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PREFACE

A challenging, yet bright future
beckons for the Simmentaler

S

immentaler cattle farmers have
an important role to play in
terms of red meat supply in
Africa. That is why Simmentaler
SA provides training
throughout Southern Africa, and several
breeders are already participating in
export programmes to African countries,
to increase the breed’s footprint and
help meet the demand for red meat.
Over the past hundred years, some of
Southern Africa’s leading cattle breeders
have helped to breed a Simmentaler that
is adapted in Africa. It is therefore no
longer necessary to brood over problems
that have been scientifically corrected
over the years through meticulous
selection and breeding.
One cannot help but salute the
breeders of old who bravely took up
the challenge and handed it over to a
new generation of breeders who are
successfully continuing this task today.

Be open to new opportunities
The outstanding traits of the
Simmentaler ensure that it is the fastest
growing cattle breed in the world
today. Still, South African breeders are
often their own worst enemies, placing
restrictions on the breed by holding on
to problems that were solved long ago.
Some producers also do not see
the value of their breed in general or
their own cattle in particular. This can
lead to them not realising the value of
the platforms the breeders’ society is
creating to promote the Simmentaler
and inform breeders.
In Africa, a large beef market is
ripe for the picking. Simmentalers are
equipped to make a huge contribution
towards helping commercial and
smallholder farmers on the continent
become self-sufficient and even export
their meat.
In the late 1990s, the performance
data of more than 2 500 female

animals from eleven of the best-known
South African beef breeds, including
the Simmentaler, were compared. The
Simmentaler outperformed others in
terms of production index (intercalving
period and age at first calving), weaning
weight, year-old weight of heifers and
growth in the feedlot (intensive bull
growth tests).

An emerging market in Africa
With such traits, these cattle can
successfully forge a path north.
Expectations are that Africa’s population
will double to 2,5 billion people by 2050
and that per capita income will continue
to rise, placing meat within the reach of
millions of Africans for the first time. The
United Nations’ Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) expects red meat
consumption in Africa to increase by
200%.
For centuries, the largest percentage
of red meat production came from
nomadic cattle farmers. In Nigeria, for
example, some 99% of beef is supplied
by traditional producers. The international
community agrees that these producers
will not be able to meet the rising
demand. In Nigeria, consumer demand
for red meat will exceed 400 000 tons by
2023, while production is expected to be
just over 350 000 tons.
At the same time, they agree that
nomadic farmers cannot all be replaced
by commercial producers, but that they
should rather farm with more productive
cattle while employing modern systems.
This is where the Simmentaler, with its
excellent production traits, can help
meet the challenge.
While South African breeders have
transformed the Simmentaler into a
fully-fledged beef animal, the dualpurpose traits of the breed is still utilised
extensively in Europe. South African
Simmentalers also continue to produce
a lot of milk, making them perfect
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for providing milk and meat to such
migrant and smallholder farmers, as well
as for successful use in crossbreeding
programmes. Simmentalers are already
being exported to African countries such
as Zambia.

Simmentaler meat production
Regarding meat production, it was
recently determined in a growth test
and carcass evaluation at Koster, that
the carcasses of Simmentaler animals
finished in a feedlot are by no means
inferior to the carcasses of other beef
breeds, and that the dressing percentage
– an important profit driver – was also
excellent.
Furthermore, a shortage of trained
blockmen has led to the processing
of carcasses increasingly moving to
deboning plants. There is a perception
that Simmentaler carcasses are too heavy,
but because it has adapted to the harsh
African environment, the Simmentaler
nowadays sports a medium frame size.
Breeders need to realise that they
have the best beef breed to work with
and should not be put off by fatstock
judges making statements to this effect.
They must persevere with performance
testing and participate in carcass
competitions.
There is a great demand for
Simmentaler cattle, room for expansion,
and an opportunity to bring new, young
breeders into the fold. Simmentaler SA
is ready to support and offer expertise to
new entrants and producers who wish
to expand their operations.
Older, seasoned breeders possess
valuable knowledge and wisdom. With
the National Championship Show
around the corner, we invite them to
share their insights and venture into the
future with us.

Simmentaler greetings,
Martiens de Jager
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A group of replacement heifers from Bertus’s herd.

The many benefits of the Simmentaler
in commercial breeding
By Izak Hofmeyr

A

n important lesson he
learned from his father,
says Bertus Raubenheimer,
is not to be impressed
by extremely high
production figures without first putting
it into perspective. Bertus farms on
Moedersdeel, situated between Vrede
and Memel in the Free State.
“Having impressive production
figures on record is one thing; the
question is how much it ultimately
costs to achieve those figures. I can
recall from my childhood a number of
farmers who always had lean cattle
on their farms, yet they were able to
buy a new farm every year. I certainly
do not want lean cattle in my herd,
but what remained with me was the
principle that input costs should always
be able to match income.”

Bertus has been farming on
Moedersdeel since 1978. In 2018 he was
joined by his daughter, Frieda, and her
husband, Corné Meyer, to farm under
the banner of County Clair Boerdery. It
is a mixed farming enterprise, but Bertus
is particularly fond of his commercial
Simmentaler cattle and Dohne-Merino
sheep. He inherited his love for the
Simmentaler from his father, Helgard,
he explains.

Introduction to the Simmentaler
“In 1965 my father supplied grazing to
people in the Winburg area who were
in dire need of grazing for their cattle.
Among them was Hennie de Klerk of
the Mon Bijou Simmentaler Stud. When
the drought ended, my father refused
to accept payment for the grazing he
provided, as he firmly believed that one
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does not ask money from people in
need.
“Hennie consequently left a young
bull with us. As a result my father, along
with Thys Wessels, went on to purchase
an entire train load of Simmentalers
in South West Africa (now Namibia).
At one stage he even operated a
Simmentaler stud, but later elected to
return to crossbreeding as he had done
before. That was just before I came to
the farm in 1978.”
When Bertus joined his father, he
immediately instituted performance
testing for the herd and started doing
his selection based on those figures.

The school of cattle breeding
“In retrospect, I realised that all the
errors that surfaced in the cattle herd
over the years were my mistakes. It was
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the result of the decisions I made. For
example, during the first few years I
retained my best, most beautiful calves
with the best pre-weaning growth.
“Later on, I found out that almost all
those calves were from cows that did
not calve every year. The calves from
cows that did in fact calve every year did
not grow so well, simply because the
mothers were unable to produce the
same amount of milk as the cows that
skipped did.”
This, he says, led to his decision to
never again retain a calf – bull or heifer –
from a mother that skipped a year. The
result is an average intercalving period
(ICP) that currently sits comfortably
below 400 days.

Record-keeping and selection
From the outset he faithfully kept
records which allowed him to identify
mother lines that are particularly fertile.
“Fertility is one thing but the cow’s
efficiency, as expressed in the cowcalf weaning weight ratio, is almost as
important to me. Ideally, I want to bring
those two traits together but that is an
extremely time-consuming process.”
He has been able to generate a lot
of information since he also started
weighing cows during weaning. This
allowed him, among others, to start
determining the cow-calf weaning
weight ratio. “One year I separated
the bulls I was going to retain from the

oxen in the same weaning group, and
weighed them separately. The cow-calf
weaning weight ratio in the bull group
was 53%, while I recorded a 50% ratio
in the ox group. I feel very comfortable
with a ratio of 53%.
“I have also noted that the cows with
a better weaning weight ratio generally
weigh less. Had I relied only on weaning
weight, a heavier cow weaning a heavier
weaner calf would have impressed me
while in fact its weaning weight ratio is
mostly weaker.”
The current average cow weight in
his herd is approximately 480kg, with an
outlier or two weighing almost 600kg.
The fact that these heavy cows are still
part of the herd, means that they truly
are doing their work.
A further criterion in his selection
programme is that the retained calves,
whether bulls or heifers, must grow
at least 1kg per day or more. Apart
from the calf’s own ability to grow, this
criterion is a very good indication of the
cow’s milk production.
“If I then add the other criterion,
namely that the mothers of the calves
I retain are not allowed to skip a single
year, then my selection approach reflects
quite a few traits.”

