NETWORK

A cow-calf operation can produce more pounds of beef without
becoming more profitable.

That may seem counterintuitive, but productivity and
profitability are not the same thing. Increasing weaning weights,
improving reproductive performance or reducing calf losses can
all add revenue, but they may also require additional feed,
labour, breeding, health or capital investment.

The question is not simply “How productive is my herd?” A more
useful question is: “Which productivity metrics are
contributing to my bottom line?”

The 2025 Canadian Cow-Calf Cost of Production (COP) Network
provides an opportunity to explore this question. Its 60
benchmark farms represent a wide range of environments, herd
sizes and management systems across Canada.

The average cow herd size of the benchmark farms is 204,
ranging from 24 to 950 cows. Twenty-seven percent of the
benchmark farms had fewer than 100 cows, while 15% had
more than 300 cows. Larger and smaller operations may have
different cost structures, labour requirements and management
priorities. To account for this, the COP benchmarks were divided
into herds with fewer than 200 cows and those with 200 or more
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What is the COP Network?

The Canadian Cow-calf Cost of
Production Network (COP Network)
uses standardized data collection
which allows for comparison both
within and between provinces, and
internationally. The COP Network has
collected data from over 200
producers contributing to 60 cow-calf
benchmark farms that represent
various management systems. Each
benchmark is based on data from 3-7
producers. Data collection occurs
every 5 years with annual indexing of
input and output prices, as well as
crop and forage yields, in subsequent
years. Individual benchmark farm
summaries, can be found at:
https://canfax.ca/resources/cost-of-
production/cop-results.html

cows. Within each group, benchmark farms were also divided into the top third and bottom two-thirds
based on medium-term profitability (returns after covering cash cost and depreciation).

Less than 200 beef cows: survival and calf performance matters

Among herds with less than 200 cows, six productivity measures were statistically different between the
top third and bottom two-thirds of farms (Table 1). While the differences were generally modest, the
more profitable farms had a lower heifer retention rate (11% versus 13%) and lower cow death loss (1.2%
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versus 1.8%), while producing more calves alive after 24 hours, more calves weaned, and heavier 205-day
adjusted weaning weights.

Heifer retention and cow death loss are connected. When more cows die, additional heifers are needed
to be retained to maintain herd size. This reduces the number of heifers available for sale.

In 2025, record-high cattle prices increased the potential value of each additional calf weaned and each
additional pound sold. This may help explain why calf survival and weaning performance stood out among
the smaller herds. With a smaller herd, even a few additional calves weaned or additional pounds per calf
can make a noticeable difference to the farm's total revenue.

These results suggest that improving calf survival and weaning performance may be worthwhile areas to
investigate. However, the economic benefit will depend on the cost of making improvements and how
they affect the rest of the operation.

Table 1. Productivity metrics for benchmarks with less than 200 cows

Productivity Metrics <200 cows Total AVG Bottom 2/3! | Top1/3' | Significance

Cow:Bull Ratio 23 23 22

Bull Culling Rate 22% 24% 18%

Mature Cow Wt (Ib) 1,359 1,345 1,384

Heifer Retention Rate 12% 13% 11% *
Cow Death Loss 1.6% 1.8% 1.2% *
Cow Culling Rate 10% 11% 10%

Calves Alive After 24H/100 Exposed 92 91 94 **
Calf Death Loss 24H to Wean 3% 3% 3%

Calves Weaned/100 cows Exposed 89 88 91 kS
Total Live Wt sold/cow (Ib) 612 606 625

Weaning Weight (WW) (lb) 572 565 584

205 d Adj. WW (Ib) 548 536 571 e
ADG Pre-weaning (lb/day) 2.3 2.2 2.4 R
WW as % of Cow Wt 42% 42% 42%

205-day WW as % of Cow Wt 40% 40% 41%

*Significant at 10% level; ** Significant at 5% level
t Ranked by medium-term profit (returns after covering cash cost and depreciation).

More than 200 beef cows: getting more calves to weaning matters

For herds with more than 200 cows, only two productivity measures were statistically different between
the top third and bottom two-thirds (Table 2). The top-third farms weaned 89 calves per 100 cows
exposed, compared with 85 for the bottom two-thirds. Calf death loss was 2%, compared with 5% for
the bottom two-third. Weaning weights were similar between the groups and not statistically different,
with 549 Ib for the bottom two-thirds compared with 552 Ib for the top third.

In 2025, profitability among the larger herds was more closely associated with calf survival and the
number of calves weaned rather than individual weaning weight. When weaning weights are already
similar, preventing calf losses may offer more economic value than pushing weights higher. The results
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do not mean that heavier calves are unimportant. Rather, they suggest that producers should assess
where improvements have the greatest potential to increase returns relative to their cost.

Table 2. Productivity metrics for benchmarks with more than 200 cows

Productivity Metrics >200 cows Bottom 2/3' | Top1/3' | Significance

Cow:Bull Ratio 24 24 25

Bull Culling Rate 19% 21% 16%

Mature Cow Wt (Ib) 1,335 1,322 1,363

Heifer Retention Rate 13% 13% 14%

Cow Death Loss 1% 1.4% 1.5%

Cow Culling Rate 12% 12% 12%

Calves Alive After 24H/100 Exposed 90 89 91

Calf Death Loss 24H to Wean 4% 5% 2% i
Calves Weaned/100 Cows Exposed 86 85 89 ok
Total Live Wt sold/cow (Ib) 585 577 602

Weaning Weight (WW) (Ib) 550 549 552

205 d Adj. WW (Ib) 549 546 555

ADG Pre-weaning (Ib) 2 2 2

WW as % of Cow Wt 41% 42% 40%

205-day WW as % of Cow Wt 41% 41% 41%

*Significant at 10% level; ** Significant at 5% level
t Ranked by medium-term profit (returns after covering cash cost and depreciation).

Use benchmarks to start the conversation

Productivity measures are often treated as targets, but a number alone does not tell the whole story.
Higher production can increase revenue while also increasing costs or creating trade-offs elsewhere in
the operation.

The key question is: When does the cost of additional production exceed the value it creates? The
answer will vary by farm and market conditions.

For example, more intensive monitoring or intervention may improve calf survival, but it also requires
labour. If labour is already limited, those extra hours may take time away from other farm activities.
Similarly, adding weight to calves may make economic sense when feed costs are favourable and calf
prices are strong, but the value of additional pounds changes with market conditions.

Benchmarks help producers see where their operation differs from comparable farms and identify areas
worth a closer look. Being above or below a benchmark does not automatically mean a change is
needed. Consider four questions:

e Where does my operation differ from the benchmarks?
e Does that difference affect my bottom line?

e What would it cost to improve?

e How would a change affect the rest of my operation?
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The goal is not to maximize every productivity measure. It is to find the level of productivity that makes
economic sense for the operation.

Key Takeaways:

e More productivity does not always mean more profit. The cost of achieving additional
production matters.

e The productivity metrics associated with profitability can differ for every farm and can change
from year to year.

e Use benchmarks to identify opportunities, not as targets that every operation needs to reach.

e Look at the whole system. A change in one productivity measure can affect other parts of the
operation.
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