
September 5, 2019          Paso Robles
Devii R. Rao, Donald Stewart, and Daniel A. Sumner

Rangeland Conservation Requires Profitable Ranching Operations
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Thank you photographers!



Native Grasses



Native Wildflowers



California Red-Legged Frog

Photo © 1998 Joyce Gross



Grassland Songbird Species

Western Meadowlark

Grasshopper Sparrow

Savannah Sparrow

Horned Lark



Data presented here are draft numbers.
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Annual Lease ~ $98,000 at $23.00 / AUM
• Includes 300 cows, 60 replacement 

heifers and 15 bulls 

All costs in this presentation are estimates based on conversations with 
many ranchers and do not represent any one ranching operation.





Photo credit: Allan Renz

• 1 bull for 20 cows
• Bulls stay in with cows for 3 months
• 15 bulls - bulls replaced in 3-6 years
• 5 bulls each year for ~$6,000/ea.
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• Branding is December through January
• Before branding cattle need to be gathered
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Horses are used to gather cattle
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ATVs are often used to gather cattle as well
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Fence lines helpful to gather cattle
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• Cattle are brought to the corrals 
• Calves separated from cows
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Ranchers rope calves from horseback
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• One person ropes front two feet. 
• Second person  gets back feet.
• Third person uses a traditional branding iron heated with coals.
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Castrate & vaccinate calves at branding
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Sometimes people use electric branding irons.
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Veterinary Services ~ $3,000
• Preg check cows & BANGS vaccinate heifers against Brucellosis  - June
• Bull breeding soundness & tich test – Sept/Oct
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Vaccinations / deworming for all 
animals ~$11,700
• Calves – at branding
• Cows – at preg check
• Bulls - breeding soundness/trich

testing
• 1x, some operations will do 2x/yr
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• Ship calves in June
• Freight / Trucking ~ $5,400 
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Calving: Sept., Oct., Nov.
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Alfalfa Hay ~ $9,000 
• Many ranchers don’t buy hay at all, except during drought 
• Others feed hay during calving (pre- & post- partum) & mostly heifers
• 1 load of hay is 25 tons: Most years 1 load, drought years 2 loads
• $180 - $220/ton – delivered = $0.11 per pound
• 2% of body weight (1,000 - 1,200 lbs) ~20-24 lbs/hd/day 
• ~$2.20 / hd/ day
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• Supplements (mineral, salt, protein) ~ $8,000
• Mineral (copper, selenium, zinc, etc.): Year-round
• Protein: May through October when grass is dry



Photo credit: Larry Ford

Fencing Material ~ $5,000 
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Pickup Truck ~ $13,400 in mileage 
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Stock Trailer ~ $2,000 in mileage



Photo credit: Allan Renz

ATV ~ $3,700 in mileage 
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Day Labor ~ $9,000 (~$30/hd) 
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Liability Insurance ~ $2,700
Labor / Employee Insurance ~ $5,000  
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Office Expenses ~ $2,700
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Revenue above cash costs is $40,295

This does not account for the following:
• Salary for the rancher 
• Capitol recovery costs (equipment, investment, overhead, and depreciation 

costs)

When accounting for capitol recovery cost, revenue above total costs is 
-$7,417.
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Market fluctuations are important as well. 

PRODUCTION/REVENUE Head Units/Head Unit Price/Unit
2019

Total Value
2019

Price/Unit
2018

Total Value
2018

Steer Calves 140 6.5 cwt $152.00 $138,320 134.31 $122,222

Heifer Calves 79 5.5 cwt $137.00 $59,527 126.41 $54,925

Yearling Heifers 27 8 cwt $115.00 $24,840 115.44 $24,935

Cull Cows 30 12 cwt $69.00 $24,840 69.36 $24,970

Cull Bulls 5 18 cwt $80.00 $7,200 80.16 $7,214

Total Revenue $254,727 $234,266

REVENUE ABOVE CASH COSTS

2019 2018

$40,295 $19,834

Using 2018 instead of 2019 prices for cattle sold, total revenue would have been $20,460 less. 





How can a rancher afford to make $20,000 - $40,000/yr. in the 
Bay Area or Central Coast?

• Other profitable ag operations
• Off-ranch job
• Many say they do it because they love the life style.
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Grazing on public lands has additional costs beyond 
what we’ve talked about. 

Add your other costs to our cost study table.
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If we want happy rangelands, happy agencies, & happy cows….



• We need to look at the finances. 
• Ranchers can look for ways to improve operational efficiencies.
• Agencies can look for ways to make grazing more affordable. 
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Thank You
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