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Raising bees can be an 
extremely rewarding 
agricultural enterprise. 
Interest in beekeep-

ing has increased drastically 
throughout much of the United 
States. Several factors have 
contributed to this increase 
such as the desire to produce 
backyard honey, provide pol-
linator sources and gain an 

extra source of income. 
When I have initial conversations with potential 

beekeepers, many of the questions I’m asked are 
grounded in myths that have existed for gener-
ations. Unfortunately, these myths have stopped 
many individuals from becoming involved in 

11 Myths About 
Bees You’ve 
Probably Heard 

by Will Chaney, senior research associate  |  jwchaney@noble.org

A bee colony consists of 
20,000 to 60,000 honey 
bees and one queen. 
Worker honey bees are 
female; they live for about 
six weeks and do all the 
work. The queen bee can 
live up to five years; her role 
is to fill the hive with eggs. 

DID YOU
KNOW?

beekeeping. While bees are one of the most benefi-
cial agricultural insects, the following myths make 
bees one of the most feared and misunderstood 
insects. Don’t let myths stop you from learning 
about bees.  

MYTH #1: ALL BEES STING.
Not all bees can sting. For example, male bees 
cannot sting. The stinger, or sting, is a modified 
egg-laying device. Therefore, only females have 
them. However, despite having a stinger, the 
females of many bee species actually cannot sting. 
Bees tend to sting to defend their nest, so most 
bees won’t sting unless they are provoked or feel 
threatened. 

continued on next page
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MYTH #2: HONEY BEES CAN STING THEIR VICTIM 
REPEATEDLY.
Honey bee workers can sting other insects repeatedly. 
However, barbs in their stingers get caught in the skin 
of the animals they sting, especially mammals with thick 
skin such as humans. Removing the stinger is fatal to 
the bee, so it dies afterward. 

MYTH #3: WASPS ARE BEES.
Although wasps belong to the same order of insects, 
they are not bees. Bees are vegetarians, collecting 
pollen and nectar for their young. Wasps are carnivores. 
Some species can be very aggressive, especially if you 
disturb their nests. Bees are usually nonaggressive. The 
exception is Africanized bees, a species not commonly 
found in the United States.

MYTH #4: YOU CAN AVOID BEE STINGS BY 
SPRAYING THE NEST WITH WATER.
Do not try this. Water will not affect a bee nest. Likely, 
you’ll just irritate the bees inside and increase your 
chance of getting stung. 

MYTH #5: ALL BEES PRODUCE HONEY.
Less than 5 percent of bee species make honey. 
Only honey bees and stingless bees produce enough 
honey to make it worth harvesting. Bumble bee 
hives may have a small amount, about one to two 
teaspoons. Bumble bees are annual, not perennial. 
They don’t need to produce a lot of honey to survive 
the winter.

MYTH #6: BEES ARE HARD WORKERS.
Honey bee, bumble bee and stingless worker bees 
(females) work very hard. However, many males don’t 
do any work in the nest. Females of the solitary bee 
species may only work for a couple weeks.

MYTH #7: ADULT BEES LIVE A LONG TIME. 
Solitary bees live only a few weeks, just long enough 
to mate, build nests and produce offspring. Honey 
and bumble bee workers and males live about six 
weeks. The workers spend half their time working on 
the hive and the other half foraging for pollen and 
nectar. The queens live longer. Bumble bee queens 
live up to one year, and honey bee queens can live up 
to four years. 

MYTH #8: BEES WON’T STING AT NIGHT. 
A long-believed myth about bees is that they do not 
sting at night, which in fact is incorrect. Bees will sting 
at any time for protection. 

MYTH #9: MOST BEES LIVE IN HIVES.
Only social bees live in hives. Ten percent of bee 
species are social, and only a small percentage of 
them build hives. Most bees are solitary, living in 
individual nests tunneled in the soil or tree trunks. 

MYTH #10: IF YOU RID YOUR LAWN OF DANDELI-
ONS AND FLOWERS, IT KEEPS BEES AWAY. 
Though bees are pollinators, they will build nests 
miles away from flowers and other plants they polli-
nate. Whether or not you have flowers in your yard 
makes no difference if a bee scout spots a good place 
to create nest. 

