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PERFECT CROSS: A purebred Brahman cow with her crossbred calve from a purebred 
Simmentaler bull. Mr Wimpie van Rensburg and his son, Willem, farm near Tosca in  
North-West. For them hardy weaners with good growth potential are non-negotiable. 
The natural hardiness of the Brahman complements the vigorous growth attained by 
the Simmentaler. Read more on p. 42.  
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BRAHMAN WILLEM BARNARD

Brahman is the king 
of crossbreeding
Stud and commercial cattle farmers see heterosis 
as a very important tool in their production  
systems to improve herds and ensure they get the 
most out of the herds for good profits. The most 
important feature of the Brahman, heterosis  
(hybrid vigour) brought about through cross
breeding is investigated in this special edition.

Mr. Willem Barnard, chairman of the promo-
tional committee of the Brahman Breeders’ 
Society of Southern Africa.

The Brahman’s ability to produce top 
quality F1 cows has a direct bearing on an 
increase in red-meat production. 

T
his supplement of the Brah-
man Cattle Breeders’ Socie-
ty of Southern Africa is the 
fourth edition published in 

the last two years. We invite cattle 
farmers to use the previous three  
issues along with this one as practical 
working guides to help make even more 
effective and informed decisions about  
the business of cattle farming.

The changing markets and the  
demand for specific products forces 
the farmer to think differently about 
the future. By publishing these sup-
plements we aspire to inform the cat-
tle farmer through technical and prac-
tical tips. 

It will help him, or her, set up farm-
ing systems that meet future expec-
tations of markets and environmental 
conditions, and so ensure cattle farm-
ing remains sustainable.

The supplement themes have been:
Supplement 1: The Brahman 
nationally and internationally.
Supplement 2: The Brahman –  
The king of adaptability.
Supplement 3: The Brahman – 
The ideal motherline for Africa.
Supplement 4: The Brahman’s 
heterosis/hybrid vigour.

STUDIES PROVIDE 
INFORMATION
Scientific information contained in all 
the supplements and specifically in 
this one has been obtained from stud-
ies researched by world-renowned  
animal scientists.

The University of the Free State’s De-
partment of Agricultural Economics, 
with the cooperation of the Brahman 
Cattle Breeders’ Society of South Afri-
ca, confirmed, through a recent ques-
tionnaire that commercial farmers 
regard hybrid power as a crucial fac-
tor in successful cattle farming. Oth-
er important features that make the 
Brahman such a sought-after breed, 
not only in South Africa but also oth-
er Southern African countries and 
across the globe, are:

■■ Maternal ability.
■■ Longevity in terms of the production 
period.

■■ Heat (extreme temperatures) and 
drought tolerance.

■■ Growth potential.
■■ Disease resistance.

EXPANSION
The Brahman breed, already in 60 
countries worldwide, directly contrib-
utes to increased beef production, 
thanks to the Brahman’s exceptional  
ability to produce F1 dams. The 
above-mentioned features of the 
Brahman are unrivalled and can be 
transferred to function in animal pro-
duction systems. 

Hybrid vigour accelerates lowly her-
itable traits through crossbreeding 
systems. In this fourth supplement, 
the society aims to emphasise and  
explain different aspects of hy-
brid vigour. We hope the contents 
will define heterosis in a manner 
understandable to cattle farm-
ers and that they will realise its  
value. If the supplement is able to  
inform farmers or encourage them 
to see heterosis  differently, then the 
society would have succeeded in its 
goal.

Research results confirm that the  
strong traits of the Brahman and the 
effects of hybrid vigour have led to 
a resurgence in the popularity of Ze-
bu-type cattle where the Brahman 
holds a place of pride. 
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BRAHMAN FRIKKIE NESER and MICHAEL POTSO

The natural outcome of crossbreeding, hybrid vigour, 
delivers on increased production performance and 
progeny improvement. And it does this without 
incurring additional input costs.

Prof Frikkie Neser

Advance adaptability and push 
productivity with hybrid vigour

Crossbred progeny have bet-
ter adaptability than their 
purebred parents. As agri-
culture feels the increasing 

effects of climate change, adaptability 
will play an increasingly important role 
in livestock farming.

The beef-cattle sector shows a grow-
ing tendency to use crossbreeding as 
a tool with which to improve produc-
tivity through hybrid vigour (heterosis). 
Advantageous trait combinations can 
expand the usefulness of the cross-
breeding tool and allow farmers to 
‘match’ their animals to a range of  
environments and markets. 

Breed-supplementation, or comple-
mentarity, is present when the positive 
expression of desirable traits in one 
breed compensates for the negative 
expression of the same traits in the 
other breed. Breed-supplementation 
creates a genetic environment in which 
the breeder can combine the desir-
able traits of two or more breeds to 
produce an animal that best suits his  
individual and multi-layered landscape.  
Hybrid vigour acts to improve the ex-
pression of beneficial traits. 

Crossbreeding is one of the few man-
agement mechanisms available to 
breeders with the ability to increase 
production and improve offspring.  
Because it is an option that needs no ex-
tra inputs, it offers significant advantages 
to cattlemen.

Cattle farmers can make faster  
genetic progress with complementarity 
and heterosis than through the process 
of selecting within a breed. 

Variation in heterosis depends on the 
crossbreeding system applied. Lowly 
heritable traits, like fertility and adapt-
ability, show greater heterosis and re-
spond well to crossbreeding. (TABLE 1) 

PUSHING PRODUCTIVITY
In a properly structured programme 
heterosis can improve herd productivity  
by 20% to 25%, compared to a straight 
breeding programme.

The breeding cows should be F1 cross-
breds for the cattle farmer to exploit 
the full potential of a crossbreeding pro-
gramme. Crossbred cows wean calves 
that weigh about 15% more than those 
of their conventionally bred relatives. 
This benefit is attributed to maternal 
heterosis. 

In traits influenced by female animals, 
such as milk production, fertility, heifer 
mortality and mothering ability, mater-
nal heterosis is generally greater than in-
dividual heterosis. This is the reason for 
using F1 crossbred cows in the breeding  
programme. 

Another advantage of crossbred cows 
is improved longevity and lifetime pro-
duction (TABLE 2). Crossbreds tend to live 
longer, stay productive for longer and 
lose their teeth later than purebreds. 

Crossbred calves from parent lines 
with genetically divergent backgrounds  
(Zebu X Taurus) will express greater  
heterosis than crossbreds from geneti-
cally similar backgrounds. Crossbreed-
ing, across a greater genetic distance, 
increases hybrid vigour, improves wean-
ing weights and pushes profitability up-
wards (TABLE 3).

GENETIC EFFECT
Crossbreeding has a genetic ef-
fect which is the opposite to the in-
breeding effect. This means that 
crossbreeding increases heterozy-
gosity and decreases homozygosity, 
while inbreeding does the opposite. 
Traits that show the most inbreeding  
decay (such as fertility), show the 
greatest heterosis. 

There are two primary require-
ments for a trait to show heterosis:
■■ There must be genetic diversity 
between the breeds used in the cross-
breeding programme.

■■ There must be a degree of non-addi-
tive genetic activity (dominance and 
epistasis).
In traits expressing hybrid vig-

our the extent of the heterosis will 
depend on the genetic diversity  
between the breeds that are select-
ed for the cross. 
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Crossbreeding causes increased performance without additional input. It is one of the few management 
mechanisms that increases productivity and improves the offspring. Photo: André Pretorius

TABLE 1: PREDICTION OF HERITABILITY AND 
HETEROSIS FOR ECONOMICALLY IMPORTANT TRAITS 
IN BEEF CATTLE (HANSEN, 2007)

Trait Heritability (%) Heterosis (%)

Reproduction Low (5-12) 20

Maternal ability Low to moderate 
(>20) 15

Growth Moderate (20-40) 5-12

Production High (40-50) 0

TABLE 2: HETEROSIS FOR REPRODUCTION IN 
CROSSBRED COWS (MILLER, 2010)

Trait Heterosis (%)

Improved reconception 10

Improved calving ease 10

Increased calf numbers raised to 
weaning 7,5

Increased milk production 5-10

TABLE 3: HETEROSIS IN CROSSBRED CALVES 
(MILLER, 2010)

Trait Heterosis (%)

Increased calf survival to weaning 5

Increased weaning weights 5

Increased post-weaning growth 
rates 3

Advance adaptability and push 
productivity with hybrid vigour

CROSSBREEDING GOALS
Rigourous planning is an essential 
component of designing a cross-
breed system. A meticulous descrip-
tion of the production environment 
and the programme objectives 
(production scenario), is the best 
frontrunner for the crossbreed-
ing programme and its successful  
implementation. 

Crossbreeding for the sake of it 
is beyond useless, but a well- 
con structed programme based on 
a sound plan, followed by sensible  
implementation, offers more than 
just a possibility of improved mar-
gins.

Suggested goals for a framework 
of programme aims include:
■■ Crossing breeds from diverse habi-
tats to impose and maintain effective 
heterosis. Crossing for environmen-
tal diversity will generally show good 
responses in maternal and individual 
traits. 

■■ Crossbreeding for complementarity in 
which selected sires are positive for 
rapid growth rate and carcass quality, 
and cows for milk that will ensure the 
best possible calf growth. Breeding 
cows should calve down every year, 
raise their calves successfully and 
reconceive with relative ease.

■■ Skilful, diligent and agile manage-
ment to reap the full benefits of the 
system.

■■ Farming animals that are ‘fit’ for the 
environment.

■■ Meeting market requirements by 
delivering animals that comply with 
local market needs. The more ver-
satile and adapted the crossbred  
animals are, the more they are valued 
in a variety of markets. 

■■ Considering the cost and avail-
ability of quality semen. Perfor-
mance-tested F1 replacement 
heif ers from proven purebred parents 
are not that thick on the ground.  

THE SYSTEMS
There are two broad divisions in 
crossbreeding. The first, a system 

that produces replacement heifers 
(rotational and combined rotation 
and terminal crossbreeding), and 
the second, a system that produces 
only terminal-cross calves. 

A rotational system should select 
bulls proven positive for mater-
nal ability, fast weaner growth and 
carcass quality traits. The farmer 
wants these traits to be strong in his  
replacement heifers. 

A terminal cross selects bulls  
proven for growth and carcass traits. 
The genetic merits of a terminal sire 
for maternal traits are not that im-
portant because female progeny are 
never bred. Replacement heifers are 
bought in. 

Regardless of the system, avoid 
dystocia (calving difficulty).

ROTATIONAL 
Rotational crossbreeding engages 
two, or more, breeding herds. 

The fundamental prerequisite 
of the two-breed rotation is two 
groups of crossbred breeding cows. 
In Group 1 the crossbred cows are 
the F1 daughters of A-breed cows 
bred to a B-breed sire. In Group 
2 the crossbred cows are the F1 
daughters of B-breed cows bred to 

an A-breed sire. A series of alternat-
ing backcrosses is used in two-breed 
rotation. Generational accumulation 
will ultimately lead to groups in 
which roughly ⅔ of the breeding ... 
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material will come from one breed... 
and ⅓ from the other. A big advan
tage of rotational crossing is the 
production of replacement heifers. 
The drawback is that part of indivi
dual and maternal heterosis is lost. 
Since the cows share ⅓ of their breed  
composition with the bull, ⅓ of the 
potential heterosis is lost. 

Management in a twobreed rotation 
can be complex and even more of the 
potential heterosis will be lost if there 
is accidental breeding (wrong bull) or 
inbreeding. 

The threebreed rotational cross 
works like the twobreed rotation  
except that a third breed is intro
duced. This makes it possible to  
exploit close to 86% of the heterosis, 
if the system is properly managed. 
The introduction of diverse breeds  
increases the heterosis held within 
the system (TABLE 4).

The problem with this system is that 
management is even more difficult 
than it is in the twobreed rotation sys
tem. If AI does not suit the production 
scenario it needs three cow groups.

Breed selection needs attention 
to realise the full benefits of breed 
complementarity.

Breeders may encounter undesir
able features like dystocia, feeding 
and suckling difficulty and market
ing problems, when they farm breeds 
with a diverse genetic profile. 

