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Cattle Feeding in the Corn Bell 
The Competitive Position of 

the Northern Corn Belt 
Paul R. Hasbargen 

During the past 2 years, the Univer
sity of Minnesota and Michigan State 
University have cooperated in a study 
of the competitive position of cattle 
feeding in the Northern Corn Belt 
(NCB). Three of the questions to which 
this study was addressed were: 

1. Is cattle feeding more profitable in 
the Southwest than in the NCB?' 

2. If so, to what extent are the disad
vantages of the NCB states due to fac
tors that can be changed? 

3. What changes can be made by the 
beef industry in the NCB to improve its 
competitive position? 

Cattle feeding is more profitable in 
the Southwest than in the NCB. The 
reasons, though many, are related to 
geographic location and differences in 
management practices followed by the 
typical feeder in each area. 

The locational disadvantage of the 
NCB is due primarily to the higher non
feed costs incurred because of higher 
investments in feedlot facilities and 
higher bedding and labor requirements. 
When all these items are charged at 
market rates, the cost disadvantage to 
northern feeders is about $2 per hun
dredweight (cwt.) of gain. (This differ
ence can be at least partially erased in 
a small supplementary beef feeding en
terprise that does not charge full mar
ket price for use of an old dairy barn 
and surplus family labor.) 

The lower feed prices in southern 
Minnesota partially offset the disadvan
tage of higher nonfeed costs. If equal 
feed conversion is assumed for both 
areas of the country, southern Minne
sota cattle feeders would enjoy a feed 
cost advantage of about $1 per cwt. of 
gain. However, the feed cost advantage 
probably is less than this due to the 
feed conversion disadvantage associated 
with the weather in the northern area. 

(Cont'd in 3rd column, page 2) 

1 The NCB is defined to include Michigan. 
Wisconsin. and Minnesota, plus the northern 
parts of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and Iowa. The 
Southwest is defined to include Colorado and 
the Southern Plains States-Nebraska, Kansas. 
Oklahoma, and Texas. 

Characteristics of Western 
Corn Belt Feedlots 

Ronnie L Burke 

In the fall of 1966, the University of 
Minnesota and USDA initiated a study 
to determine the characteristics of cat
tle feedlot operations in three major 
U.S. cattle feeding regions.1 Between 
July 17 and September 22, 1967, data 
were collected by field enumerators 
from a sample of feedlot operators. 

This article presents some character
istics of Western Corn Belt (WCB) 
feedlots and compares them with char
acteristics of Colorado and California 
feedlots. 

Breeds and Geographic Origin. The 
most popular breeds and crossbreeds of 
cattle fed in WCB feedlots were English 
and English crosses,' which accounted 
for 83 percent of the cattle fed. Okies" 
were the second most popular breed; 
dairy and dairy crosses were the third. 

The largest portion of the cattle fed 
in the WCB-20 percent-was native 
cattle. South Dakota, Montana, Kansas, 
Oklahoma, and Texas were major sup
pliers of cattle to the WCB. Each state 
supplied 9-16 percent of the total cattle 
placed on feed. 

Most cattle placed on feed in Colo
rado and California were also English 
and English crosses. Although Colorado 
and California feed a larger proportion 
of native cattle than the WCB, they de
pend on other states and regions for a 
large volume of feedlot cattle. 

Type of Market. Auction markets and 
farms or ranches were the two impor
tant market sources of feedlot cattle for 
WCB feedlots (table 1). 

Forty-six percent of the total cattle 
placed on feed were purchased on farms 
or ranches and 46 percent were pur-

(Con'd in next column) 

1 The three major cattle feeding regions 
were defined as California. Colorado (Crop 
Reporting Districts 2. 6, and 9). and Western 
Corn Belt (Minnesota Crop Reporting Dis
tricts 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9; Iowa Crop Reporting 
Districts 1, 2, 4. 5, and 7; and Nebraska Crop 
Reporting District 3) . 

2 Hereford, Angus, and Hereford-Angus. 
' Okies are cattle with color patterns reflect

ing multi-breeding, which indicates some 
dairy breedin~ in a distant generation but ex
cludes any Brahms or noticeable Charolais 
breeding. 