Calving seasons and birthweight
Bertus manages two calving seasons.
Heifers are kept with the bulls for 45
days during autumn, and will calve in

Retained calves receive a nosering at age six months to help with the weaning process. Also
note the cow-calf weaning weight ratio.
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Bertus Raubenheimer.

February and March. If a cow skips,
she is transferred to the autumn group
but is given a second chance only
once. The reason for this approach, he
explains, is that management errors
are sometimes to blame for a cow that
skips – it isn’t always the cow’s fault.
However, he will never retain a calf
from such a cow.
The cows that calve in spring will
remain with the bull for three months,
from October to December. “My
heifers calve for the first time from the
age of 32 months. In my experience
the nutrition in our area is not ideal
for earlier calving. The extra effort of
bringing about earlier calvings simply
makes no economic sense to me.”
While many breeds boast low
birthweights, Bertus prefers a bigger
calf as it will simply grow into a heavier
weaner calf. “Obviously the cow must
be able to calve easily which, I believe, is
a genetic trait. I am also of the opinion
that over the years I have bred difficult
calvings out of my herd, especially since I
started using my own bulls.”

Outstanding, world class genetics

BAR 5 S.A. Lady Siska

The South African Simmentaler has become the most
sought after source of this dual-purpose breed thanks
to the dedication and vision of Abraham Kruger of the
Toverberg Simmentaler Stud in the Karoo. Through a
partnership (BAR 5 S.A.) with Canadian breeder Ron
Nolan, he succeeded in making South African
animals the main source of the Simmentaler breed in
the world market.
Semex alone has exported BAR 5 S.A. bulls with South
African pedigrees’ genetics to more than 60 countries.
Many international show champions have been bred
from these lines.

The BAR 5 S.A. stud bred the most expensive
Simmentaler bull in the world, BAR 5 S.A. Mr. Optimal
447L - half a share sold for US $ 500,000 in Brazil.
The genetics that Abraham retained after the
agreement came to an end are among the best in the
world, including out of the “queen bees” Toverberg
Erika and BAR 5 S.A. Lady Siska, who sold for
US $ 1,000,000 in Brazil.
From the mouths of the largest Simmentaler cattle
breeders in the world, the South African breeders do
not realize what they have. “Preserve it like gold.”

Read more about the BAR 5 S.A. stud on our website
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Initially, he focussed on buying the
best bulls he could afford. Besides
having to contend with calving
problems, he found that the most
beautiful bulls did not necessarily breed
the best calves. “In fact, if I compare
calves from my own bulls with those
from an expensive purchased bull, my
bulls certainly don’t have to stand back
for the expensive bull.”

Bulls that meet the demand
While he cannot offer up a logical
explanation, Bertus believes there is a
greater demand for dark-red animals
with ‘spectacles’ than for multi-coloured
or yellow Simmentalers. For this reason
he increasingly selects for dark-red
animals.
“To date I have achieved about 95%
of my goal. I’ve also started to strongly
select for polled cattle, provided that I
don’t have to compromise on anything
else in the process. Polled cattle require
less labour and this benefit is gaining
more traction by the day. I suspect that
polled animals will be in great demand
in a few years’ time.”
Bertus was also one of the very first
producers to join Dr Hannes Dreyer’s
Veld Bull Club. According to Dr Dreyer,
Bertus is currently the only Simmentaler
breeder conducting veld bull tests.
“I breed bulls mainly for myself, with
a few other producers regularly buying
bulls from me. They are very satisfied
with the constitution of the bulls they
buy from me. I think the veld bull test
helps to identify the right type of bull
that will thrive under our conditions.
“Along with the Veld Bull Club
selection criteria, I also select very
strongly for fertility, pre-weaning
growth, cow efficiency and colour,
although the latter does not really
have an economic value.”

Many benefits of the Simmentaler
Listing the benefits of the commercial
Simmentaler cow in a beef cattle
herd, Bertus believes the first surely
is her fertility and milk production,
accompanied by the calf’s resultant
ability to grow well and wean heavier.
“I find that my Simmentalers are
very popular with feedlots because they
perform very well there. I definitely earn
a premium for my calves.”

Bertus also selects for dark-red animals with ‘spectacles’, as these are the animals most of his
buyers prefer.

Her good response to nutrition is a
second advantage of the Simmentaler
cow. “There used to be a perception
that the Simmentaler is a difficult
breed to farm, but I think that was
when we didn’t supply feed. Nowadays
cattle receive better nutrition and the
Simmentaler responds really well to
improved nutrition. And she will return
the favour.
“A third major advantage is that,
because calves from Simmentaler cows
grow so well, they can be weaned
earlier, affording the cow a longer rest
period to prepare for her next calf. You
can therefore choose to produce a calf
that is as heavy as possible and wean
it at the conventional seven months of
age, or you can wean it six weeks earlier
and allow the cow a longer rest period.
These cows find it much easier to go
through winter.”
Bertus follows a combined approach:
he weans calves from his old cows
earlier, along with the young bulls and
heifers selected for retention. The oxen
and heifers destined for sale are not
weaned, but are sold to the feedlot
directly from their mothers at the age of
about seven months. This provides him
with a very good basis from which to
compare the effect that early weaning
has on the cow.
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“The animals I intend to keep are
selected at about six months, after
which they are branded and tattooed
and given noserings for weaning. They
stay with their mothers. “The animals
that are not branded are sent to the
feedlot directly from their mothers at
about seven months of age.”
There is a general perception that
Simmentalers require more feed, but
Bertus does not believe that this applies
anymore. In his opinion, frame size and
maintenance requirements go hand in
hand.
“The average cow weight in my herd
is 480kg. There is very little difference
between the maintenance requirements
of my 480kg cow as opposed to that of
another breed’s 480kg cow. It is a fact,
though, that Simmentalers respond very
well to some extra care. Give additional
care and you will be richly rewarded.
“One major disadvantage of the
Simmentaler,” he concludes tonguein-cheek, “is that it doesn’t consume
Scottish thistle. The person who can
select for that will certainly make a lot
of money!”
For more information,
contact Bertus Raubenheimer
on 082 371 6958.
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The adaptable and hardy Simmentaler:

Cattle that earn their keep
By Carin Venter

N

ewborn Farming in
the Matatiele district
of Griqualand East is a
diversified farming operation
consisting of beef cattle,
sheep and maize on mixed veld ranging
between 1 516 to 2 000m above sea
level. It is a family business that consists
of four partners, namely Mark and
Bonita Newborn (first generation), and
their sons, Sean and Brett.
The family have been using Grey
Brahmans and Simmentalers for the past
40 odd years, and in 2000 they bought
the Intsizwa Simmentaler Stud which
was started in the 1960s by the late Jack
Bastard in the Kokstad district.
To relay how it all started, Brett
goes back to the early 1960s. “Dad
always showed an interest in animals,
and this was noticed by an older
farming couple who used to invite
him to the farm for weekends and
holidays. In 1971, the lady lost her
husband and asked Dad to join her
as a partner in the farming business.
When she passed away in 1983, she
left the farm to him.”

It is well known that the majority
of farmers in this area mainly farmed
Afrikaner cattle during the 1970s. Soon
after joining the business, Brett’s father
introduced Simmentaler bulls into the
Afrikaner herd, followed in the late
1970s by Brahman cross Simmentaler
cattle. The rest, he says, is history.

Well-adapted cattle
Today, their main objective in farming
Simmentaler cattle is to breed animals
that are well-adapted and able to
perform in their environment. In a broad
sense, they believe a good indication
of the adaptability of an economically
viable Simmentaler herd is an animal
that can survive in a challenging
environment.
“Our cattle are medium framed,
keeping in mind the harsh winters
during which hardly any growth takes
place and when the cattle need all their
energy to keep warm and survive,” says
Brett. “We believe in ‘what you sow
you will reap’ and having time-tested
Simmentaler cattle. We have concluded
that it is a breed that excels with

minimal input under particularly difficult
conditions.”
With reference to the Grey Brahmans
and Simmentaler cattle, early-maturing
type animals are selected from the
vantage point that these animals have
been flourishing in their environment.
The Newborns breed Simmentaler type
cows to Brahman bulls, and Brahman
type cows to their own two-year-old
Simmentaler bulls.
“We run approximately 2 000
breeding cows, 150 of which are
Simmentaler stud cows which we
use to breed bulls for the commercial
herd. It is important for us to buy in
stud bulls from notable breeders as we
are constantly striving to improve our
stud, which eventually filters into our
commercial herds,” he says.
The progeny of the commercial herd are
raised as follows:
• The Brahman-type ox weaners are
kept on veld throughout two winters
and sold as fat veld-raised AB-and
B-grades.
• The heifers are retained and kept on
the veld until they calve, after which
they receive only hay or maize stover.
• The Simmentaler-type weaner oxen
are fed a maize/silage-based ration
in their on-farm feedlot, with an
estimated average daily gain (ADG)
of approximately 1,85kg per day.
At the forefront of adaptability is
functionality and economic feasibility,
and according to Brett the breed has
proven its potential year after year.
Moreover, apart from having earned
their keep on the farm, the Simmentaler
herd has very good hooves and, says
Brett, this advantage means that they
have animals that thrive in most parts
of South Africa. “We farm in an area
that is notoriously rugged and has cold
winters, and it is remarkable how our

Adequate milk production equals weaner power.
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cows continue to perform under these
conditions.”

