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PREFACE

Replacement heifers
are an asset class on their own
By Phillip Lee, chief executive officer: Simmentaler Cattle Breeders’ Society of Southern Africa

If a cattle farmer were to group the different production cycles of his/her cattle herd
into different asset groups, it becomes clear that there are indeed different investment
opportunities with different yield options.
One such asset group in each farmer’s
portfolio is his replacement heifers.
Unfortunately, it is also this important
asset class that sometimes falls short
in terms of performance, with negative
long-term financial consequences.

Definition of a replacement heifer

A replacement heifer is a female
animal that, under normal conditions,
develops in such a way, that she reaches
approximately 66% of her adult weight at
around 18 months of age, after which she
can be successfully bred and deliver a live
calf at around 85% of her adult weight.
She must have a 90% chance of
reconception and must wean at least
45% of her bodyweight. She is expected
to wean a calf every year and maintain an
intercalving period (ICP) of less than 400
days for the next ten to twelve years.
This definition of replacement heifers
makes it clear that expectations are very
high, and one can therefore understand
why the yield (calf percentage, weaning
weight and reconception percentage) is
sometimes disappointing.

The role of good management

The influence of the fund manager in
terms of the specific asset class cannot be
overemphasised. This includes all aspects
of herd management, from supervision
and health management to nutrition
management and selection. It still
happens all too often that heifers are left
somewhere in a mountain camp, almost
forgotten, in an effort to make them
‘hardy’ – definitely a recipe for poor yield.
Similarly, when the replacement group
is incorporated prematurely into the
rest of the cow herd. The guideline is to
manage replacement heifers as such until
they are certified pregnant for a second

time by a veterinarian. This basically
entails a three-year programme. The
heifer’s potential as a future herd cow is
secured during this period.

Where does selection start?

Selection starts during the mothers’
breeding season. Give preference to
heifers born early in the season. Not
only do they wean at a heavier weight
on average, but the daughters of early
calving cows tend to calve at the same
time during the season as their mothers.
Ideally, 60% of cows should calve within
the first three weeks of the calving
season, and preference should be given
to those heifers.
After weaning, selection measures
such as weaning weight, correct
conformation, good female traits
and sexual development should be
considered. This can be seen as the first
round of selection and it is therefore
recommended that producers make
provision for the number of heifers
selected, as some of the heifers may not
make it through to the second round.
The second round of selection is
during weaning, after the replacement
heifers have calved. All heifers must
be examined by the veterinarian
pre-breeding to check for functional
reproductive systems. Here aspects such
as reconception percentage, weaning
weight and growth rate are taken into
account – these are all indicators of
adaptability.

The veterinarian’s role

The veterinarian’s role and setting up
a focused vaccination and deworming
programme is a crucial one. Some of the
most important vaccinations for heifers
must be administered before weaning.
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Always regard timeous vaccination as a
long-term investment in your heifers.
Pay particular attention to sexually
transmitted diseases. This is especially
important for producers who buy in
replacement heifers. Insist on veterinary
certification confirming that the animals
have tested negative for existing sexual
diseases.
Do not forget about annual booster
vaccinations prior to the breeding season.
This is the best way of building resistance
against diseases.

Growth curve management

There are many studies on the growth
rate of replacement heifers and the
consequent reproduction performance
in the herd. The earlier a heifer calves for
the first time, the higher her productivity
will be for the remainder of her life. It is,
however, highly correlated with her level
of nutrition, especially in the run-up to
her first breeding season.
Experiments on three different
breeds showed that the percentage of
heat detection on 14-month-old heifers
growing an average 700g per day,
compared to heifers growing an average
350g per day, was almost 25% higher.
Weigh your heifers regularly and follow
a strategic supplement programme to
reach the desired target weights.
Keep in mind that environmental
and breed variations occur and that
any nutritional programme needs to be
adjusted accordingly. Also remember
that heifers must reach their target
weight before the start of the breeding
season. The emphasis is on proactive
management.
Please enjoy the technical articles
and member visits in this issue of
SIMM-biosis.

FOD1649 / FOD2017

FOD1853

FOD1422 / FOD20104
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Breeding goals:
Medium frame
Fertility
Adaptability

Visitors always
welcome

Corné de Jager • 082 920 2998 • corndejager@gmail.com

FOCUS ON ...

Adaptability: Paving the way
for the Simmentalers of the future
By Andries Gouws

It was a long and rocky road that
Simmentaler cattle had to walk
in order to adapt to the harsh
climate conditions of Southern
Africa. Today, they are thriving in
virtually every region of this part
of the continent, thanks to their
adaptability established over
many centuries through natural
selection, as well as purposeful
selection by Southern African cattle
breeders who successfully use this
exceptional breed.
In fact, the history of the Simmentaler
tells how, centuries ago, the Romans
purchased some of the animals in the
Simme Valley in the Bernese Highlands
of Switzerland, and steered them across
the mountain passes of the Alps to Italy.
Their journey to Southern Africa was
very similar, and included an arduous sea
voyage.
Over time, extensive trials were
conducted to confirm the adaptability
of pure Simmentalers, and nowadays
breeders and commercial livestock
farmers can utilise the modern tools of
estimated breeding values to identify
adaptability traits such as days to calving,
weaning weights, post-weaning growth,
cow weights and frame size.
Peter Massmann, former breed
director of the Simmentalers in South
Africa and Namibia, says most people
view the Simmentaler’s place of origin as
a cattle-friendly paradise, but the Simme
River runs through a valley at the foothills
of the Alps characterised by its steep
mountains and heavy snowfall during
winter. The fact that the mountain slopes
were probably grazed in the summer
months during that time must have
tested the animals’ ability to walk.
In the winter months, they were
presumably kept mainly in stables, similar

Simmentalers were the first cattle breed in South Africa to include production figures as an integral
part of show judging. This ensured that the most beautiful animals were also good performers.

to today’s feedlots. The cattle were used
for dairy and meat production, and as
draught animals.

A gruelling journey and arrival

Upon their arrival in Southern Africa in
1893, the Simmentalers were offloaded
from the ships by lifting cranes onto
flat-bottomed vessels in what was
then German South-West Africa, today
Namibia, at Swakopmund. Because there
was no harbour where the ships could
moor, the cattle were pushed into the
breakers and had to swim to shore.
And so the first Simmentalers set
foot in a region where large portions of
the available agricultural land would be
regarded as fallow land elsewhere in the
world.
From there, they were steered for
approximately 80km through the Namib
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desert to a Rhenish mission station,
where their hooves were covered with
solid iron to protect them from the rough
terrain. Livestock farmers still use this
technique today when bringing breeding
animals from the sandy parts into the
rocky Khomas-Hochland.
Numerous Simmentaler cattle were
subsequently imported, with the aim of
improving the milk and meat production
of indigenous cattle breeds. Some of the
pioneer farmers caught wild animals for
circuses and zoos in Europe in exchange
for these Simmentalers.

Simmentalers impress SA farmers

The first Simmentalers to arrive in South
Africa were introduced in 1905 by the
last president of the Free State Republic,
MT Steyn. They settled on his farm Onze
Rust near Bloemfontein, where they were
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FOCUS ON ...
exposed to the challenging conditions
of the Free State. The adaptability and
reproductive ability of the cattle amid
extremely hot summers and bitterly cold
winters on the open veld, far exceeded
Steyn’s expectations.
Reinie Rusch, a third-generation
Simmentaler breeder who farms in the
mountains west of Windhoek, remembers
his father always referring to the
Simmentaler cow as an animal that can
produce a full bucket of milk with enough
left to raise her calf well, regardless of
challenging climate conditions and
scarce grazing. This trait is what probably
endorsed the breed the most.

The first performance tests

The growth in the breed’s popularity
prompted scientists and agricultural
administrators to study this red-coated
cattle breed’s performance under
Southern African veld conditions and
compare it to that of other beef cattle
breeds.
According to Peter, this research
began in 1951 with a trial conducted over
ten years with one indigenous, six British
and three European cattle breeds. The
study was conducted at the Omatjenne
experimental farm near Otjiwarongo
in Namibia. The results showed that
the Simmentaler produced the highest
income per herd, and included fertility,
mortality, milk production, growth and
slaughter weight.
The research was followed by further
studies in South Africa, including a study
at the Mara research station in Limpopo.
There, the emphasis shifted from
productivity under extensive conditions
to production per unit area. The reason
for this was because the commercial
cattle producer wants to know how
much meat, and of which quality, he can
produce on his farm.
The approach incorporated,
among other things, the environment,
management and adaptability of the
animals. Numerous other research
projects have been undertaken and are
constantly being adapted and refined
in order to give direction to breeders
in respect of sustainable breeding and
continuous breed improvement.

process that makes it easier for organisms
to survive and reproduce in their habitat.
In the case of beef cattle, it is a
process that makes it easier to survive,
produce and reproduce in a particular
environment. This is in line with Reinie
Rusch’s definition of an adapted cow: one
that annually produces a calf that can
grow. An adapted cow or heifer is able
to absorb sufficient nutrients from the
natural grazing so that she can grow and
produce calves, says Michael.
An adapted animal lives in harmony
with all the factors that can influence its
environment. Climate is probably the
most important. It affects vegetation as
well as parasite pressure, which in turn
directly affects the animal’s ability to
produce and reproduce there.