Table 1. Percentage of cattle fed by type 
of market and geographic re
gion, July 1, 1966-J une 30, 1967 

Type of market 

Geographic Forms or 
region ranches Auctions Terminals 

WCB 46 46 8 
Calif. 23 68 9 

Colo. ....... 48 47 5 

chased from auction markets. Terminal 
markets were relatively unimportant. 

Farms or ranches were the most im
portant market sources of cattle in 
Colorado, but a large proportion was 
purchased at auctions. In California, 
most cattle were purchased at auction 
markets, with 23 percent purchased on 
farms or ranches. 

Placements by Sex. WCB feedlots 
tend to feed more steers than heifers. 
During the data period, 66 percent of 
the cattle placed on feed were steers 
and 34 percent were heifers. None of 
the feedlot operators indicated that they 
fed bulls. 

Although most of the cattle fed in 
California were steers, most of those 
fed in Colorado were heifers. Bulls ac
counted for less than 1 percent of the 
total cattle placed on feed in each of 
these regions. The sex of cattle placed 
on feed is influenced by feedlot opera
tor preference and by packer and buyer 
preference. 

Grades of Placements. Of the total 
cattle placed on feed in the WCB, 54 
percent graded good, 43 percent graded 
choice, and 3 percent graded standard 
at the time cattle were placed on feed. 
In comparison, 57 percent of the cattle 
placed on feed in California graded 
choice and 72 percent graded choice in 
Colorado. 

Buyer preferences, differences in 
grading standards, and feedlot operator 
preferences may explain some of the 
quality differences among the three re
gions. 

Weights of Placements. There appar
ently is a tendency for WCB feedlots to 
begin feeding heavy animals-68 per
cent of the cattle placed on feed 
weighed 600 pounds or more when 
placed on feed (table 2). Three percent 
weighed less than 400 pounds, 17 per
cent weighed 400-499 pounds, and 12 
percent weighed 500-599 pounds. 

In California, 44 percent of the cattle 
weighed 600 pounds or more at the time 
cattle were placed on feed. In Colorado, 
72 percent weighed 600 pounds or more. 

(Cont'd in 1st column, page 2) 

Table 2. Percentage of cattle fed by 
weight at time placed on feed 
and by geographic region, July 1, 
1966-June 30, 1967 

Weight of placements (pounds) 

Geographic less than 400· 500- 600 or 
region 400 499 599 more 

WCB ......... 3 17 1 2 68 
Calif. 8 19 29 44 
Colo. 4 6 18 72 
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Western Corn Belt .. . cont'd from page 1 

These data indicate that California 
feedlots tend to begin the feeding opera
tion with lighter cattle than Colorado or 
the WCB. Apparently, there are lot-to
lot weight preferences dictated by type 
of feeding operation, feedlot operator 
preferences, and buyer preferences. 

Length of Time on Feed. Most cattle 
in WCB feedlots were on feed for more 
than 149 days (table 3). 

Eighty-three percent of the cattle on 
feed in the WCB were on feed 120 or 
more days and only 17 percent were on 
feed less than 120 days. 

Eighty percent of the Colorado cattle 
were on feed 120 days or more and 20 
percent were on feed less than 120 days. 
In California, 56 percent were on feed 
120 days or more and 44 percent were 
on feed less than 120 days. 

These data indicate that California 
feedlots feed cattle for a shorter t ime 
than Colorado and the WCB. F eedlots 
in the WCB feed a relatively larger pro
portion of their cattle 120 days or more 
than the other regions. 

Grades of Cattle Marketed. Of the 
cattle marketed by WCB feedlots, 88 
percent graded ch oice, 9 percent graded 
good, and 3 percent graded prime. 

The quality of cattle marketed in 
Colorado and California was similar to 
that in the WCB. In Colorado, 87 per
cent of the cattle marketed graded 
choice. In California, the figure was 67. 

Weights of Cattle Marketed. WCB 
feedlots marketed 30 percent of their 
cattle weighing 1,000-1,099 pounds, 17 
percent weighing less than 1,000 pounds, 
and 53 percent weighing more than 
1,099 pounds (table 4). 

