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Cell Phones and Skittles
It was probably a good thing, that when I started my “big girl” job, there was still such a thing as long
distance! Otherwise, I’m sure my mother would have gotten several calls a day, if not her then one of my
older sisters. I have four older sisters, so that’s a lot of life lines.
But because we have mobile cell phones, now I’m getting a lot of calls from my baby son, as he navigates
the real world of Southwest Kansas and parts of Oklahoma. He works and lives with coworkers five days
a week. So there have been calls about the messy roommate, the roommate that is always up and night
and sleeps in too late in the mornings. I’ve gotten the calls in the wee hours of the night to inform me of
that latest earthquake in Oklahoma, that he has just felt. It’s a bit frustrating to be 5-8 hours away and not
be able to do anything but offer my advice. That time it was “get outside”. There have been oncoming
tornadoes, the lamb feedlot he discovered, the large dairies he had never seen before, or when they were
grounded because the whole town ran out of gasoline, and the worst the town is surrounded by wildfire.
This week, the calls have been heart breaking, he has seen a shed full of dead cattle because of the
wildfires and many half burned cows, that needed to be put down. Nowhere in my “Parenting for
Dummies” does it tell you how to prepare your child for these kind of adventures.
Interesting article, cattle and skittles, from Oklahoma State University.
News circulated early in 2017 about a truck hauling Skittles to a producer in Wisconsin, where it was to
be mixed into feed for cattle. Social media was abuzz with the strange thought of cattle tasting the
rainbow. Apparently, however, the novelty of this story is not so unique.
“For cattle, other than a taste difference, candy is not any different than including corn in the diet. They
serve as an energy source for the cattle,” said Chris Richards, Oklahoma State University Cooperative
Extension beef cattle nutrition specialist. “The bacteria in the rumen of the cattle break down the candy
into the same materials it would the starch in the corn they are fed.”
It is not just candy, either.
“Cattle are well equipped to utilize feed and forage resources that are not suitable for human consumption
or use,” said Dave Lalman, OSU Cooperative Extension beef cattle specialist. “Restaurant grease, grocery
store unsold produce, outdated bread, water-damaged flour or cereal and on and on. And, of
course...grass.”
With compartmentalized stomachs, cattle can utilize a wide range of forage quality. The first
compartment, the rumen, is where much of the magic happens. Carbohydrates, sugar in particular, are
rapidly fermented in the rumen. This process transforms the sugar into volatile fatty acids.
“These acids are then absorbed into the blood stream and used for energy by different tissues,” Lalman
said. “Consequently, blood sugar does not vary dramatically in ruminants compared to humans. It is
highly regulated in ruminants.”
While the stomachs of cattle are impressive, they can only do so much. A diet strictly comprised of
candy, doughnuts or restaurant grease, for example, is not a good idea.
“Nutritional expertise is required to create a balanced nutritional program, especially when dealing with
feeds other than grazed forage,” Lalman said. “The diet needs to be carefully balanced to keep everything
working in concert and minimize any risk of mineral imbalances or digestive upset.”
Many of the forage materials carefully folded into cattle diets would otherwise be wasted.
“They are either landfill material or can be repurposed for other industries,” said Richards. “It’s a winwin-win; the candy company gets some revenue, the environment wins by avoiding landfills and the cattle
get a great energy source that is tasty.”