The environment and management
Southern Africa’s environmental
conditions and management systems
vary greatly. When a livestock farmer
resettles his or her cattle, the animals
are exposed to new challenges. For that
reason, the environment must be taken
into account when selecting animals that
can realise one’s breeding goals.
Various factors can cause stress in
animals, including nutrition, diseases, the
weather, topography, parasites, predators,
and so on. When it comes to nutrition,
stress factors can include the quality,

quantity and nutritional value of feed and
even poisonous plants in the pasture.
Differences in adaptability occur between
as well as within breeds.

Genetic ability to adapt

Genetic adaptability revolves around
an animal’s innate ability to survive and
reproduce the next generation, thus
ensuring the survival of the species.
This ability is captured through natural
selection over many generations and, in
the case of Simmentalers, occurred over
several centuries.
According to Michael, information
relating to the genetic traits of cattle,
which nowadays form part of estimated
breeding values and condition, can
be used as indicators of adaptability.
Condition entails the visual appearance
of the animals compared to their
counterparts in the same environment.
Cattle that are adapted to their
environment will have a smooth, shiny
coat and will be in better condition than
their unadapted counterparts.
Research shows that body condition is
the most important indicator of a cow’s
ability to calve, become pregnant again
and maintain a good intercalving period.
If a cow is lean after having weaned her
calf, it is essential that she gains weight
for the sake of her unborn calf. Once the
calf arrives, the very best colostrum is

Adaptability of beef cattle

Dr Michael Bradfield, well-known South
African geneticist from the Livestock
Registering Federation (LRF) in Pretoria,
says adaptability is the evolutionary

Today Simmentalers are adapted to almost all parts of Southern Africa and they do not lag behind
any other beef breeds in terms of sustainable and profitable meat production.
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and reproduce maximally. Constant
adaptation to the changing environment
and climate is necessary.
Integrating new technologies into
research, and transferring information
and its application at farm level, provide
numerous opportunities for further
development and new strategies to
breed animals that are adapted to their
environment, and to keep pace with
changing challenges such as climate
change.

Dual purposed for greater profit

Dr Michael Bradfield.

Peter Massmann.

needed to protect the calf from viral and
bacterial infections.
The condition of the cattle is also the
most important indicator of the herd’s
nutritional status. When animals start
losing condition, the producer must take
a closer look at the grazing, adjust the
supplementary feeding and ensure that
sufficient roughage is available.
An American scientist, Jared Decker
from the University of Missouri, wrote in a
paper that stress factors that impede the
reproduction and production of cattle,
are costing the cattle industry in America
more than a billion dollars (approximately
R14 billion) every year. It is essential that
more adaptable animals are identified
in order to address this problem. In his
opinion, artificial insemination provides
at least part of the answer to the more
rapid multiplication of such animals.

sequencing using information from 1 700
cattle in a bid to identify the variants that
play a role in adaptability.
Once animals have adapted to
a region, they tend to produce and
reproduce well. Those that perform
poorly are culled and produce no
offspring. This natural selection changes
the order of DNA variants associated with
adaptation.
He says the initial research conducted
into fesque poisoning serves as a
model that can be applied more widely.
It includes DNA variants that affect
properties such as heat, cold, altitude,
humidity, drought, parasite tolerance,
disease immunity, feed efficiency and
so on.

Region-specific genomics

Existing information, technology and
methods will equip cattle breeders to
identify such animals. The University of
Missouri has launched a project allowing
for the selection of commercial breeding
animals that will be able to adapt to
similar areas within each of the nine
production regions in the United States,
in terms of topography and climate.
Their approach is to develop
region-specific genomic predictions
that focus on the variants indicating
different stressors in each region. The
university performs whole-genome DNA

Adapting for climate change

Michael says beef cattle is a major
contributor to food security and the
provision of healthy, high-quality food.
This makes it an important source of
income for most livestock farmers in
the country. Therefore, sustainable
beef production in a changing climate
is essential. In order to counteract the
negative effects of climate change, a
multiple disciplinary approach that
includes sustainable cattle breeding,
nutrition and health is essential.
This approach requires that breeders
understand and analyse the response
of their animals to the environment, so
that they can adjust the management of
the animals and allow them to produce
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Thanks to pioneering breeders’
purposeful approach, says Peter, the
Simmentaler breed and its breeders are
in an extremely favourable position to do
just that.
Initially, especially in Namibia,
the dual-purpose traits of the breed
were fully utilised. The largest dairy in
the country at that time milked only
Simmentalers and Simmentaler types,
which provided a very good income for
the farmers. Calves were kept in pens
during the day, and two teats were
milked for milk and cream, while the
other two fed the calves. At the same
time, the cattle produced highly soughtafter carcasses.
Stephan Voigts, a fourth-generation
Simmentaler breeder, says that between
1920 and 1930 cow prices dropped
from 160 German marks to 20 German
marks. That made it pointless to sell a
cow while being able to fetch twice the
slaughter price from the cow’s cream
production. Simmentaler farmers at that
time fared much better financially than
those who farmed British breeds, which
they could not milk. Over time, greater
emphasis was placed on the breed’s
meat traits while not neglecting milk
production.
The Simmentaler Cattle Breeders’
Society of Southern Africa was the first
to incorporate performance figures
as an important component of show
judging, in the process ensuring that
the most beautiful animals did not have
to lag behind other breeds in terms of
reproduction and production.

For more information, contact Peter
Massman on 082 926 2113
or email cpeterm@iafrica.com, or
Dr Michael Bradfield on
082 857 0961 or michael@lrf.co.za.

Vyf top Wymar-bulle beskikbaar tydens
die Lichtenburg-skou se 2021-veiling.

Hierdie bul se saad te
koop (bul nie op veiling).

Veiling

Lichtenburg-skou
21 Oktober 2021

Francois Schutte • 065 707 1088
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Simmentalers offer opportunities
on tough terrain

A

ndrew and Colette Masterson
run a diversified farming
enterprise on the farm
Milagro, near Oyster Bay in
the Humansdorp district. Their
farm consists of a dairy herd, a Simmentaler
stud, Angus stud, a commercial herd of
Simmentaler and Angus crossbreeds, and a
wool sheep herd.
The farm is 550ha in size and they are
renting another 700ha of adjoining veld.
The average annual rainfall on the farm is
historically around 900mm, but over the
past five years this figure has remained
below 600mm. Cultivated pastures consist
of oats and ryegrass in winter, and sorghum
and kikuyu in summer.
The beef cattle mostly graze the rented
land which consists of mainly sourveld. The
area is characterised by severe redwater,
heartwater and gallsickness.

The Simmentaler branch

The Mastersons started farming
Simmentalers in 2004, after having
purchased ten registered cows and
heifers. “The registered Simmentaler herd
now consists of approximately 150 female
animals,” says Andrew. “It was a fairly easy
choice to start farming Simmentalers.
From the onset I was drawn by the
opportunities the Simmentaler breed
presents for any cattle farm. In fact, I see
no reason why Simmentaler genetics
should not be used in any crossbreeding
programme.”
He notes that the economic benefits
are usually clearly visible after only one
generation, once registered Simmentaler
bulls have been used in any commercial
cow herd. The offspring of Simmentaler
bulls undoubtedly wean heavier than
those of other breeds, and this is
something that has immediate financial
benefits for a weaner calf producer, he
says.
“Feedlots are prepared to pay
premium prices for Simmentaler calves
and Simmentaler crossbred calves. Often
they pay this premium for heifers as
well. If a weaner calf producer decides to
keep some of the heifers as replacement

By Carin Venter

Milagro Japan 1023. (Photo: Colette Masterson)

animals, they will also enjoy the benefit
of higher milk production when these
heifers calve. The higher milk production
will then also lead to heavier weaner
calves.”