SYNTHETIC BREEDS
A synthetic (or compound) breed is 
a customised combination of two or 
more breeds, designed to take advan
tage of hybrid vigour without cross
breeding. The breed components in 
a synthetic breed are usually hall
marked by traits positive for perfor
mance and/or adaptability. 

The big advantage of synthetic 
breeds is simple management. The 
system can run like that of a purebred 
herd. The degree of  heterosis can be 
maintained in a synthetic breed by 
using unrelated sires in each genera
tion, to stop inbreeding.

The problem with these breeds, 
bred as they are from a small gene 
pool, is that inbreeding and the ac
companying loss of heterosis may be 
inevitable after a while. 

TERMINAL CROSS 
This system makes use of a specific 
pattern in which a selected sire breed 
is bred to pure or crossbred cow 
herds and the offspring are marketed. 
Replacement heifers are bought in. 

Breeders look for high growth po
tential and desirable carcass quali
ties in the sire breeds.

The heterosis benefits are optimal 
when a crossbred F1 cow is bred to 
a third breed of bull. This system 
tends to select females with positive 
trait expression in environment and 
resource adaptability and bulls for 
terminal performance markers like 
growth and carcass. 

Sustainable and reliable sources 
of quality replacement heifers is the 
biggest problem in a terminalcross 
breeding system. 

ROTATIONAL-TERMINAL 
CROSS
This system combines the best of 
the traditional rotational systems 
with the best of the static termi
nal systems. The system’s rota
tional crossbreeding herd provides 
the replacement heifers, while the  
terminal herd delivers fastgrowing 
weaners to the market.

Cows are held in the rotation sys
tem until they are four years old. At 
this stage they are moved into the 
terminal herd and all their calves are 
sold for slaughter. 

High management levels and a fair
ly large group of cows (at least 100) 
are necessary in the rotationalter
minal crossbreeding system. 

Prof Frikkie Neser is head of the 
Animal, Wildlife and Grassland  
Science School at the University of 
the Free State.

Michael Potso, past student 
and graduate of the University of 
the Free State, is now working in  
Botswana.   
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TABLE 6: EXPECTED LEVELS OF HETEROSIS FOR 
DIFFERENT CROSSBREEDING SYSTEMS (GREINER, 2010)

Breeding systems

Max-
imum 

hetero-
sis (%)

Increase in 
weaning weight 
per cow mated  

(%)

Purebred 0 0

Two-breed rotation 67 16

Three-breed rotation 86 20

Terminal sire mated with 
purchased, female F1 
animals 100 23-28

Two-breed rotation and 
terminal sire 90 21

Two-breed composite 50 12

Three-breed composite 63 15

Four-breed composite 75 18

TABLE 4: COW PRODUCTIVITY (PERCENTAGE INCREASE OF KILOGRAM OF CALF PER LARGE STOCK UNIT) 
CONSIDERING CALVING PERCENTAGE ACHIEVED IN TRIALS AT THE VAALHARTS TRIAL FARM  
(THEUNISSEN, 2013)

Cows
used

Bulls

Afrikaner (A) Brahman (B) Charolais (C) Hereford (H) Simmentaler 
(S) Average

A 110 12 16 6 14 12

BA 2 6 21 15 21 13

CA 19 35 30 28 33 29

HA 28 41 46 34 46 39

SA 16 26 30 29 21 23

TABLE 5: IMPACT OF INDIVIDUAL AND MATERNAL HETEROSIS ON WEIGHT IN EXPERIMENTS (PERCENTAGE 
IMPROVEMENT) AT THE VAALHARTS TRIAL FARM (THEUNISSEN, 2013)

Birth weight Weaning weight 19 month heifer 
weight Cow weight

Individual heterosis

Indicus X Sanga 4,8 14,7 36,4 17,9

Taurus X Sanga 1,1 4,8 13,4 2,1

Indicus X Taurus 2,5 29,3 54,2 52,3

Taurus X Taurus -1,1 9,6 3,3 7,3

Average 1,2 14,7 24,9 19,1

Maternal heterosis

Indicus X Sanga -2,4 5,5 -16,2 -10,6

Taurus X Sanga 1,5 19,7 20,3 20,3

Average 0,5 16,1 15,0 12,6

The genetic effect of 
crossbreeding is the 
opposite to that of 
inbreeding. 

Burnie Staal: 082 463 0358
www.bosblanco.co.za

With over 4 sales 

annually, Bos Blanco has 

proven to be one of South 

Africa's top producers.

Bos Blanco used only the best proven sires out 
of the best predictable pure Manso bloodlines 
that had the biggest influence on the Brahman 

industry worldwide. 

Our grey female herd 

is selected out o
f 

6000 grey Bos c
alves 

born in 25 years.

BOS BLANCOBOS BLANCO
Bos Blanco have exported registered Brahman 
bulls, heifers and semen to 7 African countries. 
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BRAHMAN CHARL VAN ROOYEN

 LOCATION 

Ghanzi, 
Botswana

Brahman business 
in Botswana
An extensive Botswana 
beef cattle operation 
runs large herds in the 
sweetveld around  
Ghanzi. Hybrid vigour 
works to keep the busi-
ness profitable

A Simbra-type calf with its purebred Brah-
man mother. The farm is geared towards 
the breeding of heavy weaners for the 
Botswana market.

R
udi Lemcke, his wife, Ada, 
and sons, Hugo and Quint-
en, farm beef in the Ghan-
zi district of western Bot-

swana. The Lemckes run a 4 000 
cow-calf commmercial herd. There 
are 800 Brahman cows; 300 Sim-
mentaler; and 100 Charolais on the 
family’s holding, Lemcke Ranches.  
Rudi was part of the first group of 
Botswana farmers to import purebred 
Brahman females from South Afri-
ca. He now uses his top 700 cows to  
produce his own stud bulls.

Western Botswana has some good 
ranching country backed by sweet-
veld-savannah and an average annual 
rainfall of 450 mm. 

Rudi has no seasonal calving pat-
tern and markets his weaners year-
round selling them directly from 
their mothers at weaning to the  
Gaborone-based Feedmaster feedlot.  
Trucks arrive on the farm once or twice 
a week to load weaners and the feed-
lot agent weighs animals when they 
are loaded.  The average weight tak-
en from a 3 000-weaner consignment 
is 272kg. The weaner price has been 
constant for the last year at P12.50/kg 
(about R16.50/kg). Animals that weigh 
in at over 260kg get a premium price 
from the feedlots of about R18.50/kg. 
“You can do pretty well with prices 
like this,” says Rudi. “Cow costs are 

about P800 (about R1 060) a year 
taking licks, vet bills and salaries into 
account. I also make good money on 
cull cows, especially the bigger Brah-
man-type cows that make up 80% of 
my herd.”

TIME FOR THE MARKET
Between November and January de-
mand often rises as supply weakens.

Rudi takes this opportunity to sell off 
culls and cows that have not recon-
ceived.

The animals are sold to Senn Foods 
in Gaborone, a company that deals in 
processed meat products.

When supply rises, the market re-
laxes and prices fall to about P18/kg 
(R23) for cows. Rudi explains that it 
is entirely worth his while to hold ani-
mals back and sell when prices move 
up to  P25/kg in November, December 
and January (about R33). An average 
sale price of P6 500 (R8 590) a cow 
gives his margins a healthy boost. This 
large-scale commercial operation has 
the flexibility to offer 700 animals for 
slaughter during the three-month pe-
riod of lean supply.

Animals graze the veld and have ac-

cess to a salt and phosphate lick from 
November to the end of June. Be-
tween July and October, a protein lick 
is offered. 

BULL MANAGEMENT
Every year about 50 bulls of different 
breeds are replaced. Bulls are general-
ly deselected because of injury, old age 
and infertility.  Working bulls need stam-
ina and younger replacement bulls tend 
to have more of it. 

A GOOD FIT 
The preferred type leans towards 
strong, medium-frame cattle but 
Rudi works towards developing and 
fine-tuning animals to suit his system 
parameters. “Beef farming should not 
be a sentimental affair, but about using 
the best breeds in a crossbreeding pro-
gramme,” he says. 

The Lemcke Ranch objective is to use 
crossbreeding systems to produce ani-
mals with high weaning weights that 
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Rudi and Ada Lehmke with one of their 
Brahman stud bulls. At Lemcke Ranches 
they use the top 700 Brahman cows to 
breed stud bulls.

will earn the most money.
“There are good animals in every 

breed. I prefer an early-maturing cow, 
with strong hooves; a cow that can keep 

up in winter with minimal amounts of 
lick, maintain her condition and recon-
ceive. I don’t measure the lick intake, but 
I do make sure the feed bins are topped 

up weekly,” he says.
Lemcke Ranches uses Sussex bulls 

across all the breed types for the first 
heifer mating. Rudi likes this early-ma-
turing breed because it is positive for 
fertility and for temperament. The 
crossbred cows produce fine weaners 
that fatten quickly.

The crossbred progeny of Brahman 
cows bred to a Sussex bull retain the 
longevity and hardiness of the Brahman. 

Simmentaler bulls are also widely used 
for their high fertility and feed-conver-
sion efficiency. 

 Brahman-Simmentaler crosses (Sim-
bra type) become good cows that wean 
heavy calves and show the positive 
Brahman qualities of adaptability and 
maternal ability.



JJ Liebenberg
Cell +27 (0)82 347 3822
Tel +27 (0)14 940 0038
E-mail shl@nwisp.co.zaHannes Liebenberg

SELECTED TOP 
GENES

HARDY 
BULLS

PERFORMS GOOD IN NAMIBIA, 
BOTSWANA AND SOUTH AFRICA
PERFORMS GOOD IN NAMIBIA, 

BOTSWANA AND SOUTH AFRICA

The home of hardy, veld-adapted stud cattle.

Bulls and 

females 

for sale.

Egbert Hiemstra, Cell 078 397 6039
Karen Hiemstra, Cell 078 950 7924

E-mail: hiemstra.karen@gmail.com
PO Box 81, Lydenburg 1120
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RUAN SCHUTTE

Ruan Schutte, postgraduate student at the
University of the Free State’s Livestock
and Game Economics unit.

Every farmer would like to save on costs and
increase profits. Heterosis may be just the option
to consider when economic factors are a priority
in the farmer’s future planning.

W
ith the increased de-
mand for food in South
Africa, farmers have to
be able to produce more,

with fewer production resources. The
dramatic changes and fluctuations, in
the weaner system in terms of produc-
tion costs and the value of calves, have
given many farmers pause for thought
about the value of heterosis in the price
structure of the current meat industry.
Ways to improve the efficiency and

profitability of weaner production are
constantly sought. Profitability can be
improved by increasing production vol-
ume (weight of calves marketed) and/
or the value of the products sold (im-
provement in quality).
The reduction of production costs,

and thus the break-even price, can also
result in an improvement in profitabili-
ty. Even better, by improving input-out-
put ratios, profits must increase.

BREED SELECTION
Heterosis is the increase in growth,
size, fertility and other progeny traits

Economic advantages
of heterosis

transferred from the parents (P1) to the
progeny through crossbreeding. The
selection of the right breed is the first
important step in a crossbreeding
programme. According to The Value of
Heterosis in Cow Herds by Matthew L.
Spangler of the University of Tennes-
see, the choice of breed depends on:
Production and marketing goals
Production environment
Available supply of food and labour
Choosing a breed that best suits your

production environment is subject to
various factors, including the availabil-
ity of food and the level of stress (tem-
perature, humidity, etc.).
The use of technology and breeding

systems – which improve the quality
and volume of production and reduce
production costs – is vital for com-
mercial cattle farmers to maintain
or improve the farming enterprise’s
competitive edge. Some farmers be-
lieve that the establishment of a more
conventional, purebred system will im-
prove the animal’s commercial traits.
Other producers believe in the use of a

planned crossbreeding system to har-
ness the value of hybrid vigour. In both
cases, farmers must take into consi-
deration the value that is gained by
heterosis, or hybrid vigour, to be able
to make an informed decision.