MYTH #11: SEALING UP THE HOLE IN A WALL 
WHERE BEES ARE NESTING WILL KILL THE 
BEES INSIDE. 
If you seal up the entrance to a bee nest, you risk anger-
ing them. They may burrow into unwanted places such 
as the interior of your house. Bees have been known to 
tunnel through wood and drywall. Your best bet to is to 
contact your local bee professionals.

Learn More 
by Joining 
the New Bee 
Association 

Beekeeping
in Oklahoma 

The Texoma Beekeep-
ers Association (TOBA) 
held its first meeting in 
February. If you would 
like to find out more 
information about 
the association or its 
meeting times, please 
contact a member of 
the Noble Foundation 
Center for Pecan and 
Specialty Agriculture by 
calling the Ag Helpline 
at 580-224-6500.    

The Center for Pecan 
and Specialty Agricul-
ture will present an 
informational workshop 
on beekeeping in 
Oklahoma. Topics to 
be discussed include 
the rules and regula-
tions for beekeeping 
in Oklahoma as well 
as the 2016 Oklahoma 
Pollinator Protection 
Plan. There will also be 
a discussion of facts 
and myths regarding 
Africanized Honey Bees 
in Oklahoma and honey 
bee swarms. Time and 
weather permitting, 
there will be a short tour 
of the Noble Learning 
Center Apiary.   

March 25, 2017
9 a.m.-noon
Noble Foundation 
Kruse Auditorium 
No registration fee

EVENTS
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FIGURE 1: BODY PARTS OF A DRONE BEE
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In 2004, the Noble 
Foundation estab-
lished the Leonard 
Wyatt Memorial Out-

standing Cooperator 
Award. The award hon-
ors an agricultural pro-
ducer who exemplifies 
what the term “cooper-
ator” implies – someone 
who has an active rela-

tionship with Noble Foundation consultants, 
demonstrates superb operational profi-
ciency, and willingly shares experiences and 
expertise with other producers. 

The Noble Foundation is pleased to 
recognize Craig Watson as the 2017 recipient 
of the Leonard Wyatt Outstanding Cooper-
ator Award.

Craig and his wife, Mori, live in 
Sherman, Texas, and have been cooper-
ators since 2000. The Watsons currently 
operate about 500 acres in Grayson 
County, Texas. Initially, Craig wanted to 
provide work-related experiences for 
himself and his sons during their formative 
years through an agricultural enterprise. 
It has continued for Craig, even after the 
sons left home. Craig implemented an 
intensively managed, rotational grazing 
program on his pasture resources utiliz-
ing 120 to 160 stocker calves, depending 
on the year. He over-seeded his perennial 
pastures with ryegrass and legumes, and 
double-cropped his cropland pastures to 
winter small grains and summer annuals, 
following the recommendations from 
Noble Foundation consultants. With 
timely assistance from consultants, Craig 
managed and marketed his calves to get 
the most value from the pasture resources 
as was possible, and with success. As 
a result, Craig has been a host site for 
several Noble Foundation grazing and 
pasture workshops. He’s also been a 
producer-speaker at the various educa-
tional events. 

The relationship between Craig and 
the Noble Foundation continues. In recent 
years, Craig has been a Noble Foundation 
speaker at the Texas and National Grazing 
Lands Coalition conventions. He now 
purchases between 320 and 380 replace-
ment-quality heifers and breeds them to 
fit the Integrity Beef Alliance program 
criteria while still rotationally grazing his 
pastures. Craig also hosts a demonstra-
tion site, which producers visit each fall 

2017 Leonard Wyatt Memorial 
Outstanding Cooperator Award
by Hugh Aljoe, producer relations manager  |  hdaljoe@noble.rog

AWARD

The award’s namesake and first 
recipient, Leonard Wyatt, set the 
example as an outstanding cooper-

ator during the five decades he worked 
with Noble Foundation consultants. 
During the 1950s and 1960s, Wyatt 
spoke at Noble Foundation educational 
events about small grain establishment 
and grazing with stocker cattle when 
this production practice was novel to 
the cattle industry. He also hosted many 
events on his operation, sharing what 
worked well and not so well for him. 
Wyatt would open his cattle records 
and financial data to anyone interested, 
always desiring to help other producers 
in their search for knowledge. Wyatt 
never ceased to search for knowledge 
himself. He continually invited Noble 
Foundation consultants to at least an 

About the Award

and spring, for the Noble Foundation new 
small grains variety releases. Craig contin-
ues to remain active with our consultants 
in his management planning and contrib-
utes to the education of other agricultural 
producers by sharing his experiences  
and knowledge. 

