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Securing feed to cover pasture shortfalls may be 
your first priority at this time.  However, when 
you’re building your cash flow projections, it’s 
important to recognize that there are other costs 
above feeds involved with maintaining cattle in 
drylot. These costs are commonly referred to as 
“yardage”. 
 
Table 1 details some of the cash and non-cash costs 
related to keeping cattle in drylot … over and above 
the cost of feed.  Estimates were drawn from our 
AgriProfit$ research program data for a recent 
North Central Alberta project. 
 
The costing profile focuses directly on the costs 
related to maintaining cattle in drylot.  As such, it 
excludes calving labour and costs associated with 
raising forages for feed or grazing. 
 
Costing and feeding capacity can vary substantially 
with animal size. Accounting for “animal units”, as 
opposed to “head” is important.  An animal unit is 
roughly equivalent to a 1,000 lb cow (with or 
without a calf at-side).  A straight linear conversion 
based on the ratio of your herd’s average cow 
weight to this standard Animal Unit weight will be 
accurate enough for most instances.  This 
conversion can also be used for feeder cattle. 
 
In Table 2, the more significant cash and non-cash 
elements are presented on a per head-day and a per 
Animal Unit Day (AUD) basis.  Your yardage costs 
may vary somewhat from the AgriProfit$ 
benchmarks (our experience in working with 
producers has shown that these differences can be 
substantial).  If you don’t have yardage estimates 
for your own operation, then the “element” totals 

should provide you with a reasonable basis to do 
your budgets. 
 
As you progress through your cash flow and 
profitability budgets to assess your alternatives in 
managing feed or grazing shortages, different 
aspects of yardage will come into play.   
 
In cash flow budgets, it’s necessary to recognize the 
additional cash operating costs related to drylot 
feeding.  The benchmarks indicate an additional 
$0.24-to-$0.25/AUD, after factoring out unpaid 
labour and depreciation.  For every 100 days 
additional feeding time, this amounts to another 

AgriProfit$

$/Cow  $ / Head
Wintered / Day

(A) Variable Costs:
1. Fuel 13.67 0.07
2. Repairs - Machinery 12.46 0.06
3. Repairs - Buildings 10.24 0.05
4. Utilities (natural gas & electricity) 6.84 0.03
5. Custom Work 5.57 0.03
6. Operating Interest 8.13 0.04
7. Paid Labour & Benefits 2.16 0.01
8. Unpaid Labour 34.65 0.17

Total Variable Costs 93.72 0.47

(B) Capital Costs:
1. Equip. & Bldg. a) Depreciation 33.08 0.17

b) Lease Payments 0.74 0.00
2. Capital Interest Paid 5.73 0.03

Total Capital Costs 39.54 0.20

(C) Total Cash Costs (A+B-A8-B1a) 65.54 0.33
(D) Total Production Costs (A+B) 133.27 0.67

Investment: $/cow wintered
Buildings 255.54
Machinery 225.87

Total Investment 481.41

Labour Summary: hrs./day
Grinding/Mixing Feed 0.13
Feeding & Bedding 2.11
Manure Disposal 0.08
Repairs & Maintenance 0.58

Total 2.90

Management:
Days on Feed 199.84
Average Cow Size (lbs.) 1,333

Table 1
2000 Cow-Calf Enterprise Yardage Costs

North-Central Alberta
Cows Wintered: 157.89

Observations: 38

Table 2
Selected Cash & Non-Cash

Yardage Elements
Dollars per

Head-Day AUD 
Unpaid Labour $0.173 $0.130
Variable Costs 0.469 0.352
Cash Costs 0.328 0.246
Total Costs 0.667 0.500
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$25/AU ($33 per 1,300 lb cow) you’ll need to 
allow for in your budget. 
 
Profitability analysis demands that all cash and 
non-cash production costs be retired over the 
intermediate to longer term.  Putting this into 
perspective, the additional $0.50/AUD invested in 
dry-lotting cows now will have to be covered by 
future profits from the herd. 
 
 At a time when decision timelines may be tight and 
cash operating margins slim, it’s important to make 
sure you’ve got all of your bases covered.   

Although most of your efforts may be focused on 
laying in feeds for now or in the near future, when 
you’re doing your budgets, don’t forget that yardage 
can have a significant effect on your ultimate 
decision. 
 
Dale A. Kaliel 
Sr. Economist: Production Economics 
Economics & Competitiveness Division 

 

  

If you have questions or require further 
assistance on this topic, please call the 

AgInfo-Center at  
1-866-882-7677 

 