PERCENTAGE OF HETEROSIS
To fully understand this, it is important
to know what sells and how to sell it.
High-quality beef carcasses attract
premium prices. The farmer who sells
calves at weaning has a limited oppor-
tunity to harness the value of selec-
tion pressure on the quality of the end
product through heterosis. Even if he
produces the calves, the farmer is only
rewarded for a fraction of the value he
has added.
To determine the percentage of hetero-
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sis, Spangler’s formula is used, namely:
% Heterosis = [(crossbred average –

purebred average)/straight bred] × 100
A simple example of the percentage

of heterosis would be: the average
weaning weight of a herd of Breed
A cows bred to Breed B bulls. The
averageweaningweight of the F1 calves
is 240kg, the average weaning weight
of Breed A is 205kg and the average
weaning weight of Breed B is 250kg.
The kilogram heterosis would be:
Kg = 240 – [(205 + 250)/2] = 12.5kg
and the percentage of heterosis

would be:
% Heterosis = 12.5 / [(205+250)/2]

×100 = 5.5%

IMPROVE HERITABILITY
Lowly heritable traits like reproduction
benefit most from the process of hete-
rosis. These traits have, in general, a
heritability of less than 10% and can
be improved through competent use of
crossbreeding systems.
On the other hand, the value of

heterosis affects the value of each
cow in the herd and it is a value that
can be harnessed, no matter how the
calves are sold. The heterosis premium
is much more than just the premium of
R20, R40 or R60 each that the farmer
can get from the sale of calves.
Crossbreeding offers two distinct,

important advantages over the use of
a single breed. In the first place, the

crossbred animals have heterosis, or
hybrid vigour, and secondly the cross-
bred animals have a combination of
the strengths of the parents’ breeds.
The term breed complementarity is

often used to describe breed combi-
nations that produce highly desirable
progeny for a wide variety of traits.
With beneficial expected progeny dif-
ferences (EPDs), and adaptation fac-
tors, effective selection for improve-
ment in a range of traits can be made,
including carcass traits.
The improvement in cow/calf pro-

duction as a result of heterosis
is due to a crossbred cow and a
crossbred calf. Heterosis provides
the greatest improvement in lowly
heritable traits. Reproduction and
longevity, vital for cow/calf profita-
bility, have a low heritability. These
traits respond slowly to selection, but
heterosis through crossbreeding can
vastly improve an animal’s perfor-
mance in this regard.

INCREASED REVENUE
According to Dr Bob Weaber of Kan-
sas State University, the major eco-
nomic benefit for commercial farmers

comes from crossbreeding with cross-
bred cows. Crossbreeding is proven
to be an excellent method to improve
reproductive efficiency and productivi-
ty in beef cattle.
A simple example is that an

improvement of 5.5% in heterosis
(more or less 12.5kg in weaning weight)
in a herd of 100 cows, can generate
roughly R21 000 to R27 000 more, de-
pending on the weaner price.
If a farmer wishes to improve his

profitability then heterosis should be
part of his planning. Some producers
may find it easier to buy heifers or
cows from a reputable source that fit
in with their herd. Other farmers may
find itmore effective to breed their own
animals and grow them out. Choosing
animals with trait features that are
suitable for their management systems
and environments is also a good option,
although it may take longer to bring
about the desired changes.
The application of a well thought out

crossbreeding programme will have a
positive impact on farm profitability. It
will also help to improve the quality of
the cow herd and the calves that are
produced.

Lowly heritable traits like reproduction
benefit most from the process of heterosis.
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TOP: Prof Bob Weaber. 

ABOVE: To ensure that cows maintain 
their body condition and can reconceive 
and wean their calf, improve the adapt

ability of the cow to the environment.  
This has the effect of improving feed  
conversion efficiency. 
(Photo: Charl van Rooyen) 

Hybrid vigour improves 
calving percentage by 6%
Cow condition plays a major role in reconception. 
A well-adapted cow should be able to forage effi-
ciently on available grazing. This helps to pick up 
condition in the post calving period. 

PERCENTAGE IMPROVEMENT IN WEANING WEIGHT 
PER COW
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A heavier weaning weight 
is only one of the many 
advantages of hy-
brid vigour. It can also  

increase the calving rate by as much 
as 6%, according to Prof Bob Weaber, 
a specialist in cow-calf education at 
Kansas State University in the United 
States.

Prof Weaber spoke at a pre-
vious Stockman’s School at Aldam,  
presented by the Livestock Registering 
Federation (LRF), Breedplan, and Land-
bouweekblad.

In his presentation Weaber said to 
maintain condition so that cows can 
reconceive and successfully wean 
their calves, cattlemen should aim to 
improve feed conversion efficiency.  
Animals that are well adapted to the 
environments in which they are farmed 
should have better feed conversion effi-
ciency. Farmers can improve efficiencies 
by paying attention to this trait. The en-
vironment will not change to suit the 
cows. 

HYBRID VIGOUR
According to American research  
hybrid vigour improves the calving rate 
by 6%, the ability of the calf to survive 
to weaning age by 4%, weaning weight 
by 8%, the calf’s weight at a year by 
4%, carcass characteristics by up to 
2%, and the weaning weight per cow 
that conceives by 23%.

There is also a significant improvement 
in traits with low heritability, like fertility.  
A Bos taurus X Bos taurus cross im-
proves cow production by 20% to 25% 

and Bos indicus X Bos taurus in tropi-
cal areas by up to 50%. In the process, 
revenue increases while production 
costs decline. “More than half of these 
increases are due to the use of cross-
bred cows,” he said. (See accompanying 
graph.)

ECONOMIC VALUE 
Weaber explained how hybrid vigour 
improves a farmer’s margins using an 
example of a 100-cow herd with a wean-
ing percentage of 80% and a weaning 
weight of 261kg, over a period of 10 
years.

If the survival rate of calves at 
weaning improves by 6% and 
the weaning weight by 4%, there 
should be an extra 18 calves a year.  
In the US, this means that hybrid  
vigour increases the income per cow by 
R3 350 ($250) a year. 
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Crossbred cattle in the Beefmaster feedlot near Christiana. This feedlot has existed since 
the early 1980s. 
Photo: Beefmaster feedlot

Feedlots want crossbreds from 
farms where management 
and markets count

T
here is more variation with-
in a breed than there is be-
tween different breeds, says 
Roelie van Reenen, head of 

the Beefmaster feedlot near Christi-
ana when asked about the value of 
crossbreeding calves for a feedlot.

It is not so much about which crosses 
perform best in the feedlot, but more 
about the history of the calf before its 
arrival.

Roelie emphasises three important 
aspects of cattle farming that matter 
to feedlots when they buy weaners: 

■■ Did the farmer select the best breeding 
material for the crossbred calf?

■■ Has he applied diligent herd manage-
ment?

■■ Does he have a good relationship with 
the feedlot that buys his animals? 
A farmer needs to sell the product he 

produces whether it is maize or meat. 
As the maize farmer uses the best seed, 
cultivar, pest control and farming me-
thods to produce a high yielding, quality 
crop, the cattle farmer must make sure 
he does everything in his power to pro-
duce the highest quality weaner.

SELECTION
It all begins with the breeding stock. 
This means the farmer must breed the 
best bulls to the best cows.

This is even more important than 
breed selection for crossbreeding. 
Do not use inferior bulls and cows 
as the chances of breeding inferi-
or crossbred calves are higher and 

To get value out of a beef cattle enterprise the farmer  
should select the best breeding material, execute  
excellent management skills and locate a good,  
reliable market for his slaughter animals.

their growth poorer in the feedlot.  
The farmer is wise if he practices 
good herd management throughout 
the year. Management includes graz-
ing, herd health, breeding, calving 
and feeding. The operation should be 
geared towards delivering  robust, fast 
growing weaners to the feedlot. 

Roelie says third on the list is the at-
tention the farmer gives to finding a 
reliable market for his slaughter ani-
mals. 

“If the farmer produces a product, 
it has to go to a market. If he does 
not have a good knowledge of, and 
relationship with, his outlet area, his 
marketing will fail. If he has a good 

relationship with his feedlot, he can 
be made aware of the market require-
ments and breed accordingly. This way 
he can get more money for his calves.

 “It is important that the farmer gets  
market feedback. The feedlot owner 
needs to talk to him about the calves 
he has delivered and help him improve 
where necessary,” says Roelie.

It is counter-productive for a farmer 
to market hop looking for quick gains. 
“It’s always better for both parties 
to build a good working relationship 
founded on trust,” Roelie adds.

THE FEEDLOT
The feedlot should have some knowl-

 LOCATION 

Christiana,
North-West
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Roelie van Reenen

edge of its suppliers, and wheth-
er they meet the criteria for good 
breeding stock and herd manage-
ment. 

“The breeding stock and level of 
management ultimately determine 
the return we will get from buying a 
farmer’s weaners. It determines the 
price we can offer the farmer,” says 
Roelie. Certain breeds have better 
growth potential than others, but if 
the farmer’s herd management is 
not to standard, he may end up sell-
ing poor performers. 

A feedlot is generally willing to pay 
a premium price for weaners from 
farmers who consistently offer top 
quality animals. 

The farmer should select, accord-
ing to breed or crossbreed, to im-
prove his chances of getting more 
money for his weaners. If he uses 
good breeding stock and imple-
ments good management, there’s 
nothing to stop him from doing well, 
Roelie adds.

“Production costs are of the ut-
most importance, as the feedlot’s 
returns are influenced by feeding 
costs. When feed costs go up, we 

look for an early- to medium-ready 
type weaner. If the feed costs are low, 
we prefer late maturing animals,” 
Roelie says.

“What happens to the weaner be-
fore it gets to the feedlot is what 
really matters. Hybrid vigour is  
certainly important, but there are oth-
er factors to consider.” 

Certain breeds have better growth 
potential than others, but if the farmer’s 
herd management is not up to standard, 
he may end up selling poor performers.
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1

 LOCATION 

Pretoria,
Gauteng

Brahman − the breed 
for emerging farmers

C
ousins Thabiso and Zebe-
dius Deane continue the 
family’s tradition in cat-
tle farming started by 

their grandfather near Pretoria in the 
1930s. The Deanes  hold the family 
name high with their impressive herd.  
They run a closed herd with two Brah-
man bulls and one Simmentaler bull kept 
in a separate camp close to the farm-
house during the day. The cow-calf herd 
is sent out to the veld.

 “We are very impressed with the way 

The Swartdam area 
north-west of Pretoria 
is communal land where 
developing farmers 
graze their cattle on 
sourveld wetland. Many 
of these farmers have 
realised the advantag-
es of crossbreeding to 
Brahman and are imple-
menting crossbreed pro-
grammes in their herds.

that the Brahmans thrive in our envi-
ronment. They maintain condition dur-
ing the difficult winter months and their 
growth performance is outstanding,” 
says Thabiso. Besides a small amount of 
lucerne hay and molasses, the bulls get 
no extra supplements.

Animals are branded young because of 
rampant stock theft in the area. There 
are two brands. One is the farmer’s own 
brand and the other is a shoulder brand 
specific to the area. This helps with 
quick identification of animals. 

Besides taking advantage of the Brah-
man’s growth performance, Thabiso and 
Zebedius crossbreed with Afrikaner and 
Simmentaler bulls for udder health and 
milk. “Crossbreeding helps to get the 
weights up but cattle farmers must keep 
an eye on mothering and milk so that 
cows can raise their calves,” says Thabiso.

FIT FOR PROGRESS 
Hophney and Lawrence Maleka run two 
herds: a grey Brahman herd, they see 
as a future stud herd, and a commercial 
multi-coloured herd. 

The Maleka brothers first introduced a 
Brahman bull to their herd in 2011 and 
haven’t looked back since. 

“Brahman are well suited to this en-
vironment, especially because of the 
breed’s excellent disease resistance,” 
says Hophney.

Wetland grazing in much of the area 
means that internal parasites are a 
problem. The bont-legged tick (Hyalom-

Levy (left) and Isaac Tshoke are respected commercial beef cattle farmers. The Tshokes use 
a four-way crossbreeding system. They use Brahman as the herd foundation breed and cross 
back.