In California, 56 percent of the cattle 
weigh ed 1,000-1 ,099 pounds, 39 percent 

Ta ble 3. Percentage of cattle fed by days 
on feed and geogr a p hic region, 
July 1, 1966-June 30, 1967 

Days on feed 

l ess than 120· M~re than 
Geographic regi on 120 149 149 

WCB 17 40 43 
Calif . .... . . .. ...... 44 46 10 
Cola. . 20 46 34 

FARM BUSINESS NOTES 

Table 4 . Percentage of cattle marketed by 
weight and geographic region, 
July 1, 1966-June 30, 1967 

Marketi ng weig ht (pounds) 

less than 1,000- More than 
Geographic region 1,000 1,099 1,099 

WCB 17 30 53 
Ca lif . . 39 56 5 
Colo. . .. 54 15 31 

weighed less than 1,000 pounds, and 5 
percent weigh ed more than 1,099 
pounds. Of the cattle marketed by Colo
rado feedlots, 15 percent weigh ed 1,000-
1,099 pounds, 54 percent weighed less 
than 1,000 pounds, and . 31 percent 
weighed more than 1,099 pounds. 

These data indicate that Colorado and 
the WCB f~~d Q<lttle to. b~avier market 
weights than California, with the WCB 
feeding a larger proportion of cattle to 
heavier weights than the other regions. 

Typical WCB Feedlot 

The ch aracteristics of a typical feed
lot in the WCB are: (1) the feedlot h as 
been in existence for more than 10 
years, (2) the owner's principal business 
is general farming, (3) ownership is sin
gle proprietorship, and (4) the cattle 
feedlot is a finishing operation that 
feeds cattle in addition to one other 
species of livestock. 

Ch aracteristics describing the WCB 
feedlot operation during the study pe
riod are: (1) English and English crosses 
were fed, with a high proportion of cat
tle originating outside the WCB, (2) cat
tle were purchased by order buyers at 
auction markets and farms or ranches 
and were primarily steers, (3) cattle 
that graded good to choice when placed 
on feed weighed about 600-699 pounds 
and were placed on feed in September 
or October, (4) cattle were kept on feed 
more than 149 days, with a death and 
marketing loss of about 1.5 percent, 
(5) the lots generally were noncustom 
feedlots, and (6) feedlots marketed 
mostly choice cattle weighing 1,100-
1,199 pounds that were sold by the cat
tle owners on a direct liveweight ar
rangement within the WCB. • 

Th "s beef cattle feedlot illustrates the physical arrangement of lots and the confinement of cattle on a 
re lative ly small land area . 
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Northern Corn Be lt .. . cont'd from page 1 

Higher feeder cattle prices in the 
NCB are largely offset by higher fed 
cattle prices. 

Consequently, Minnesota cattle feed 
ers have a total locational disadvantage 
of about $1 per cwt. of gain relative to 
Southwest feeders. 

To wipe out this $1 difference, 
changes of the following magnitude 
would h ave to take place: 

• Gaining an additional 11 cents per 
bushel advantage in corn price. 

• Eliminating bedding costs w ithout 
raising other costs. 

• Increasing the finished cattle price 
differential by 94 cents per cwt. of car
cass beef. 
· • Decreasing the feeder cattle price 
differential by $1.40 per cwt. 

• Cutting both feedlot investments 
and labor costs by about 50 percent. 

Locational factors are difficult for the 
individual cattle feeder to change. He 
can more readily remove disadvantages 
related to differences in management 
practices. 

Management practices r elative to 
nonfeed costs that tend to increase the 
size of this disadvantage beyond the $2 
per cwt. difference include: (1) feed ing 
only one lot of cattle per year, which 
increases overhead costs per unit of 
gain, (2) feeding high roughage rations, 
which increases feed handling and stor
age costs, and (3) relying on slow gain 
and heavy marketing weights, which 
increase the time animals are on the 
farm and thereby increase many cash 
operating expenses . 

The impact of different rations and 
different percentage utilization of feed
lots upon nonfeed costs and total re
turns to a northern feedlot is shown in 
table 1. These data refer to a 500-head 
lot. Note that nonfeed costs per unit of 
gain are decreased by shifting to a 
higher concentrate ration and also by 
feeding more than one lot of cattle per 
year. Also note, however, that if only 
one lot is to be fed each year, the lower 
feed costs of the high silage ration may 
more than compensate for the higher 
nonfeed costs associated with such a 
ration, thus resulting in higher total 
feedlot returns. 