Genetic traits for selection
Hybrid vigour, referring to qualities being
superior to those of both parents, is
a very important aspect on the farm.
“We find the Brahman-Simmentaler
combination to be a great match,”
says Brett. “On the one hand the
Simmentaler brings to the table easy
fleshing, milk, a workable frame, good
temperament and fertility. On the other
hand, the Brahman contributes to
hardiness, good mothering abilities, hair
quality and longevity.”
The overall selection of their cattle
is based on walking ability, and quite a
lot of emphasis is placed on the bulls’
hooves. “Since we farm in challenging
conditions, it is important that the
cattle are adapted to walking long
distances and climbing mountains.
We only select cattle with good
constitution on the veld and literally
pick them in their ‘working clothes’, in
their natural environment. We do not,
in principle, keep any passengers in
the herd.”
This means that a cow must be
able to move effortlessly, conceive
consecutively and rear a calf that is up to
standard. “Our female cattle are selected
purely based on their performance on
the veld, their constitution and fertility.

With Lesotho only 30km away, stock theft is a very real issue. Cattle are counted twice weekly
and checked daily.

They must fit in or get out, and in doing
this, we have selected a type of cattle
that thrives in our conditions.”

Mating practices and genetics
“All the heifers on the farm are
artificially inseminated annually based
on natural heat spotting. In terms of
genetics and sustainability, we are very
strict on our stud cows’ fertility and feet

traits.”
They buy Simmentaler stud sires
from good breeders across the country
on a regular basis. These bulls are used
as two-year-olds and after the breeding
season, they undergo another selection.
Bulls that exhibit structural faults or
poor constitution are culled. Brett says
they sell their bulls as three-year-olds,
and will this year be selling at the
Southern Natal Brahman sale, together
with the Garrisford stud.
The Intsizwa stud consists of 150
cows with an average inter-calving
period (ICP) of 376 days. They use the
stud cows to breed bulls that can be
used in their commercial herd. Brett says
that the average conception rate over
the past ten years has reached 93%,
with an average weaning weight of
approximately 260kg at six-and-a-half
months.
“Thanks to our purebred Brahman
and Simmentaler bulls, and by applying
the basics correctly, we were awarded
the 2010 Voermol National Beef Farmer
of the Year award. We are proud of our
achievements so far.”
For more information, contact
Brett Newborn at 083 412 1937
or newborn@snowvalley.co.za.

Brett Newborn.
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The heart of a study group:
Active support and shared interests
By Izak Hofmeyr

T

he Hoogland Simbra and
Simmentaler Study Group
was established in 2010, but
only truly gained momentum
over the last five years or so.
It is actively working to add value for its
members. This is according to Willem
Botha, the study group’s chairperson
and owner of Tendele Simmentalers
near Senekal.
He explains that each member
will eventually have to occupy the
chairperson’s seat for a two-year
term. The current vice-chair is Nerissa
van Niekerk of Zarissa Simbras near
Ficksburg, while Maraldi Steenkamp of
Waroja Simbras at Warden performs the
secretariate duties.

The young bull show
One of the drivers behind the
study group’s momentum was the
establishment of their annual young bull
show, which is nowadays commonly
referred to as the young bull day. The
concept behind the Hoogland Study
Group’s young bull show developed while
seeking an alternative to the normal
multi-day shows hosted in the country,
but without sacrificing the publicity
associated with such a large show.
Four classes (two for each breed) are
presented, namely a calf class and a
junior class, the difference being age –
the juniors being born early in the year
and the calves later.
“We wanted to create a quick and
easy way for people to load two bulls
onto a trailer and drive through for the
day to compete. By tonight, they’re
back at home. We’ve also made this a
non-halter trained show, to save these
participants the trouble of first getting
their animals halter ready,” Willem
explains.
As for timing, he says, they tried to
fit the young bull day in after the crop
farmers had already planted and sprayed.

Members from the Hoogland study group during this year’s young bull show near Bethlehem. In the
front from the left are Pieter Coetzee from Telwiedré Voere, Lourens Muller and Johan de Jager. In
the middle from the left are Rick Dell, Nerissa van Niekerk, Maraldi Steenkamp and Marie Beukes.
At the back from the left are Niel van Heerden, Pieter Meyer, Willem Botha (chairperson of the study
group), Daniel Kotzé, Gerrit Viljoen, Gerhard Beukes and Riaan van Zyl.

This period represents a small gap in their
busy schedules during the latter part of
February. “Bear in mind, though, that this
does not give them enough time to get
the animals halter trained.
“The performance of the animals
during the young bull day should not
to be underestimated. The number of
animals brought here and their general
quality, makes for a tough and credible
competition against which one can
benchmark your own animals.”

Group meetings
Apart from the young bull day, the study
group meets every other month with
a different member acting as the host
responsible for presenting an interesting
topic.
“We have had several interesting
themes, usually in the form of a
demonstration. One of the themes
we’ve already presented was pressure
grazing and everything associated with
it. Another host demonstrated how to
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tame animals for easy handling in the
show ring. He demonstrated which
halters work best and how they should
be used.
“Then there was also a meeting
at the farm of a member who uses
radio frequency identification or RFID
tags, and we were able to witness the
benefits this system offers for recordkeeping. The idea is for each member to
go home armed with information that
will enable him or her to make better
management decisions.”
Willem also says that no membership
fees are payable. “Our approach is that
we don’t want anyone’s money – we
want that person and his or her input,
which means giving back in the form
of helping and being involved in the
organisation. The result of this approach
is that we don’t have dormant members
who never attend meetings.”

Support that goes a long way
The fact that they still focus on both the
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Simmentaler and Simbra, despite the
fact that the two breeds are no longer
associated with each other, he adds, is
due to their common history. There is
sufficient synergy between the two breeds
which led to the decision to continue
accommodating both in the group.
“I think a characteristic feature of
our study group is that we care for
one another and support each other.
For example, someone’s herd once
contracted trichomonosis and his
neighbour immediately assisted with
bulls. On another occasion, someone
had a fire on the farm and our members
each gave him a heifer.”
Another good example of the
members’ open-handed approach is the
lucky draw that took place during the last
young bull day in Bethlehem. The two
lucky-draw winners won a Simmentaler
and a Simbra heifer which were donated
by members of the study group.
“There was a bit of a trick attached to
the draw,” Willem jests. “It was open to
school children, provided they brought
their fathers along to the young bull day.
The idea was to expose the parents to our
cattle and thereby possibly recruit new
buyers for our animals. “
The 13-year-old Wessel Wessels from
Marquard was the lucky winner of the
Simmentaler heifer, while 17-year-old
MG Beukes from Petrus Steyn won the
Simbra heifer.

Community stretching far and wide
While distance is certainly a practical
factor, the study group does not have a

The lucky draw winners who each won a heifer at the young bull show. To the left is MG Beukes,
winner of the Simbra heifer, and Wessel Wessels on the right, who is the proud new owner of a
Simmentaler heifer. The heifers were donated by Lovedale Simbras and Tendele Farms Trust.

specific demarcated geographical area
in which it operates. The exhibitor of
both the grand champion and reserve
Simmentaler bull was Martiens de Jager
of the Gulland Simmentaler Stud near
Rustenburg, while the Simbra grand
champion belonged to Dr Obakeng
Mfikwe of the Lekatu Simbra Stud near
Lichtenburg.
A very important aspect of the study
group, Willem emphasises, is the informal
gatherings and discussions that take place
during meetings. “Those conversations
and exchange of ideas in the shade of
a tree or next to the braai are just as
important as the prepared presentations.