TOP: Thabiso and Zebedius Deane are well-
known cattle farmers in the Swartdam area 
near Pretoria. Crossbreeding with Brahman 
and Simmentaler bulls gives them better 
weaning weights.
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1. Thabiso Deane believes his Brahman prove the theory that the best bulls sire the top 
progeny. 

2. Levy Tshoke’s Brahman herd grazes sourveld wetlands where the parasite load is high. 
Thanks to the breed’s hardiness and tick resistance herd health is good with few sick animals. 

3. Lawrence (left) and Hophney Maleka run two separate Brahman herds:  purebred grey 
Brahman in one group and Brahman X Simmentaler crossbreds in the other. 

2

3

ma) is an ectoparasite in this area that 
increases the disease load. Heartwater 
causes mortalities in local livestock. 

 The Brahman’s natural resistance and its 
smooth coat makes attachment difficult for 
ticks and keeps tick-borne diseases down.    
“Brahman don’t get sick easily, which re-
duces our medicine costs,” says Hophney.

The Malekas grow out their weaners 
to between 200kg and 300kg and sell 
them at auction. 

Hophney also crossbreeds with a Sim-
mentaler bull to push the weight gains.  
“Crossbreeding works very well in our 
environment. We don’t struggle with 
teat problems and the Brahman’s moth-
ering instincts help to raise good calves. 
These calves are popular at the sales.”  

PRACTICAL APPLICATION
Levy Tshoke and his son Isaac farm 
on land given to them by the former  
Bophuthatswana government. The farm is 
about 650ha. Besides the sourveld graz-
ing, the herd grazes maize stover in winter. 

Levy has planted bloubuffelgras (Cen
chrus ciliaris), a palatable, perennial, 
on his sourveld grazing to increase 
the carrying capacity of the veld. Herd 
management focuses on fertility and 
the production of weaners with good 
growth rates. 

“I bought my first Brahman bull in 2003. 
During the next seven years,  I bought in 
another three Brahman bulls before I put 
the first Simbra bull into the herd in 2010.  
Crossbreeding for performance pro-
gress and sufficient milk, I bought two 
Simmentaler bulls and a Limousin. 

“The Brahman is still the core of 
my herd. It’s a breed with hardiness, 
good mothering instincts and heavier 

weaners,” says Levy.
His herd grazes out during the day 

but is kraaled at night because of stock 
theft in the area. 

“We give the animals a mineral block 
and a phosphate lick that we mix our-
selves. Our cattle also get molasses and 
salt to encourage intakes,” says Levy.

Easy-walking and the ability to cov-
er long distances is a Brahman plus 

that suits this environment.  
Weaners go to the sale when they 

weigh  200kg and Levy says they  do not 
battle to sell their animals. 

“The secret of running a successful 
cattle operation is in the practical appli-
cation of the knowledge you’ve gained 
over the years – whether it is through 
your own experience or through profes-
sional advice,” says Levy.  1
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In 2013 when we began showing and 
promoting Sir Christoff  we predicted 

that he would be the bull of the future 
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This bull is way ahead of his time in 
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R10 SIR CHRISTOFF 314/12
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He arrived at just the right time to take over from 
the Legend R10 Power Manso 67/02
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GREAT HERD BULLS COME FROM 
GREAT COW FAMILIES



 This Pretoria businessman’s goal is to become 
the top Brahman breeder in South Africa within 
the next 10 years, writes Wayne Southwood. The Duarte family. Back: Paul and his 

wife, Nataline; front: Their daughters, 
Isabella and Gabriella.

T
o achieve this goal, Paul Duarte bought the best Brah-
man genes he could find.

Paul’s pride and joy is one of his recent acquisitions, 
the seven-times champion bull, R10 12314, Sir Christoff, 

which he bought for R800 000, a new South African record price. 

GOOD GENES
The cattle in which he invests come from bloodlines that have 
had the biggest influence on the South African Brahman industry.

Sir Christoff is a long-bodied bull with an exceptional muscula-
ture and an estimated BLUP breeding value above the national 
average. His Rangeland grazing index is phenomenal and his 
studbook is loaded with the best genes that money can buy.

THE PLAN
Paul intends to breed a better bloodline by breeding as many 
cows as possible to Sir Christoff. The progeny will be line-bred 
(mated with strong males that are already in the pedigree).

This will strengthen the cow line and make them more predicta-
ble and reliable. Later he plans to import one of the top five bulls 
from JD Hudgins Inc, a stud in the United States, to breed to the 
line-bred progeny.

The operation includes a successful artificial insemination pro-
gramme that uses semen from top international bloodlines.

THE HERD
Paul has bought in the best Brahman herd cows that money could 
buy from South African breeders. Before purchasing any animal, he 
sought advice from the cattle-man Paul van Vuuren and the top five 
Brahman breeders in South Africa.

Paul surrounds himself with leading stakeholders to assist with 
the technical aspects of farming and stud breeding.

BLOODLINES
After researching the breed, he decided to use the dominant Hudgins 
bloodlines.

The cows weigh an average of 550kg and the new-born calves 
30-36kg. The weaning weight is normally about 50% of the moth-

ENQUIRIES: Paul Duarte: email: paul@duarte.co.za; 
cell: 083 602 1033; web: www.duarte.co.za

er’s weight (225kg). Paul doesn’t have a particular breeding season 
because the cows calve throughout the year.

He is diligent when it comes to the recording of data to ensure the 
estimated BLUP values for all the animals. Record-keeping is done 
manually on the farm, and the data is then stored in a program that 
Paul developed himself.

THE FARM
Paul has farmed for the past three years at Boomfontien, between 
Marble Hall and Roedtan. The farm is 1 000 ha in size. A large portion 
of the farm is typical lush Limpopo bushveld. Some areas are sweetveld 
and others sourveld.

The grasses that are most prevalent are Guinea grass/witbuffel-
gras (Panicum maximum) and foxtail buffalo grass/bloubuffelgras 
(Cenchrus ciliaris). In the smaller camps, he has Bermuda grass/
kweekgras (Cynodon dactylon) under irrigation; it is also fertilised. 
The camp sizes vary from 
150ha to 300ha.

The average 
rainfall is 
900mm. He 
also draws 
water from 
boreholes.

He has done a 
lot of culling and 
this made a huge 
difference to his 
carrying capacity.

There are five 
3ha grazing camps 
under irrigation 
surrounding the 
house that are 
used for cows to 
calve, the feeding 
of heifers, and the 
sale of bulls.



Traits observed: BWT, 200 WT (x2), 400 WT, 600 WT
Statistics: Number of herds: 4; Progeny analysed: 21

March 2017 South African Brahman group BREEDPLAN EBVs

Gestation 
length(days)

Birth 
wt.(kg)

200 
day wt 

(kg)

400 
day wt 

(kg)

600 
day wt 

(kg)

Mat 
cow 
wt 

(kg) 

Milk 
(kg)

Scro-
tal 

size 
(cm)

Car-
cass 
wt 

(kg)

Eye 
mus-
cle 

area 
(cm²)

Rib fat 
(mm)

Rump 
fat 

(mm)

Retail 
beef 
yield 
(%)

IMF(5)

EBV - +3,7 +32 +53 +73 +71 +6 - +34 - - - - -
Acc - 84% 74% 71% 71% 62% 43% - 54% - - - - -
Breed avg. EBVs for 2015 born calves

EBV -0,7 +1,5 +15 +23 +29 +30 +3 +0,7 +16 +0,4 +0,1 +0,1 +0,1 +0,0

SELECTION INDEX VALUES

Market target Index value Breed average

Rangeland grazing index (R) +R236 +R96
Weaning index (R) +R126 +R63
Feedlot index (R) +R140 +R67
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 Farm information 

Name: Spring Grove, Bedford
Size: 6 389 ha
Altitude: 770m to 1 555m (asl)
Rainfall: 500 mm on the flats and  
1 000 mm in the mountains
Veld type: Mountains: tall, sour  
grassland. Flats: Sweet bushveld.
Carrying Capacity: 3 ha/LSU on  
the sourveld and 8 ha/LSU on  
the sweetveld

Young Bedford farmer Hugh Ainslie believes 
that crossbreeding Brahman, Hereford and 
Angus cattle results in the best growth and 
vitality in the crossbred animals.

Brahman crossbreeding 
makes good money

The three breeds used for successful  
crossbreeding on Spring Grove farm are 
Brahman, Hereford and Angus.

I
f it is perfect heterosis you are after, 
you cannot go wrong by crossbreed-
ing Brahman with Hereford and An-
gus. The day you take your weaners 

to market you will feel the difference in 
your wallet, says young Bedford farmer, 
Hugh Ainslie (36), whose father was a  
pioneer Brahman farmer in this area of the  
Eastern Cape, 40 years ago.

Hugh welcomes visitors to his farm, 
Spring Grove, in the early morning with a 
very wide smile. The reason for the smile 
is twofold; it is his birthday, and he has 
been offered R31/kg for weaners with an 
average liveweight of 215kg.

The cheque he expects will greatly 
compensate for the gruelling drought 
in the district and the effort to keep the 
different cow herds in separate camps 
during breeding season, to ensure the 
greatest benefit from his crossbreeding 
programme.

Hugh’s father, Lochart, did not market 
weaners, but farmed up to 1 000 steers 
at a time before he started selling off 

 LOCATION 

Bedford,
Eastern Cape

200 animals a year as five-year-olds.
Hugh decided to take advantage of the 

excellent prices paid for weaners this 
year and only kept 50 of his 500 calves 
back. “The drought is harsh this year. 
That's why I thought it better to sell off 
most of the accrued animals rather than 
risk keeping them on the farm for more 
years,” he says.

REPRODUCTION
Hugh follows a simple crossbreeding 
programme. Heifers (between 18 and 24 
months) and cows are placed with the 
bulls for eight weeks. In September the 
heifers, regardless of whether they are 
Zebu or Taurus types, are bred to Here-
ford and Angus bulls on the sweetveld. 

The cows on the sourveld are bred 
from December onwards. Those with 
long ears are grouped into herds of 80 
and bred to Angus and Hereford bulls 
with four bulls  per herd.

The cows with short ears (Taurus 
types) are camped separately and bred 
to outstanding Brahman bulls Hugh gets 
from his father-in-law, Francois Norval 
of Adelaide.

Hugh says that since he started breed-
ing his heifers in September he has 
upped his calf-crop percentage from 
40% to 85%. “The reason is that the 
first calvers have an extra three months 
before they are mated.” What makes 
Hugh’s method of farming exception-
al is that animals receive no addition-
al supplements or licks. Not even salt.  
“I regard lick and salt as an unnecessary 

expense. Last year I experimented with 
a lick in one of my camps. There was no 
apparent difference between herds with 
lick and herds without it. So why should 
I waste money on it?“

TICKS
Because the flat low-lying areas are  
infested with ticks, all the cattle that 
graze there are resistant to heartwater. 
Hugh says Brahman is the breed with 
the best resistance to tick-borne dis-
eases. “Okay, there may be other Zebu 
types that have a better temperament 
than the Brahman, but when it comes 
to resistance to the diseases we have 
here, the Brahman is not easily beaten. 
They also produce outstanding cross-
breds. At the Bathurst show, it has al-
ways been the Brahman types taking 
the laurels.”

Hugh was the runner-up at this year’s 
show with one of his crossbred steers.

Despite the heartwater resistance, 
he vaccinates all his heifers against 
brucellosis and black-quarter disease. 
The heifers are injected three months 
before mating and get a booster inoc-
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LEFT: The excellent Brahman cross that
won runner-up for Hugh in this year’s Big Ox
Class at the Bathurst Agricultural Show. The
winner was also a Brahman cross.
BOTTOM: Hugh Ainslie of Spring Grove farm.

ulation onemonth later. Heifers and steers
are dehorned during winter.
He also doses all his female animals with

multimin before breeding begins.

ECONOMIC BENEFITS
According to Hugh, the crossbreeding
programme on Spring Grove and the var-
iation in the farm’s topography that rang-
es from 770m to 1 555m above sea level,
boost farm profitability.
“The large number of steers my father

ran and the high grazing pressure he ap-
plied has dramatically improved our sour-
veld. Today we can comfortably feed cows
and calves in themountains, where before,
we could only run dry animals,” says Hugh.
“Since the cattle on Spring Grove, de-

spite years of crossbreeding, do not yet
have a uniform colour, it would be nice
to see only crossbreds with a tiger stripe
on the farm someday,” says Hugh with a
smile.