By every definition, Craig fully epito-
mizes the cooperator relationship estab-

Craig and Mori Watson were recognized at the 2017 Texoma Cattlemen’s Conference on Feb. 24. 
The Watsons have been Noble Foundation cooperators since 2000. 

Noble Foundation Agricultural Division 
consultants continue to nominate 
deserving cooperators who exemplify 
the standard established by Leonard 
Wyatt. There have been 16 recipients 
during the last 17 years. 

RECIPIENTS
AWARDED16

COMING 
FEB. 24

lished in the early 1950s. Craig and Mori 
were recognized at the 2017 Texoma 
Cattlemen’s Conference on Feb. 24. Craig 
will receive a plaque and belt buckle, and 
his wife will receive a bracelet. Their names 
will be placed on a permanent plaque that 
is displayed in the Agricultural Division 
building lobby on the Noble Foundation’s 
Ardmore campus.

annual farm visit to review the opera-
tion and discuss new and emerging 
science and technologies that he should 
consider implementing. Wyatt was the 
ultimate Noble Foundation ambassador 
throughout his life. It was only fitting to 
name the outstanding cooperator award 
in honor and memory of him. 
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How Often Should You 
Conduct Prescribed Burns?
by Russell Stevens, wildlife and range consultant  |  rlstevens@noble.org

RANGE

There are many 
reasons why 
property owners use 
prescribed fire. The 

most common reasons are 
brush management, wildlife 
habitat management and 
forage improvement for 
livestock. Since the effects of 
prescribed fire are tempo-
rary, property owners need 

to continually evaluate how often they should 
apply prescribed fire to accomplish or maintain 
their land use goals. 

FREQUENCY VS. RETURN INTERVAL
The difference between fire frequency and fire 
return interval is often misunderstood. 

• Fire frequency refers to the recurrence of fire 
in a given area over time and is often stated as the 
number of fires per unit time in a designated area. 

•Fire return interval is the time between fires in 
a designated area. 

Where present, tree scars are the most 
common indicator of fire frequency and return 
interval in a particular area, assuming the sampled 
trees were scarred during each fire event. For 
example, if tree scars indicate a particular location 
burned 10 out of 30 years, then the fire frequency 
would be once every three years. Counting growth 
rings between tree scars provides estimates of 
fire return intervals. If, in our example, the 10 fire 
events occurred in years 2, 8, 9, 15, 16, 17, 21, 24, 28 
and 29, fire return intervals would be 6, 1, 6, 1, 1, 4, 
3, 4 and 1 years, respectively.  

FIRE RETURN INTERVAL GUIDELINES
Based on prescribed fire research in the South-
ern Great Plains, Oklahoma State University 
(OSU) developed a rule of thumb that says 
prescribed fire applied once every three years 
maintains brush abundance. To reduce brush, 
burn more often. More specifically, depending on 
precipitation and site productivity, OSU recom-
mends a two- to five-year return interval to 
manage resprouting shrubs and trees and a five- 

The difference 
between frequency 
and return interval
FIRE FREQUENCY 
Fire frequency refers to the recur-
rence of fire in a given area over 
time and is often stated as the num-
ber of fires per unit time in a desig-
nated area. 

FIRE RETURN INTERVAL 
Fire return interval is the time 
between fires in a designated area. 

PAST ARTICLES ONLINE
For more information please 
visit www.noble.org/fire.
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to 15-year return interval to reduce fire sensitive species 
such as eastern red cedar. For grasslands, time since 
fire is the most important variable to monitor. These 
are all good guidelines to follow, but closer evaluation 
of the results of applying prescribed fire at specific 
locations is always more helpful. 