Selection of cows and bulls

South African cattle producers generally
prefer dark red cattle. In the case of the
Simmentaler breed, their colour varies

from dark red to light yellow. “The colour
of a Simmentaler does not bother me at
all. In fact, some of my very best cattle
are yellow,” says Andrew.
Simmentalers are hardy cattle found
across the country and are also popular
in the extreme conditions of Namibia.
“Female Simmentalers are very fertile
and can easily calve for the first time
at two to two-and-a-half years. I prefer

Milagro Amy 1471 and her calf, Milagro Quarterback 1751. Milagro Amy was named Beef Queen and
Gold Cup Interbreed Winner during Agri-Expo Livestock in 2018 at Sandringham. (Photo: Wikus van
der Merwe)
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Commercial calves from a registered
Simmentaler bull can easily wean 20kg
per calf more than calves from other
breeds’ bulls. Andrew elaborates: “If
a weaner calf producer markets 300
weaner calves annually at a weaner calf
price of R30/kg, the income for the farm
in one year can be as much as R180 000
higher through the use of Simmentaler
bulls alone.”
The animals’ growing ability is very
important in the environment in which
they farm. “My Simmentaler calves must
wean at 300kg at the least. At certain
times of the year I have quite a lot of
pastures available for the cattle. That is
why it is important that my cows produce
enough milk to wean a heavy calf. After
all, it is the production of milk and meat
that made the Simmentaler so popular in
the first place.”
Milagro Premier 1644, Simmentaler World Champion in 2019. (Photo: Wikus van der Merwe)

adult cows that weigh around 670kg
that can wean good heavy weaner
calves.
“When I select female animals, I put
a lot of emphasis on femininity and a
cow that is wedge-shaped with sufficient
length, width and capacity. Of course, a
cow must also be able to move easily and
her udder must be functionally correct.
The capacity of the cow is important for
the conversion of roughage, which can
sometimes be poor, into milk and meat.”
When it comes to bull selection,
Andrew places a lot of emphasis on the
masculinity and walking ability of a bull.
“I like bulls that show good muscling,
but keep an eye out for bulls that are too

hard muscled. In my experience, these
hard-muscled bulls often breed female
animals with less femininity and milk.”
Some of the other traits they select for in
the bulls are length, width and capacity,
along with a strong back and loins.

Sought after where it matters

“Simmentaler calves and Simmentaler
crossbred calves are sought after in
feedlots because of their excellent
growing ability and temperament,” says
Andrew. “They produce a heavy carcass
with a high percentage of valuable cuts.
In addition, they don’t easily become
overweight. Heavier carcasses are very
popular in the meat industry these days.”

Do not be stingy with genetics

Andrew believes that both stud and
commercial cattle producers face the
same type of challenges. These include
factors such as rising input costs,
stagnant producer prices and climate
challenges. Therefore, he believes that it
is essential to manage costs thoroughly
and earn maximum profit from a cattle
investment.
“It is important for us to make good
quality genetic material available
to commercial producers and thus
contribute to the improvement of
the national beef cattle herd. The
improvement of the national beef cattle
herd will lead to higher production per
animal and per hectare. This in turn will
contribute to food security. Simmentaler
bulls are relatively affordable and I would
advise cattle producers not to hold back
when buying good genetics.”

The role of shows

The Mastersons like to attend shows
because it is a good opportunity to
measure their animals against those of
other stud breeders. “The exposure we
get at shows is invaluable and plays a
major role in the marketing of our herd.
It also makes the public and fellow
producers aware of the excellent traits of
the Simmentaler breed.”

For more information, contact
Andrew Masterson on 082 321 1462
or email colette@milagro.co.za.

A group of young Simmentaler bulls. (Photo: Wikus van der Merwe)
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Abraham Kruger in his office
on the farm Rietfonteinpoort.

From Karoo farmer to world player:
A legend shares his passion
By Izak Hofmeyr

H

ow does an ordinary Karoo
farmer breeding Merino sheep
and Simmentaler cattle make
his genetics world-renowned?
How does he become one of
the leading breeders in the world, despite
all the restrictions placed on the export
of genetics from South Africa to the rest
of the world?
According to Abraham Kruger of the
Toverberg Simmentaler Stud just outside
Colesberg in the Karoo, a number of
factors play a role. These include luck,
the right time and place, the ability to
identify good animals and, best of all, the
ability to spot an opportunity when it
presents itself.
Uncle Abraham is 86 years old and has
been farming for over 60 years. His family
originally hails from the Venterstad area,
but with the construction of the Gariep
Dam they lost their land and his father,
Niclaas, bought the farm Rietfonteinpoort
located approximately 10km outside
Colesberg. It was at Rietfonteinpoort
where the Toverberg Simmentaler and
Toverberg Merino Stud found their
footing.
“I have been fascinated by animal
breeding all my life. For me, good
breeding stands on two pillars:
conformation and genetic background.
I also believe in the value of an

outstanding cow herd – everything
revolves around the cows. In my constant
search for the best genetics, I traversed
the country for many years. In the early
1970s I also imported animals from
Germany on two occasions and they had
a great influence on my herd.”

A good partnership

The offspring of these animals allowed
him to achieve great success, both as
a breeder and at various shows in the
country. It was at the 1998 Pretoria Show
where the factors of luck, and the right
time and place, co-mingled with the
ability to identify good animals.
“Through my brother Bingle, an
engineer who shared a business interest
with a Canadian engineer, Ron Nolan, I
was able to meet this special man at the
show. Ron was the owner of the famous
Bar 5 Ranch in Canada. He was in South
Africa because he believed we had the
best dual-purpose Simmentaler genes in
the world at that time.”
Ron was very impressed with one of
Abraham’s champion heifers, Toverberg
Reinette. Thus began a conversation
that would culminate in a partnership
agreement that changed lives in more
ways than one. “You see, Ron Nolan is
also a born stud breeder and he wanted
to be the best in the world. Together we

SIMM-biosis

15 September 2021

saw the opportunity to acquire the very
best Simmentalers in South Africa, and
to export embryos to Canada and market
the genetics worldwide from there.”

The agreement

According to the agreement, Abraham
would buy female animals in South
Africa on behalf of Ron and keep them
at Rietfonteinpoort. He would also be
responsible for obtaining the very best
bulls in the world.
Embryos would then be flushed and
exported to Canada, where they would
be placed in recipient cows on the Bar 5
estate, where the calves would then be
raised and sold. Their marketing efforts
would centre around a prestigious
auction destined to attract buyers from
all over the world, but especially America,
Brazil and Mexico. The income from
the sale of the calves would be divided
equally.

A shift in emphasis

When he started out with the
Simmentalers, Germany was the main
source of genetics, explains Abraham.
In stayed this way for about 30 years.
However, when mad cow disease broke
out in the late 1980s, there was a clear
emphasis shift in Germany from dualpurpose breeds to the milk Simmentaler.

Designed by Plaas Media AV0521
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“This shift in emphasis made it
clear worldwide that South Africa
now possessed the best dual-purpose
Simmentalers in the world and that
is why Ron Nolan was at the Pretoria
Show that year – he came looking for
genetics. Of course, it is impossible to
export semen from here. The only way
to export our genetics is via embryos
and that is indeed how we sent South
African genetics into the world for more
than a decade.”
The project lasted twelve years and
although it came to an end almost ten
years ago, its effect is still thoroughly
visible.
“The Bar 5 breeding policy was
based on unrelated lines. Hence they
only showed interest in animals from
South Africa, which were not at all
related to their own genetics in the
five-generation pedigree. These animals
were marketed under the banner of Bar
5 SA.
“After eleven years, we had used all
the genetics available at the time in
South Africa and Namibia. There was
nothing new I could provide them with.
Bar 5 now breeds mainly from offspring
that come from South Africa, but the
genetics are so well established in their
own herd that they no longer have to
import embryos from South Africa.”

saturation process at Bar 5. “Where one
could normally get a calf per year from
a cow, we received an average of six
embryos per flush from one cow. Each
cow was flushed approximately every
two months, giving us approximately 36
embryos per donor per year.
“I literally showered them with
embryos. Remember, the man who buys
these animals pays a lot of money for
them and therefore also uses embryo
technology to produce as much offspring
as possible from his investment. The
wonder of embryo technology, of course,
is that we were able to export all of our
very best genetics without harming our
own herd. We still possess the very best
dual-purpose genetics in the world!”
The cow Toverberg Erika serves as
proof. Her embryos were among the very
first to be exported at that time. Of the
19 Simmentaler bulls that Semex then
sold around the world, three of her calves
were from different bulls.
The name of Bar 5 SA Lady Siska also
deserves mentioning. A buyer in Brazil
sold her for a million US dollars. Semen
from bulls that made their mark on the
international market under the Bar 5 SA
banner represented the highest sales at
Semex and were exported to a total of 60
countries.

The wonder of embryo technology

Toverberg Tessa AK0039 certainly
counts among the cows that had a
prominent influence on the South

The use of embryo technology, says
Abraham, significantly accelerated the

Local standouts

Some of the female animals at
Rietfonteinpoort.

African Simmentaler landscape. Then
there is Toverberg Rachel AK006, mother
of the well-known Salerika Eksellent who
herself had a major influence on the
industry.
Toverberg Erika AK999 is the mother
of both BAR5 Expert and BAR5 Piona,
and her performance speaks for itself.
Toverberg Tombi AK9644 also belongs
on the roll of honour. She was supreme
champion at the Pretoria Show in
2005 and was used very successfully
by Leeupoort Simmentalers for 15
years. Several bulls bred from her have
had great success in the industry and
includes Tombar, who bred Leeupoort
Betombi PN13563.
Leeupoort Betombi deserves special
mention. This granddaughter of Tombi
was crowned international ‘Simmentaler
Miss World’ in 2017.