The chairperson of the Hoogland Study Group, Willem Botha. (Photograph: Lisa Verwey)
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Members support each other, and
exchange ideas and advice which all
contribute to the value that members of
the study group derive from it.”

NFI testing of bulls
Net feed intake (NFI) is a trait that is
extremely important for breeders of both
cattle breeds. One of the study group
members, Pieter Meyer, recently set up
an NFI test station at Lindley.
“The Simmentaler test group intake
was in March, while the Simbra intake
will take place later in the year. Once
these test results are known, we will
again hold a form of bull day during
which we will compare and physically
assess the animals that have completed
the test. We believe that NFI will become
an increasingly important criterion for
the selection of breeding material.”
In terms of genetic merit, one of the
ideas in the pipeline is to compile a list of
four or five superior bulls in the Eastern
Free State area, which possess specific
traits that are of particular importance
in that area. Semen from these bulls will
then be made available to members.
For more information, contact
Willem Botha on 082 782 3055 or
visit the Hoogland Study Group’s
Facebook page at
www.facebook.com/Hooglandsim/.
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Extra value in any herd
By Izak Hofmeyr

A

dding value – that is the
foundation of Tendele
Simmentalers’ selection
process. “I aim to offer
buyers something that will
improve their herds,” says Willem Botha,
owner of Tendele Simmentalers, situated
in the Senekal district of the Eastern
Free State.
The first trait he regards as valuable
is fertility. Emphasis is placed on female
animals’ intercalving periods and earlier
calving. Net feed intake (NFI) is just as
important, he says. All his herd sires had
offspring completing feed conversion
tests at an NVI test station. “Because it
has been objectively measured, we know
which sires transfer this trait to their
progeny.”
Record-keeping plays a decisive role.
They regularly submit animals’ weight
and they document traits, which improve
the completeness of performance
measurement. The more traits they
measure, the more accurate the data set
per animal. Visual assessment is also done
each time the cattle enter the kraal for
vaccinations or treatments, and points are
awarded for composition.
Animals are also scanned so
as to measure fat accumulation,
intramuscular fat and eye-muscle size.

Fat accumulation on the ribs and loins
means that the animal will be ready
for slaughter sooner. Intramuscular fat
directly impacts the taste of the meat,
while a large eye muscle indicates
muscularity – an indication of the
animal’s ability to thrive on veld.
Parentage testing is done via DNA
analyses, and data is also used to
determine whether an animal is a carrier
of certain beneficial genes, such as the
polled gene.

Adding value underpins Willem’s breeding
policy.

Start of a successful stud
“Tendele Simmentalers,” Willem
explains, “originated in 2008 when
I bought ten Simmentaler cows. I
continuously expanded the numbers
by purchasing cows with calves at
production auctions. In 2014, the
stud received a major boost when my
father-in-law, Jan Hattingh, sold out his
Salerika Simmentaler stud and I was able
to acquire some of his best heifers prior
to the auction.”
However, not everything was smooth
sailing. In 2017, Willem presented his
first production auction, but barely
averaged more than slaughter value of
his animals. He soon realised that buyers
were looking for something more. To
add value, he decided to expand his

The bull LN17138. His offspring performed excellently in last year’s NFI test.
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selection criteria and generate a better
data set. “The auctions in 2020 and
2021 fared much better with prices
improving by 25%.”
Willem believes his animals should
add value in any herd, whether
commercial or stud. “Commercial buyers
don’t need a bull every year, but if they
do come back for more, you certainly
are on the right track.”

Bulls you can count on
Two notable bulls used in his herd stood
out in terms of the traits he wanted to
establish in the herd. The first is Salerika
Bravo, who won the Vleissentraal Bull
Growth Test Class at the Bloem Show
in 2015. The second, Salerika Buurman,
was named Supreme Beef Reserve
Champion at the Royal Show that same
year. The offspring of the bull LN17138,
a son of Buurman, performed extremely
well in the 2021 NFI test.
“When a breeder enters young
bulls in NFI tests, he will select four or
more sons from a single sire to form a
contemporary group. It rarely happens
that all those bulls test above average
for feed conversion, but this was exactly
what happened with LN17138’s sons.
Eleven of them will be on offer at this
year’s production auction on 5 October.”
For more information, contact
Willem Botha at 082 782 3055.
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This is what a profitable carcass looks like
By Andries Gouws

A group of Simmentaler
breeders in North West is
conducting a number of
growth tests and a carcass
evaluation project to improve
their own profitability,
promote their bulls among
commercial breeders, as well
as streamline the breed to
adapt to new trends in the
meat industry.
Martiens de Jager (snr), vice-president
of Simmentaler SA, is the driving force
behind this project, and he believes
that a producer should nowadays add
value to his product. The more he can
increase his turnover from farming, the
greater his chances of increasing his
profits.
Producers can add value by preparing
their weaner calves on the farm for
feedlots or even getting them ready for

slaughter. Other opportunities include
concluding a contract with a feedlot
to get the calves ready for slaughter
at a set fee, and then sell the calves
themselves.
Ever since Martiens bought a
butchery about 30 years ago while
farming part-time, he has been directly
involved in the processing of carcasses,
the quality of meat, and consumer
preferences. Today he farms on Vlaknek
near Koster on about 3 500ha of land,
and manages a feedlot for which he
keeps approximately 4 000 cattle.
There are around 2 000 cattle in
the feedlot and he slaughters 120 of
his own cattle every ten days in order
to partially supply the three butcheries
he operates. He plans to expand his
butcheries to five. He also manages
the Gulland Simmentaler stud which
comprises of 450 breeding cows.

Growth and carcass evaluation
The project he initiated involves the
eleven participating breeders all
subjecting their weaned bull calves to

From left to right are the three carcasses that scored the highest marks. On the right is
Malcolm Moodie, chairperson of the SA Fatstock Judges Association, Martiens de Jager (snr)
and Hennie Gerber of Samic.
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a growth test at the Gulland feedlot.
During the first 140 days, the calves
are given a starter ration so that the
animals do not suffer rumen damage.
Once this period comes to an end,
the breeders get to select from their
own bull calves those they want to use
themselves or sell at auctions or out of
hand. Fatstock and senior judges from
Simmentaler SA assist the breeders in
selecting functionally efficient bulls.
Martiens buys the remaining bulls from
the breeders at market price and rounds
them off in his feedlot for slaughter.
He works from the assumption that
the animals all possess the same feed
efficiency and that their dressing
percentage will be 57%.
Along with the participating breeders,
he plans to refine this system to also
take other traits into account. This
will help them to select bulls that will
produce offspring that yield more
profitable carcasses for the beef cattle
producer.

Bull and carcass judging day
One such growth test was completed
recently and the breeders as well as
producers from the area were invited
to attend this mini farmers’ day.
Approximately 220 bull calves that
completed the growth test were judged
on the hoof and discussed, so that
producers could learn which aspects the
judges were focussing on.
Approximately 30% of the calves
that exhibited the poorest growth
during the test, and a further 20%
with poor conformation, were culled.
This left the group with 105 young
bulls made ready for slaughter using
a finishing ration. From this group, 16
bulls were then selected on the hoof
and slaughtered, based on the judges’
assessment of which ones would deliver
the best carcasses. After slaughter, the
carcasses were judged and producers
were able to view the carcasses at the
Koster abattoir.
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Each of the carcasses was discussed
and judged by Hennie Gerber of Samic,
after which he finally named the best
three. In his view, all 16 of the young
Simmentaler bull carcasses could
compete really well with carcasses
of the beef cattle breeds normally
slaughtered. The carcasses were judged
on the basis of fat distribution and
conformation.
During the judging process, Hennie
explained that he looked at fat
distribution and muscle development
in the hindquarter, midsection and
forequarter. All three areas of the carcass
must be in balance. In addition, the
market for beef is changing and some
of the meat located in the forequarter
nowadays fetch the same retail price as
the popular hindquarter cuts.