MONITOR RAINFALL TO PREDICT GROWTH 
Many factors influence whether prescribed fire achieves 
particular land management goals. Weather conditions 
such as relative humidity, temperature and the amount 
of fuel during the burn are probably the biggest factors. 
Rainfall and grazing affect the amount of fuel, fuel 
moisture and fire return interval. Season of burn also 
influences the outcome of prescribed fire. All of these 
factors affect prescribed fire intensity, which in turn 
affects our decision regarding the proper fire return 
interval necessary to achieve the desired goal(s). There-
fore, it is vital that prescribed fire practitioners monitor 
annual rainfall to predict forage growth, and manage 
their grazing to ensure adequate fuel loading in order to 
optimize the outcome of their prescribed burning efforts.

DON’T WORRY ABOUT CALENDAR YEAR
It is not necessary to be preoccupied with planning 
prescribed burning events based on the calendar. Rather 
than planning to burn in 2017 and again three years later 
in 2020, use an adaptive grazing management plan and/
or monitor plant growth to burn when plant growth, 
not a calendar date, indicates that it’s time, based on 
the goals for the property. Rainfall is the driver of plant 
growth. In a 1980 study, “Fire ecology and prescribed 
burning in the Great Plains: a research review,” Henry 
Wright stated that five- to eight-year return intervals 
were appropriate in a 20-inch rainfall zone while return 
intervals could be as often as one to three years in a 
30- to 40-inch rainfall zone. Excepting recent droughts, 
that statement holds true today. The key is to be willing 
and prepared to take advantage of burning more often 
during good rainfall years. Woody plants certainly take 
advantage of good rainfall years.      

Even during years of less rainfall, there are situations 
where fire return intervals can remain close together as 
long as the desired plant community is maintained or 
being created. A couple of examples include properties 
not being grazed and oak-dominated uplands. Drought 
can extend fire return intervals on properties even when 
not being grazed. However, when leaf litter is the fuel 
source, oak-dominated uplands can often be burned 
annually regardless of annual rainfall. 

CONSIDER EASTERN RED CEDAR
Eastern red cedar (ERC) provides another example 
of using plant growth to establish fire return intervals. 
Depending on the amount of annual rainfall over time 
and soil productivity, in most situations ERC will not 
become too large in three years or less to control with 
fire. I personally have property of marginal-to-average 
productivity in Love County, Oklahoma, that I have not 
burned in six years. The ERC trees are not yet too large 
to control with prescribed fire. However, it is time for 
another fire when considering the maturing structure of 
other woody plants, the reduced amount of herbaceous 
plants, continued ERC growth, and the fact that I want 
the plant community in this burn unit to provide habitat 
for white-tailed deer and turkey.  

Comparing current plant structure and diversity to 
what is desired for the property should always be the 
guiding factor in determining when to apply fire. Rainfall 
is the driver. More rainfall provides the opportunity to 
burn more frequently and vice versa. Decisions based on 
these factors will always be more effective than planning 
by the calendar. And, as John Weir, my esteemed 
prescribed fire colleague at Oklahoma State University 
always says, be opportunistic with your burn planning! 
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Tiny Weevil 
Solves Big 
Problem

by Jim Johnson, soils and crops consultant  |  jpjohnson@noble.org

Weevil (left): 
Close-up view of 
the musk thistle 
head weevil. To the 
naked eye, the wee-
vil looks gray and 
dusty.

Flower (right): 
Inside of the musk 
thistle shows bur-
row holes from the 
weevil larvae.

In recent 
years, weevil 
populations 
have grown 
large enough 
in many areas 
to provide 
natural 
control for 
the invasive 
musk thistle.

Musk thistles are 
invasive, noxious 
weeds in Oklahoma 
and many other 

states. They can infest 
roadsides and ditches, range 
and pasture lands, and 
occasionally even no-till farms 
and hayfields. The seeds have 
fluff attached to them, which 
allows them to spread on the 

wind. They can be either annual or biennial, which 
allows them to germinate and establish almost all 
year long. Frequently, they go unnoticed until they 
bolt in the spring and their showy purple flowers 
become evident.