Management practices relative to 
feeding are quite different between the 
two areas. Feedlot records indicate that 
it takes from one-fourth to one-third 
more feed to produce 100 pounds of 
gain in the NCB than in the Southwest 
(table 2). 

These large differences in feed con
version may be partially due to errors 
in overestimation of feed by farmers in 
the NCB. Also, some portion probably 
is due to weather factors beyond the 
control of the individual manager. But 
most of the difference appears to be due 
to practices over which the m anager 
does have control. Analysis of animal 
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Table 1. Effects of capacity use and type of ration on costs and returns, 500-head feedlot 

Item 

Nonfeed costs per cwt.* . 
Net labor return per cwt. 
Total net to labor 

One lot per year 

All silage Full feed 
ration 

$ 6.24 
3.94 

11,598 

ration 

$ 5.01 
3.31 

9,928 

Capacity use, 

full feed 
ration 

$ 4.44 
3.79 

16,467 

* Excludes labor costs that are higher for the all silage ration. 

Table 2. Feedlot performance of short-fed yearling steers, selected states, 1960-61 

Item Colo.* Ariz.t Minn.:j: Mich.§ 

...... pounds ... 
Weight per head 

When bought 610 614 731 665 
When sold . 1,045 1,015 1,114 1,060 

Average daily gain . 2.57 2.56 1.92 1.60 
Feed per pound of gain 

Air-dry weight 8.8 8.6 12.0 11.7 
Pounds of TDN 5.9 6.1 8.2 8.0 

• Elmer C. Hunter a·nd J. Patrick Madden, Economies of Size for Specialized Beef Feedlots in 
Colorado, Agr. Econ. Rept. No. 91, May 1966. 

t Walter W. Pawson, Emerging Patterns of Feedlot Management in the Southwest and Inter
regional Competition in the Locations of Cattle Feeds, USDA, Mar. 1964. 

:~A. R. Wells and T. R. Nodland, Feeder Cattle Costs and Returns, 1960-61, Univ. of Minn. Dept. 
of Agr. Econ. Rept. No. 266, June 1962. 

§ K. T. Wright, Cattle Feeding Economics, Reprinted from the Quarterly Bulletin, Mich. State 
Univ., Vol. 45, No. 4, May 1963. 

husbandry research results and man
agement practices typical of the two 
areas indicated the following possible 
reasons for the improved feed conver
sion in Southwest feedlots (an esti
mated range of the percentage reduc
tion each item could cause in feed 
required per unit of gain is shown in 
parentheses): less hay and corncob in 
ration (5-10 percent), higher inherent 
gainability of cattle (4-7 percent), lighter 
marketing weights (3-5 percent), im
proved processing of feed (2-4 percent), 
improved composition of ration (2-4 
percent), improved animal health (1-3 
percent), and less "topping out" (1-2 
percent). 

The fact that these practices give im
proved physical feed conversion effi
ciency doesn't necessarily mean that all 
northern feeders should adopt them. 
Rather, a feeder must consider the eco
nomics of the particular situation. For 
example, if only one lot of cattle is fed 
each year it normally pays to feed a 
higher roughage ration and carry cattle 
to heavier market weights than if the 
feedlot is used to capacity. 

Differences in buying and selling 
practices also have given advantages to 
large feedlots in the Southern Plains. 
One practice that has paid well has 
been purchasing lower grade feeders 
and "upgrading" them on high concen
trate rations. Also, largescale lots con
tinually buy and sell cattle in contrast 
to the small farmer feeder, who nor
mally feeds only one group of cattle 
each year. This not only averages out 
price movements but also develops buy
ing and selling skills. Consequently, 
while small feeders find it more advan
tageous to custom hire the selling func
tion, large feedlot operators usually 
handle this function themselves. For 
example, a recent study of Colorado 
feedlots indicated that commission firms 
sold only 37 percent of the cattle from 

feedlots with over 5,000 head capacity 
in contrast to 84 percent of the cattle 
from lots under 500 head.2 

Improving :the Competitive Position 
of :the NCB 

The important variables affecting an 
individual's ability to compete are: 

1. Feed costs. Feed conversion rates 
and storage and handling are the im
portant factors for managers to control. 

2. Bedding costs. Managers must find 
a cheap source or a way to do without 
bedding before expanding lot size. 
(Home produced straw is not cheap.) 

