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To everything there is a season.
 Cattle ranching can be described as “the year-round 
care of cows and bulls to produce calves to raise and sell,” 
but it’s really much more. Ranchers must also be stewards 
of the land, caring for soils, grasses, other plants, water and 
wildlife habitat.
 There’s also another way to describe what 
ranchers do. Range and pasture land is used by the 
rancher to collect sunlight. That sunlight, soil and some 
water grow grasses and other plants. We might like to look 
out and see those open spaces, but we can’t eat those 
plants. The rancher uses cows to harvest those grasses and 
turn the grass into a source of high-protein food and other 
co-products we can use. Today, Colorado’s cattle industry is 
the state’s largest agricultural industry and it continues as 
the largest segment of American agriculture. 
Agricultural animals have always made a major contribution 
to the welfare of human societies by providing food, shelter, 
fuel, fertilizer and many other products and services.
 Cattle ranchers (and all livestock owners) work very 
hard to take proper care of their animals. They provide 
cattle with nutritious food like hay, grain and corn; clean 
water, shelter and medical care. In today’s cattle industry, a 
successful rancher wears many hats – cowboy, herdsman, 

nutritionist, businessperson, land manager and financial 
manager among others.

Today’s Cattle Ranching in Colorado

 Today, Colorado ranches produce, raise, care for 
and sell approximately 2.6 million head of cattle. This rep-
resents about $4.74 billion or 62% of Colorado’s farm in-
come. Colorado ranks 11th in the nation for overall cattle 
numbers. Nearly 36,000 farms and ranches cover almost 
half of the entire state of Colorado, or 32 million acres. The 
average beef herd size in Colorado is 74 head.
 Colorado agriculture helps feed the nation, provides 
wildlife habitat, protects the environment and fuels the 
state economy. More than 170,000 jobs are provided by 
agricultural businesses, which produce nearly 40 billion dol-
lars for Colorado’s economy. Ranching is almost always a 
family business, with 83% of ranches in the same family for 
more than 25 years, and 10% in the same family for more 
than 100 years.  About 82% of ranches in Colorado are 
family or privately owned. Only 7% of ranches in Colora-
do are owned by corporations. The remaining ranches are 
partnerships.
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Heritage of Early Cattle Ranching
 Colorado’s cattle industry has had a long, successful 
and rich history. Cattle ranching began in the early 1800s 
when Spanish-Americans moved into the Colorado ter-
ritory with small herds of cattle. This was long before we 
had much in the way of towns, roads and fences. This peri-
od was known for open-range grazing, where cattle could 
roam vast expanses of land. 
 The trail drives from Texas began around 1860 and 
by 1865 the Colorado cattle “boom” was underway. During 
this time cowboys and cattlemen could put a herd togeth-
er in Texas and travel north grazing the cattle as they went. 
There weren’t any trucks, trailers or railroads to carry 
people or cattle. Can you imagine what it might be like to 
ride a horse from Fort Worth, Texas to Colorado Springs – 
with no stores, hospitals or other help along the way? 
 The demand for beef in Colorado increased when 
the gold miners came to the state in 1859. Gold fever 
caused an estimated 100,000 people to head to Colorado 
seeking their fortune. Many of these people did not find 
gold, but often stayed in Colorado to farm or work in 
other industries.
 The cattle industry boomed again in the 1870s and 
1880’s. The need for new towns, mining communities, 
railroad construction crews, military bases and Indian 

reservations meant there was a good market for beef.  In 
1870 when the railroads were built in Colorado, cattle 
could also be shipped from state to state.
 A few people saw the opportunity to use the 
prairies, foothills and mountain meadows for grazing and 
ranching. Ranchers hired young men to help round up and 
care for the cattle. They called these cow herders
 “cowboys, cowpokes, cowpunchers, buckaroos, and 
vaqueros.” Ranchers worked together to round up the 
cattle with the help of cowboys. The cowboys would ride 
out and move the cattle to a central location. While riding 
well-trained horses, the cowboys would sort the different 
ranches’ cattle and attempt to keep the herds apart. Then 
the cowboys would rope and brand their ranch’s cattle so 
they could identify who owned which cows and calves.  As 
more people homesteaded, farmed and settled in 
Colorado the period of open range came to a close. 
Barbed wire fences began to mark private land 
and divide the range 
into smaller units.