While thistles are in the rosette stage 
(before they bolt and flower), they can gener-
ally be controlled rather easily with herbicides. 
Once they flower, they are no longer effectively 
controlled with herbicides. In the past, the only 
control option at this stage was to chop them 
down and physically remove and destroy the 
flowers to prevent them from making seed.

However, there is hope. If you find yourself 
with flowering musk thistles, check them for 
signs of musk thistle head weevils. The musk 
thistle head weevil was introduced specifically 
to provide biocontrol of musk thistles. In recent 
years, weevil populations have grown large 
enough in many areas to provide natural control. 
This weevil lays its eggs on the underside of the 
musk thistle flower. When the eggs hatch, the 
larvae burrow into the flower and begin consum-
ing the developing seed. If there are enough 
larvae present, the flower will appear to mature 
normally and still have the fluff; but there will 
be no viable seeds to create the next generation 
of thistles. The weevil larvae then pupates and 
emerges as an adult that will fall to the ground 
and remain dormant until the following spring 
when it will find new thistle flowers to lay  
eggs on.

If you find yourself with musk thistle flowers, 
I encourage you to inspect them for eggs, larvae 
and adults. Hopefully, they will be present in your 
thistle population and you can let them do the 
work of destroying the flowers for you.

SOILS
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Tiny Weevil 
Solves Big 
Problem

Close-up of egg masses on leaves.

THANK YOU 
FOR ANOTHER
GREAT YEAR

From all of us at the Noble 
Foundation, thank you for 
making the 2017 Texoma 
Cattlemen’s Conference 

such an outstanding success. We 
hope you enjoyed the presenta-
tions and took something away 
that will provide value to you and 
your operation.

The presentations were 
recorded and will be available at 
www.noble.org/tcc at a later date. 
You’ll also be able to find more 
information about next year’s 
conference on this webpage as 
details become available.

 We look forward to seeing 
you again in 2018!

Texoma Cattlemen’s 
Conference

            FIND OUT MORE

For more information or to register 
for upcoming events and confer-
ences please visit www.noble.org/
events or call Danielle Pacifico at 
580-224-6376.

COMING 
FEB. 24
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In Texas, most rural land 
is evaluated for tax 
purposes as agricultural. 
The agricultural evalu-

ation (1-d-1 open-space) 
is commonly referred 
to as an agricultural tax 
exemption. This is not a 
true exemption because 
landowners of land classi-
fied as agricultural still pay 

a tax, but the tax is at a reduced rate. 
Under the agricultural evaluation, land 

can be categorized as agricultural or wildlife. 
The agricultural evaluation is considered to 
be for mostly traditional agricultural practices 
such as livestock grazing, haying or cropping. 
The wildlife evaluation is used when land is 
primarily managed for wildlife. To qualify for 
the evaluation, a wildlife management plan 
must be submitted. 

Unfortunately, many landowners inter-
ested in just managing for wildlife or allow-
ing their property to rest from traditional 
agricultural practices think their only option 
for maintaining the reduced tax rate is to 
maintain the traditional agricultural evalua-

tion. This is not the case. These landowners 
can convert to the wildlife tax evaluation, and 
the property will be taxed at the same rate.

For example, landowners owning proper-
ties dominated by native rangeland that are 
overgrazed or excessively hayed may convert 
to the wildlife evaluation. Repeated overgraz-
ing and excessive haying can damage the 
plant community and soil, causing the 
property to decline in forage and wildlife 
quality and quantity. These declines can 
reduce grazing and recreational lease values 
as well as resale values. In many cases, the 
landowner relies on a local farmer or rancher 
to manage the agricultural operations that 
the landowner may know very little about. 
Landowners can convert to wildlife evaluation 
and still enjoy income from periodic use of 
traditional agricultural practices.

In many cases, the landowner is already 
implementing practices that would qualify in 
a wildlife management plan. These practices 
include infrared camera surveys, installing 
nest boxes and wildlife feeders, managing 
brush, controlling feral hogs, planting native 
grasses and forbs, building a pond, and 
reducing grazing or haying on an area.