Results of the judging
Martiens (jnr) processed the numbers
and revealed that the average dressing
percentage of the 105 animals was
62,16%. The carcass that scored the
most points had a dressing percentage
of just over 65% and the profit made
on the carcass (at the current meat
price and after all costs, from the
purchase of the weaner calf up to
slaughter, had been taken into account)
was R8 075. The profit of the carcass
that scored the second-most points was
R5 286, and the carcass placed third
realised a profit of R4 004.

Interestingly, the carcass that scored
the lowest points and was penalised
in terms of fat distribution and weaker
filling of the loins, realised a profit of
R5 290. This is due to the exceptional
length of the carcass.
Martiens (snr) says all the data will
be processed as the project progresses.
The data can provide an indication
of which breeding animals, especially
bulls, should be used to add the best
value to the beef producer’s product.
The entire project involves a learning
curve for producers of the area and is
especially aimed at helping Simmentaler
breeders to breed animals that can
accelerate progress towards this
breeding goal.

Simmentalers and the meat market
He says there is a perception that
Simmentaler carcasses are too big for
the market. The results of this slaughter,
however, indicate that Simmentaler
carcasses can compete with any other
beef breed.
It is also his view that the meat
market – locally and internationally – is
evolving. A shortage of instructors to
train blockmen has created a move
towards deboning plants that process
the carcasses and mainly supply cuts to
the retail trade. He believes that, along
with meat quality, dressing percentage
will increasingly start to play a role in the
profitability of slaughter cattle.

Hennie Gerber from Samic explaining exactly what producers need to look for in order to
produce a good carcass.
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Martiens de Jager (snr).

This requires cattle with the right
conformation, that can produce a
balanced carcass with the right fat cover.
Many producers are still struggling to
observe the fat cover on live cattle.
However, once they have seen the
carcasses, they are better informed as to
how, where and what to look for.
The same goes for conformation.
If the carcasses are hung alongside
each other, it is easier to see their
length, spring of rib and the muscle
development of the sought-after cuts, as
well as where shortcomings might occur.
Martiens says his goal is to improve
the Simmentaler cattle breed and to
convince producers of the good value
that these animals offer, as well as how
successfully Simmentaler bulls can be
used in cross-breeding systems.

For more information,
contact Martiens de Jager
on 083 306 3304 or email
martienssnr@gulland.co.za.

MANAGEMENT

Stud breeding:
No shortcut to profitability
By Christal-Lize Muller

T

he Simmentaler Stud owned
by Malemba Farming near
Vryburg in the North West was
established 56 years ago and is
still an industry pioneer when
it comes to value addition. Commercial
breeders trust this well-established brand.
Jacques Swart, who is in charge of
affairs at Malemba Farming, says his
father, Andries, laid a solid foundation
for the Simmentaler stud at the
time. This foundation was based on
profitability. Jacques continued to build
on this foundation after he joined the
farm in 1994.
Stud breeding, he says, is a long-term
project with no shortcuts to profitability.
Only once the application of a good
breeding policy finally yields the desired
product, can one start to build a brand.
And this also takes time.
According to Jacques, the main
purpose of stud breeding is to offer
genetic progress to commercial breeders.
His breeding policy involves maintaining
a good balance between all the animal’s
genetic traits. He does not select for a
single trait, as he wants to make progress
in all the important traits. In terms
of genetic traits such as adaptability,
growth, longevity and fertility, he believes
one should pursue consistent progress of
between 2 and 3% annually.

commercial cow. But her value, and the
value that the breeder can unlock from
her, is higher than that of a commercial
cow.
A major difference between a stud
and commercial herd, he explains, is
the additional administration costs, and
the extra time and work demanded
by stud breeding. Jacques says the
correct recording and use of additional
information in stud herds, should make
it more than worthwhile for the stud
breeder, even before he derives any
further value from an animal. “The
extra efficiency you gain from your
cows must be able to cover all these
costs, plus more.”
Data collection allows the stud
breeder to select correctly, which in turn
contributes to efficient animals. That
makes the benefits derived from a stud
herd much more rewarding than with a
commercial herd.
The extra time spent managing a cow
herd, means the stud breeder will know

his cow lines well in terms of fertility,
constitution and calving percentage. A
bull is then selected from that cow line
with a view to herd improvement.

Fertile cows and adapted bulls
Jacques believes that a stud herd
must be managed in such a way as to
maintain a weaning percentage of at
least 95%, regardless of the breed type.
The application of correct management
practices over time will lead to fertility.
“It is either the cow or the calf that pays
the rent, and sentiment and selection do
not go hand in hand. If there are large
numbers of good quality heifers coming
in, why would I want to make room for
cows that don’t calve?”
Bull preparation is another important
aspect contributing to profitable stud
breeding, he says. Feeding a bull from
a young age might produce a physically
attractive animal, but it is an expensive
process. At the same time, the stud
breeder runs the risk of his or her

Stud versus commercial value
According to Jacques, the capital value
of a commercial herd differs from that
of a stud herd. The difference in value
between a well-bred, selected stud cow
and a commercial one can easily amount
to R15 000 per cow. With land prices
soaring, a good return on investment
can be earned by breeding the most
expensive female animals possible, with
the highest value.
The value of a stud cow does not
necessarily mean more expenses; after
all, she consumes just as much as a

The effort and time that Jacques puts into genetically improving his cow herd yields a return
that consists of animals with increased efficiency that have greater value.
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bulls not being able to adapt to the
circumstances of the commercial buyer,
who mainly farms extensively.
Jacques’ field-adapted bulls
are therefore evaluated every four
months. “From weaning onwards,
we continuously select for structural
correctness, as well as adaptability on
the veld. I am convinced that ultimately,
this plays a decisive role in terms of the
end product delivered to the customer,”
he says.

Bull marketing and profitability
Jacques markets his bulls at two-anda-half to three years of age. He aims to
sell 86% of the bulls he breeds within
a 200km radius of his farm. Some 83%
of these are sold to return customers
who repeatedly buy his bulls. This also
plays an important role in profitable stud
breeding, as travelling long distances
to present a single bull at an auction is
simply not rewarding.
At production auctions he focusses
on the average price of all the bulls.
Results are not measured against the
most expensive bull sold. “Our offer
is such that there is no significant
difference between the price of the most
expensive and the cheapest bull. This
means that we’ve delivered a quality
offer to the market.” He believes that
this is a better indication of profitability
than the money paid for the most
expensive bull.

Breed type and cost of bulls
The type of cattle breed being bred
also plays an important role in
profitable stud breeding. Jacques
believes that the Simmentaler’s

Jacques Swart believes that profitable stud breeding involves delivering a product with the
necessary potential within the correct area, along with effective cost management.

outstanding crossbreeding ability
creates a good market, and on top
of that, it is one of the breeds with
the largest genetic pool in the world.
This contributes to the fact that
even on the tightest budget, a stud
breeder can still make the best genetic
progress, which of course equates to
profitability.
However, one must have realistic
expectations regarding the price a
commercial producer can pay for a
good bull. “The average commercial
producer cannot afford to spend
R300 000 on a bull, as this does
not necessarily provide him with
extra benefits. Stud breeders must
determine the correct level at which
it is worthwhile for the commercial
producer to buy his bulls, making

According to Jacques, there is no room for sentiment in stud breeding. A greater number of
animals makes it easier to apply strict selection goals, but with a smaller herd it is necessary to
ensure that the same selection principles are applied throughout.
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the transaction profitable for both
parties.”

Diversification and profitability
Different farming industries that are
not dependent on the same resources
also make a big difference in a farm’s
profitability and sustainability, he adds.
Malemba Farming’s main branch is
potato production. However, they go a
step further by planting good pastures
on fields where potatoes have been
harvested. In doing so, they are able
to significantly increase the carrying
capacity of the farm.
“We plant potatoes on the same land
once every eight years and once we are
done, we establish pastures which are
then grazed by the stud herd.” Herd
health is improved in the process, while
the microbiology of the soil is restored
at the same time. This way, after eight
years, they are able to deliver a better
potato yield.
The cultivated pastures consist of
bottle brush grass and white and blue
buffalo grass, which are combined in
such a way as to promote soil health.
The synergy between the two branches
therefore also contributes to the overall
profitability of the farming enterprise.
For more information,
send an email to Jacques Swart
at malembas@gmail.com.
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Are supplements optimally utilised
on the farm?
By Prof HO de Waal, Department of Animal, Wildlife
and Grassland Sciences, University of the Free State

L

arge parts of South Africa
consist of natural grazing (veld)
utilised by domestic livestock
and game. The composition
and coverage of veld, however,
differ throughout the country. There
is little scientific evidence that support
the fact that licks used on veld provide
significant benefits; however, providing
grazing animals with a large variety of
licks is still common practice.