3. Buying and selling skill. Managers 
must learn how to recognize gainability 
in feeder cattle and must know carcass 
and retail values of slaughter cattle. 

To the extent that individuals in the 
NCB can be successful in the above, 
they can compete with Southern feed
ers. However, if feed and bedding costs 
are average and marketing skills are 
mediocre, feedlot expansion might add 
nothing to a farmer's earnings. 

Looking to the future, the NCB prob
ably will continue to lag far behind the 
Southwest in feedlot expansion and 
may even fall below the national aver
age. Many small feedlots will close 
as some small farms shut down and 
other operators realize they are not re
covering all their costs. Operators who 
are able to put together the manage
ment practices required to show posi
tive returns over all costs will expand 
feedlot capacity, usually in conjunction 
with expanded crop production. This 
trend is simply a continuation of past 
trends. But with large commercial lots 
having increased influence on the aver-

'Albert G. Madsen et a!.. Colorado Cattle 
Feeding Industry. Popular Bulletin 5285, Agr. 
Exp. Sta., Colo. State Univ., Fort Collins, Apr. 
1967, p. 34. 
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age industry cost of producing beef, the 
rate of change probably will accelerate. 

If the Northern beef industry is to 
remain viable in the face of even more 
severe competition, all segments must 
strive for improvements. The results of 
this study suggest the following rec
ommendations: 

Cattle feeders must acquire more 
knowledge about the economics of cat
tle feeding, including the effects of dif
ferences in rations, feed processing 
methods, building and lot setups, and 
weight-production cost relationships. 
They also must learn the arts of buying 
and selling or get commission firms to 
do a better job of buying on the basis 
of gainability and selling on the basis 
of retail value. 

Market agencies must more accu
rately reflect retail carcass values back 
to the producers. 

Credit agencies must not encourage 
individual feedlot expansion unless the 
operator has exhibited above average 
ability in cattle feeding. Agencies also 
must provide financing for expansion 
beyond the limit of home produced feed 
after a feeder has established superior 
feeding ability. 

Researchers must devote more re
search to solving problems relevant to 
large feedlots in the Corn Belt-e.g., 
how to reduce labor requirements and 
improve gains and how to formulate 
and manage high concentrate rations. 
Additional research is required on the 
economic effects of: (1) different build
ing-lot arrangements, -(2) different bed
ding and manure systems, (3) visual dif
ferences, breed differences, and location 
source differences in feeder cattle (This 
information might be used to develop 
new feeder cattle grades that better de
scribe the feedlot potential of cattle), 
and (4) differences in alternative mar
keting systems. 

Extension workers must work inten
sively with the industry to help dis
seminate available information. A com
puter recordkeeping and planning serv
ice might be developed to aid farmer 
feeders in acquiring additional knowl
edge about their feeding business. B 

Prepared by the Department of Agricultural 
Economics and the Agricultural Extension 
Service. 

Published by the University of Minnesota 
Agricultural Extension Service, lnstit'-lt~ 
of Agriculture, St. Paul, Minnesota 55101. 

Views expressed herein are those of the 
authors but not necessarily those of the 
sponsoring institutions. 
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Uel Blank and Raymond D. Vlasin 

Natural resource development has 
different meanings for different persons, 
so let us first define our terms. 

Natural resources include sunshine, 
air, soil and land, water, minerals, pe
troleum, forests, and wildlife, including 
fish, wild animals, and wild plants. 
Scenery, unusual natural phenomena, 
historic sites, and locational and spatial 
attributes are other resources that are 
increasing in importance today. 

Development of a resource involves 
improvement or enhancement of useful
ness. Development may include activi
ties or expenditures for survey and ex
ploration, research and other analyses, 
planning, construction of facilities and 
other improvements, and processing, 
management, and protection of the re
source. 