How to Convert to Wildlife 
Land Tax Evaluation in Texas

by Steven Smith, wildlife and fisheries consultant  |  sgsmith@noble.org

WILDLIFE

MORE INFORMATION

WILDLIFE PLAN 
QUALIFICATIONS

There are many situations where a 
landowner can easily convert to a 
wildlife evaluation. Many landown-
ers are already doing the required 
practices; the practices just need to be 
documented and reported. For more 
information on this wildlife tax evalua-
tion go to tpwd.texas.gov/landwater/
land/private/agricultural_land. 

For a wildlife management plan to 
qualify, the plan must include three 
of seven practices developed by the 
Texas Parks and Wildlife Depart-
ment (TPWD):

HABITAT 
CONTROL

EROSION 
CONTROL

PREDATOR 
CONTROL

PROVIDING 
SUPPLEMENTAL 
SUPPLIES 
OF WATER

PROVIDING 
SUPPLEMENTAL 
SUPPLIES 
OF FOOD

PROVIDING 
SHELTERS

MAKING CENSUS 
COUNTS TO 
DETERMINE 
POPULATION
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STEP 1 Complete the Application for 
1-d-1 (Open-Space) Agricultural Use 
Appraisal, Form 50-129. Form 50-129 
must be submitted to your chief tax 
appraiser’s office by May 1 of the year 
you are applying for the agricultural 
appraisal. The form notifies the appraisal 
district that the land use of a property is 
changing.  

STEP 2 Prepare a wildlife management 
plan, 1-D-1 Open Space Agricultural 
Valuation Wildlife Management Plan for 
the Year(s), to submit to the appraisal 
district office. For a review of the 
requirements of the open space evalu-
ation, read Guidelines for Qualification 
of Agricultural Land in Wildlife Man-
agement Use. Depending on where the 
land is located, landowners may be able 
to get assistance from TPWD, Natural 
Resources Conservation Service, Texas 
A&M AgriLife Extension Service and U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service staff, as well as 
numerous private consultants. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

APPLICATIONS

When consulting with a landowner 
who wants to convert to the wildlife 
evaluation, I typically recommend they 
cut eastern red cedars to reduce brush 
encroachment (habitat control), pile the 
eastern red cedars up to provide cover 
for songbirds and other small animals  
(supplemental shelter) and continue to 
fill wildlife feeders (supplemental food). 
Periodically, I also recommend adding 
a survey technique, such as infrared 
cameras or bird feeder surveys, to the 
plan or as a substitute for the wildlife 
feeder. 

• Application for 1-d-1 (Open-Space) 
Agricultural Use Appraisal, Form 
50-129: 
www.comptroller.texas.gov/
forms/50-129.pdf

• Wildlife Management Plan: 
tpwd.texas.gov/publications/ 
pwdforms/media/pwd_888_w7000_
open_space_agric_valuation_ 
wildlife_mgmt_annual_rpt.pdf

• Guidelines for Qualification of  
Agricultural Land in Wildlife  
Management Use: 
www.texas-wildlife.org/ 
program-areas/guidelines-for- 
qualification-of-agricultural-land- 
in-wildlife-management-us

STEPS FOR CONVERTING 
TO WILDLIFE 
TAX EVALUATION Integrity Beef Alliance:

Using Best Practices 
To Improve Profit
by Robert Wells, Ph.D., livestock consultant  |  rswells@noble.org

The Integrity 
Beef Alliance is 
a value-added 
calf program 

that utilizes high-qual-
ity bull genetics 
coupled with best 
cow-calf management 
practices to produce 
a quality value-added 
commercial calf. The 

Alliance, in its 16th year of existence, has 
received much attention for the premiums 
calves have received through the years. 
However, premiums are just a small part of 
the membership benefits. Alliance protocols 
are based upon industry-recognized best 
management practices designed to help 
deliver a highly desirable calf to the next 
segment of the industry. The program also 
assists producers in keeping financial and 
production records that help them identify 
strengths and weakness on their operations.

