
C is for Cows, Calves and Carcases 

 

Fertility has always been a major concern for cattle breeders. Most producers know that little, 

fat cows are more fertile than big, rangy ones. They also know that little, fat calves are not as 

valuable to backgrounders and the feedlots as high growth, well muscled calves which do not 

carry excess fat.  

In the same way we know that producers on hard country are more likely to find that cattle 

that carry a bit of fat are more fertile than lean ones. They do not have to be fed as much 

when hard times occur. Producers on the good country can get away with genetically leaner 

cattle because there is more feed available more regularly and more reliably. Their cows do 

not have to carry haystacks on their backs. 

Recently the results of two major investigations into fertility in Australia have become 

available - a very good introduction to them was given in the recent series of webinars 

presented by SBTS/TBTS. I access them at http://sbts.une.edu.au/Webinars/webinars.html. 

The comments below are my take on these important results. 

A cow has to jump three hurdles to get an unblemished fertility record:  

1. She has to get pregnant as a maiden heifer - usually at thirteen to fifteen months old.  

2. Twelve months later, with a calf at foot, she has to find the reserves to cycle and get 

pregnant again while still growing reasonably rapidly. 

 3. Twelve months later (at just over three years old) she has to find the reserves to cycle and 

get pregnant while still growing. After that she is not really growing to any significant degree 

so can devote all spare resources after feeding her calf to getting pregnant again. But if times 

get tough she might still have to call on her reserves. 

These three problems have different solutions. For commercial producers the messages seem 

to be reasonably clear: 

1. The evidence from these large scale trials is that body weight and fat score at joining have 

a significant influence on first calf pregnancy rates. If you want high first calf pregnancy rates 

get weight and body fat up. You can do this by feeding or by selecting for fat in the heifers. 

Feeding costs dollars directly. Putting genetic fat into your herd might cost you in the sale 

price of your steers and heifers sold for slaughter. 

Some animals mature earlier than others. In research work attempts are sometimes made to 

find the age of first oestrus of heifers. This is difficult to do. A much easier alternative is to 

find the age of sexual maturity of male animals. Some years ago we measured the testicle size 

of baby bulls six weekly from six to fifteen months of age. It was quite spectacular to observe 

as nothing happened initially and then suddenly the testicles went from baby size to nearly 

full size in about three months. The early starters did not necessarily end up the largest either. 

Some start the explosion as early as eight months, some barely get going at twelve months. 

My guess is that if we are to identify lines of heifers that are sexually mature early the easiest 

way to do it will be to identify their brothers.   

http://sbts.une.edu.au/Webinars/webinars.html


2. It is a different problem for a cow to get pregnant for the second and subsequent times. The 

heifers are obviously now sexually mature but they need lots of feed to grow, suckle a calf 

and get pregnant. The evidence is again that the better the body condition the more likely the 

calved heifer is to get pregnant and the earlier she will do so. The effect gets less important as 

she gets older. Your choices as a producer are to breed them to retain body condition or feed 

them to do so. Neither is costless.  

The research evidence is providing us with some idea of the numbers involved. One extra 

millimetre of fat on heifers at joining results in a particular amount of increased pregnancy 

rate and weight of calves (earlier calves are heavier calves at weaning). We can (and should) 

use these numbers to make our decisions about how much fat to put into our cows. I am sure 

that the answer will be different for those of us breeding on native pasture on granite from 

that for those of us breeding on improved pasture on basalt. 

3. For older cows the effects are less marked. Common wisdom is that some cows always 

calve in the first cycle and some are always late - it is a highly repeatable trait. This seems to 

be most marked in Bos Indicus cattle. 

We know that in cattle (and most animals including us) there is a phenomenon known as 

lactational anoestrus. It seems that a lactating female is less likely to get pregnant than a dry 

one. This is particularly true for animals bred in tough environments such as Bos Indicus. My 

guess is that this is a different effect from simple body condition and that it is heritable. You 

can select against it by culling late calvers. Or you could buy bulls that have a measured short 

calving interval. 

The overriding message is that there is a trade off between fertility and carcase qualities. Do 

not go overboard for either. Select your animals using an index. You should place more 

emphasis on fertility (but not necessarily fat) if you are on harder country. Look at the days to 

calving EBVs of the bulls on sale, or be prepared to feed a bit more if you want to keep the 

butchers happy. 

Do these research results have implications for me as a bull breeder? 

We will probably measure testicles of our bull calves a number of times between six and 

fifteen months - and select against the later maturing calves. We will continue to run our 

replacement heifers hard - and have a target joining weight of about 280 kilos for the mob. 

(You should aim for a higher weight). 

We will join all heifers with a calf at foot to a bull. We will continue to run these heifers hard 

until after joining. With recent changes to Breedplan on the recording of mating data we will 

have more faith in the published fertility EBVs. 

We have significantly lower measured fertility in our herd than any sensible commercial 

producer would tolerate. It is the best way for us to identify the lowly fertile animals in order 

cull them. As a result we should have a significantly higher genetic fertility in our bulls (and 

cows) which you can access by buying bulls from us. 

 

C is also for Condition, Conception and Cow survival 