Cattle Ranching Time-line 

JANUARY - APRIL:
“Calving”
 A cow will give birth to her calf any time between the 
months of January and April.  A cow’s due date depends 
on when she was bred. Newborn calves will normally 
weigh 60 pounds or more. Ranchers call this “calving 
season.” 

MAY: “Branding”
All of the cows and calves are gathered in one location. 
The calves are separated from their mothers. Cowboys 
will brand, vaccinate and put ear tags on the calves.  
After that’s done, the calves are returned to their moth-
ers. Brands are the “return address” if the calf gets lost.

NOVEMBER: “Sorting”
Calves are gathered again and sorted by the rancher. Most calves will be sold. The best heifers 
(female calves) are kept by the ranchers to join their cattle herd.

JUNE - OCTOBER:
“Summer Pasture” & “Breeding Season” 
All of the cow and calf pairs are either trailed by horseback 
or hauled by truck and trailer to summer pasture. They 
will spend the next few months grazing the green pastures 
to gain weight and grow up healthy and strong. Bulls are 
turned out with the cows for breeding. There are approxi-
mately 25 cows for one bull.

DECEMBER: “Winter Feeding”
Pregnant cows are moved from pastures to pens near barns. These areas provide shelter from winter 
weather. Ranchers provide the cows with hay. The cows are checked regularly and can be helped if any of 
them calve early or have problems calving. Oh look, it’s almost January! Calving season is almost here!

MID OCTOBER: “Weaning”
Cows and calves are gathered from their summer grazing 
areas. The calves (now weighing approximately 500-600 
pounds) are “weaned” or separated from their mothers. 
The mother cows are taken back to the ranch and turned 
out on pasture. The calves are taken to separate pastures.

JANUARY
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
FEBRUARY
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
MARCH
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
APRIL
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
MAY
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
JUNE
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
JULY
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
AUGUST
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
SEPTEMBER
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
OCTOBER
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
NOVEMBER
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––
DECEMBER
––––
––––
––––
––––
––––

A calf is born April 15.
It weighs 60 pounds.

On October 15th, the calf weighs 660 
pounds.

How much weight did the
calf gain in that time period?

What was the average
weight gain each month?

A rancher has 600 
cows. Ninety-five 

percent of the 
cows have calves. 
How many cows 

have calves?

How many cows 
do not have cows? 

Sixty percent of the 
calves are female. 
How many female 
calves were born 

this year? 

How many male 
calves were born 

this year?

3 



 4              growingyourfuture.com

 The rhythms of a working cattle ranch change with 
the seasons. Cattle, equipment and facilities are cared for 
year around. Cattle, after all, don’t take vacations or days 
off.
 On ranches that raise calves—cow/calf outfits—the 
cycle usually begins in the spring when calves are born. 
 At about six-weeks of age, calves are vaccinated 
against disease and branded.  A brand is a form of perma-
nent identification and proof of ownership. In Colorado, 
brands are registered with the state and the office of 
brand inspection verifies ownership every time livestock 
are bought and sold. Brands also help find lost livestock. 
Brands and brand inspections are also one of the tools the 
state veterinarian can use to track and monitor disease 
outbreaks.
 Cows and calves spend their summer grazing pas-
tures. Some ranches use complex management strategies 
to manage how much time cattle spend in a particular 
pasture before moving onto new ground. This system of 
rotational grazing provides periods of rest for grass alter-
nating with periods of grazing. Rotational grazing is one of 

