
The commercial sector of the live-
stock business lends itself to long term
sustainable outfits. Operations of this
magnitude do not rest on the laurels of
generations past, but reach for some for-
titude to blaze new trails and capitalize
on foresight. Diversified firms have to
be willing to blend all management
strategies together to fulfill the goal of a
healthy bottom line.
Lykes Bros. Inc. is a century old di-

versified operation headquartered in
Okeechobee, Florida. This outfit blends
interests in ranching, landscaping,
forestry and wildlife to form a sustain-
able outfit with stewardship of the land
at the forefront of most business deci-
sions.
“The operation is a living, breathing

organism. Every enterprise has to work together. If one fails they all
fail,” says long time Lykes Bros Inc. manager, Mike Milicevic.
A common sense approach will quickly show each enterprise can

co-exist. Studying all species could help benefit the whole operation.
“Look at the wildlife. If our wildlife populations aren’t doing

well, the cattle probably aren’t doing well,” Milicevic says. “We can
look at things like antler size or the quality of our deer population
and almost tell how the cow herd is doing. If the deer populations
are doing well, odds are the cow herd is thriving.”
Most know Lykes Bros. Inc. in the ranching community. This

large Florida outfit continually shows up as one of the largest com-
mercial cow-calf operations in the United States. Crossbreeding is a
major part of this operation withAngus, Brangus and Charolais ge-
netics serving as the primary sire groups.
“Charolais genetics fit into our crossbreeding system as a termi-

nal cross. We use Charolais bulls on Brangus-cross females and
usually get dark nosed, smoke colored calves that are well accepted

in the marketplace. These calves are
consistent and are the heaviest calves
we wean,” Milicevic says. “We used a
lot of Beefmaster bulls in the past to
create cow factories. Those females
are being mated toAngus and Bran-
gus bulls to improve carcass quality.”
This veteran cattle producer’s expe-

rience with Charolais genetics began
long before he took his current posi-
tion with Lykes Bros. in the late 80s.
“I was raised with Charolais cattle.

I knew what the advantages of using
Charolais bulls could do for a com-
mercial operation. Charolais-cross
calves have a lot of bone and muscle
and the extra pounds pay the bills,”
Milicevic says. “Charolais breeders
and the association did an excellent

job of recognizing the calving and disposition issues the breed had
in the 70s and 80s. They changed the cattle and Expected Progeny
Differences (EPDs) have helped in the selection process. Today, we
have no problem calving Charolais bulls and don’t see a problem
with disposition. If we do run into a problem we note the bloodline
and it’s easily eliminated.”
Milicevic relies on experience, more than anything, when it

comes to bull selection. Lykes Bros. Inc. terminal cross sires will be
multiple trait cattle with a lot of moderation.
“I learned early fromwatching my father and DonWakeman; every-

thing needs to be in moderation. Moderate frame, heavy muscled bulls
with good feet and legs are what I am looking for,”Milicevic says.
“Low birth weight and above average growth, but not extreme in any
category. I like to look at herd records, particularly weaning and year-
ling weight ratios. Testicular size has to be at least 35cm, but over
40cm scares me.With larger scrotal, there tends to be a lot of bruising
and the bulls fall out of the herd due to fertility problems.”
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The art of evaluating bulls from a phenotypic standpoint seems to
have gotten lost in a bevy of computer generated numbers or lines
of cattle that come with the fanfare of a reality show. Practical cat-
tlemen use these numbers with self-control.
“When I buy bulls, I eliminate all the extreme numbers. Bulls

have to satisfy my preferences from a phenotypic standpoint. I like
wide-topped, deep-ribbed bulls with a clean head. I want his head
short and wide. Long, narrow-headed bulls tend to have attitude
problems and don’t hold up,” Milicevic says. “I look at the data, but
phenotype is really important. No buyer has ever asked to see the

data on the bulls I am using, but they look at the calves and bid on
them. Ninety-nine percent of the time, good, square, deep ribbed,
moderate framed calves bring top dollar.”
Defining a seedstock supplier helps most outfits, because differ-

ent operations offer varied forms of service or a comfort level with
the product. Longevity and easy acclimation are important traits, es-
pecially, when bulls relocate to the unique environment most
Florida cattlemen call home.
“I buy all my bulls out of the Gulf Coast region and I am really

happy how they acclimate. I have had success with yearlings and
two- and three-year-old bulls adjusting to our environment. These
bulls have longevity. Most of them last until they are eight or nine
years old,” Milicevic says. “With what bulls cost today, I need to get
every dollar I can out of them. If you lose a bull before he’s depreci-
ated, it costs you money. The popularity of Charolais bulls in Florida
has driven up my initial investment.”
Longevity shows up in several categories. Bulls that can handle

the task at hand and last multiple seasons help the financial side of
the business.
“Bulls that can last over five years help from a cash flow stand-

point. After five years, usually he’s depreciated down to salvage
value,” Milicevic says. “When you run as many bulls as we do, this
helps tremendously. I can take the money I saved not having to re-
place bulls and invest it in other projects.”
Lykes Bros. Inc. has used different tools to help market the calf

crop over the years. Today, the outfit relies on video and internet
sales.
“We’ll market 95 percent of our calf crop through internet and

video sales,” Milicevic says. “Exposure to a wide audience is the
main reason we market calves this way. We used to have our own

sale, but this gets our cattle in front of more buyers.”
According to Milicevic, Charolais-sired calves present some dis-

tinct advantages when it comes to the marketplace. This firm be-
liever not only relies on his past association with the breed, but also
the success of these cattle to make this statement.
“Charolais-sired calves have a recognizable color pattern and

consistently are the heaviest cattle we market,” Milicevic says.
“Bragging rights from a price per pound is fine and dandy, but I am
looking for the cattle that consistently return the most dollars per
head to the ranch and my Charolais-sired calves do that every year.”