Know your veld and circumstances
Climate, especially rainfall, affects both
the amount of available dry matter
and the quality of veld – specifically its
protein content and digestibility. This
leads to differences in the production
and quality of veld between drier
and wetter years, as well as between
seasons, and determines the long-term
grazing capacity of the veld – the latter
being the area of veld (hectares) that an
animal unit requires (number of animals
the veld can accommodate).
In-depth knowledge of veld and
livestock management plays a pivotal

role in optimising animal production.
A lack of information is often why
the ‘inherently poor quality of veld’ is
cited as a reason why licks are used
to ‘correct’ alleged deficiencies. The
problem of insufficient grazing material,
however, far surpasses that of quality.
Supplements can only really come
into their own once a producer has a
thorough understanding of his veld,
and when his livestock numbers and
production system suit his specific
circumstances. Within this context,
supplements are of great value.
However, feeding animals from a trough
is not a replacement for good veld and
livestock management.

The digestive system of ruminants
With their unique digestive system,
ruminants provide the ideal conditions
for microbes in the rumen and
reticulum, which work in symbiosis with
the host animal. Among other things,
microbes break the cellulose (microbial
fermentation or fibre digestion) in plant
material down into simpler nutrients

and produce new microbial proteins and
water-soluble B vitamins.
A non-protein nitrogen (NPN) source
such as feed-grade urea (which promotes
microbial function) can be used to
supplement seasonal crude protein
deficiencies in grazing material – the
action of the so-called rumen-stimulating
licks is based on this principle. However,
suckling calves and lambs’ rumen
function is still developing, and natural
protein sources rather than NPN should
therefore be used in such licks.

Livestock production systems
Implementing practical livestock
production systems on the veld ought
to result in realistic levels of animal
performance. Combined with strategic
supplementation of proven nutritional
deficiencies, such as specific minerals
and a nitrogen (N) supplement on
occasion, this action should be
sufficient.
Depending on the natural brackishness
in the veld, the physiological requirements
of cattle and sheep for sodium (Na) can
be met with a salt lick (NaCl). Average
daily intake should, however, be strictly
limited to 80g NaCl for cattle and 8g NaCl
for sheep.

Phosphorus deficiency

It is not a foregone conclusion that supplements will produce the desired results. Make sure the
results are measurable. (Photograph: Lisa Verwey)
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Ruminants are adept at selecting good
quality diets from available grazing
material. Deficiencies of specific minerals
such as phosphorus (P) can sometimes
occur in certain veld types; strategic
supplementation by way of a salt
phosphate lick is recommended.
Armoedsvlakte near Vryburg has the
most extreme proven P-deficiencies in
South Africa, and reproductive cows
in this area must consequently be
supplemented with 16g P/day from late
gestation to mid-lactation (September to
February) and 9g P/day from March to
August. Daily salt intake should still be
limited to 80g NaCl/animal.
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the desired results – especially given the
high input costs.

Supplements can only truly come into their own once the producer has a thorough understanding
of his veld, and when his livestock numbers and production system suit his unique conditions.
(Photograph: Lisa Verwey)

As far as P-deficiencies go, the degree
varies throughout the rest of the country
and should only be supplemented
judiciously throughout.

Urea supplement
Urea is the product of N metabolism
in animals and is also an NPN source
in ruminant nutrition. However, it is
vital to take note of the fact that as a
source of N, urea is only able to meet
the maintenance requirements of
ruminants on veld grazing – nothing
more. In fact, urea is lethal when
animals ingest large amounts, which
occurs, for example, when NPNcontaining licks get wet.
Cattle may only consume a maximum
of 50g of urea per day. The ‘Potch lick’
comprises equal parts feed grade urea,
maize meal, dicalcium phosphate and
coarse animal feed salt. With a daily
lick intake of 200g/animal, intake is
therefore 50g urea, 50g maize, 50g
dicalcium phosphate and 50g salt/
animal/day.
In the summer rainfall areas, a winter
lick should usually be sufficient, provided
there is enough available dry material
(roughage) on the veld.
In terms of NPN utilisation the limiting
factor is not the ruminant itself, but
rather the ability of the rumen microbes
to utilise roughage, as well as the rate

at which rumen fermentation takes
place and at which N is utilised for the
de novo formation of microbial protein.
Apart from the significant danger of
poisoning, an intake that exceeds 50g
of urea under such conditions will simply
be excreted in the urine.

Complementary feed vs licks
A clear distinction must be
drawn between supplements and
complementary feed. A lick simply
denotes the intake of small amounts of
concentrated nutrients such as Na, P or
N. So-called production licks (consisting
of energy and protein sources and
various minerals), on the other hand,
are given to grazing livestock on veld in
large amounts.
With recommended intakes for cattle
exceeding 1kg/animal/day, it can no
longer be considered a lick, but rather
complementary feed. In other words,
in addition to the intake of dry matter
from the veld, a relatively large amount
of complementary feed is given to the
animals. Producers should take time to
reflect on the financial benefits of such
practices.

High input costs
Claims about so-called ‘good’ results
abound, but it is not a foregone
conclusion that supplements will produce

SIMM-biosis

25 May 2022

Before embarking on a large-scale
supplement programme, the following
questions must be answered critically:
• What is the purpose of the
supplements? Is it to supplement
protein, energy, a combination of
protein and energy, or minerals? Do
certain animals need to increase in
weight? Is it to help animals maintain
condition? Do animals require
supplemental nutrients to support
lactation? Do animals in different
production phases require specific
types and amounts of supplements?
• How can the goal be best achieved?
Have the less productive animals
been removed from the veld to make
more grazing material available for
the remaining animals? In which
way can the option be used to make
the supplement programme more
goal-oriented and cheaper for the
remaining animals?
• Have goals been achieved and how
can this be determined?
In respect of the latter, most wellintentioned attempts to improve the
performance of grazing ruminants tend
to fail. The recommended levels at which
the supplements must be provided are
rarely adhered to.
Variation in the intake of supplements
is not always known and is influenced by
feeding space, access to troughs, levels
of supplementation and the frequency
at which the troughs are filled. If the
supply of supplements is not optimally
managed, some animals will ingest too
much, while others will derive little, if
any, value from it.
It is worthwhile to consider the
livestock production system(s) in relation
to the available nutrient source(s) (veld,
veld hay, cultivated grazing and crop
residues) on the farm. If these factors
are optimally linked, it should be easy
to realise the strategic role and specific
supplements needed.

For enquiries, contact
Prof HO de Waal on 083 645 8958
or dewaalho@ufs.ac.za.
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Select for balance – the rest will follow
By Christal-Lize Muller

M

aintaining a balance
when selecting bulls
and female animals is
of utmost importance
to Pieter Oelofse and
his father, Chris. They are the owners of
the Taaibosspruit Simmentaler Stud near
Lichtenburg in the North West.
Pieter firmly believes that balance in
a stud animal does not involve only a
single trait of the animal; it must take
the full picture into account. He says a
balanced approach, in which breeding
values and visual appearance are both
considered, is necessary to add value to
the herd.

The superior Simmentaler
The stud was established in 1980 by
Pieter’s grandfather, Piet Oelofse, after
he bought his first Simmentaler bull in
1967 at the former Rand Easter Show in
Johannesburg. Pieter says that although
his grandfather initially focussed on
Simmentaler-Afrikaner crosses, he soon
noticed the superior performance of
their Simmentaler bulls’ offspring. As a
result, he later concentrated only on the
Simmentaler for herd production.
Initially Pieter’s uncle, also Piet,
managed the stud along with Pieter’s
grandfather, but eventually Pieter and
his father took over the reins. He says
it was especially the animals’ superior
performance and good temperament
that impressed them.
According to him, the running
costs associated with stud cattle are
the same as that of commercial cattle,
but genetically superior Simmentaler
cattle can fetch a premium for the stud
breeder. Commercial cattle, on the other
hand, eventually reach a ceiling in terms
of the price for which they are sold.

advantage. Instead of trying to improve
too many traits at once, they can focus on
selecting for economically important traits.
“We keep our breeding goals simple
by aiming for functionally efficient
animals.” They therefore select for
medium-framed animals (preferably
early maturing), fertility, calving ease
and excellent milk production. He says
these goals are achieved by maintaining
a balance between breeding values and
visual appearance.