the tools ranchers can use to improve their land and soil. 
Ranches that have healthy pastures are more productive 
and can support more livestock, wildlife and plant species. 
Healthy pastures and soils help protect water resources by 
reducing storm runoff and soil erosion. 
 On ranches that harvest their own hay, spring and 
summer are the seasons for irrigation, cutting and baling.  
An alfalfa hay field is usually harvested four times a year. 
Grass hay, particularly in the mountains, is usually harvest-
ed once a year.
 In the fall, the calves are weaned—or separated from 
the cows. Calves are often sold at this time. Some will go 
to feedlots. Some will be raised to graze on summer pas-
tures the following summer before going to a feedlot.  A 
portion of the female calves—heifers—will be kept to 
become the next generation of cows.
 Through the fall and early winter, cows will continue 
to graze in most environments.  As winter sets in, many 
herds will be fed hay to meet their nutritional needs. In the 
spring the cycle will begin again

A cow eats about three pounds of 
hay every day for every 100 pounds 
of her body weight. If a cow weighs 
1,200 pounds, how much hay does 

she each every day? 

A rancher needs to buy hay for her cows for the winter. She estimates she will need 2.5 tons per cow. 
She has 50 cows. How much hay does she need to buy? 

Grass/Hay
Grass can be cut and made 

into hay for livestock. Different 
types of hay will have varying 

levels of protein and fiber.

Sugar Beet Pellets
Pulp lefover from pro-

cessing sugar beets into 
sugar is made into pellets 

for cattle feed.

Rolled Oats
Oats are a good source 
of fiber and can be fed 
during most stages of 

cattle growth.

Steam Flaked Corn
Corn is often steamed to 
make the nutrients easier 
to digest. Corn is a great 

source of energy.

Mixed Ration
A ration is a mixture off all 
of these feed sources to 

create a balanced diet for 
the cattle.

+ + + =
Go online and play the From Grass to Grain game at www.explorebeef.org

Grass can be cut and made into 
hay for livestock. Different types of 

hay will have varying levels 
of protein and fiber.

Pulp leftover from processing sugar 
beets into sugar for humans is made 

into pellets for feed for cattle 
containing energy and fiber.

Oats are a good source of fiber 
and can be fed during 
most stages of growth.

Corn is often processed with a 
steam-flaker to make the nutrients 

easier to digest.  Corn is a great 
source of energy.

A ration is a mixture of many feed 
sources (such as oats, corn, pellets & 
ground hay) to create a balanced diet 

for the cattle to include protein, 
energy and fiber.

Mixed RationGrass/Hay Sugar Beet Pellets Rolled Oats Steam Flaked Corn

CATTLE RANCHING TODAY
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 Calves weigh between 500 and 600 pounds in the 
fall. They are weaned (separated) from their mothers and 
sorted into groups. Ranchers will keep some of the heifers 
to replace cows that are getting too old to raise calves. 
These are called replacement heifers. The remaining calves 
are usually sold to backgrounders or feedlot operators. 
 Backgrounders buy calves and feed them for four to 
five months. The calves you have seen in corn fields might 
belong to a backgrounder. Calves will eat corn stalks (the 
part of the corn plant left in the field after the corn is 
harvested) or graze in wheat or grass pastures. The back-
grounder will sell the steers and heifers to a feedlot oper-
ator when the animals weigh about 800 pounds. Improve-
ments in cattle genetics is resulting in calves bypassing the 
backgrounder and going directly to feedlots.

 The calves’ nutrition is carefully monitored at the 
feedlot. They are fed a special food ration that helps them 
grow large and muscular without becoming too fat. Calves 
spend four to five months in the feedlot. They gain about 
three to four pounds of weight per day. When the cattle 
weigh around 1,200 pounds, the feedlot operator will sell 
the cattle to a packer. 
 The packer harvests (processes) the cattle into cuts 
of meat and other products. There are many inspections 
throughout the processing of meat and co-products. All 
meat that is sold must, by federal law, pass inspection for 
wholesomeness (safety). The meat is kept in coolers and 
then graded (ranked) by the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) on its quality.  After the beef is graded, 
processed and packaged, refrigerated trucks take the beef 
to stores and restaurants.