Integrity Beef requires bulls to be 
in the top 20 percent of the breed for 
weaning and yearling weight expected 
progeny differences (EPDs). Alliance 
members have reported large increases 
in calf weaning weights, many more than 

75 pounds with similar-aged calves, after 
making the switch to the quality bulls 
required by the Alliance. This informa-
tion aligns with data collected by Noble 
Foundation consultants. According to data 
from the latest USDA National Animal 
Health Monitoring System  (NAHMS), 
the average weaning weight for steers 
and heifers across the country was 529 
pounds. The average weaning weight for 
Integrity Beef Alliance cattle from 2009 
through 2015 was 593 pounds, excluding 
2011 when many of the producers weaned 
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when less cattle are offered for sale and there is a 
strong demand for value-added cattle. 

Finally, the Alliance implements an excellent 
vaccination protocol that starts with the cow to 
ensure immunity is given to the calf in utero and 
at birth through quality colostrum. The cows are 
required to receive an annual vaccination for viral 
respiratory complex and blackleg. The calves 
must receive two rounds of a modified live viral 
vaccination for the viral respiratory complex, 
two rounds of a blackleg vaccine, one round of a 
shipping fever vaccination and be dewormed. 

Couple the genetics and increased sale 
weight with a feeding program that monitors and 
ensures the value of gain exceeds cost of gain 
with a quality vaccination program, and the end 
result is a value-added program that not only is 
profitable for Alliance members but also delivers 
the type of calf the next segment of the industry 
finds desirable and in demand. This equates to a 
program that should keep its members profitable, 
especially when markets are soft and margins are 
thin. For more information, email integritybeef@
noble.org or contact me at 580-224-6434.

their calves early due to drought (Figure 1). 
This is a weaning weight increase of 64 pounds 
compared to the NAHMS data. For a 50-head 
herd, this would be a total weaning weight 
increase of 3,200 pounds annually.

Furthermore, the quality of genetics bred 
into the calf ensures it can take advantage of 
an aggressive preconditioning feeding program 
with lean gain. The graph illustrates that the 
calves consistently perform on average more 
than 2.3 pounds per day gain. Noble Foundation 
agricultural economists and livestock consultants 
work together to optimize the cost of gain and 
monitor the value of gain to ensure the feeding 
program remains profitable annually. Couple this 
gain with a 60-day weaning program and the 
calves typically gain an additional 138 pounds by 
sale date. In addition to the higher sale weight, 
which averages about 710 pounds (excluding the 
drought year 2011), the 60-day preconditioning 
program moves the marketing date to a better 
time of year. Rather than marketing calves when 
large drafts of cattle historically move to market 
in the fall, Alliance cattle are able to sell later 

Alliance 
cattle are 
able to sell 
later when 
less cattle are 
offered for 
sale and there 
is a strong 
demand for 
value-added 
cattle.
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What Financial Ratios Can Tell You

A good set 
of financial 
records are 
a must when 

considering economic 
decisions in your 
operation. Under-
standing how to pull 
the needed data out 
of those records and 
interpreting them is 

key to providing you with the information 
that can be used to make your decisions. 
The five areas of financial performance 
outlined in the February 2017 Ag News 
and Views article, “Three Financial Records 
to Help You Make Better Decisions,” have 
ratios or calculations that can be used to 
benchmark the operation. While there are 
more than one or two indicators for each 
performance area, this article will only 
show the ones we use most in our evalua-
tions at the Noble Foundation.

LIQUIDITY
The most common measurement for 
liquidity is a current ratio. Current assets 
are things that are cash or are expected 
to be sold within a year’s time. This could 
include the cash you currently have or 
crops and livestock you expect to sell. 
Current liabilities are the debt payments 
upcoming within the next year. A good 
current ratio to strive for is 2.0. This 
shows you have twice as many current 
assets as you do current liabilities. As this 
ratio moves closer to 1.0, the ability to 
pay outstanding debts becomes  
more strained.
• Current Ratio = Total Current Assets ÷ 
Total Current Liabilities

by Jason Bradley, agricultural economist  |  jwbradley@noble.org

SOLVENCY
Measuring for solvency can be achieved 
by looking at the debt-to-asset ratio. 
This ratio can tell you how much of the 
operation is owned by the operator. This 
is something lenders consider when 
evaluating the level of risk they would 
be taking on when issuing a loan. A 
good midpoint for this ratio is to have a 
total debt of half of the total assets, or 
a ratio of 0.5. A good goal is to have a 
debt-to-asset ratio of 0.3 or less.
• Debt-to-Asset Ratio = Total Operation 
Debt ÷ Total Operation Assets