Buying and selecting bulls
Pieter says they do not necessarily buy
the most expensive bulls at auctions,
and they avoid entering into impulsive
transactions. Instead, they do their
homework carefully and visit several
herds beforehand, so as to identify
structurally correct animals with good
breeding values, that are genetically far
removed from their own herd.
The importance of a bull’s mother,
her daughters and sisters cannot be
overemphasised. “The mother of the
potential stud bull we’re looking to buy
must have an above-average milk value
and a better inter-calving period (ICP)

than the breed average.” In addition,
her longevity is considered while the
shape, attachment and teat placement
of the udder are especially important, as
the bull is likely to pass these traits on to
its daughters.
When it comes to the bull’s own
traits, the scrotum is prioritised. Scrotal
size should meet the breed standard
as it affects the age at which the bull’s
daughters will reach puberty and fertility.
In terms of phenotype, he explains,
the bull should be an average type
of animal. He must have good legs
and claws, and be able to walk
comfortably. “We avoid bulls with
a rough bone structure. Length and
width (throughout) as well as depth
and balance form part of our golden
standard.” They also select for a short,
smooth coat.
Genetically superior bulls that
meet phenotypic and genotypic breed
standards are the most efficient and
economical means of improving the herd
as a whole. Pieter says that although
embryo flushing from outstanding cows
makes sense, he believes the genetic
progress achieved this way does not

Functionally efficient animals
Pieter strives to achieve their breeding
goals by continuously improving
economically important traits in the
herd. This in itself provides an economic

Heifers must be feminine. A good heifer has width in her chest floor, but is delicate and feminine
through the neck and shoulder, with no roughness in her appearance. (Photograph: Lisa Verwey)
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Pieter believes that balance in an
animal not only involves those traits that
are seen by observing the cow’s side
profile. There must also be a balance
between muscling and fat deposition.
In this regard, they once again select for
‘average’ animals. Excessively muscled
female animals that are too dry are not
desirable. According to him, those cows
are less fertile and their milk production
is poorer than that of less muscular
cows.

Bulls must be balanced

When selecting bulls, Pieter focusses on a medium-framed, well-muscled animal with good fat
deposition. It must also be able to move well. (Photograph: Heinrich Bruwer)

compare with the progress achieved
when using genetically superior bulls.
The best investment in a stud herd,
he believes, is a genetically superior bull.

Selection of female animals
When selecting female animals, says
Pieter, special attention is paid to
femininity. Their view that one should
consider the entire package, rather
than focussing on a single trait, holds
true every time. Female animals must
continuously appear heavier, with more
capacity in the hindquarters than the
forequarters.
“A fertile cow has a slender neck
without any humps, and shoulder
blades that protrude slightly past the
dorsal.” He says this is where breeders
often make the mistake of selecting

for fleshing across the female animal’s
neck and shoulder. Pieter believes this
diminishes the femininity of the heifers.
“There is a growing tendency in many
animals to appear upright in the shoulder.
This is concerning because these animals
tend to lose their ease of movement. In
the process, the producer loses valuable
meat in the cattle’s hindquarters. At the
same time, a decrease in fertility and milk
production will start to show.”
According to Pieter, the Simmentaler’s
sexual dimorphism is a great asset. This
entails the ability of a feminine cow
to breed male offspring that are more
masculine, with the masculine bull being
able to breed female offspring that are
more feminine. “The perception that
feminine cows are unable to breed robust,
masculine bulls is simply not true.”

Cows are selected for their femininity as well as their ability to raise their calves well.
(Photograph: Lisa Verwey)

SIMM-biosis

27 May 2022

The same balance that is sought after
in their cows, also applies to the bulls.
The side profile is not enough to
determine balance. Balanced bulls show
good muscling in the hindquarters and
have enough capacity and spring of
rib throughout the middle. There must
also be a balance between muscular
structure and capacity in the front and
hindquarters.
Pieter says that as bulls grow older,
they become heavier set in their chest and
shoulders – this is due to hormonal activity.
“A bull must possess good balance for
its age. It cannot be stressed enough:
A young bull with poor balance will carry
that trait into adulthood and will grow
into a senior bull with poor balance.”

Tips for prospective breeders
“We are positive about stud breeding,”
says Pieter, “and recommend it especially
for cattle farmers with an affinity for
Simmentalers.” He shares the following
tips with prospective stud breeders:
• Participate in performance testing.
• Attend livestock shows and take
note of the judges’ feedback.
• Enrol for and complete animal
assessment courses.
• Do your homework before buying
animals (especially bulls) and buy the
best bull you can afford.
• Be involved and remain abreast of
market information.
• Use artificial insemination to breed
genetically superior offspring.
• Maintain a balance between all the
traits; do not select only for a single
trait.
For more information, email
Pieter Oelofse at pieter@cjpo.co.za.
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The Simmentaler:

Ideally positioned to claim the lead
in feed efficiency
By Izak Hofmeyr

By adding selection
for net feed intake
(NFI) to enhance its
current competitive
advantage in respect of
excellent growth and
milk production, the
Simmentaler breed will be
able to cement its strategic
position in the South
African red meat industry.

the Simmentaler is genetically far
removed from the Indicus and Sanga
type breeds of this region, like other
breeds such as Angus, Hereford and
Limousin. What the Simmentaler
indisputably adds, however, is excellent
growth and milk production.
“By crossing the Simmentaler
with Indicus and Sanga orientated
breeds, you will firstly achieve excellent
heterosis, but there is another trait of
the Simmentaler that will ensure an
excellent competitive advantage, and
which should not be underestimated,”
says Koos.

This is the opinion of Koos Kooy,
Simmentaler breeder and committee
member of the Breed Improvement Club.
Looking at the collective beef cattle
gene pool in South Africa, he explains,

He reiterates by quoting the late
Dr Michael Bradfield from an article
on the concept of NFI, published in
the May 2021 edition of SIMM-biosis:

Growing more with less

“Speak to any of the older South
African producers, and they will tell
you that it was the performance of
the Simmentaler in the Phase C tests
that put the Simmentaler on the map
in South Africa. The Simmentaler
consistently outperformed the other
breeds over a long period of time.
It’s been a case of maximising output
whilst minimising input, or put
differently, doing more with less.”
By taking this competitive advantage
as the basis, Koos argues, the logical
next step would be to concentrate on
NFI in order to breed an animal with a
low maintenance requirement – one
that will not only be more economical
on veld, but also more profitable in the
feedlot.

Feed conversion vs net intake
To expand his argument, he explains
that NFI differs from feed conversion
rate (FCR). “Traditionally, growth and
feed conversion were measured in
Phase C and D tests to obtain selection
criteria for better profitability. The effect,
however, was an unwitting selection for
larger animals.
“Under most extensive production
conditions larger framed animals are
not really desirable. Rather, a cow
herd with low maintenance needs is
preferable. What the extensive producer
needs is a cow with good growth and
feed conversion but a relatively low
maintenance requirement.
“NFI, on the other hand, is defined
as the difference between the animal’s
actual and expected feed intake, based
on its size and growth. This stands
independent from the production level
(growth and/or milk) of the animal, and
the lower the value, the more efficient
the animal is.
“For example, say two animals
from the same contemporary group

Simmentaler bulls undergoing an NFI test.
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A guaranteed market
channel is just one of
the ways we can help.
Talk to the team.
GWK Lucerne
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both weigh 300kg and have the same
average daily gain (ADG) of 2kg, but
animal A eats less than animal B – then
we can presume that animal A is more
efficient than animal B because it has a
lower maintenance requirement.”