How Beef Gets From the Ranch to Your Table 
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Counting Cattle & Other Fun Facts

FASTER THAN A COWBOY’S HORSE! Cows have cloven hooves. Cattle can 
outdistance a horse when galloping through boggy places or deep mud. Their toes 
spread so their feet do not sink as deep as do those of a horse with solid hooves. 
The cleft  between the toes lets air enter the
hole in the mud as the foot is raised.  A horse 
must overcome a partial vacuum when it pulls
its hoof from the mud. This action takes
a lot of muscular effort in addition to slowing 
down the horse’s speed.

You count cattle by counting their 
heads. If you want to describe the size 
of your cattle herd you say, “I have 24 
head of cattle.”

A cow and her calf is called a pair. You 
can have 24 head of cattle that are 
made up of 12 pairs.

Cattle feet are hooves. The singular of 
hooves is hoof.

The scientific name for cattle is 
bovines. You can have beef bovines. 
You can have dairy bovines. You can 
have red, white, black, tan or spotted 
splotchy colored bovines.

Dogs and cats drink by lapping water 
with their tongues while cattle and 
horses make use of a sucking action.

Cows regurgitate their food and 
re-chew this cud to help digestion.

Cattle often have their ear pierced 
for ID tags.

There’s a name for each gender and 
gender/age of cattle: bull, cow, calf, 
heifer, steer. You can tell which is 
which by looking at their body 
structure and size.

It is possible to lead cattle upstairs 
but not downstairs. The knees of 
cattle cannot bend properly to walk 
back down.

How well did you read? 
Answer the following questions. Write 
your answers on the lines below.

1. What is the scientific name for cattle?

________________________________

2. What is the plural of hoof?

________________________________

3. Mature female cattle who have had a 
calf are called:

________________________________

4. Young female cattle who have not 
had a calf are called:

________________________________

5. True or False? Cows drink water by 
lapping it up.

________________________________

Cows are 
mature female 

cattle who 
have had at 

least one calf.

Bulls are 
male cattle.

Heifer is a 
young female 

bovine that 
has not yet 
had a calf.

 Steer is a 
neutered male 

bovine.

Calf is 
a young 
male or 
female 
bovine.

horse cattle
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Carrying Capacity
A successful rancher must be an good range manager, or “caretaker of the land.” Ranchers have to 
decide how to take care of the land by estimating the carrying capacity of a pasture as accurately as 
possible. Carrying capacity can be defined as how many of certain types of animals can be kept on 
a pasture for any length of time.  A pasture produces only so many pounds of forage (grass, trees, 
shrubs, etc.) each year. Local experts can help an inexperienced rancher determine how much 
forage a pasture is producing. Usually this figure will be in Animal Unit Months, commonly known as 
AUMs.  An AUM is the amount of forage a 1,000-pound cow with a calf will eat in one month. This 
is approximately 800 pounds of grass. So a cow/calf equals 1.00 AUM. Below is a list of different 
species and their AUM ratings. If you estimate how much forage you have on your pastures, 
automatically deduct 50% of the estimate so that the grass has the resources to grow back later. 
Then, take the total remaining pounds of forage and divide it by the AUM rate of the livestock 
species (from list). This will determine how many months of pasture you have for your species.

