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Central California Livestock 

Tips for more profitable ranching 
 

Livestock producers deal with some challenges including, invasive weeds, laws and regulations, livestock and 

wildlife conflict, drought, animal health, and profitability. Ultimately Profitability is what determines if a 

ranchers can stay in business doing what s/he wants in the long-term or not. So the question that many have 

asked is what are some of the things that can be done to improve profitability of these livestock enterprises so 

we can keep our livelihoods going?  
 

Improve Gross Margins: To increase profits, one would need to reduce production cost and increase 

income. Income can be increased by increasing the number of animals sold (more conception rates and less 

calf mortality); increase weaning weight and getting the best prices for your animals, while minimizing cost of 

production on feeds, supplements and veterinary costs. Below are some strategies that can be used to increase 

profit margins. 
 

Grass vs Hay: Grazing is cheaper  than feeding hay, so management that improves production or  

removing animals when forage is low will likely improve profitability. It is however important to note that this 

does not quite apply to your breeding herd. Some ways of improving forage production or forage availability is 

by grass banking, leaving the recommended amount of residual dry matter (RDM), and managing for more 

diverse vegetation.  
 

Increase carrying capacity: Carrying capacity is the amount of animal a ranch/pasture or  area can 

support for a grazing season without compromising future productivity, or in other words in a sustainable 

manner. Carrying capacity depends on how the grazing management practices either promote forage 

production or compromise it. Good grazing management depends timing of grazing, stocking rates; grazing 

period; and type of animal grazed. Higher forage production reduces the need to feed hay, therefore cutting 

costs. It is also important to match forage quality and availability with herd nutritional requirements e.g. 

calving at a time when forage quality and quantity are high. Protein supplementation when livestock are 

grazing low quality forage can be used to avoid loss of condition for the animals, especially in calf or breeding 

cows. Rangeland improvement by planting legumes is another option as well as nitrogen fertilization. Other 

strategies include improving soil health, water points distributed across the ranch and pasture sizes that 

improve more uniform utilization across the pasture.  
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 Genetics: Genetics of your  herd limit the potential levels of your  livestock. Genetically poor  cows that 

are fed well will never perform at the same level as their superior counterpart. So bull selection is critical, 

because is affect the quality of future replacement heifers, calving ease and quality of steers. A good culling 

program enhance uniformity among calves which increase sale value at the market. It is also very critical to 

ensure that the herd is adapted to the ranch conditions.  
  

Diversify enterprises: Diversification can be in terms of the diversity of economic activities/enterpr ises 

or markets. Diversity in terms of enterprises can be achieved by having livestock-crop mix systems; livestock 

and wildlife mix (bees); different types of livestock (cows, poultry, goats etc.). Some people can do tourism 

type projects e.g. agro-tourism, nature-based tourism, organized farm tours or farm/ranch stays. The hidden 

advantage of letting the public visit and experience your lifestyle is you may gain some allies from people 

because this is also an opportunity to educate them about the benefits of working rangeland not only to the 

ranching family but to the environment and the public as a whole.  
  

Ecosystem Services Payments: Rangeland provide a lot of ecosystem services food, water, open space, 

carbon sequestration, recreational opportunities and wildlife habitat among others. One opportunity that so 

far has not been capitalized on due in part to difficulty in problems with finding reliable ways of valuing these 

ecosystems services and willing payers.  

  

Toolbox of methods for Medusahead (Mh) control 

As the rain starts coming down in the fall, so will medusahead (Taeniatherum caput-medusae) start 

germinating. If Mh is one of the invasive weeds you are dealing with and are trying to figure out where to 

start, I have a few tips for you, and a table with different methods to choose from. Of course there are so many 

methods that can be used to control this very invasive weed, some more effective than others. The most 

important thing is to start somewhere, and keep at it for 2-5 year to set this weed back. The first consideration 

to make in deciding what method or tools to use is what resources you have, how much of the weed are 

growing on your property, the size of area invaded and the kind of terrain. The table below is a list of option 

you can choose from. Ideally using different methods along the way- the integrated weed management 

approach - tends to be more effective in controlling weed populations as well as being cost effective. So pick 

and choose which methods to add to your medusahead toolbox and have at it and within a few years you will 

start seeing a difference. If you need any help deciding which methods to go with feel free to contact me on 

fmashir@ucanr.edu. 
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University of California Cooperative Extension Wild Pig Damage Survey 

In managed rangelands and agricultural areas, feral or wild pigs are a significant pest species. However, esti-

mates of total damaged area occurring on these lands are ill-defined and subject to a high degree of variability. 

Wild pigs can be important vectors of disease, can cause forage and crop loss and set up sites for erosion ef-

fecting water quality and allow invasive plant species to establish. They can also prey on livestock. The geo-

graphical extent of wild pig damage in California is currently unknown making it difficult to mitigate and 

manage losses, and estimate the economic impact on private landowners and public lands. 

 
UCCE Livestock and Range Advisors and Wildlife Specialists need your help by filling out a short statewide 

survey on wild pig damage found at:  

http://ucanr.edu/survey/survey.cfm?surveynumber=16522.  

 

It should only take about 15 minutes to complete. Individual identities and survey responses will be kept con-

fidential. Participation in the survey is entirely voluntary.  

 

In conjunction with the survey we have developed a smart phone or tablet app that will help landowners and 

managers identify and record feral pig damage so that we can estimate the land area and economic impacts of 

feral pig damage over a longer time period. If you are interested in participating in data collection using our 

mobile application, please fill out the survey and indicate your interest at the end. 

 

If you have questions about the survey or would like a paper copy, please contact either UCCE Livestock & 

Natural Resources Advisor, John Harper, 

at 707-463-4495 or jmharper@ucanr.edu or UCCE Wildlife Specialist, Roger Baldwin, at (530) 752-4551or 

rabaldwin@ucdavis.edu. 
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