The end of an era

Sadly, says Abraham, the time has come
to start preparing for his exit from the
industry. He is currently propagating
these exceptional genetics on his farm, so
that he can present a final sale and place
the fruits of his life’s work into the hands
of a new generation of breeders.
For more information,
call Abraham Kruger
on 082 854 4139.
The bull Toverberg Footpath was recently sold to Jaco du Preez for R200 000
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Success is an exercise in collaboration

L

ooking at what Leeupoort
Simmentalers at Rustenburg has
achieved over the years, it is clear
that the father and son team of
Peet and Gert Nienaber is doing
something right. During the national
Simmentaler championship in 2008, two
years after Gert joined his father, they
earned the most points for male animals.
They repeated this achievement at the
championships in 2011, 2014 and 2017.
In 2011 Leeupoort Zagreb was named
national junior champion and in 2014,
national grand champion bull.
However, the year 2017 was the big
one for Leeupoort, when they showed
both the national grand champion bull,
Leeupoort Zissou, and the grand champion
cow, Leeupoort Betombi. They also fetched
the most points for both male and female
animals, as well as the most overall points
and was awarded ‘breeder of champions’.
Of the eleven awards that could be won
at the national championships, Leeupoort
won eight that year.

The show stage

Shows, Gert believes, remain the greatest
showcase for a Simmentaler stud. “A show
is the only event where a number of
cattle of the same age and from different
breeders, can be compared with each
other in the same location.
“It is true that a degree of personal
taste is involved when selecting the
winner, but it is about more than that.
You may be under the impression that
your cattle fit in nicely with your breeding
goal of a medium-frame type, but
when you see your cattle among other
breeders’ cattle, you may find that they
are actually much larger than the others.
That is how you measure yourself.”
Once you have the offspring of
different bulls together in one kraal,
clearly seeing that the group in the kraal
represents the same type, then you
know you are making progress with your
goals. If you further see your customers
returning year after year to buy more of
your cattle, and your customer base is
constantly growing, it means your vision
is spot on.

The role of cow lines

By Izak Hofmeyr
“My goal from the very start was to breed
adaptable, medium-framed cattle for the
commercial industry. In the process we
identified different cow lines that represent
this goal.”
When selecting his bulls, he says, the
cow line from which that bull comes plays
a decisive role. “Among others, I have a
cow named Leeupoort Labe PN07352, the
granddaughter of a cow that my father
imported from Germany. She produced
a bull named Leeupoort Zagreb. I used
the bull quite extensively and that is how
the Leeupoort Z-line started. Today, his
descendants have a great influence in the
country.”
When the first of Zagreb’s sons came
on to the market in 2014, it was clear that
commercial breeders value these animals
highly, says Gert. “In 2015, I sold one of
Zagreb’s sons, Zaire, to Rudi Lemke from
Botswana for R320 000. In 2017, some of
Zaire’s sons were auctioned off, including
Zarlo. One of his sons recently fetched the
highest price yet for a Simmentaler bull in
the country, when he sold for R450 000.”
Apart from the very strong Z-line,
Labe was also responsible for the L-line,
which was established by the bull Laban.
Laban goes back to another German line

from his sire, Labos, which comes from
Bosveld, which in turn comes from the
German cow Luise, and thus represents a
totally different line.
“A cow line that also plays a big role
in our herd is the Tombi line. My father
bought Toverberg Tombi, which was bred
by Uncle Abraham Kruger of Colesberg.
From her I bred Tombar, who is the sire of
the cow Betombi, who was the national
champion in 2017 and was also crowned
‘Miss World’.
“In her pedigree she has Toverberg
Tombi, Simlee Maryna (herself a very
good cow) and Leeupoort Betsie, who
comes from another of our very strong
cow lines, the B-line. Betsie, for example,
bred eleven stud bulls. Not many cows
have been able to achieve this feat. The
bull Proteasim Ponchos comes from that
line.”

Concept of adaptability

To Gert, the proof of adaptability is his
cattle’s ability to adapt under different
circumstances and the fact that buyers
from all over the country return to buy
more Leeupoort cattle.
“For example, in Botswana, Namibia
and Zimbabwe I have a very strong

Leeupoort Labe PN07352 is the granddaughter of Labe, who was imported from Germany. She is the
mother of Leeupoort Zagreb PN09581 and grandmother of Leeupoort Laban PN146.
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market for both male and female animals.
We also recently moved some cattle to
Zambia. In South Africa, our bulls are found
from the northern parts of Limpopo down
to the Western Cape. Our animals can also
be found as far west as the Kalahari and
towards the east of KwaZulu-Natal.”
His strong focus on cow lines, says
Gert, is because the Simmentaler
essentially remains a dual-purpose breed.
Those traits are directly responsible
for the excellent weaner calves and
replacement heifers that commercial
breeders obtain from them. Focussed
cow lines in which the dual-purpose traits
are firmly captured, form the foundation
on which everything is built.

Be among your animals

Gert tells the story of the matchbox
principle that beautifully illustrates his
approach to management: the dairy
farmer who was advised to shake a
matchbox next to each dairy cow’s ear
every day to solve his problems with poor
milk production. After having done this a
number of times, he realises that many of
his problems have indeed diminished.
When he asked the person who gave
him the advice what the science behind
the matchbox principle was, he explained
that the matchbox has no special powers.
It’s just that the farmer was now seeing
every animal every day, and is there to
spot problems and fix them.
His father, Peet, has an English saying.
“It consists of ten words, each with only

Leeupoort Zagreb PN09581 is the son of Leeupoort Labe PN07352 and the start of the Leeupoort
Z-line. Zagreb was named grand champion bull at several shows and crowned national grand
champion bull in 2014.

two letters, that sum up the essence of
his life philosophy: ‘If it is to be, it is up to
me.’ For me, it encapsulates the secret of
stud breeding. You are the driver of your
own path in life.”

The core of success

He was very young, Gert says, when his
father told him that there are two types
of successful people. One reaches success
at the expense of other people, and the
other is successful to the benefit of other
people.

100
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75

Leeupoort Laban PN146 is the grandson of Leeupoort Labe PN07352 and the start of the Leeupoort
L-line.
25
5
0
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“I firmly believe that no person is
greater than the industry, and that we
can all achieve sustainable success only
if it happens for the benefit of the entire
industry. If the Simmentaler as a breed
is doing well, then I am doing well. If the
commercial producer does not consider the
Simmentaler as an option in his production
programme, we all stand to lose.”
In 2014, Gert and Pieter Oelofse from
Taaibosspruit Simmentalers at Lichtenburg
established a joint stud called ProteaSim. “Taaibosspruit Simmentalers is one
of Leeupoort Simmentalers’ greatest
competitors, but on a personal level Pieter
is one of my greatest friends.”
Looking at the genetic progress and
successes that Taaibosspruit, Leeupoort
and Protea-Sim have made since 2014, says
Gert, it clearly proves that collaboration in
the midst of competition achieves greater
success, and that it is to the benefit of
the entire Simmentaler industry. Take for
example Protea-Sim Ponchos, a national
artificial insemination bull whose semen
has already been sold out. Rudi Lemke from
Botswana bought him.
“Former President Nelson Mandela used
to say: ‘With the right attitude, you can
never lose – you can either win or learn.’ We
just have to be willing to learn from one
another.”
For more information, phone
Gert Nienaber on 082 808 6390.
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Animal health calendar for cattle

MANAGEMENT

By Dr Danie Odendaal, Veterinarian Network

Winter to spring
Spring calving season
Jun

Jul

Aug

Dry

Sep

Oct

Nov

Dec

Calve
Birth

Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr

Mate
1

2

May

Wean

3

4

Blue ticks

5

6

7

Blue ticks
Multiple-host ticks

Pneumonia
Liver fluke and stomach fluke

2

3

4

Pneumonia
Liver fluke and stomach fluke

5

6

Mate

7

Birth

Wean

Dry

1

Calve

Autumn calving season
Management actions – production cycle
Spring calving season
Critical control points
Production goals
Prepare cows and heifers for the
calving season.

August

Cows must have a condition score of 3
(loins are full) before calving starts.

3

Calves (birth)
• Good observation of calves after birth to ensure that they suckle within six
hours to ingest colostrum.
Cows (before, during and after calving)
• Condition scoring prior to calving season must be completed. Give
supplementation to cows and heifers below a condition score of 3.
• Be prepared to assist cows and especially heifers with difficult births. The
necessary aids must be available. The vet should train workers to provide
basic support.
• Keep record of all calvings and follow up with recording the date of the first
standing heat after calving.

Management actions – season
Winter to spring
September
Pneumonia
3

October
2

Specific causative factors increase the risk of pneumonia:
• Mixing animals of different origins (herds).
• Animals in poor body condition.
• Major changes in weather, especially in the changing of seasons – wind,
dust, and vitamin A deficiency. Structured daily observation to avoid missing
the first signs of pneumonia.
2

Liver fluke infestation
2

2

If cattle became severely infected in autumn without being treated, they will
show signs of emaciation at the end of winter. The fluke will be in the bile
ducts of the liver and the body’s reaction will cause the liver to harden and not
function properly anymore.