LIMPOPO: Theo and Maré Dicke
Spitsrand Farm, Duiwelskloof
Cell 082 989 7333 • theodick@mweb.co.za

EASTERN CAPE: Miles and Danelda Dicke
Idlewild Farm, Kei Mouth Cell 084 589 3174
mwdicke@mweb.co.za 

DICKE BRAHMAN FARMING 

Genetics by design

 Quality 

breeds 
profit

Duoman
Registered

Grey
Brahman bulls.

Tough and hardy veld bulls. 
Redwater and Gallsickness area.
All test and vaccinations done.

Boerdery- Grey Brahman stud

 Area: The farm Oppermanskraal, Bergville, KwaZulu-Natal.
 

For all enquiries, phone: Gielie Jacobsz, 083 284 8300  |  Rob Jacobsz, 078 460 0880  |  Jan Kuhn, 078 460 2800

 

‘Genetics

from the bull-

not the

feedbag’
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1. A  purebred Brahman bull with Simmenta-
ler cross-type cows.

2. This 30-month-old Brahman-type heifer 
heavy-in-calf shows her good condition.

Crossbred steers 
pull in profit in 
Namibia

 LOCATION 

Okahandja, 
Namibia

The sweetveld Hendrik Botha farms at Okahandja. 

1 2

Crossbred Brahman- 
Simmentaler steers 
in extreme conditions 
makes good business 
sense for this Namibian 
farmer. Hendrik Botha 
talks about managing  
for the margin in spite of  
rugged conditions and 
harsh weather.  

N
amibia is a country with an 
extreme climate - in these 
arid zones farming is a par-
ticularly unforgiving busi-

ness. Cattle farmers have to stay on top 
of their game and manage their resourc-
es skillfully to make their operations 
work well.

Hendrik Botha grows out crossbred 
steers in an extensive system and 
sells them for slaughter at 30 months.  
He has farmed cattle in the east Oka-
handja region of Namibia  since 1977. 

The red loamy soils support sweet-
veld vegetation on an annual rainfall of 
350mm. The open sweetveld grassland 
provides good grazing with a carrying 
capacity of 45kg to 60kg liveweight per 
hectare.

Hendrik crossbreeds his 240-cow 
breeding herd to Brahman and Simmen-
taler bulls that he buys in regularly from 
breeders. 

The farm has one breeding season 
from December to March. Selection 
for adaptability and fertility results 
in a 90% calving rate in this rocky 
part of Namibia, known as the driest  
country in sub-Saharan Africa.  
“Despite the drought of the past four 
years, I have not been forced to sell off  
cows,” says Hendrik.

He breeds Brahman cows to Simmen-
taler bulls and crosses the offspring 
back by using a Brahman bull on the 
F1 crossbred heifers. In the F2 cross he 
uses Simmentaler bulls to keep the off-
spring as close as possible to a 50/50  
ratio for maximum benefit from hybrid 
vigour.

Crossbred steers are more 
profitable than purebreds be-
cause of the hybrid vigour effect.  
“In Namibia, these Brahman crosses 
are extremely popular with feedlots 
and get the highest prices,” Hendrik 
explains.

INCREASED WEIGHT
The improvement in Hendrik’s cow 
herd reflects the significant increase in  
average cow weight, average weaning 
weight, and cow-calf weaning weight 

over a 40-year period. 
In 1997, his cows weighed an average 
472 kg and the weaning weight was  
235 kg, for a cow-to-calf weaning ratio 
of 49.8%.

In 2017 the average cow weight was 
528kg, the average weaning weight was 
270kg and the cow-to-calf weaning ratio 
51.1%.

At 20 months, the steers now weigh 
an average of 445kg average and 
at 30 months an average of 580kg. 
Thus in 22 months the steer grows by 
310kg, or 470 grams a day. This is in  
extensive conditions.  “I produce free-
range animals that are slaughtered at 
the end of the rainy season,” he says. 
The steers are sold to Meatco for export. 

SUPPLEMENTARY LICKS
“I farm as extensively as possible, but 
I  do give access to lick. If I let cow  
condition slide too far, the ani-
mals will not be in the right condi-
tion to reconceive,” says Hendrik.  
Therefore, during the veld’s growth pe-
riod, he puts out a phosphate lick, and  
in the dry season animals get about  
6g  to 10g of phosphate and 100g to 
150g of protein each, every day.  
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Pure, line-bred Manso predictability

Komga                                                       Eastern Cape

17th ANNUAL BULL SALE

Thursday, 8 September 2016

LINCOLN, KOMGA, EASTERN CAPE

OFFER:   pure grey Manso bulls50

ENQUIRIES: 

Eugene Osterloh 082 927 7886

OBS – BRED AND RAISED ON GRASS, 

NATURALLY!

ENQUIRIES: 

Paul Hobson 082 652 4724

Simon Hughes 082 491 8286

OBS 105 10 

OBS 12 151 OBS 206 09 

OBS 84 11 

Brahman stud

Proven bloodlines, predictable performance

Heartwater, redwater and gallsickness veld

OBS 20 09  

 OBS 105 10       

Eugene Osterloh: 082 927 7886

Suppliers
of good genes

to
South African 

meat producers, 
since 1959

Sydney: 082 462 6416  |  Mark: 082 462 4066  |  Geoffrey: 082 373 2390
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Three cattle breeds for perfect 
weaner production
Wimpie van Rensburg 
from Tosca has a  
winning weaner recipe. 
Wimpie crossbreeds 
Simbra-type cows,  
Simmentalers and  
Brahman. 

T
he Vryburg area is de-
scribed by some as the 
Texas of South Afri-
ca – true cattle country.  

Here animals thrive on the veld 
of mixed grassland and bushveld.  
Well-known as the heartland of beef 
production in South Africa, this area 
hosts many different beef breeds.  

Close to the town of Tosca, Wimpie 
van Rensburg and his son, Willem, run 
a weaner operation, founded on the 
Van Rensburg’s Brahman and Sim-
mentaler studs.

Wimpie and Willem market the 
progeny of Simbra cows bred to stud 
bulls, to local feedlots.

 The current focus is on weaner 
production but their goal is to switch 
to cow-calf production systems. 

“We plan to market our bull calves 
as weaners to cover costs. Then we’ll 

hold our best females back and mar-
ket them as breeding group packag-
es with some of our top bulls.”

CROSSBREEDING
Willem mates Simbra cows with pure-
bred Brahman or Simmentaler bulls 
for hardy, fast-growing weaners.  
“If the Brahman phenotype is strong 
in a heifer she will be bred to a Sim-
mentaler bull. If the Simmentaler 
phenotype is strong, the heifer will 
be bred to a Brahman bull.
 “The tough, well-adapted animals 
we get from these crosses are raised 
for the weaner market. Purebred 
stud calves are used as replacement 
heifers in the stud cow herds and as 

new bulls for our weaner operation.” 
The Simmentaler, originally a dual- 
purpose breed, hails from Europe. 
Its positive traits for milk add value 
to the hardiness and fast grow-out 
rates of the Brahman. 

1

2 3

1. A Simbra cow herd runs with purebred 
Brahman and Simmentaler bulls to produce 
weaners for the feedlot markets.

2. An example of the solid qualities the 
Brahman or Simmentaler brings to a  
Simbra cross. 

3. Because the Brahman phenotype is 
stronger in this Brahman X Simmentaler  
heifer, she will be bred to a Simmentaler 
bull to maintain hybrid vigour.
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“Ultimately we would prefer to use 
our own bulls, but for now we buy in 
registered Brahman bulls for our stud. 
We use the best genetic stock we can 
find, which is why I buy my bulls from 
Sydney Hunt of Hunt Brahmans, War-
renton,“ says Wimpie.

HARDY CATTLE
The area around   Tosca has a warm, 
dry climate with cycles of good 
rain alternating with years of se-
vere drought. “Winters are cold with  
temperatures falling as low as -5°C. 
On the other hand summer temper-
atures of above 40°C have been  
recorded.

these calves make them a popular 
choice with feedlot buyers. 

Louis Botha, manager of Murasie 
Farm outside Delareyville, recently 
bought weaners from Wimpie and 
Willem and says he is impressed with 
the weight gains they show espe-
cially in the last month. “We find the 
Simbra-type calves perform well in 
the feedlot. They show rapid weight 
gain, largely due to a favourable feed 
conversion.”

The Murasie Farm feeds wean-
ers for six months (180 days) and 
slaughters out at an average of 
more than 60% (dressed weight) 
with the Simbra-type weaners.  
“We are definitely interested in this 
type of calf, especially because of 
its rapid growth. We have already 
recorded average daily weight gains 
of about 2 kg/day with similar type 
calves,“ says Louis. 

Willem (left) and Wimpie Janse van  
Rensburg farm beef cattle near Tosca. 
Their core operation is a crossbred weaner 
business, but they plan to market cow-calf 
breeding groups with bulls in the future. 

“We select strong, well-adapted 
and fertile animals that rear their 
calves easily and maintain condition 
despite challenges. This suits our 
farming system. Cross breed ing gives 
you an edge, because it combines 
the best features of each breed,” 
says Willem.

 A phosphate lick is offered in 
summer and a protein lick in winter. 
Other than the licks the cattle rely 
solely on the veld for grazing and 
browsing, since there are no planted  
pastures on the Van Rensburg’s farm.  
Despite this relatively rugged regime 
the animals do well; a tribute to the 
benefits of crossbreeding. 

CROSSBRED WEANERS 
This father-and-son team opts to sell 
weaners when they weigh about 300kg, 
at the prevailing market prices. Wimpie  
says clear signs of good growth in 
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The Brahman, a crossbreed 
common denominator
The broad band circling the earth between the 
tropics has enormous potential for red meat 
production. But, the animals must be adapted 
to tropical and subtropical conditions.

Prof Joe Paschal continuously engages 
with livestock improvement. Crossbreeding 
with Brahman shows gains for cattlemen.

T
he area between the tropics 
circles the earth in a broad 
band. Largely undeveloped, 
these vast regions are high-

ly resourced with natural grazing and 
home to about 700 million head of cat-
tle.   

This figure represents only 33% of 
the world’s total production of red 
meat, and 20% of its milk production. 
In the arid and semi-arid zones, cattle 
need effective tolerance to challeng-
ing weather and grazing conditions for 
profitable production. 

We may attribute the wide distribu-
tion of the Brahman throughout the 
southern African sub-region, as well as 
to other southern regions of the globe, 
to the breed’s adaptability. This breed 
hallmark means that Brahman do not 
necessarily have to be crossed with 

other breeds to attain high breeding 
value. 

In one generation cattlemen can 
produce quality breeding animals by 
crossing various, indigenous cow lines 
to Brahman. Trait improvement can 
jump the generational selection pro-
cess and find expression through a sim-
ple act; crossbreeding with Brahman.  
The desirable traits are characterised 
by non-additive genetic effects such as:  

■■ Longevity
■■ Adaptability (tropical and sub-tropi-
cal)

■■ Fertility (inter-calving periods)
■■ Longevity
■■ Maternal ability

COMPLETE HETEROSIS
The effect of non-additive genetics 
makes the expression of these traits 
more difficult to measure. Progress 
through selection in lowly heritable 
traits can be slow.  

The F1 crossbred cow displays 100% 
heterosis for all traits including milk 
production. If she is rebred to a Brah-
man bull positive for meat production,  
her calf will continue to express hetero-
sis but to a lesser extent (50%).

Research conducted by Texas A&M 
(US) confirmed a 95% pregnancy sta-
tus in F1 females, 87% weaning and an 
average weaning weight of 259kg at 
seven months. The female F1 animals 
were crossed with a third breed and 
their production lifespan improved to 
an average of 12.3 years.

The most insightful finding of re-

search conducted by commercial feed-
lots showed that ¼, ⅗ and ½ of Brahman 
crossbreds performed as well as, or 
better than, other breed purebreds  in 
terms of:

■■ Veterinary expenses (reflected by 
reduced numbers of sick animals 
needing less treatment).

