
Working sma rter on this Kansas range-and-cake outfit means . . .

CATTLE
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Larry (left) and Kent Powell share management responsiblility    at Powell Angus Ranch, near Kalvesta,
Kan. The pair use cows to more efficiently harvest forages and small grains.

he view from Kalvesta fits
an image of Kansas that
many people hold. The

wind blows more often than
not, and trees are scarce on a
landscape dominated by wheat
fields. But contrary to popular
lore, little of Kansas is flat. Most
of this southwestern part of the
state, for example, consists of a
gently rolling plain with
scattered ranges of low, rough
hills. Creeks carve crooked
wrinkles across it’s face, but
many creek beds are dry during
much of the year. With an
average annual precipitation of
18 inches (in.), officially, the
area is semi-arid.

Challenging tradition
Agriculturally, wheat and

cattle reign, complementing one
another. Fall wheat pasture
serves as an integral part of
growing programs for
thousands of calves destined for
Kansas feedyards. Around here,
being in the beef business
means running stockers, feeding
cattle or both. Right?

Nope. Kansas has cows too,
and Kansas farmers do grow
more than wheat. They have to
grow and harvest some hay or
forage crops so those cows will
have winter feed. Right?

Maybe not. On Powell Angus
Ranch, near Kalvesta, they’re
challenging the traditional
notion that wintering cows
requires a big pile of feed. They
also challenge that time-
honored tradition of hauling it
to the cows all winter long. In
fact, the Powell family questions
a lot of “have to do it” notions
other producers simply accept.

Since great-grandfather
Powell staked his homestead
claim in 1886, there have been
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community of Kalvesta. Larry
and Myrna Powell and their
son, Kent, currently manage the
operation. They admit to
following previous generations’
emphasis on row crop
production, but that is
changing. Since 1986, the
Powells have maintained herds
of both registered and
commercial Angus cattle, with
beef production developing
steadily as their major focus.
Their goal is better utilization of
resources, and cattle are the
primary tool.

Converting to grass
Little more than a decade

ago, Powells were raising wheat
and milo on more than 3,800
dry-land acres, while running
their cow herd in the nearby
hills and creek-bottom pastures.
Then they enrolled 1,000 acres
of their milo base in the 10-year
Conservation Reserve Program
(CRP), returning that cropland
to grass.

“That acreage just came out
of the program in October
(1997)," explains Larry, “and
now we’re adding it to our
existing range. We hope to sign
up another 1,600 acres and,
after another 10 years, have that
much more grass.”

Lacking access to suitable
underground water for
irrigation development, the
Powells are convinced that
putting their marginally
productive crop ground back
under sod is an economically
sound alternative when the go-
back pasture becomes part of
an intensive grazing plan.
Taking their cue from noted
resource management specialist
Stan Parsons, the Powells are
developing multi-paddock
grazing cells for high-intensity,
short-duration, rotational
grazing on a year-around basis.

“This used to be a tall-grass
prairie, but generations of over-
grazing eliminated most of the
really productive species,” says
Kent. “Now our native range
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Ranch hand Shane Woods constructs new perimeter fence around
pastures that will be divided into paddocks for rotational grazing.

consists mostly of short species
- mostly buffalo grass and
blue grama. On the go-back
land, tall grasses like big
bluestem, switch grass and
Indian grass are dominant.
Through our grazing practices,
we hope to integrate more of
those tall grasses back into the
native range to make all of it
more productive.”

Bovine harvesters
If the new CRP sign-up

succeeds, the Powells will have
about two sections of crop
ground remaining. As in the
past, wheat and milo will be
grown, but less as cash grain
crops. Even on the farmed
ground, grazing of forage is the
goal.

“We usually cut some
sorghum (milo) silage, mostly

to feed calves, but we might
even eliminate milo altogether;
offers Larry. “If we plant wheat
in August and get a good stand,
we can graze it from October
through December and
probably still cut grain the next
summer. Or, we can graze it
again, usually from February or
March until mid-May, and
graze it out. We have some
flexibility, but grazing cattle on
more of our wheat ground
makes a lot of sense to us.”

Kansas State University
Extension Agent Dean Whitehill
agrees, noting that grazing of
wheat pasture and crop residues
have been key elements to
success for stocker and cow-calf
enterprises in Finney County
and the surrounding area. He

Economic                          advantage

warns that success is not
automatic, however, since a lack
of moisture and wind erosion
can ruin a wheat stand. But,
there is a reason why so much
wheat is grown in Kansas. The
crop is well-suited to the semi-
arid plains and current
economics show letting cattle
use wheat as pasture pays better
than harvesting grain.

“It’s been shown that wheat
pasture can produce 200
pounds (lb.) of beef per acre or
more. What is a pound of beef
worth? If it’s worth a dollar,
then the gross return is $200
per acre," says Whitehill. “If an
acre yields 35 bushels of wheat
worth $2.50 per bushel, the
return is $87.50 per acre, and
you still have to take out
harvesting expenses.”