Volume has its advantages in the marketplace. However, a solid
reputation has to follow the cattle through the system. If the next
user in the segmented industry is not profitable, it shows down the
line in calf price.
“We really try to pride ourselves going above and beyond from a

health standpoint on our cattle. We started the Beef QualityAssur-
ance (BQA) program in the early 90s and are constantly updating
our staff. More and more operations are taking advantage of this
practice. Florida cattle had a bad reputation in the 70s and 80s and it
bothers me that our cattle still have to fight this,” Milicevic says.
“Today, because of the improvements we’ve made from a health
and genetics standpoint, I would put cattle coming off reputation
ranches in Florida up against cattle from any state.”
According to Milicevic, the BQAprogram has helped improve

the reputation of the calves and shown benefits to overall manage-
ment.
“We have to handle the vaccines correctly, follow injection site

protocol and make sure our nutrition program is right to achieve the
desired immune response,” he stated. “We are constantly looking at
areas where we can improve. A good reputation is hard to get, but
easy to lose.”
The market demands reputation cattle with a solid health back-

ground. The Lykes Bros. Inc staff religiously monitors the health
program and tries to meet or exceed market expectations.
“Our protocol uses modified live vaccines coupled with age and

source verification. Calves get the first round of vaccinations during
branding and marking. We’ll give a second round 30 days prior to
shipping,” Milicevic says. “Sure these things are market driven and
it gives us an opportunity to differentiate our calf crop, but it’s also
the right thing for the industry. We send BQAdocuments with each
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load, plus mail them to the final destination in case they get lost dur-
ing transport. It is our responsibility to do this. We see economic
benefits, but it’s just good ethics to pass this information along
when we’re producing food for the nation.”
Pre-planning shipping day is another advantage this outfit brings,

adding a stress free experience for the calf crop. Operating in a fash-
ion that prepares the operation for this important day makes it easier
on the cattle and crew.
“We sell calves in herd groups of two load lots and match deliv-

ery accordingly. We sort steer and heifer pairs at the first working
and put them in different pastures,” Milicevic says. “We can’t af-
ford to spend all day shipping calves. A little pre-planning saves us
a lot of time. By sorting the calves we remove half the herd, we can
start at 7 a.m., have calves sorted and on the truck by 9:30 a.m.,
with very little stress. We have sent cattle all over the Midwest and
never had a problem.”
Efficiency is a big word these days in the beef business. It can

carry a variety of meanings from how cattle perform to daily opera-
tions. Milicevic depends on his crew to help find ways to fine-tune
the workload.
“Costs have gone up tremendously, many more times than calf

price. If we can find a better tool—like a hydraulic chute versus a
manual one—be more efficient in feeding the cow herd, or become
pasture specific with fertilizer, it saves money in the long run,” Mil-
icevic says. “I am constantly challenging my employees to do more
with less and it’s a challenge everyone likes to take on. I have been
hiring more college graduates and I am glad to have those guys.”
The beef industry faces more challenges today, than ever before,

from environmental groups, legislation and other interests not usually
affiliated with ranching. Maintaining the integrity of the ranch, with
decisions based on science, may not be enough to thwart back these
groups that seem to have unlimited funds and the lawmaker’s ear.
“I would say over the last six years, a lot of my time has been

spent dealing with regulations or other things that can hurt the
ranch. There is constantly more paperwork to deal with and regula-
tions are being set in a courtroom with no scientific data,” Milicevic
says. “As ranchers, we have a hard time meeting some of these reg-

ulations. The biggest challenge we face is when one of our neigh-
bors is below the environmental standards. It hurts the rest of us.
Rather than punishing the operation that is below standards, they
regulate us all.”
Status quo or simply doing a good job on the ranch may not be

good enough for our detractors anymore. Stepping up to the plate
and leading by example is the position Lykes Bros. Inc. has prided
itself on.
“Ranching is a low profit business and some of that is being bled

out because we have to comply with the regulations. Our industry
needs to change its position from being reactionary to being proac-
tive,” Milicevic says. “I have been toWashington D.C. three times
this year, representing Florida cattlemen. More ranchers need to get
involved. The ranch owner or manager who actually has their boots
on the ground means something to the lawmakers when you stand in
their office and tell your story.”
Progressive operations look to every advantage they can get in

the marketplace. Extra management demanded by potential buyers
is often the driving force behind changes or finding ways to become
more efficient. In the years to come, this may only be part of the
equation needed to define success.
Deciphering the parameters of the business model may mean

more than just genetics and health of the calf crop. Stewardship,
meeting the challenges of industry opposition, and working to pro-
vide a sustainable future may soon become common threads in the
beef industry. There are many cowboy clichés, but “taking the bull
by the horns” literally may be the solution to some of the extra bur-
dens facing the industry.
“We have a passion for the business to make things better for the

ranch and industry we love. My employees share that passion and
we not only have to produce a quality product in everything we do,
but also stand behind what we produce,” Milicevic says. “If we lead
by example, produce the best product we can, and do the right thing,
hopefully, it will inspire others to do a better job. We have a respon-
sibility to leave the land in the best condition we can to make it sus-
tainable for the next generation.”
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