■■ Average weight gain (1.36kg com-
pared to 1.37kg per day).

■■ Musculature (87.7cm2 compared to 
94.4cm2 eye muscle area)

■■ Intramuscular fat
■■ Meat tenderness (2.93kg versus 
2.69kg meat resistance measured 
using the Warner-Bratzler Shear 
Force test)

■■ Profitability per head ($76.06 [R1 025] 
to $76.82 [R1 035]).

CARCASS EVALUATION
The American Brahman Breeders Asso-
ciation ran a 14 year carcass evaluation 
programme finishing Brahman steers 
in which they accumulated comprehen-
sive feed and carcass data (including 
tenderness).

Informative results confirmed that 
average meat tenderness was 3.99kg. 
A measurement of less than 4kg meat 
resistance is considered to be between 
tender and slightly tough.

These findings were confirmed by 
similar results from the states of Flor-
ida and Louisiana.

Prof Joe Paschal of Texas A&M says 
the Brahman breed has much to offer 
the world’s tropical and subtropical cat-
tle production systems in straight bred 
or crossbred programmes. 

Prof Joe Paschal is a specialist consul
tant in livestock at Texas A&M Universi
ty in the US. This article was compiled 
from a lecture Prof Paschal presented 
at the 17th World Brahman Congress.
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Prof Joe Paschal (with the white hat) on a visit to South Africa.

GREATER DECLINE
Dr Andy D. Herring of the Department 
of Animal Sciences at Texas A&M Uni-
versity found a greater decrease in 
the F2 generation if the F2 progeny is 
produced by repeating F1 X F1 combi-
nations on all possible breed combina-
tions.

He crossed BA X AB (A = Angus) and 
BH X HB (H = Hereford) and did their 
specific crossbreeding. He also found 
that the Brahman cow and her calf’s 
ability to maintain birth weight (var-
iance 8kg–12 kg) in the reverse cross 
was not just a mother effect, but also 
a genetic effect that requires further 
research.

He explains however, that the F1 
cross produces better-than-expected 
production of the original parents for 
a specific trait, as well as the expected 
production of the F2 progeny.
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 Standerton,
Mpumalanga

Farmer wins with 
Brahman crossbreeds

Delarey Tonkin of Standerton with a group 
of young Brahman bulls. He uses Bonsmara 
bulls in the heifer groups to prevent calving 
problems with the progeny crossed back  
to Brahman.

Cattleman Delarey 
Tonkin, of Standerton, 
produces top quality 
weaners. His cross-
breeding brings out the 
best traits of two cattle 
breeds and combines 
them in one profitable 
package. The secret lies 
in the rotational cross-
breeding of Brahman 
heifers with Bonsmara 
bulls, after which, the 
heifers are crossed 
back to Brahman.

C
rossbreeding makes it pos-
sible to combine the best 
qualities of two breeds in the 
progeny. Standerton farmer, 

Delarey Tonkin, says he selects Bonsmara 
bulls for heifers and buys in bulls positive 
for lower birthweights. “This gives you a 
smaller calf at birth, but the Brahman’s 
high growth rate quickly compensates  
and we get a heavier weaner with good 
muscle,” says Delarey.

Heifers bred to Bonsmara bulls are posi-

tive for milk production and do not  strug-
gle with teat problems, Delarey says.  
“In the past, we have used other cattle 
breeds with our Brahman, but the Bon-
smara-crosses work best in our system.”

Delarey explains that both cattle 
breeds are bred for African conditions.  
“The established tick resistance of 
the Brahman is well supported by the  
Bonsmara. The superb qualities of the   
purebred Brahman are not eradicated 
but enhanced in crossbreeding sys-
tems,” he says.

PREMIUMS FOR  
CROSSBRED WEANERS
Weaner production is a key driver of this 
farming enterprise. Delarey crossbreeds 
purebred Brahman cows and heifers to 
Bonsmara bulls. The F1 crossbred heifers 
are bred back to Brahman bulls. 

For Delarey, fertility is not negotiable. 
“We are strict on heifer selection and we 
consider fertility to be one of the most im-
portant factors. On South African farms, 
there is no place for passenger cows  
especially not heifers. After all, fertility 

is what earns you the most money in 
farming,” he says.

There are some exceptions such as a 
first calver that has taken strain when 
calving down says Delarey. “This year's 
difficult drought conditions, that affect 
nutrition, are taken into account but 
these are extraordinary conditions.”

The heavier weaners he gets from 
crossbreeding enables him to ob-
tain a premium price at auctions.  
“The Brahman gives you a heavier 
calf, whether a Brahman bull with a 
different breed of cow, or a Brah-
man cow with any other type of bull 
breed. The result is a good, strong 
calf every time. However, we do not 
want to move more than 50% away 
from the Brahman because we want to 
keep its good qualities,” he explains.  
This is a recipe for success demon-
strated by the buying eagerness of the 
feedlots when the Bonsmara-Brahman 
crosses come up for sale.

GOOD SUPPORT
Francois Tonkin agrees with his father 
and says the Bonsmara breed comple-
ments the Brahman herd. 

“The Bonsmara is a colour-fast 
breed with a low birth weight and 
rapid growth rates. Because we 
have predominantly red Brahman, 
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Cell 082 654 3280
Email dlabuschagne@mweb.co.za
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Bronkhorstspruit

There are advantages in crossbreeding 
Brahman and  Bonsmara, says Delarey  
Tonkin. The crossbred animals have strong 
tick-resistance and feedlots are eager to 
buy up the weaners.

Farmer wins with 
Brahman crossbreeds

the crossbred heifers are 90% red.  
We would not like to lose the tick-re-
sistant trait in Brahman lines, espe-
cially when crossbreeding with Bons-
mara bulls,” he says.

Although the Tonkins do not have an 
exclusive crossbreeding programme, 
Francois adds that the Brahman is  

excellent in exclusive crossbreeding 
programmes. “There is a huge advan-
tage for farmers who use a crossbreed-
ing programme. Crossbred weaners are 
high-quality animals. Young steers grow 
out well in steer-production systems 
and crossbred heifers produce robust, 
fast-growing calves.

The market is wide open for farm-
ers who sell crossbred heifers. “We 
see  these animals fetching high pric-
es at auctions. We like to hold onto  
our best crossbred heifers and breed 
them to a purebred Brahman bull,"  
Francois explains.

He believes that the market is an in-
formed one, looking for top quality  
animals. 

“Commercial farmers want animals 
with adaptability and fertility, cows 
that can produce a calf with maxi-
mum meat every year and not need 
supplementary feed programmes. 
Genetics that can utilise natural  
resources with a balanced stock-lick pro-
gramme are the key to success.” 
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Gobabis, 
Namibia

Brahman cross  
a popular dairy cow 
in Namibia

Cows bred by Japie Engelbrecht. Both are hardy cross-breeds for the dry conditions and 
vast distances that the cattle must walk.

The dual-purpose Braun-
vieh crossed with the 
arid-adapted Brahman is 
a useful type of animal  
in Namibia’s extensive 
dairy herds.

D
airy farmers are in a global 
price squeeze and many of 
them battle with low milk 
prices and high input costs. 

In Namibia, where the environment 
is pretty tough, one could expect the 
dairy industry to be taking a beating.  
However, Namibia’s handful of extensive 
dairy farmers have developed a cow that 
survives and thrives in the harsh con-
ditions. And, in this cow, the Brahman 
plays a vital role. 

Japie Engelbrecht, chairman of the 
Namibian Dairy Producers Association, 
talks about making a living in the exten-
sive dairy sector. He is a successful dairy-
man who uses crossbreeding to produce 
the right dairy cow for the conditions.  

Japie, his wife Christa and their 
sons  Koos and Japie Jnr. farm in the 
Sweetveld of the Gobabis district.  
The Engelbrechts’ farming enterprises 
include extensive dairy production with 
crossbred cattle (Holstein, Brahman, 
Braunvieh and Dairy Swiss), and ox and 
weaner production with Beefmaster and 
Santa Gertrudis.

Originally, Japie milked a Holstein 
herd in an intensive dairy system. He 
made the change to extensive dairying 
because the intensive system became 
unprofitable. His first action was to 
breed the Holsteins to Brahman bulls.
This had the effect of injecting a 

healthy beef component into his herd.  
“Long walks and veld-grazing are not 
ideal conditions for a high-producing 
cow,” says Japie. “But, if the beef 
component is too strong the cow’s 
lactation will be too short, milk 
production will drop off and the animal 
will tend to become overconditioned. 
This, as she converts concentrates into 
fat rather than into milk.” 

One can see how much thought and 
planning need to go into balancing the 
meat to milk ratio in these extensive 
dairy cows.

SECOND CROSS
In a second cross, Japie bred Dairy Swiss 
cows to a Brahman bull. The F1 progeny 
were bred to a Braunvieh bull to improve 
the milk, and the resulting progeny bred 
to a Brahman, improving the meat. 

The Holstein-Brahman crossbred fe-
males are now alternatively bred to 
Braunvieh and then to Brahman bulls. 
  The result is an exceptionally hardy cow 
that delivers good volumes and weans 
220kg calves at 10 months. 
  This is lighter than the beef wean-
ers with wean out weights of 225kg to 
230kg at eight months, says Japie. “But 

we have to look at both milk and meat.” 
The cows graze on the veld at night and 

rest, ruminate and suckle during the day.  
On this once-a-day milking system, cows 
go to the kraal in the morning for milk-
ing. After milking they are kraaled with 
their calves, until the afternoon when 
they go back to the veld without their 
calves. 

 This allows calves access to their moth-
er’s milk for the greater part of the day.  
“The calves go with their mothers to the 
milking stalls to stimulate the let-down 
reflex and start milk flow. One teat is 
dedicated to the drinking calf while the 
cow is milking,” Japie explains.  

While the cows on veld grazing, calves 
graze in their own camps. The calves 
are weaned at 10 months.

JOHAN LÜCK
Johan Lück of the farm Jonkershoek, 
also in the Gobabis area, was Namib 
Dairies’ Extensive Dairy Producer of the 
year in 2016.

Johan’s father, Otto, first farmed 
Shorthorns X Red Polls and milked them 
for cream. Johan joined Otto in 1980 
and took over the management in 1995.

Later they switched to Simmentaler X 
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 Boeta Horn

 Japie Engelbrecht

Johan Lück

Afrikaners, which produced more milk. 
In time they began to crossbreed  

Braunviehs with Brahman which Johan 
continues to farm now. “It’s a cow that 
produces quite a lot of milk; it’s very har
dy and it has good meat characteristics. 
The Brahman provides the hardiness 
and the Braunvieh contributes the milk 
traits,” says Johan.

He milks 80 to 100 cows once a day.  
In winter, the average is 5 litres to 6 li
tres per cow per day, and in summer it 
is 10 litres to 12 litres. The drop in winter 
milk averages is due to the fall in veld 
grazing quality. Veld grazing in winter is 
typically dominated by Bushman grass 
and wire grass. In early summer, if there 
are good rains, annual grasses that offer 
good grazing wil flush.

NIGHT GRAZING
Cows go back to the veld after milk
ing and graze throughout the night. 
At this time the calves are kept sepa
rate from their mothers to prevent 
nighttime suckling.

This can be a tricky process to 
manage. Johan keeps his calves in 
a camp far enough away from the 
cows to stop any chance of reunifi
cation. 

In the morning, the milking herd 
goes to the kraal. 

Johan keeps all the heifers. He se
lects the best heifers at 12 months 
as replacement heifers and auctions 
the rest at 18 months. Bull calves are 
sold as steers at 18 to 24 months, or 
once they reach about 300kg.

The ‘freedrinking’ cows are in the 
Brahman X Braunvieh herd, kept for 
weaner production. These animals 
are not milked but stay with their 
calves on the veld supplemented 
only by a saltphosphate lick.

Johan keeps the heifers until they 
weigh about 300kg and have been 
bred. The potential for good milk pro
duction puts a demand on these an
imals from other farmers. The other 
plus is the mild temperament which 
makes for easier management.  
Even farmers who don’t milk will buy 
these heifers, says Johan, because the 

dairy component gives higher than  
average weaning weights. 

