a normal crop.  Rainfall amounts that are needed 
can vary from 20 to 24 inches per season.  Summer air temper-
atures, sunlight intensity and wind conditions will determine 
the actual moisture needs of a crop. 
 
This is an academic attempt to predict what might happen this 
spring and summer.  The subsoil moisture amount that is listed 
is the average for the fall subsoil moisture survey that was 
taken on November 1, 2011 by Iowa State University Exten-
sion field specialists in northwest Iowa.  Subsoil moisture re-
serves from that survey showed values from 0 to 5.5 inches of 
plant available moisture. 
 
The rainfall in the second line is the average of observed rain-
fall listed in table 2.  About 80% of that precipitation contrib-
utes to soil moisture.  The other 20% is lost through evapora-
tion and runoff (although little runoff was observed this win-
ter). 
 
Table 4: Moisture Balance Sheet 
 Subsoil moisture on 11/1/11 – 3.5 inches.    3.5 
 Rainfall from 11/1 to 3/15/12 is 3.4 inches times 80%.   2.7 
 Rainfall needed is 20.0 inches times 80%.       17.5 
 Total moisture needed to grow a normal crop   22.0 

 
The remaining moisture needs are about 20 inches of rainfall.  
Keep in mind that it is normal to receive about 13 inches of 
rainfall from March 1 to July 1.  Expected rainfall from July to 
September 15 – the remainder of the growing season – is 
about 9 inches.  Therefore, we have the potential for 22. 0 
inches of rainfall during the growing season.  If that amount of 
rainfall is realized, there is a good probability for a normal 
corn and soybean crop in 2012. 
 
This information shows a somewhat positive outcome to an 
eight month drought.   However, there will likely be some 
geographic areas may have yield reductions because they had 
less subsoil moisture last fall, had less winter rainfall and may 
receive less rainfall this season.  For example, the Spirit Lake 
to Estherville area had about 1.0 inch of subsoil moisture last 
fall.  Therefore, the Spirit Lake to Estherville area will need 
about 2.5 inches more rainfall than surrounding areas to grow 
a normal crop in 2012.  



Ag Decision Maker Website: What’s New 
in Farm Management Resources  
By Melissa O’Rourke, ISU Extension Farm & Agribusiness 
Management Specialist  
 

If Ag Decision Maker is not your homepage, it should be!  
Check it out:   www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm  
Just two of the most recent updates including the following: 
 
2011 Iowa Farm Employee Compensation survey:  In Iowa, 
over 20,000 work as full-time farm employees.  A new survey 
from Iowa State University studies the wages and benefits re-
ceived by those employees.  Average compensation to farm 
employees was $38,929 in 2011 – about 85% of this total as 
cash wages, with the balance in fringe benefits and cash bonus-
es.  The last such survey was conducted in 2006, and the 2011 
results indicate that farm employee wages have increased annu-
ally by about 2.1%.  In 2011, these employees worked an aver-
age of 2,602 hours resulting in an average hourly wage of 
$12.96 with total compensation averaging $15.05.  The average 
farm employee had 12 years of farm employment experience.  
It is interesting to note that 6% of employees were female and 
16% were born outside the United States.  Farm employees 
most commonly receive some type of medical insurance plan; 
and may receive other benefits such as housing, meals, farm 
produce, work clothing and recreational opportunities.  The 
survey results are outlined in an 8-page document packed with 
detailed and available to view or download on Ag Decision 
Maker. 
 
2012 Iowa Farm Custom Rate Survey:  Many farmers either 
hire custom machine work performed on their farm, or they 
perform custom work on other farm operations.  The annual 
Custom Rate Survey answers the question – what are others 
charging for these kinds of work?  The 2012 survey compiles 
responses from 276 Iowa farmers, custom operators and farm 
managers.  For each of the operations listed in the comprehen-
sive survey, the average rate and the range of reported rates is 
shown.  The 2012 survey results show increases of 5 to 15 per-
cent over the 2011 survey average rates.  Particularly notewor-
thy is that the average rate for combining soybeans exceeded 
$30 per acre for the first time.  The survey includes information 
and predictions regarding fuel prices which impact custom rates 
charged.  Check out this survey on Ag Decision Maker, as well 
as the Decision Tools designed to assist custom operators and 
farms to estimate costs for a wide variety of operations.  
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There is not a large need to change management for the 2012 crop 
season.  Corn planting populations may be adjusted downward 
slightly if dry weather persists into planting time.   However, large 
downward adjustments are not recommended.  A corn planting 
rate of 33,000 to 37, 000 seeds per acre is still recommended for 
most areas.   
 
Corn following a vigorous alfalfa stand might be one area to re-
consider.  Alfalfa takes soil moisture later in the season than corn 
or soybean crops, and may have much lower levels of subsoil 
moisture.  Soybeans may be a better choice to follow an alfalfa 
crop.  Soybeans require the same amount of moisture to produce a 
normal crop, but are more flexible as to when they receive that 
moisture.   
 
 
 

Taking Swine Closeout Records to  
Next Level 
By Matt Swantek, ISU Extension & Outreach Swine  
Program Specialist 
 

With the release of Iowa Pork Industry Center (IPIC) Group 
Tracker software, Swine Field Specialists are asking producers if 
they are ready to take control and push their closeouts to the next 
level.  This summer there will be a series of meetings to highlight 
the benefits of building a database for one’s operation and under-
stand how records may improve management decisions.  
 
How does one develop and implement business strategies during 
these times of volatile agricultural markets, seasonal fluctuations, 
and prices of early weaned pigs has challenged the financial insti-
tution.   
 
Submission of the individual closeouts to your regional swine spe-
cialist will allow a database to be established for the producer(s).   
The benefit of the database is the ability to benchmark, make com-
parisons and look for trends to make better business decisions.  
Comparison can be within a farm to look at different buildings, 
genetics, nutritional programs and/or management practices.  
When an operation has submitted adequate numbers of closeouts, 
then comparison may be made with the entire Group Tracker data-
base.   
 
The Iowa Pork Industry Center is the point source for distribution 
of Group Tracker and may be found on the swine tools of its web-
site.    http://www.ipic.iastate.edu/softwarepurchase.html  
 
Producers interested in taking their closeout records to the next 
level should contact their regional swine specialist for dates and 
times.  For more information about Group Tracker and other swine 
tools visit the IPIC web-site.    http://www.ipic.iastate.edu/
softwarepurchase.html  
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