
Veterinary Call

by Bob Larson, Kansas State University

Health information differentiates
Differentiating your cattle from those raised in other herds by making health claims 

may be difficult, but adding health information to the cattle you market can improve 

the transparency and accountability of live-animal transactions.

Because most 
seedstock herds are 
using fairly standard 
parasite-control and 
vaccination protocols, 
experience fairly low 
levels of debilitating 
disease, and apply 
similar disease 
management and 
animal husbandry 
practices to their herds, 
important cattle health 
differences between 
herds that can be 
documented are difficult 
to identify. However, 
providing information 
to customers about 
animal health and 
production practices 
utilized by your ranch 
does provide an 
opportunity to stand out 
from the crowd.

Typically, transactions 
in the cattle industry are 

based on observable 
traits such as weight, 
body condition and 
physical soundness. 
Historically, non-
observable traits such as 
presence or absence of 
past disease episodes, 
timing and type of 
parasite control and 
vaccinations, diet 
composition, and other 
management options 
are not shared between 
sellers and buyers. 

As the concept of 
transparency 
throughout the beef 
production chain 
becomes more 
important — with calls 
for information to be 
shared between 
suppliers, producers and 
customers — the ability 
to provide accurate 
health and production 

While every business deal involves some risk, including health risk, the 

level of risk is not the same for every transaction. 
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information can provide a 
competitive marketing advantage.

Important information that can be 
used when marketing cattle is the 
documentation of all veterinary 
services utilized in the herd’s health 
program. These will include disease 
prevention efforts such as the use of 
screening tests and quarantine of 
new arrivals, vaccination of all ages 
of cattle on the ranch, as well as 
deworming and fly-control 
strategies. 

Health records should also include 
all disease treatment protocols and 
results of production evaluations, 
such as breeding soundness 
examinations (sometimes referred to 
as BSEs) of bulls and pregnancy 
checks of cows.

For seedstock producers, using 
diagnostic tests to identify cattle that 
are long-term carriers of particular 
disease-causing agents prior to sale is 
an important part of some disease 
control and marketing plans. For a 
strategy to test all seedstock cattle 
marketed as herd replacements to be 
an effective and valuable health and 
marketing plan, the disease agent 
must be absent from the receiving 
herd and an accurate test must be 
available. 

In addition, because the likelihood 
that the receiving herd is free of the 
disease agent may be different in 
other parts of the country, the value 
of both disease carriers and 
noncarriers can vary between 
potential customers. 

While every business deal involves 
some risk, including health risk, the 
level of risk is not the same for every 
transaction. Producers and their 
veterinarians have options to lessen 

the likelihood and/or extent of 
negative outcomes when buying and 
selling cattle. In general, the less 
health information that is available 
for a sale animal, the greater risk the 
purchaser is taking. 

In many situations, it is helpful for 
your veterinarian to talk to the other 
herd’s veterinarian in the transaction 
so that the health status of your herd 
and the source herd can be 
compared, and potential areas of 
concern from either party can be 
addressed. 

While pedigree information and 
predictions of genetic value, as well 
as observable traits such as weight, 
body condition and physical 

soundness are currently the most 
important information desired by 
seedstock cattle buyers, I expect that 
additional health information will be 
an increasingly common component 
of cattle transactions. Working 
closely with your veterinarian to 
collect and communicate health 
information to potential customers 
presents the opportunity to further 
differentiate your herd and your 
cattle. 

email: rlarson@vet.k-state.edu

Historically, non-observable traits such as presence or absence of past disease 

episodes, timing and type of parasite control and vaccinations, diet composition, and 

other management options are not shared between sellers and buyers. 
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