The infestation can be diagnosed by a vet examining manure samples.
Replacement heifers
• Weigh replacement heifers (24 months old) which will be mated for the first
If cows are given expensive supplements, it is worthwhile to determine whether
time in summer and ensure that they reach the minimum breeding weight
they are infected with liver fluke. If so, administer effective treatment before
at the start of the first mating season.
giving supplementation.
Bulls (preparation for summer mating season)
• Make an appointment with the vet to test the bulls.
• Provide supplementation based on condition score, especially if the bulls
were used in the winter mating season.
Autumn calving season
Critical control points
Production goals
Maintain condition of cows with
calves during the winter mating
season.

Multiple-host ticks
0

1

Multiple-host tick numbers only start to increase as it becomes warmer, but the
nymphal stage of heartwater ticks is already active in spring. Where heartwater
is a problem, susceptible animals can be infected during the nymphal stage.

0

Good pregnancy rate of cows during
limited mating season.

Blue ticks
1

2

Be aware that blue tick eggs hatch when it becomes warm, even before it rains.
Treat against ticks as soon as the first engorged female ticks are visible.

Cows (during and after the mating season)
Make an appointment with the vet for pregnancy tests from eight weeks after
the end of the winter mating season and cull non-pregnant animals.
Since conditions and diseases differ between areas, livestock farmers are
advised to discuss the programme with their herd veterinarian. Veterinarian
Network supplies a computer programme offering an overview of when
diseases occur. It is used by veterinarians to adjust the programme for a specific
area or farm.
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0

0

Insect-borne diseases
0

0

The diseases occur later, but animals must be immunised against the diseases.
Severity of the disease outbreak
No problem
0
Mild problem
1
Moderate problem
2
Severe problem
3
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0 cases
1 case
> 1 case
> 10 cases

QPro Sumphos 15 P6
V28697 (Wet 36 van 1947)

QPro Sumphos 15 P6 is ‘n klaar gemengde fosfaaten spoormineraalaanvulling vir beeste, skaap en
herkouer-wild op groenweiding of somerveld.
Addisioneel het QPro Sumphos 15 P6 15%
ruproteïen wat voordelig is vir
midsomerdroogtetoestande.
QPro Sumphos 15 P6 kan
ook gebruik word as
oorgangslek na winterveld
toe.

feeds
Vir meer inligting en/of verwysing na u naaste tegniese adviseur, skakel ons kantoor by 058 303 9587
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Animal health calendar for cattle
Spring to summer
Spring calving season
Dry

Calve

Mate

Wean

Birth

1

2

3

4

5

6

Dec

Jan

Feb

Mar

Jun

Jul

Aug

Sep

Oct

Nov

2

3

4

5

6

7

Mate

Wean

Dry

7
Apr

May

Birth

1

Calve

Autumn calving season

Spring calving season
Production objectives
High pregnancy rate within a limited
mating season.

Special seasonal actions

Critical control points
•
•
•
•

Short first mating season for heifers.
Focus on second mating season for first-calvers.
Manage cows that are not sexually active.
Manage bulls during the mating season.

Cows (month prior to start of mating season and rest of mating season)
Identify cows that are not ready for the mating season one month before the start of mating. This includes too lean cows
(<2,5 condition score) and/or cows that have not shown standing heat at the start of the mating season. Manage these
cows as a separate group. Consult your vet. If this is not done, this group will influence the pregnancy rate negatively.
The ideal condition score at the start of the mating season is 2,5 and increases during the mating season.

Condition score 2

Condition score 3

Condition score 2,5

Replacement heifers (26-28 months of age)
• Weigh heifers a month before the start of their first mating season. Adapt nutrition so that they reach critical mating weight
– 75% of adult weight at the start of the first mating season – so that 85% of them can fall pregnant during the first two
heat cycles (42 days) of the mating season.
• Complete all immunisations (vector-borne virus diseases, viral reproduction diseases and vibriosis) and perform
strategic deworming one month prior to the start of the mating season.

Diarrhoea in calves
Report all cases of diarrhoea in
calves to the herd veterinarian, even
if you are administering your own
treatment. The extent of the disease
per region must be determined to
decide whether specific research on
the condition is necessary.
Trichomoniasis
Currently the biggest problem and
incidences are on the increase.
Because the disease can only be
transferred during mating, bulls must
be clean and no foreign bulls must be
allowed in the herd during the mating
season.
Multiple-host ticks
From November, more multiple-host
ticks, including brown ear ticks,
bont (heartwater) ticks and even
striped-leg ticks, are found. Brown
ear tick numbers are increasing,
even in areas that previously had no
problems. Spot treatment (inside the
ears) must be done weekly to
prevent tick damage.

First-calvers (three years old) – start of second mating season
• The most critical time in the production of beef cows is from first-time calving until second gestation. Altogether 90% of
the group’s successful second gestation depends on nutrition given before and during the second mating season. Give this
group the best grazing on the farm.
• Perform financially beneficial strategic deworming and mineral supplementation in the group.
Bulls (before and after the start of the summer mating season)
• Mating suitability examinations must be completed, and bulls must have a condition score of at least 3.
• Monitor mating capacity and specifically mating ability during the first three weeks of the mating season to ensure
that bulls mate efficiently.
Autumn calving season
Cows (weaning and management of dry cows)
• Conduct pregnancy examinations of cows mated in the winter. Cull non-pregnant cows when the C-grade price
reaches a peak.
Calves (before and after weaning)
• Administer clostridial immunisation and booster immunisation if not already done.

For more information, contact the author at email veeartsnetwerk@gmail.com.
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9 bulls and
8 females

If you want to breed the best, you have to buy the best
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MANAGEMENT

Preparing bulls for the mating season:

Nutrition for fertility
By Johan Mouton, technical manager: research and development, Molatek

Nutrition for mating readiness

The practice of getting bulls ready for
the mating season under high-level
feeding conditions is well known.
Overweight bulls, excessive testicular
fat, and outgrown hooves are problems
attributed to bulls receiving typical
feedlot rations.
Molatek undertook an evaluation to
investigate some of these practices. The
aim of the trial was to determine whether
feeding a typical finishing ration versus a
high-roughage ration, would bring about
drastic differences following a specific
feeding period when young bulls are
prepared for the mating season.
Two treatment groups of bull calves
weaned during autumn were used for the
study. As indicated in Table 1, treatment
group 1 received a typical feedlot ration.
Treatment group 2 received a starter,
growth and finishing ration with high

roughage levels. The feeding period
spanned 153 days.

Growth, conversion, rumen health

Figure 1 illustrates the generally expected
trend: the high-energy diet achieved
better growth. Treatment group 1 (high
energy) maintained 171g better growth
at 1 464g/day over the total period,
compared to treatment group 2 (high
roughage) which achieved 1 293g/day.
Group 1’s average starting weight was
227kg and ended at 451kg, compared to
group 2 which started at 228kg and ended
at 425kg.
Table 2 shows the feed conversion
performance achieved, with the highroughage diet (group 2) achieving a
better feed conversion ratio than the
high-energy diet (group 1). Both groups of
animals’ rumens developed well, and no
rumen damage occurred. This emphasises
that rumen damage can be caused by
other factors such as incorrect trough
management, regardless of the ration. No
other organ abnormalities were observed.

Score allocation

Following the adaptation period, the
bulls were subjectively scored for their
potential to develop into breeding

bulls, as well as their claw depth and
length. These measurements and score
allocations were repeated at the end of
the trial. No abnormalities, with specific
reference to outgrown claws or pastern
problem development, were observed in
either of the groups.
The fact that no outgrown claws were
noted in the high-energy group with
an extended feeding period, indicates
that outgrown claws likely also contain
a genetic aspect, especially considering
that the phenomenon is usually found in
individual animals, and not in a group as
a whole. Nutrition, in this study, did not
eliminate phenotypic problems or give
rise to new ones.

Scrotal evaluation

Although both treatment groups
recorded the same initial mass, the highroughage group showed a 29% increase
in scrotal circumference over the feeding
period, compared to 16% for the highenergy group.
The initial circumference of the
high-roughage group was smaller than
that of the high-energy group, which
may make the percentage increase
in mass seem confusing. Regarded in
context, both groups had satisfactory

Figure 1: Progressive ADG of bulls that received a high-energy, low-roughage (1)
and low-energy, high-roughage (2) ration, respectively.

Treatment 1 high

Gram / day

T

he value of reproduction in a
cow herd is indisputable. Much
care and attention is paid to
the cow herd in order to best
utilise this important economic
trait. However, bulls are often neglected
while still expecting them to perform and
service the herd after a long winter. If their
condition is not on par, they are given
high-quality rations for a period of time.
But does it really have the desired effect?
In a study that expressed fertility in
terms of semen quality, motility, disorders
and more, 35% of the bulls that were fed
well, exhibited fertility at twelve months
compared to 95% that showed good
semen quality at 18 months.
Bulls with a good scrotal size (at
least 35cm at 18 months) present better
conception rates than bulls with a small
testis size, and female animals born from
bulls with a good scrotal size tend to reach
oestrus earlier. These bulls’ semen also
tend to be healthier, with an associated
increased conception rate. This is nature’s
way of confirming that the hormonal
action is effective.