The Institute of Agriculture and its 
Agricultural Experiment Station and 
Agricultural Extension Service have 
had research and extension programs 
on natural resource development for 
some time. Past emphasis has been on 
soil use and improvement, land and 
water resources for agriculture, and for
estry resource use and improvement. 
Development efforts largely have been 
related to agriculture and forestry. 
Though we still are concerned about 
these two areas, we have added three 
major concerns: 

(1) Use of natural resources to support 
enterprises or industries or as loca
tion sites for them. 

(2) Use of resources to provide an en
vironment for quality living. 

(3) Use of resources for leisure time. 

Resources for Enterprises 
and Industry 

Many rural communities want to ex
pand their economic bases to provide 
jobs for their unemployed and under
employed citizens. They want increased 
individual, family, and community in
comes to provide better services for 
their people. Pressures for increased 
employment and income are powerful 
in generating interest in and demand 
for natural resource development. 

Communities want to know how to 
determine the physical and economic 
possibilities of expanded agricultural 
enterprises. They want to know if they 
can establish agriculturally related sup
ply and processing operations. And most 
communities are investigating the po
tential for other business and industrial 
enterprises. 

FARM BUSINESS NOTES 

To help communities with these ques
tions, the Institute has undertaken re
search to determine which enterprises 
have physical and economic potential in 
Minnesota and which business and in
dustrial activities can be located out
side the metropolitan area. 

An Environment for Quality Living 

Communities also are interested in 
the quality of their environment. With
out adequate direction, some enterprises 
or industrial activities can diminish or 
even destroy the quality of the environ
ment. 

Though they have fostered the tre
mendous economic advances we now 
enjoy, technological advances have 
greatly altered the quality of our re
sources. Rapid strides in transportation 
have made much more space available 
to each of us. And our population in
crease has itself put tremendous pres
sure on resources. 

These changes have taken place rap
idly. They have caught many of us un
aware- with, so to speak, our resource 
attitudes lagging. It is easy to see that 
our state has enormous land, water, and 
space resources. But it is more difficult 
to see the onrush of events, construction 
development, and demands that almost 
overnight are transforming parts of our 
state from agricultural settings into 
modern megalopoles. 

The first thing that must go is the 
pioneer attitude that we have vast 
stretches of wilderness to exploit. We 
do not. Instead, we need precise knowl
edge about resources as they apply to 
the present. We need to know how best 
to maintain our water and air quality 
and how to allocate land for homes and 
for agriculture, forestry, and industry. 

Agricultural Extension Service 
Institute of Agriculture 
University of Minnesota 
St. Paul, Minnesota 55101 

Roland H. Abraham, Acting Director 

Cooperative Agricultural Extension Work 
Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914 
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A Place to Play 

Minnesota has outstanding outdoor 
recreation resources. Chief among these 
are our water areas. With over 15,000 
inland lakes, Minnesota ranks fourth 
among the 50 states in water area. We 
have 13,500 miles of flowing streams, 
ranging from sparkling trout streams 
to the Mississippi River. Lake Superior, 
the largest of the Great Lakes, con
tributes yet another dimension to our 
water resources. 

Minnesota's 19 million acres of for
ests suitably complement its lakes and 
streams. Hardwood, mixed, and boreal 
forests lend special appeal to the vaca
tioner and sportsman. 

Such resources enhance the aesthetic 
quality of the environment, a feature 
that is seldom fully appreciated by 
many Minnesota residents. Such re
sources provide places for recreation 
and leisure for the local population. 
Finally, they attract visitors, thus creat
ing a tourist industry. 

Leisure use patterns and recreation 
demands also have undergone altera
tion. In the past, we thought primarily 
in terms of fishing and hunting. But 
other activities, such as golfing, are in
creasing rapidly; we now have over 200 
golf courses in Minnesota. Rapid in
creases also are occurring in camping, 
canoeing, and second home construc
tion. 

Our urban population now demands 
sophistication and variety in recreation 
services and facilities. Consider, for ex
ample, the evolution of large summer 
resorts, community recreation com
plexes, and large resorts and sports 
areas that offer an array of services on 
a year-round basis. 

Development of recreation, as well 
as development of industry and living 
space, requires continual and informed 
effort. Such effort requires not only 
maintenance of natural resources but 
enhancemrmt and interpretation of 
them. And it requires complementary 
private and public investments to best 
utilize our state's outstanding recrea
tion resources. • 
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