PROFITABILITY
Calculating profitability uses two different 
numbers. The first is the net farm income. 
The higher the net farm income, the larger 
the profitability of the operation. While this 
number is good for comparing an opera-
tion over time, a good net income for one 
operation could be terrible for another. 
• Net Farm Income = Gross Income (total 
income or revenue without anything 
taken out) – Cash Farm Expenses +/– 
Inventory Changes – Depreciation 

A rate of return-on-assets, or ROA, is used 
to show how well an operation’s assets 
create income. A ROA of 0.01 or less 
indicates the assets are not creating a desir-
able level of profit to the operation. A good 
ROA is considered to be 0.05 or greater.
• Return on Assets = (Net Farm Income 
+ Farm Interest – Value of Unpaid Family 
Labor or Management) ÷ (Average of 
Beginning-of-the-Year Total Farm Assets 
and End-of-the-Year Total Farm Assets)

REPAYMENT CAPACITY
Repayment margin coverage ratio is a 
measurement for replacement capacity. 
This provides a measure of your opera-
tion’s ability to cover debt requirements. 
This is similar to solvency, however it 
takes into account off-farm income, 
living expenses and taxes. This number 
needs be greater than 1.0, but a number 
greater than 1.5 shows the operation has 
the ability to handle times of unfavorable 
markets.
• Replacement Margin Coverage Ratio 
= (Net Farm Income + Depreciation + 
Net Nonfarm Income – Family Living 
and Income Taxes + Interest Expense 
on Term Loans) ÷ (Scheduled Principal 
and Interest on Term Loans + Unfunded 
Capital Replacement Allowance)

FINANCIAL EFFICIENCY
There are three different ratios that can 
help you evaluate financial efficiency. An 
asset-turnover ratio shows how the assets 
of the operation are creating value. 
• Asset-Turnover Ratio = Value of Farm 
Production ÷ Average Farm Assets

An interest-expense ratio shows how 
much of the operation’s gross income 
is going to interest. Ideally, this number 
should be less than 0.1. 
• Interest-Expense Ratio = Amount Spent 
on Interest ÷ Gross Income

Last is the net farm income ratio, which 
lets you see how much of the operation’s 
income is being retained by the operation. 
A ratio of 0.2 or greater indicates a strong 
net farm income ratio.
• Net Farm Income Ratio = Net Farm 
Income ÷ Gross Farm Income

While these ratios are good indica-
tors, they are only that – indicators. 
The levels mentioned above are start-
ing points to work with. Each opera-
tion is different and will have different 
needs. An operation might have a low 
current ratio, but what isn’t shown in 
that number is the operation has a more 
steady cash flow, like a dairy or poultry 
operation. An operation that is just 
getting started would be expected to 
have a much higher level of debt than 
an operation that has been going for the 
last 40 years. By looking at the informa-
tion provided by your financial records, 
you can better plan for the future of your 
operation.

ECONOMICS

www.cffm.umn.edu/Publications/pubs/
FarmMgtTopics/FarmFinanceScorecard.pdf

FOR MORE 
INFORMATION
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Beef Quality Assurance 
(BQA) Workshop

MARCH

1:30-4:30 p.m.
Noble Foundation 
Kruse Auditorium 

No registration fee

| 9
Summer Grazing 

Workshop

APRIL

9 a.m.-2 p.m.
Noble Foundation 

Red River Farm
Registration fee: $20,

Includes lunch

| 25

Pond Management 
Workshop

MAY

9 a.m.-3:30 p.m.
Noble Foundation Pavilion

Registration fee: $20,
Includes lunch 

| 11
Small Property Wildlife 
and Livestock Field Day

JUNE

9 a.m.-noon
Noble Foundation 

McMillan East Farm
No registration Fee

| 1

For more information or to register, please visit www.noble.org/events or call Danielle Pacifico 
at 580-224-6376. Preregistration is requested.


