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Feeding Cattle During a Pandemic: 
What We Learned and What’s Next



I. Timeline

II. β-agonist response

III. Steroidal implants

IV. Take home messages



Timeline

§March 16 through March 27, 2020- DDGS/Wet distillers 
become scarce. Feedlots looking for alternative protein supplies.  
Board drop but cash is positive to board.  Cattle are pushed up 
in pipeline.

§March 30 through April 10, 2020- Packing plants slow 
throughput; Many questions arise about how long cattle can be 
fed ractopamine and potential withdrawal times



Timeline

§ April 13 through April 24, 2020- All protein supplements 
become scarce. Cattle get backed up as much as 60 to 90 days.

§ April 27 through October 1, 2020- Proposed set aside program 
details are released; Plants slowly increase capacity



USDA-NASS, 2021



β-Adrenergic Agonists
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Survey

1.During the heart of the pandemic, how many feedlots (percentage 
of your clients) tried to maintain ractopamine feeding?

2.Because of the pandemic, have you seen a decrease in 
ractopamine feeding currently; what percentage?

3.Do you think you will ever get back to pre-pandemic levels of 
usage?



Survey

1.During the heart of the pandemic, how many feedlots (percentage 
of your clients) tried to maintain ractopamine feeding?

0 to 40%. Many tried but failed…..
The ones that were able to continue all had 

arrangements with packers.



Survey

2. Because of the pandemic, have you seen a decrease in 
ractopamine feeding currently; what percentage?

40 to 50%



Survey

3. Do you think you will ever get back to pre-pandemic levels of 
usage?

No; also, other issues unrelated to Covid; Most feeders have 
increased DOF to offset ractopamine response





Figure 1. β-adrenergic receptor density in control 
(CON; 0g/(h·d) additional Zn) and Zn-added (Zn)
1g/(h·d) additional Zn) finishing steers before 
and during ractopamine hydrochloride feeding.



Days on Feed
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Marbling and Maintenance Diets





Steroidal Implants



Classification: steroids with anabolic 
activity

• Estrogenic (female hormone)
ü Natural - estradiol

ü Synthetic – diethylstilbestrol (DES)

• Androgenic (male hormone)
ü Natural – testosterone propionate

üSynthetic - trenbolone acetate

• Progestins (pregnancy hormone)
ü Natural – progesterone



The use of GETs in U.S. beef production

• Steroidal implants with anabolic activity
• Most common and widely used GET in cattle

• Over 30 commercially-available in the U.S.

• Calf-hood, stocker, and finishing

• Zero-day withdrawal



Current Events



Timeline

§ 2017:  Merck Animal Health has two new implants approved; 
Revalor X-R and Revalor X-H.  FDA adds a statement on each of 
the labels.







Timeline

• February 2020:  Guidance 191 is initially released to the public.  
This document defines various production stages for beef 
production in the U. S. Clarifications are update in revised version 
released August 2020.









Timeline

• April 2021: Pharmaceutical companies supposedly received a letter 
from U. S. FDA.  Contents of this letter were confidential for each 
implant manufacturer. Companies have until approximately Oct. 1, 
2021, to revise implant labels.





Timeline

§May 28, 2021: FDA releases statement in response to industry 
questions.





GET Regulations

• Any new GET marketed in the U.S.
• NADA: U.S. Food and Drug Administration
• Thorough, multi-step scientific review
• Animal well-being

• Tolerance levels

• Human food supply

• Environmental impact
• Pre-approval assessment 





Impact of Sustainability/Efficiency

• Some feeders are using two high dose TBA/E2 implants during a > 
200 DOF program

• Removing the second implant could be a 10 to 20 lb reduction in 
HCW

• With all the climate change discussion this summer, this is going 
backwards!



Relative gain responses
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Feeders/Nutritionists Take Home Messages

• Many changes have occurred from a feedlot nutrition/growth 
perspective the past 18 months

• Utilize research-based findings to make your best decisions

• Don’t give up on technology during these trying times!!!
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