• Cow w/ calf = 1.00 AUM
• Cow w/o calf = .92 AUM
• Calf (4 months old) = .30 AUM
• Calf (1 year old) = .60 AUM
• Bull = 1.35 AUM

• Horse = 1.25 AUM
• Sheep = .20 AUM
• Deer = .20 AUM
• Llama = .20 AUM
• Rhino = 1.35 AUM

Here is an example:
• 10,000 acres that produces 600 pounds of forage per acre per year 
10,000 acres x 600 pounds of forage = 6,000,000 pounds of forage produced
• 3,000,000 pounds available for grazing without pasture damage 
6,000,000 x .50 = 3,000,000 (50 % deduction) so the forage can grow back
3,000,000/800 = 3750 total animal units available
• You want to graze the largest number of cows with calves but 100 deer also share the land.
• You also graze 4 horses in the pasture.
• How many cows and calves can you graze for 12 months?
100 head of deer are on the pasture for 12 months and they are .20 AUM; 
100 x 12 = 1200 x .20 = 240 AU
4 horses are on the pasture for 12 months and they are 1.25 AUM; 
4 x 12 = 48 x 1.25 = 60 AU
3750 AU - 300 for the deer and the horses leave 3450 for cattle. 
3450/12 months = 287-288 cows with calves
• Your pasture will carry 287-288 cows with calves if properly managed
Estimating carrying capacity has many other factors to consider, but these are the basics. 
Each ecosystem will vary carrying capacity with the plant community, weather patterns, 
wildlife present and management approaches.
How well did you read? What does AUM mean? 

___________________________________________________________________

Your turn... Show your work on 
the lines below.
You have 40 acres of land that 
produces 800 pounds of forage 
per acre per year. How many 
pounds of forage will your land 
produce?

_______________________
How many pounds are avail-
able for grazing without pasture 
damage?

_______________________
How many AUM for cows with 
calves will your pasture provide?

_______________________
If you have 20 cow/calf pairs, 
how many months could they 
graze?

_______________________
If you had 5 cow/calf pairs, how 
many months could they graze?

_______________________
If you had 4 horses how many 
months could they graze?

_______________________

Does “carrying capacity” mean 
the capacity to carry a calf? 

No... read this story to find out 
what it really means.
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You may wonder why the picture at the top shows the legs of the cattle rather than the 
whole animal. It is because ranchers are really grass farmers. The better they are able to 
manage their grasses, the better they are able to care for their cattle. This is true of any 
rancher no matter what type of animal he is raising ~ cattle, horses, sheep, llamas, bison, 
even chickens. The meat we eat from cattle is called beef. For the most part, beef gets its 
start on a ranch. Some ranches are small and some are large, but at the end of the day a 
ranch is a business, and usually a family business. It uses sunshine, soil and water to grow 
grass. Cattle eat the grass and convert it into beef ~ a nutrient powerful food.

What is protein? 
Proteins are a part of every cell, tissue and organ in 
your body. Proteins are made up of different amino 
acids. The proteins in your body are constantly 
being broken down and replaced.  All of us need 
to eat protein to be healthy. Meat, poultry, fish, dry 
beans, tofu, eggs, nuts, dairy products, grains and 
some vegetables and fruits provide different types 
of proteins. Protein should be a part of your diet 
throughout your life, but particularly when you’re 
growing. Proteins including lean meats, eggs and 
dairy products are important parts of a healthy diet. 
Lean meats are known as a high quality or complete 
protein because they contain all of the amino acids 
the body needs to stay healthy and build muscle and 
strength. By comparison, beans can be high in 
protein, but lack some of the essential amino acids.

Lean meats also contain a 
form of iron that is more eas-
ily absorbed by the body than 

iron found in plant 
protein. This type of iron, 
known as heme iron, is 

particularly important for 
children. Research shows 

adequate iron is important for 
learning and memory. Heme 

iron also helps the 
body process non-heme iron 

from plants.

Unscramble the letters to these popular foods that 
could be made from beef. Write the word(s) on the line 
beside each picture.

                  z a p i z
               _____________         s a r o t 
      _____________

    d g t h o o
           ____________ 

        m h e r b r g u a
 w h i d c a s n    _______________
          ______________

    t k a s e 
    ____________