Treatment 2 low

Timelapse in days
* Day 0 to 31 was from empty stomach to full stomach mass.
** Extreme cold was experienced during the trial period, with snow and rain occurring.
*** ADG = average daily gain.
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Table 1: Ration formulations fed (100% dry analysis).
Treatment 1
Feedlot ration
0 - 153 days
Beef Fat 33+
Molasses meal
Bypass protein
Maize meal
Lucerne
Oulands grass
Cotton seed

160
80
0
750
0
100
0

Protein %
TDN %
Fibre %

12,9%
83,5%
8,7%

Starter
0 - 30 days
Kilogram
80
40
50
150
100
200
0
Percentage
14,9%
68,7%
22,7%

Treatment 2
Growth
30 - 110 days

Finishing
110 - 153 days

120
0
0
300
100
200
0

160
80
0
550
50
100
50

14,3%
71,9%
19,4%

14,3%
80,5%
11,9%

* TDN = total digestible nutrients.

Table 2: Feed intake data from both treatment groups.

Treatment 1
Treatment 2

Feed intake as % of
bodymass (as is)

Feed conversion
ratio

Rumen scoring

3,02%
2,45%

6,99
6,17

100% healthy
100% healthy

testicular development and ended with
a circumference greater than 36cm.
During the fertility examination and
dissection, no phenotypic differences
were observed in testis development,
with the total testicular mass consisting
of 30% fat and 70% testicular tissue,
after the skin was removed. This trend
was the same in both treatment groups.
However, the total testicular weight
in the high-energy group was higher
than that of the high-roughage group,
although both developed to the same
scrotal size. No significant inferences can
be drawn from this observation, since
the testicular mass at the start of the
study was unknown.
During the clinical examination, the
seminal vesicles in the high-energy
group showed more abnormalities,
although still within specification. What
is important, however, is that good
testicular development occurred in both
treatment groups and fat accumulation
did not differ between the treatments.

Evaluation of the semen

The bulls’ semen was collected using
the electrostimulation technique,
which can sometimes adversely affect
sample quality. Results were therefore
evaluated within this context. For

all parameters during the semen
evaluation, the results were the
same and within the norms for both
treatment groups.
However, the high-energy group
developed six times as many twisted
tails, thereby moving outside the
norms, which can impair fertility. Other
studies have shown the same trend
with respect to this important trait.

Conclusions from the data

Although outside the context of
the study for bull fertility, data was
generated regarding the slaughter
performance of the animals. Both
treatment groups produced A2 and
A3 carcasses. The high-roughage fed
animals therefore had the same body
condition as the high-energy animals,
although they produced carcasses that
were 15kg lighter.
Both treatment groups performed
well, despite the cold and rain that had
an inhibitory effect on production. No
abnormalities with pastern development
occurred in either group. The highroughage group did show better testis
size and development.
The high-energy group developed
semen with twisted tails and showed
weaker development of seminal vesicles.
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When comparing the rations of
the two treatment groups, greater
differences were expected than were
eventually realised. This points to the
fact that other factors such as genetics
are likely to play a major role. However,
phenotypic errors could not be
manipulated with nutrition.

Application on the farm

Start preparing bulls early for the
mating season and avoid using a
typical feedlot ration to get bulls
ready ‘quickly’. Giving energy
supplementation to grow out bulls is
not disadvantageous, provided it is fed
at levels below that of feedlot diets (70
to 73% TDN on a dry basis).
Rations containing fibre levels of
approximately 20% (dry basis) are
recommended for the growing out of
bulls, implying a roughage inclusion of
up to 50%. The growth ration of group
2 (high roughage) in Table 1 can be
safely used to grow out bulls, without
compromising functional fertility.
Alternatively, a production lick such
as Molatek’s Background 18 can be
given on veld, which will yield results
similar to the high-roughage diet. Keep
in mind that the larger the roughage
inclusion in the ration, the more
important its quality for growing out
bulls. Along with this, timely exercising
of bulls is essential.
For more information, contact
Johan Mouton on 083 2787746 or
email johan.mouton@rclfoods.com.

Optimise feed resources
with a defined, short breeding season
By Dr Michael Bradfield, Livestock Registering Federation

A defined breeding season is the basic requirement for a successful cow-calf operation.
Whenever I conduct breeding workshops or attend events, an area of the beef production
system I continuously focus on is the need to farm in harmony with nature by having a
defined breeding and calving season.
We have one of the lowest calving
percentages in the world (estimated
at approximately 65% for commercial
producers and 45% for communal) and
this statistic simply reinforces the fact
that we are not working in harmony with
nature and not putting enough selection
pressure on fertility by identifying cows
that do not cycle early and calve every
year. In fact, I would venture a guess
that only half of our beef industry has a
breeding season in place.
In the same way that every beef
producer should have a scale, they must
have a short, defined breeding season.
This ensures that cows that do not cycle
early, or do not cycle in a 60- to 80-day
period and conceive a calf, are identified.

Fertility as breeding objective

While fertility may be lowly heritable, it
is highly repeatable. This means that if a
heifer or cow cycles early and produces
a calf every year, her progeny will also
have the propensity to cycle early and
produce a calf every year. The converse
is also true: if a cow cycles late or fails to
calve, her daughters will have the same
propensity. Improved fertility tends to
run in cow families and for this reason
it is also important for commercial
producers to select bulls from fertile
female cow lines.
It should be every commercial
producer’s breeding objective to breed
cattle that breed as yearlings (or as
early as the environment allows), to
calve unassisted and to rear a good calf
for sale at weaning. Your objective as
a commercial producer should be to
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breed functional cattle that retain their
body condition as much as possible and
are able to forage in our dry winters.
These animals must however have the
condition to be farmed intensively
during the calving and the breeding
seasons.

Adapt cows to the environment

The first step should be to ensure you
have the correct framed cow for your
environment. Adapt the cow to fit
the environment, not the other way
round. Figure 1, taken from the USA
Beef Improvement Federation Manual,
provides a perfect illustration of how
cow size and milk production should fit
within your environment.
In lower rainfall areas you should
be farming smaller framed animals.
This is also proportional to the milk
production of the animal. For most
summer rainfall environments in
South Africa, a medium framed cow
is optimal. The other alternative is to
farm a small framed animal, but to
then use a crossbreeding system to
ensure that your progeny meets market
requirements and produces the extra
20 to 40% profit to remain financially
viable.

Cow physiology, gestation length

Cows are pregnant for approximately
285 days a year. Delivering a calf is a
physiologically stressful period and for
this reason heifers and cows will not
cycle for at least a month or two. This
period is known as the postpartum

anoestrous period. In some of the later
maturing and Bos Indicus breeds, a
heifer or cow that has calved will often
skip a whole calving season because
the postpartum anoestrous could blow
out to over three months.
Astute producers identify cows that
have the propensity to calve as two- or
three-year-olds and to then produce
a calf every year thereafter. In most
animals, the postpartum anoestrous
period is closer to 45 to 50 days and it
is greatly influenced by nutrition and
body condition at the time of calving.
Cows that calve in a good body
condition and do so early in the calving
season have the best chance of cycling
before the breeding season begins.
Early calvers have the best chance to
re-breed because they have more time
to recover and potentially have more
oestrus periods and thus opportunities
to re-breed.
In a four-month breeding season, for
example, calving cows that conceived
during the fourth month period will not
have calved even after the breeding
season has begun. Producers that
have a four-month breeding season
therefore effectively do not have
a breeding season and are simply
carrying cows that do not cycle early
and continuously.

Benefits of a defined season

A defined and short breeding season is
the basic requirement for a successful
cow-calf operation for the following
reasons.

Figure 1: Matching cow biological type (weight and milk) to the range
environment, with associated risk, management, and cost. Ranges in mm
(300 – 375mm) are annual precipitation and/or represent availability of winter
feed resource.
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Your objective as a commercial producer
should be to breed functional cattle that retain
their body condition as much as possible and
are able to forage in our dry winters.

First and foremost is improved herd
fertility and thus more calves sold on an
annual basis in the long term. Getting
into a breeding season will likely take
approximately five years, and you get
there by keeping the bulls out for
approximately two months in year one,
four months in year two and then you
keep going until you reach the stage
where the bulls are only in for two or
two and a half months. Anything longer
than three months defeats the purpose
of having a calving season, because you
then move cows into a period of longer
than one year as explained earlier.
Having a defined breeding season
means that you will have a more
uniform calf crop at every stage of
the production cycle. Calves are born
together in a short period of time.
Management is optimised since you can
focus on the month when 80% of the
calves will be born. Thereafter animals
will be weaned together and can be
managed together, and if applicable,
be sold as one uniform group, thereby
realising a higher price than animals
sold in dribs and drabs.
One of the most important benefits
is the ability to target the herd’s
nutritional and health costs. Figure 2
and the accompanying Table 1 provides
the crude protein requirements in
grams per day for a 530kg cow. While
the maintenance requirements remain
the same, the protein requirements are
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Figure 2: Crude protein requirements for a 530kg cow (g/d) in various stages of
the calving season. (Source: Prof Dietmar Holm)

packaged meat can last up to six months,
which allows the retail sector to better
match the demand and supply of meat
products. The South African Feedlot
Association’s website provides the annual
prices on a monthly basis and shows
how the market trends are changing.
Producers should therefore expect to see
a further smoothening out of this trend,
as was the case over the 2015 period.