Economic importance of NFI
“The fact that NFI is independent
from production level, means that
the selection of animals for a good
(negative) NFI value will result in more
efficient animals, independent from
growth. It has also been found that
NFI stands independent from fertility
and carcass quality. Selection for NFI
will therefore not affect these traits
negatively.”
Koos stresses the fact that the same
principle regarding feed efficiency
in the feedlot also applies to the
commercial herd that must thrive on
veld. The traditional perception is that
feed efficiency is a test for feedlot
animals while, in fact, feed efficiency is
a genetic trait.
NFI, he continues, is the second
most economically important trait
for beef cattle, after fertility. Against
this backdrop, he believes that the
Simmentaler breed can develop a
strategic position in the red meat
industry by expanding its current
competitive advantage of growth
and milk, with selection for NFI. “The
Simmentaler can therefore provide the
sought-after growth and milk more
profitably.”
He adds that, currently, two breeds
in the country already have a breeding
value for NFI – the Simmentaler and the
Brahman – the implication being that it
is already possible to select animals in
those breeds for NFI.
The genome for feed efficiency has
been identified in various beef cattle
breeds internationally. This makes
it possible to, based on DNA tests,
determine which individual calves
in a group will be more profitable
in the feedlot. Feedlot operators
are therefore increasingly selective
when buying calves. At some feedlots
in North America the determining
factor is not the premium you can
get for your weaner calves, but rather
whether the producer can prove that
his weaners are feed efficient.

“The reality is also that grazing,
water and other resources are becoming
increasingly scarce and expensive for beef
production,” says Koos. “We will have to
find ways to do more with less if we want
to remain financially sustainable. NFI is
certainly one such way.”

A market positioning strategy
Within this context, Koos points out,
the Simmentaler is ideally positioned to
provide a ‘more for less’ solution.
“We already have the growth, milk
production and heterosis to produce
weaner calves of choice. Let’s link
that to feed efficiency through a
sensibly structured strategy in which
we incorporate feed efficiency into
a balanced selection methodology,
creating a new and unique strategic
position for the Simmentaler in the bull
market.”
The first step, he says, is to search
the Simmentaler database for bulls that
have a negative breeding value for feed
intake (a negative NFI value is good) and
list the current top scoring bulls. “We
should then evaluate these bulls and
identify a few suitable bulls for artificial
insemination to be used on a larger scale
within the breed.”
Secondly, he suggests, breeders
should consider the concept and
breeding value of NFI in their selection
and breeding policy. “This is a longerterm objective, but the sooner we
incorporate this into our breeding
programmes, the quicker our progress
towards this new, uniquely strategic
position will be.”
The following step would then be
to actively work together to subject
as many as possible animals to NFI
tests. “There are several test stations
in the country, and it may even be
possible to consider some form of
subsidy programme from Simmentaler
SA. Unfortunately, NFI is an expensive
test that is currently only undertaken
by a handful of breeders on behalf of
Simmentaler SA. The society’s breed
improvement committee, under the
leadership of Johan Styger, has already
submitted an application for funding
from the second Beef Genomic
Programme (BGP2).
The next step would be to develop a
marketing strategy which will effectively
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Koos Kooy.

communicate the message throughout
the value chain that the Simmentaler is,
apart from growth, milk and fertility, also
the most feed efficient breed. This will
ultimately lead to more profitable beef
production.
Koos adds that an NFI test is also the
ideal place and point in time to measure
other important traits, such as 400-day
weight, scrotum circumference, carcass
and meat quality. “By using SNP (single
nucleotide polymorphism) genotyping
on these well-tested animals, we can
make a huge contribution to eventually
having genomic breeding values
developed for the breed.”
NFI, he concludes, presents an
opportunity that Simmentaler breeders
should fully exploit. “At this stage in
the Southern African context, we are
at the forefront. Other breeds are not
standing idly by, however. Let’s use
this opportunity and secure a unique
strategic position for the Simmentaler as
the most profitable breed, both on the
veld and in the feedlot.”

For more information, contact
Koos Kooy on 072 293 0213.
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Aspects to consider before
backgrounding your calves
By Prof Frikkie Maré and Chéri-Lynn Roodman,
Department of Agricultural Economics, University of the Free State

B

ackgrounding calves on veld is
by no means a foreign concept
in South Africa. Backgrounding
mainly focusses on calves
gaining skeletal weight on
natural grazing or cultivated pastures, or
even in pens where roughage is given as
a main source of nutrition. The idea is to
first allow the calves to grow out their
skeletal frames at a low accounting cost,
before they are placed in the feedlot to
gain muscle mass and fat.

Research into backgrounding
Backgrounding is a well-established
practice across the world, and a lot of
research has been done in the past. The
vast majority of this research highlighted
the benefits of backgrounding, whereas
very few disadvantages were identified.
However, most of the existing research
was done from an animal science
perspective, and therefore focussed on
its scientific benefits.
Depending on the type and period
of backgrounding, the practice
has been found to assist calves in
overcoming weaning shock, provide
opportunities for rumen development,
assist in building immunity (if calves are
vaccinated correctly), and assist with
skeletal growth.
Previous research has also found
that the practice is cost-effective, as
backgrounding can be done at a very
low cost and calves can basically grow in
frame on natural grazing and rock salt
where the grazing quality is good.
Although research has pointed out
the benefits of backgrounding for cattle
production systems in many countries,
very little of this research is truly
applicable to our South African climate
and production systems.

Local conditions
One of the factors which producers
in South Africa are uncertain about,
is the ideal period of backgrounding.
Should the animals be backgrounded for
four, six or eight weeks? International

research does suggest specific periods,
but the calves are generally much
heavier than those found in South
Africa.
A second question that arises, is
whether a South African weaner calf
of 160kg has to go through the same
period of backgrounding as a calf
that weighs 250kg? A third headache
is that previous research found that
calves need to gain 1kg in weight per
day during backgrounding, in order for
it to achieve the best feedlot results.
This means that, especially on winter
grazing, rock salt is not a sufficient
supplement and the expenses associated
with providing the necessary lick to
sufficiently increase protein and energy
intake, can significantly increase the cost
of backgrounding.

A local research project
Given the information gaps surrounding
backgrounding in South Africa, the
Department of Agricultural Economics
at the University of the Free State, in
collaboration with Sernick, launched
a project aimed at finding answers to
these and other questions. A simplified
description of the project entails
that 400 bull calves were purchased
and divided into four weight groups
(<180kg, 181-200kg, 201-220kg and
221-250kg), after which each group was
again divided into four backgrounding
periods (zero, four, six and eight weeks).
As part of the research, opportunity
costs were also included in the
calculation to determine the total
economic advantage or disadvantage
of backgrounding. The opportunity cost
was the amount for which the grazing
used for backgrounding could be rented
out. The general reasoning is often that
the land has already been paid for, and is
therefore free. As a result, its economic
value is then not taken into account.
The calves were backgrounded first
after which they were sent to the feedlot
and fed until they reached the same live
target weight. The production results
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were then used in a one-year simulation
model so that weekly purchase and sale
prices across 52 weekly cycles could be
taken into account.

New insights
The results yielded by the project
provided a lot of new insights regarding
backgrounding and associated feedlot
finishing. The first important result was
that when the opportunity cost (rent)
of land was taken into account, all the
weight groups would have yielded more
profit, had they not been backgrounded
at all. This indicates that the economic
value of natural grazing in South Africa
is higher than the benefits yielded by
backgrounding. A producer should
therefore be more profitable if he puts
his calves directly into the feedlot and
leases his grazing or uses it for cow-calf
production.
The second important result was the
fact that when the opportunity cost of
the land (rental value) was not taken
into account, it was more profitable to
background the three heavier groups for
eight weeks, while sending the lightest
group directly to the feedlot. However,
this finding directly opposes our general
practice of preparing lighter calves on
the veld. The fact, however, is that the
feed conversion efficiency of these
lighter animals is so high, that their
productivity in a direct feedlot placement
outperforms that of backgrounding.

In closing
Although backgrounding is widely
applied in South Africa, research
has found that it is not always the
most economically profitable system.
Producers and feedlots must therefore
carefully consider and take opportunity
costs into account before summarily
backgrounding their calves.
For more information, contact
Chéri-Lynn Roodman at
CheriLynnRoodman@gmail.com.
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