Another option is triticale, a
wheat-rye hybrid. Like wheat,
triticale has the ability to
flourish with limited moisture.
Its palatability and nutrient
value are comparable to wheat
pasture, with the protein
content running around 20%
(dry-matter basis). The Powells
are trying triticale, however,
because of its reputation for
faster growth, a little more
volume of forage and winter
hardiness. Common sense tells
them their wheat and triticale
pastures are best used by cattle
that require a higher level of
nutrition.

Tweaking the program

Spring-calving cows winter
on range and milo stubble.
Rotating through winter
pastures and fields, they find
ample forage to meet their
energy needs, but do require
supplemental protein.

“We like a 38- to 40-percent

“Weaned calves, replacement
heifers and developing bulls do
pretty good on wheat or
triticale, without anything
extra,” says Kent. “We have a few
fall-calving cows, too, and that
green fall pasture really works
for them.”
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cake (range cubes) instead of
those 20-percent supplements
that contain a lot of filler:’ tells
Larry. “We usually cake cows
every other day at a rate that
averages 1 pound per head per
day. If everything covers up
with deep snow, we have a little
baled cane to feed. We’ll buy
some hay if we have to, but that
doesn’t happen often. With a
little cake, the cows usually
graze through the winter just
fine.”

A late-spring calving season
enhances the Powell herd’s
ability to rough it through the
winter. By April 15 and the
onset of calving, the cows
normally are grazing new grass.
The nursing cows’ peak
nutritional needs are matched
with the growing forage’s
highest nutrient value. The
drawback, in the minds of some
seedstock producers, is that
April- and May-born bulls may
be too young to market as
spring yearlings.

“Carrying some bulls over as
2-year-olds is the trade-off, but
the advantages make it worth
it," offers Larry. “We can winter
cows for less expense. We have
less cold and snow to fight
during calving, fewer
complications and more live
calves. And bulls carried over
are developed on wheat pasture,
or triticale, and have time to
express their genetic potential.
They aren’t pushed, and they’ll
last longer.”

The Powells have found that
cows calving on green grass may
recover and be ready to breed
back more quickly, In most
years, half or more of their 150
registered cows are bred
through artificial insemination
(AI), with the remainder and all
250 commercial cows bred
through natural service. Spring
planting chores usually limit the
amount of time devoted to AI.
Last spring, however, the
Powells found enough time to
AI nearly all of the registered

cows. Less rigorous planting
schedules during future years
should allow them to continue
using AI more aggressively.

Cattle to fit
Kent says their environment

dictates the most suitable cattle
type. As one might expect,
Powell cattle are moderate
framed and easy fleshing.

“The +30 milk expected
progeny difference (EPD) won’t
work here. A female like that
might have one good calf and
be gone,” he adds. “Three
bloodlines have expressed
themselves well for us in this
environment. Those are  Rito,
the Fortunes and the Emulous-
Emulation lines. We have a lot
of Jorgensen blood that really
has worked.”

Running their registered herd
under the same low-input
conditions as their commercial
cattle helps ensure the Powells
that the bulls sold through their
March sale should work for
their customers. For an
indication of how the cattle
measure up to industry

standards, they collect
individual performance and
carcass data on their own steers,
Finished through a custom
feedyard, Powell steers
consistently gain well over 4
lb./day and, in 1996, gained an
average of 4.74 lb.

Larry says those steers
probably were fed too long but
still logged good numbers. The
carcasses weighed an average of
789 lb. and had an average
ribeye area of 13.4 square
inches. Eighty-six percent
graded U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) Choice or
better, with 66% qualifying as
Yield Grade 1s or 2s.

“The feedyard where we send
our steers can market cattle
through the new U.S. Premium
Beef (USPB) program, so we’re
anxious to see some of our
steers go to that market,” says
Larry. “There will be a $10 per
head fee, but we already pay $6
a head to get our carcass data
back, so it just costs another $4
for the chance to get a
significant premium for quality.

“I think USPB is a good

program, but we didn’t buy
shares ourselves,” he continues.
“Shareholders have the right,
but also the obligation, to
deliver cattle to the program.
We don’t market very large
numbers of fed cattle and I
thought we needed to maintain
more flexibility than that
obligation would allow. But I’m
glad we can access the program
through the feedyard.”

Retained ownership, late-
spring calving and intensive
grazing throughout the year all
figure into the Powell plan to
optimize resources. They’re
trading tractor time for
management time to make their
cattle enterprise more efficient
and save production costs.

“There are ups and downs to
everything but, in the long run,
I think the cattle will pay us
better than raising grain,” says
Kent. “We’re cutting down on
equipment, cutting down on
labor and letting cattle be the
harvesters. We’re just trying to
work smarter by making the
cattle work for us.”
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The environment dictates a moderate-framed, easy-fleshing cow at Powell Angus Ranch, where the

Monica
registered herd is managed under the same low-input conditions as the commercial cattle.