In a four-month breeding
season, for example, calving
cows that conceived during
the fourth month period will
not have calved even after the
breeding season has begun.
If a spring calving season is followed
in the summer rainfall area, there
is essentially only the mid- to late
pregnancy stage in which an animal
would require additional nutritional
supplementation. The supplementation
can therefore be targeted for all cows
within a very specific time frame, saving
you costs in the long term.
Producers who have adopted a spring
calving season, however, experience a
drop in the weaner price of between
R1 to R2 per kilogram in the April to
June period due to the glut in demand.
However, weaners born in spring
generally tend to be much heavier than
weaners born in autumn.
There is also another trend developing
in the beef industry, with the move
to vacuum packaged beef. Vacuum

highest during the early to mid
lactation period and lowest during
the dry and mid-gestation period in a
summer rainfall area.
The nutritional requirements peak
again during late pregnancy. If cows
calve during the winter period (i.e.,
producers that advocate a winter
calving season in a summer rainfall
area), there is a complete mismatch
between the nutritional requirements
and feed resources.
Table 1 provides a good illustration
of the percentage of protein
requirements provided by natural
grazing and why a spring calving
season is optimal for a summer rainfall
area. It would essentially be the other
way around for a winter rainfall area
such as the Western Cape.

Table 1: Percentage of protein requirements provided by natural grazing.
(Source: Prof Dietmar Holm)
Spring
calving

Autumn
calving

Winter
calving

Summer
calving

Calving season

105%

75%

50%

95%

Breeding season

100%

60%

85%

85%

Mid lactation and early
pregnancy

100%

60%

110%

75%

Late lactation and mid
pregnancy

100%

135%

125%

80%

Dry and mid pregnancy

90%

135%

120%

110%

Dry and late pregnancy

70%

100%

75%

120%

Production stage
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Another advantage for a short
breeding season is that calves born late
in the calving season have lighter weights
because they are younger and smaller at
weaning.

Manage breeding and resources

The rationale for encouraging producers
to have a short breeding season is not
new and research published in the
early 1970’s illustrated that for every
subsequent 20 days that a calf is weaned
later in the season, it loses up to 30kg of
weight.
The take home message for producers
in Southern Africa is that we must change
our management practices to fit in with
the cow’s natural production cycle to
ensure that we manage our natural feed
resource optimally. Having a tight calving
season has numerous benefits, including
increased profits, improved herd fertility,
the ability to optimally target the herd’s
nutritional and health costs, enhanced
management, and heavier calves at
weaning.
* Some of the information in this article has
been obtained from Prof Dietmar Holm from
the University of Pretoria. Most of our leading
producers in Southern Africa have moved to a
shorter calving season and they have reinforced
the need to have a short calving season.

For more information, contact
Dr Michael Bradfield on
082 857 0961 or michael@lrf.co.za.

CONTACT US

Ryno Keeve: 078 460 3322
ryno@visioncattle.co.za
www.visioncattlequip.com
Vision Cattlequip

Functional handling facilities for
peace of mind and value for money.

SIMM-biosis

34 September 2021

Ontwerp deur Plaas Media

KONTAK JOU NAASTE OMHEININGSAGENT VIR MEER INLIGTING EN PRYSE.

MANAGEMENT

Investing in cattle:
Is now the right time?

I

By Dr WA Lombard, Department of Agricultural Economics, University of the Free State
(Photographs: Lisa Verwey)

f you are looking to invest in
something with the aim of having
your return on investment grow over
time, you need to ensure that you
know as much as possible about the
asset and its market before taking the
plunge.
Those who already have a warm place
towards cattle in their hearts need no
further convincing when it comes to
investing in these four-legged creatures.
But for those who are still undecided, I
would like to elaborate on a few points
of interest to ease the decision-making
process.
This article is based on the assumption
that an investment will be made in a
breeding herd and that weaner calves
will be marketed.

What does the market look like?

Between 2013 and 2018, the number
of cattle in South Africa decreased by
roughly a million animals. This is largely
due to the drought conditions we
experienced around 2015/16, with parts
of the country currently still very dry.
As a result, we have a smaller national
cattle herd, with most producers working
towards expanding their herds over the
last year or more.
The focus on herd expansion has
meant that fewer calves were made
available, and prices remained fairly
strong. This while feedlots are losing
money while attempting to feed the
calves amid the high maize price, and at
the same time providing for their links
further down the value chain.
Given the assumption of the article,
weaner calves will form the largest
portion of the cattle farm’s income.
Looking at the past few years’ price
trends, the weaner calf price (Figure 1)
clearly shows average performance
in January and February, after which
it decreases as the weaning season
commences. More calves flow into the
market at that time, thus increasing

supply. The weaner calf price usually
performs above average from August to
December.
Apart from observing these trends
over a single year, one can also study
the change in prices between years
(Figure 2). From this we see that prices
can vary greatly. In 2017, the weaner
calf price increased by almost 60%, with
the largest decrease occurring in 2019,
when prices fell by 18% compared to
the previous year. The weaner calf price
increased on average by just over 10%
per year during this period.
Input prices, as set out in the Abstract
of Agricultural Statistics for South
Africa, show that the average price of
agricultural inputs increased by 7% per
year between 2009 and 2019. The price
of feed constitutes 36% of the weight
of all inputs. It increased by the same
percentage per year over that period,
while animal health products became 8%
more expensive per year.
If the good increases in the weaner
calf price during 2020 and later are
omitted, the weaner calf price will have

increased by an average of 9% per year.
Keep in mind, however, that the trend
of inputs becoming more expensive
at a slower pace than outputs, will not
necessarily be sustained. Cattle branches,
just like any other agricultural branch,
will be forced to adjust their production
upwards, especially if a portion is
allocated towards the producer’s salary.

Female animals

It is almost impossible to determine an
average market price for female animals.
The auction prices of female stud and
commercial animals have performed well
recently. Good genetics fetch even better
prices, which can also be influenced by
the possible resale value that the buyers
of the animals are considering.
Future investors in the cattle market
can spread their risk to some degree
by also marketing female animals
themselves, while retaining more heifers
for replacement purposes. This way, part
of the progeny is sold within the weaner
calf market and another part in the
breeding market.

The focus on herd expansion after the prolonged drought resulted in fewer available calves and prices
that remained strong.
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Figure 1: Weaner calf price index (2009 to 2020).

can be controlled quite effectively with
a good vaccination programme tailored
to your farm and the prevalent diseases
in your area. Consider the possible
detriment to your investment value if
you do not vaccinate against prevalent
diseases.
In terms of sexually transmitted
diseases, emphasis should be placed
on your biosecurity measures and
where you buy new animals from. It is
advisable to have your breeding bulls
tested before each mating season so as
to identify problems in your herd.
When purchasing new animals,
you have to obtain information on the
seller’s history and diseases that are
prevalent on his farm. Animals should
also be tested as far as possible, or you
must ensure that they have been tested
before coming into contact with the rest
of your animals.
As far as price shocks are concerned,
one only has to look back on the last
foot-and-mouth disease outbreak, when
the weaner calf price dropped sharply
within a few days. Provision must be
made for such an event, where animals
may have to be kept for a month or
three longer, rather than selling them at
the lower prices.
Also be wary of fads. Make sure you
are not blinded by the hype surrounding
a ‘new breed’ and its high prices. By
investing in a temporary craze, you may
eventually lose your money as well as
your investment.

Figure 2: Average yearly price of weaner calves.

The bottom line
*Prices until July 2021.

The herd expansion phase in which
the industry currently finds itself will
also support prices well, but it could
potentially wind down once cow
numbers have recovered. Drought
conditions can of course also lead to a
higher supply of breeding material and
force prices down even further.

Your farming approach

In my view, there are two types of cattle
farmers. The one group spends as much
as possible on inputs to grow their income
(weaning weight) as much as possible. The
other group believes that a cow must be
able to thrive with zero or minimal inputs.
My advice would be to consider each
input carefully. Does it make sense not to

give any summer phosphate lick or winter
lick, while your calving percentage is 15%
lower than that of your neighbour? Or
does it make sense to keep your animals
on a production lick all year round, while
the extra weaning weight does not justify
the cost of the lick?
Make sure the contribution of each
input justifies the cost. It could be that
some producers manage to perform well
with very little input, given the area in
which they farm or the resources at their
disposal.

The risks of your investment

As with everything in life, there are risks
associated with cattle farming, including
diseases and price shocks. Many diseases
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We can expect female animals (your
buy-in expense) to continue performing
reasonably well until the national herd is
restored. It can also lead to the weaner
calf price remaining high. The high
prices cannot be sustained forever and
another turning point can be expected.
There will definitely also be times
when input costs increase faster than
your marketing price, thereby putting
pressure on your profit margins. Keep
your eye on the market – also when it
comes to purchases – and make sure
you have reserves (spare veld and
savings) at hand to get you through
difficult times.