BOETA HORN
Namibia’s Best Extensive Dairy Farmer 
for 2015, Boeta Horn, another Gobabis lo
cal, runs a fresh milk operation and grows 
out oxen on the veld. 

Holsteins were the original dairy cows in 
Boeta’s herd, but he hasn’t milked a pure

bred cow in 10 years. 
He bred his cows to Braunvieh bulls and  
then bred the F1 crosses to Brahman bulls.

Nowadays Boeta milks Braun
viehBrahman crossbreds with decent 
milk volumes. Replacement heifers 
are bred to a Sussex bull and the 
bull calves taken to the ox group.   
Surplus heifers are auctioned. 

First calvers are bred to a Brahman bull 
on the second cycle after calving. This 
mediumframed crossbred animal is the 
type of cow Boeta wants. “It is not neces
sarily the best dairy cow for all conditions, 
but it is very suited to our conditions. The 
Brahman gives hardiness and adaptability 
to the female animals, and the Braunvieh 
passes on positive traits for meat and 
milk,” says Boeta. 

“A large cow doesn’t do well here. Her 
maintenance needs are too high for the 
grazing we have.”

Boeta is another onceaday milker. 
The cows graze at night and come in for 
milking in the morning.

They stay kraaled until the afternoon 
when they are sent out to graze again.

GOOD SWEETVELD
Although the area is normally dry, Boe
ta has good sweetveld with mainly 
bushman grass (Stipagrostis uniplumis) 
and finger grass (Digitaria eriantha).  
Shrubs also provide good grazing for the 
cattle.

During times of good grazing, Boe
ta’s daily average is 15 litres per cow.  
He only milks three teats; the milk from 
the fourth is for the calf.  

Keeping the calves on milk will ensure 
good weaner growth. “The dairy indus
try has looked after us throughout the 
years,” says Boeta.

Some of the bull calves are raised as 
oxen, and the rest are auctioned after 
weaning at about 200kg. The oxen roam 
freely on the veld, where they receive a 
commercial lick that has been specifically 
developed for shrub utilisation.

Boeta sells all his oxen at auction when 
they are five years old. “An ox doesn’t stop 
growing. I have sold oxen that weighed 
960kg,” he says. And that’s a considera
ble weight.  
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Ermelo,
Mpumalanga

GERRIT BEZUIDENHOUT

The benefits of 
crossbreeding
This young farmer’s production system is well-
suited to crossbreeding. Good growth and 
heavy weaning weights make Jannes Drotsky’s 
animals sought after by feedlots.

Jannes Drotsky of Bethal maintains that the 
growth performance of the Brahman is enhanced 
by the early maturity of the Hereford.

T
he growth performance of 
the Brahman and the ear-
ly maturity of the Hereford 
have combined in a successful 

crossbreeding programme on Jannes 
Drotsky’s farm outside Bethal.

“We use 80% Brahman and 20% 
Hereford bulls in our herds and we 
have two calving seasons: one in win-
ter and one in summer,” says Jannes.  
He selects the top 10% from the heif-
er group when the animals are seven 
months old. The remaining wean-
ers he offers on tender to feedlots.  
“I take the best prices,” says Jannes.

The Brahman-Hereford cross calves 
are sought after by the feedlots, some-
thing Jannes attributes to the good 
qualities of the cross. He adds that he 
uses bulls with a high growth rate at 
200 days.  “Often, farmers don’t see 
the potential benefits the statistics 
have for their enterprises. We try and 
use bulls in the top 10% of the different 
breeds. 

“The growth rates are more accurate 
and, combined with today’s weaner 
prices, it means more money in your 
pocket,” explains Jannes.

GROWTH GAINS
The original herd was made up of a 
number of mainly white Brahman cows.  
“We bred the white Brahman heifers 
to a Hereford bull and then bred the F1 
crosses back to Brahman bulls for max-
imum growth and productivity,” says 
Jannes.

He likes this combination, because  
the growth performance of the Brah-
man enhances the early maturity of the  
Herefords.

“The secret of maintaining the com-
bined strength of the breeds is not 
cross the crossbreds again. We cross 
Brahman heifers with a Hereford bull, 
and then put a Brahman bull onto the 
next generation of heifers and it ends 
there. By going back again you lose 
the growth performance offered by the 

Brahman,” he says.
Although the calves are smaller, 

than those of other Bos taurus cattle 
breeds, they pick up quickly on the 
growth curve and make for a strong 
weaner.

This year, he plans to keep 20% of 
his best calves back and grow them 
out himself. “When the farmer grows 
out his own calves, he can see which 
animals are the top performers. Once 
we’ve put together a group of these 
calves and grown them out, we’ll take 
them to the abattoir in Ermelo. The ab-
attoir pays a premium price for these 
animals,” says Jannes. He explains that 
it takes about four months from wean-
ing to get the calves to the desired 
weights.

“By next year I aim to keep more than 
30% of my calves 

back to grow out 
myself. I’ll repeat 
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TOP: Jannes Drotsky is especially impres-
sed with the excellent maternal abilities of 
his crossbred cows. 

LEFT: The farm offers weaners on tender 
to feedlots in the area. This is one way of 
getting the best price for weaners Jannes 
Drotsky says. the process until we have the financial 

resources we need  to build our own ab-
attoir. These days, cattle farmers need 
to scrutinise all the options and see 
how far up the value chain they can go 
to grow their business,” he says. 

IN DEMAND
Meanwhile, the calves Jannes sells 
to feedlots are highly sought after.  
“There is a high demand for our F1 
crossbreds. These animals offer  good 
fat deposition, excellent feed conver-
sion and good growth ability. Other 
breeds can deposit fat rapidly but may 
lack the growth ability of the Brah-
man. The marbling of the meat is also  
excellent, another factor that increases 
the popularity of the calves in the feed-
lots,” says Jannes. 

The role feed plays in improving the 
profitability of a cattle farm cannot be 
over-estimated, says Jannes.

The Bethal region is known for its 
icy winters, where the temperature 
regularly drops below freezing in 
winter. This means that grazing and 
feeding programmes must be care-
fully planned to get the best results.  
“We’ve had times when we’ve had to 
crack ice in the water troughs at 3pm 
so that the animals could drink. Hardi-
ness is an important trait in herds that 
have to deal with this kind of weather.”

STOVER
The vegetation type is typical tall sour 

Highveld grassland. The tall, sour grass-
lands offer little nutrition in winter. In 
summer, many of the grass species 
can grow to chest height and above.  
“Regional rainfall figures vary between 
700mm and 750mm a year, which gives 
us good grazing. I supplement my win-
ter grazing by leasing lands to my neigh-
bours, after which I put my cattle on the 
stover (crop residue). In this way, I lease 
about 500ha of land, and get more than 
500ha of winter grazing. On the High-
veld, there isn’t any other way to farm 
beef cattle,” he says.

To improve the carrying capacity of 
grazing camps that underperform, 
Jannes plants sugargraze (Sorghum 
bicolor). He also puts in Jap radish 
(Raphanus sativus) as winter feed.

“These camps previously struggled 
to support cattle, but since we’ve had 
the stover and planted Jap radish and  
sugargraze, we’ve improved the income 
from our cattle by 40%. This is just by 
having the right feed at the right time. 
At one point we had to make 3 000 bales 
of teff (Eragrostis curvula) every year to 
get our animals through the winter, but 
these days we don’t need the bales. We 
feed poor man’s lucerne (Sericea lespe-
deza) as a winter supplement, to cows 
with young calves at foot,” Jannes ex-
plains.
 

STRONG CALVES 
Crossbreeding offers the farmer a double 
benefit, says Jannes. “First of all, cross-

breeding produces a heavier weaner 
which puts more money in your pocket, 
and secondly your animals are more cost- 
effective because heifers calve earlier.  
Since we started crossbreeding, our 
heifers’ first calving has moved back by 
three months. 

“This reduces your total costs by cut-
ting weaning costs and heifer weight 
maintenance costs. By using Hereford 
bulls we add the fertility of the breed. 
The crossbred first calver also has an 
outstanding re-conception rate.” 

TERMINAL CROSSES
Jannes also practices three-way cross-
breeding in his system. The cross be-
gins by breeding Brahman heifers to a 
Bonsmara bull. The F1 crosses are then 
bred to a Hereford bull. “The proge-
ny  from the final cross are sold direct 
to the abattoir. They are exceptional  
animals with good weights that com-
mand high prices,” he says.

Jannes says that crossbreed-
ing is a reliable method for farm-
ers to combine the best traits of 
one breed with that of another. This 
strategy helps to improve margins.  
“It’s all about improvement and how 
we can farm better with existing cattle 
breeds. It is a mindset and direction that 
I believe can be of great benefit to cattle 
farming in the future,” says Jannes.
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Early weaners from three-way 
cross system

Brahman cows with their Braunvieh cross calves. The crossbred heifers are bred to Black 
Angus bulls to complete the three-way cross.  

Izak Schoonbee   

I
zak Schoonbee, Namibian farmer,   
has farmed Brahman cattle on his 
farm Herberg in the Gobabis dis-
trict for two decades. 

Izak uses stud Brahman bulls (bought 
in) on his Brahman cows to breed re-
placement heifers for his weaner and 
oxen production units. 

He uses Braunvieh and Black Angus 
bulls to produce a terminal cross.

The Gobabis district has a low rainfall 
of 400mm/annum and a landscape of 
partially open wooded grassland. The 
area is known for its cattle ranching 
and the Brahman is one of the more 
visible breeds here. 

Some breeds seem to have excep-
tional hybrid vigour when crossed with 
the Brahman, says Izak.  

This is the reason Izak produces 

crossbred weaners using Black Angus 
and Braunvieh with Brahman in a 
three-way cross. 

“We use the best, purebred bulls be-
cause they give us the best results with 
crossbreeding,” Izak explains. 

At the start of the cross, purebred 
Brahman cows are bred to Braunvieh 
bulls. The crossbred heifers from this 
mating are bred to Black Angus bulls 
in what is to be the terminal cross. 

The progeny from the third cross are 
all polled with black hides. The feed-
lots are more than happy to take them 
because of their fast growth rates. All 

the weaners are sold for slaughter 
with nothing retained for breeding. 

KEEP THE ADAPTABILITY
The black weaners lose none of the ad-
aptability of the Brahman. They cover 
distance with ease and show the char-
acteristic Brahman resistance to ticks. 

A useful, commercial feature of the 
terminal cross is the uniformity of 
the black weaners. “They all look the 
same which is what the feedlots pre-
fer,” says Izak.

Ready for weaning a month earlier 
than other breeds, Izak sells the black 
weaners at weaning when they weigh 
between 240kg and 260kg. “At times, 
the feedlot buyers take weaners off 
the farm.” 

He keeps some animals back to grow 
out as veld oxen and sells them at be-
tween 250kg and 270kg when they 
can be graded A or AB. Higher grade 
meat means a better, possibly export 
price for the farmer. Namibian beef 
has a good reputation on the interna-
tional market. 

A three-way cross-
breeding system ena-
bles a Namibian farm-
er to wean his calves 
a month earlier than 
purebred calves. These 
calves are popular with 
feedlots.

 LOCATION 

Gobabis, 
Namibia



National Brahman Auction

25 OctOber 2017
AgrA/BAnk Windhoek ring, Windhoek

Viewing of Animals: 12:00 - 13:00 
Lunch: 13:00 - 14:00

BEEF 
IT UP

Management Practices for higher profitability 
Bestuurspraktyke vir verhoogde wins

Dr Mike Fair (Freestate University): Genetic parameters of type and production for Namibian Brahmans
Peter Zensi (commercial farmer): Herd management under extensive farming practices
Dr Jasper Coetzee (veterinarian): Optimal rumen management of beef cattle

Enquiries:  Kiep Lepen 081 124 0648
Agra Stud Office 061 290 9226

Contact the Namibian Brahman Breeders’ Society at  
brahman@iway.na or 081 621 7704.