For more information,
email Dr WA Lombard at
lombardwa@ufs.ac.za.
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Bull nutrition for optimal
growth and fertility
By Dr Josef van Wyngaard, Voermol

T

he rearing of bulls is a process
that requires careful planning.
Consideration should be given
to available resources, starting
weight and final target weight
with age. When determining sexual
maturity, weight is more important than
age.
Management, health, breeding and the
like are extremely important aspects
that require special attention. Periodic
management practices relating to bulls
should include the following:
•
External parasite control of lice, ticks
and flies.
•
Manure examinations for internal
parasites.
•
Hoof examinations and care, where
necessary.
•
Eye examinations and treatment,
where necessary.
•
Reproductive examinations and
semen evaluations.

Pitfalls in nutrition

Because they are still growing, young
bulls require diets of a higher quality
and nutrient density than mature bulls.
As bulls mature, their nutritional needs
change to diets with a lower nutritional
value and density.
Once nutrient intake drops below the
nutritional requirements (malnutrition),
it leads to a decreased growth rate and
delayed sexual maturity in both male and
female animals. When in an advanced
stage, it can permanently impair sperm
production in bulls. Prolonged severe
malnutrition, especially insufficient
energy, protein and water intake, can
cause a decrease or even cessation
of spermatogenesis. This is usually
accompanied by a decrease in testis size
and other sexual glands. Note that the
negative consequences of malnutrition
are more pronounced in young bulls than
in adult bulls.
Overfeeding, on the other hand, can
permanently impair the reproduction

potential of young bulls. Overfeeding
is associated with a decrease in scrotal
circumference, sperm reserves and sperm
quality. Furthermore, overfeeding and fat
accumulation can suppress the sex drive
and mating ability of the bull. However,
adult bulls are remarkably resistant to
nutritional stress and fertility problems
brought on by nutrition.

Heat stress and fertility

Rising temperatures and humidity also
play a major role in reducing fertility
in both male and female animals. It
is typically associated with seasonal
changes, and bulls that experience
heat stress can consequently develop
a decrease in sperm and testosterone
concentration.
According to research, sperm function
can be impaired when a bull is exposed
to an ambient temperature of 40°C for
a mere twelve hours. The motility of the
sperm cells in the study only returned
to normal after 61 days. It is therefore
extremely important that animals have
access to enough fresh water, shelter
from the sun, and protection against flies.

Nutrition for growing young bulls
Bulls should be divided into age groups
from weaning to three years. It is
advisable that young bulls grow at a
minimum rate of 1,1kg per day from
weaning to between twelve and 15
months. This will ensure that they
develop properly according to their
genetic potential.
During this growth phase, the young
bull’s total daily feed allowance is
approximately 2,5% of its bodyweight.
From 15 months to three years of age,
the daily growth target is around 0,9
to 1kg per day, with a total daily feed
allowance of approximately 2 to 2,25%
of bodyweight, and consisting of more
roughage.
A three-year-old bull must be able
to show its potential to a prospective
buyer. As a general guideline, a bull
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should reach approximately 50% of his
adult bodyweight by the age of 14 to 15
months.
During the mating season, young bulls
should preferably receive a supplement
or concentrate that is consistent with
the roughage quality. High-density
mating and poor veld or pastures
without supplements or concentrates,
can significantly shorten the young bull’s
breeding career.
These bulls tend to be overweight.
Most bull buyers, especially extensive
commercial buyers, prefer new bulls to be
in fitter condition, as they are believed to
be more fertile and suitable for that type
of environment.

Conditioning of new bulls

Auction and show bulls should preferably
be purchased two to three months before
the mating season, so that they can be
properly conditioned and timeously
adapted for their new terrain.
Keep in mind that it takes a sperm
cell 61 days from development to
reach adulthood, when it is ready
for ejaculation. Any stress caused by
handling and environmental factors
such as heat stress, can therefore reduce
fertility for 61 days. The two- to threemonth rest period will address this
problem.
Conditioning new bulls for the mating
season includes enough exercise (as
much as 3km per day), increasing the
amount of bulky feeds, systematically
lowering the grain allowance,
maintaining moist feeds, and increasing
grazing and hay.

Management in the mating season

It is normal for mature and young
bulls to lose weight during the mating
season. This is mainly due to a decrease
in feed intake and a significant increase
in physical activity. It is therefore
extremely important that bulls are in
good condition at the start of the mating
season, so that they will have enough

Table 1: Example of lick supplementation for bulls (extensive, on veld or pasture).
Young bulls
Green grazing

Provide enough good quality green grazing and supplement it with phosphorus (P) and energy
at 0,5% of bodyweight.

Dry veld or hay

Provide enough good quality veld and supplement it with protein and energy. This type of
supplement contains about 50% grain. Typical consumption of such a supplement is
approximately 1,5kg/bull/day.
Mature bulls

Green grazing

Provide enough good quality green grazing and supplement it with phosphorus (P).

Dry veld or hay

Provide enough good quality veld and supplement it with protein.

energy and protein reserves for use
throughout the mating season.
It is advisable to apply the following
management practices during the mating
season:
•
Buy the bull well in advance (at
least two months before the mating
season).
•
Evaluate semen quality and
reproductive ability.
•
The bull-to-cow ratio must be
sufficient according to the bull’s
age and condition, topography, and
length of the mating season (young
bull: ten to 20 cows; adult bull: 25 to
35 cows).
•
Aim to systematically shorten the
mating season each year. The ideal
mating season is 60 to 75 days.
•
Check the breeding herd regularly
and replace, for example, a bull that
regularly skips cows that are in heat.
•
Make sure there is enough fresh
water and shade to prevent heat
stress.

Successful nutrition

The nutrition and management of bulls
differ according to age and condition,
and each breeder must decide which
feeding system he wants to use.
Feeding low-energy diets can delay
sexual maturity. Nutrition containing
too much energy during this growth
phase, however, can negatively affect
fertility (spermatogenesis and sex
drive).
A successful feeding programme for
bull rearing must have the following
characteristics: It must commence on
time (at least two months before the
mating season), be cost-effective, not
put the bulls and/or the owner under
stress, ensure that bulls grow and
develop properly, and ensure that their

full genetic potential is displayed. The
purpose of such a feeding programme
is to produce top-quality three-year-old
bulls at the lowest cost.

Nutrition for bull rearing

In general, a producer can choose to rear
bulls slowly at a moderate growth rate or
at a high growth rate. Rearing bulls at a
moderate growth rate of approximately
1kg per day can be achieved on
good quality grazing with the correct
supplementation.
On good quality green pastures the first
limiting nutrient is phosphorus (P), which
must be supplemented with a good P
supplement. Where a higher growth rate
applies, energy is the next limiting nutrient.
This is mostly caused by the high moisture
content of the pasture, which limits the
intake of dry matter, and consequently the
intake of enough energy.
Energy must be supplemented once
the P requirements have been met. It can
be supplemented with ground maize or
hominy chop, but it is important not to
give too much grain supplement. The
intake of too much grain will lower the
rumen pH and consequently alter the
microbial population, so that it ultimately
negatively impacts fibre digestion. As a
guideline, no more than 2kg of grain per
animal per day should be supplemented
on green grazing.
The use of ionophores in these energy
supplements will improve the utilisation
of energy by approximately 15%, which
will reduce the demand for grain and thus
prevent the risk of an excess of grain. The
use of ionophores in feed has no negative
effect on fertility.
Rearing bulls at a high growth rate
usually involves the supplementation
of grains, and is aimed at achieving an
average daily gain (ADG) of approximately
1,5kg per day. Producers often feed at a
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much higher weight gain, which presents
risks such as laminitis, hoof growth,
rumen damage and so on. A high-grain
system should therefore be carefully
managed.
Bulls need to be adjusted gradually
(14 to 21 days) and fed for a period of
100 to 150 days. The feed rate must then
be systematically reduced until the start
of the mating season or the auction.
The best results are obtained if this
bull ration contains a minimum of
20% hay. Higher levels of hay are often
problematic, as the feed separates and
bulls are then able to select the finer
ingredients, which can lead to acidosis
and other metabolic problems.

Bull feeding programme

A typical feeding programme consists of
three components, namely:
•
Feeding young bulls to grow
properly.
•
Feeding mature bulls to be in good
condition by the start of the mating
season.
•
Preparing bulls for an auction.
A bull feeding programme can be as
easy as correct lick supplementation on
veld or green fodder according to the
specific season (Table 1), or with the use
of a complete diet. These complete diets
should be formulated correctly and be
balanced for all minerals, trace minerals
and other nutrients. Feeding additional
supplements is not necessary. Be careful
not to overfeed bulls and make sure
they get enough exercise.

For more information, send an email
to the author at
josef.vanwyngaard@tongaat.com.