Or visit our website: www.brahman.iway.na

AUCTION 14:00

SYMPOSIUM 10:00-12:00 WITH THE THEME:
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 LOCATION 

Okahandja,
Namibia

More than 70% of slaughter cattle in Namibia  
are Brahman, or Brahman crossbreds. This 
is a powerful illustration of the benefits of cross-
breeding with these outstanding cattle. Brahman 
genes feature in virtually all the synthetic cattle 
breeds in Namibia.

Brahman makes its 
mark in Namibia

Commercial Brahman cows crossed  
with a Bos taurus breed bull with their  
beautiful calves. More than 70% of all  
cattle in Namibia are Brahman or  
crossbred Brahman.

T
he Namibian Brahman Breed 
Society maintains strict 
standards as far as the 
accurate recording of blood-

lines, compulsory selection and perfor-
mance testing is concerned.

Every herd will benefit from the  
addition of  a  Brahman bull, regardless 
of the breed.
  This is the view taken by leading farm-
ers and cattlemen including the late 
Willie Grobler, interbreed judge and 
senior selector, as well as well-known 
Dawid Krause, Namibia’s national wean-
er competition judge last year. Dawid 
says crossbred Brahman scored the 
top marks by a large margin. 

In a document compiled before 
his passing, Willie stated that Brah-
man-type breeds make up 65% to 71% 
of Namibia’s cow herds, excluding the 

northern communal areas. 
A similar scenario exists at the Meatco 

feedlot. “A breed that has made such an 
impact on the national cattle herd in 60 
years, or so, must be exceptional, be-
cause there are breeds that have been 
in the country much longer, performed 
well and are just as widespread,” Wil-
lie said. “If you have this hybrid vigour  
advantage from the start and you prac-
tise good management, you can realise 
an improvement of 18% to 32%.”

Namibian cattle farmers, with no ac-
cess to growth stimulants or hormones, 
can only apply the principles of hybrid  
vigour and functional trait selection. 
The market is competitive and it makes 
no allowances for circumstances. In the 
somewhat tricky agricultural landscape  
of Namibia, the quality of the Brahman 
and the usefulness of its traits can 

transform herds and generate profit off 
the veld or in the feedlot.

Willie, who started working in the 
cattle industry in 1971, said: “I have 
looked at many cattle and seen many 
breeds in the southern African region.  
The Brahman has certainly had the 
most profound influence on me during 
my 40 year career.” 

 
GERT KOTZE AND 
KONRAD TRAEGER
An insightful talk on the benefits of 
crossbreeding with Brahman was pre-
sented by Gert Kotze and Konrad Traeger. 
These cattlemen from Okahandja have a 
combined experience of 62 years in the  
production of slaughter beef steers.  

The Brahman is one of the most  
influential and dynamic cattle breeds in 
the world. 

In 1931  Australian vet Dr Ralph Kel-
ly showed that, compared to other 
breeds, crossbred Brahman develop  
earlier and are able to thrive and become 
market-ready on poor grazing, survive 
drought well, host relatively few ticks 
and yield a 2% to 3% improvement in 
carcass weight. 
  Since the introduction of the Brah-
man (a Bos indicus type) from India to 
North America about 170 years ago, 
this type has been used more exten-
sively for crossbreeding than any other.  
The crossbred progeny show the vitali-
ty and musculature of the Brahman and 
the heavier carcass qualities of the Brit-
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ish (Bos taurus) type breeds.
One outcome of crossbreeding  

Brahman to Bos taurus breeds was 
the development of synthetic breeds.  
These breeds were developed by cross-
breeding hybrids. 

The Santa Gertrudis (Brahman X Short-
horn), Beefmaster (Brahman X Short-
horn X Hereford), Brangus (Brahman X 
Angus), Braford (Brahman X Hereford), 
Simbra (Brahman X Simmentaler) and 
the Droughtmaster (Shorthorn X Brah-
man) are members of this group.

The Brahman and its crossbred  
relatives currently make up about 70% 
of the cattle population of Namibia. 
Naturally produced, free-range Namibian 
beef has a competitive edge internation-
ally. Part of this can be attributed to the 
significant role of the Brahman in the  
national herd. 

 
FEED EFFICIENCY
The greatest single benefit of Brahman 

crossbreds, in Namibia’s often harsh 
climate, is that they have the most ef-
ficient feed conversion of all breeds. In 
the future, this important economic pro-
duction trait must be scientifically inte-
grated into stud breeding values.

Gert and Konrad gave the following 
reasons as to why they choose to buy 
crossbred Brahman bullocks:

■■ They replace teeth at a later age. The 
Meatco pricing structure has, since 2015, 
had a good price advantage from A to 

AB and B grades. Meatco also pays an 
additional amount for three- and four-
tooth B-grades.

■■ The Brahman has a short parasite resis-
tant coat, which saves costs and is adapt-
ed to hot summers.

■■ The Brahman’s ability to supplement their 
feed ration with leaves in times of drought 
contributes to the breed’s success.

■■ Brahman crossbreed steers finish fast 
and well expressing positive growth traits 
and the ability to put on fat.

One product of crossbreeding Brahman and 
Bos taurus breeds was the development 
of synthetic breeds where hybrid vigour 
was established with the convenience 
of  conventional  breeding practices.
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A Brahman crossbred calf with its Brahman 
mother. Brahman crossbred steers are po-
pular with feedlots because of their growth 
potential and ability to put on fat.

PROFITABILITY 
Using slaughter results, they deter-
mined the profitability of various steers  
after they were marketed off the veld in 
extensive conditions.

■■ The top Brahman crossbred steer was 
market-ready at 26.9 months with a 
slaughter weight of 295kg.

■■ The steers from the crossbred types 
needed a year or longer to reach mar-
ket readiness, with a respective age and 
slaughter weight of 38.4 months and 
299kg, and 39,8 months and 321kg.

■■ The Brahman crossbred auction steers’ 
market readiness was 26-32 months with 
a slaughter weight of 265kg. 

■■ It is clear that the Brahman crossbred 
auction animals had a poorer grading and 
a lower slaughter weight compared to the 
top Brahman crossbred steers, but still 
had a better grading than the other two 
Bos taurus breeds. 

■■ The goal is to produce A and AB steers 
with a maximum weight. However, the 
crossbred Brahman at auctions must 
improve, which is a major challenge, as 
the national herd will then also have 
to improve.

A MAJOR ACHIEVEMENT
Dawid Krause of Feedmaster and 
his colleague Christo van Zyl were 
judges at Namibia’s national wean-
er competition last year. Dawid says 
Brahman or crossbred Brahman took 
54% of the first, second and third 
places in the feedlot and veld steer  
classes, and breeding-heifer classes 
at the Agra weaner auctions. “It is an 
unbelievable achievement,” he says. 
“This breed is on a winning streak, 
not only today, but with years of 
breeding behind it. Brahman farmers 
have contributed a lot to efficient 
beef production.”

In terms of steers, a distinction is 
drawn between the veld and feed-
lot groups. With heifers, they also 
look at breeding potential, brand-

ing (clear, unclear, or absent), hide 
damage, dehorning (good, poor, not 
done), temperament, weight, weight 
suitability for market, conformation 
and uniformity. The more deviations, 
the lower the score. 

Dawid said the weaners at the 
eight auctions (Gobabis, Aub, Oka-
handja, Grootfontein, Otavi, Outjo, 
Otjiwarongo and Rehoboth) were 
nearly all either purebred or cross-
bred Brahman.

Thus, with the Brahman, Namib-
ia has the product that the mar-
ket desires. These animals are also 
sustainable, as they can survive off 
the veld and are easier to maintain. 
Such animals almost always have 
Brahman genetics (either purebred 
or crossbred. The quality and pro-
duction capacity of the Brahman 
can be seen on commercial farms 
throughout Namibia.

HOW BREEDERS SELECT
Dawid asked commercial breeders 
how they managed to breed such 
good animals. Breeders said they 
selected for fertility, uniformity, and 
femininity in the cow herds.

They also only bought bulls from 
reputable herds. They also made 
a concerted effort to understand 
breeding values, as this enabled 
them to improve the overall pro-
ductivity of their own herds. Visual 
accuracy remained important, with 
bulls having to walk well and cover 
cows with ease.

The Brahman and its crossbred progeny 
currently make up approximately 70% 
of the total cattle population of Namibia. 
Naturally produced Namibian beef has 
a  competitive edge  and the Brahman 
plays a significant role in achieving this. 
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Crossbred Brahman -  
a winning animal
The enormous role the 
Brahman breed plays 
in the Southern African 
cattle industry, and its 
position at the top of 
the crossbreeding log, 
was recently highlighted 
in a survey and material 
analyses conducted by 
the Department of  
Livestock Economics at 
at the University of the 
Free State.

Sietze Smit

The F1 Brahman 
crossbred cow has 
established her 
value in beef  
production systems

I
t was something of a surprise 
to learn that the contribu-
tion of the Brahman (20%), 
Brahman crossbreeds (7%) 

and Brahman synthetic breeds 
(25%) amounted to 52% of the to-
tal cattle population in the region.  
Quite possibly, this percentage could 
be even higher if all Brahman-related  
synthetic breeds were to be included.

Extend this picture into the glob-
al environment and  the influence 

and impact of the Brahman breed is 
clear.  The breed is heavily selected 
for crossbreeding.  The significance 
of the Brahman’s role in crossbreed 
programmes was reaffirmed at the 
Brahman World Congress in May last 
year, held in Rockhampton, Australia. 
The Brahman  makes a contribution 
to the red meat industry in more than 
60 countries worldwide. 

The Brahman Cattle Breeders’ So-
ciety of Southern Africa is a member 
of the World Brahman Federation 
(WBF), made up of 23 member coun-
tries.

GENETIC ANALYSIS
In April 2013, the Brahman Breed Im-
provement Forum of Southern Africa 
was founded, with South Africa and  
Namibia as m mbers. In April 2014 an in-
ternational Brahman Breed Improve-
ment Forum was set up during the  
Brahman World Congress held out-
side Parys, South Africa. 

In May last year, the second interna-
tional congress was held during the 
world show, in Australia, attended by 
an impressive 12 countries.

After discussion between members, 

an international  genetic  analysis 
was set up between four countries:  
South Africa, Australia, the US and 
Namibia. Initial reports look prom-
ising and could soon lead to the re-
lease of internationally linked ge-
nome-based breeding values. This 
will increase the prediction accuracy 
of measurable functional traits and 
benefit commercial Brahman bull 
buyers.

HETEROSIS
As part of the research for this sup-
plement, we visited a number of 
farms to investigate hybrid vigour 
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BRAHMAN

Brahman cattle 
play an important 
part in the red 
meat industry of 
many countries.

Adaptable, resilient and fertile, Brahman crossbred cows  
promise the livestock farmer better production per unit.

in various herds. 
Breeders, without exception, con
firmed  the value of the Brahman, 
whether they are managed in stud  or 
commercial cow herds. 
  The purebred Brahman cow is seen 
as an ideal maternal line for Africa.  
The changing climate, whether it be 
more droughts, or higher rainfall, 
favours the introduction of Brahman 
to commercial herds. 
  A  registered, Brahman stud bull will 
deliver superior genes to commercial 
farmers adding value to their product. 
  The breed’s exceptional physiological 
ability to adapt is a key factor.

As replacement heifers and/or  
quality weaners with improved com
mercial results in marketing, F1 cross
es meet 100% of the requirements of 
a higher profit per production unit.

Many animal scientists across the 
globe view the F1 Brahman crossbred 
cow as unbeatable when she is meas
ured in a specific production system.

At Texas A&M University in the US, 
Brahman crossbred steers performed 
well in tests involving carcass quality, 
efficient feed intake and average daily 
growth. These crossbred steers are a 
popular choice among feedlot buyer 
groups.

ABOVE AVERAGE PERFORMANCE
In 2015/16 P. Oosthuizen evaluat
ed purebred Brahman weaners, 
as part of a group of eight breeds, 
to  determine the optimal length 
of stay in the feedlot. The trial was 
conducted at the Sernick feedlot 

as part of Oosthuizen’s MSc thesis. 
The two Brahman groups in the trial 
performed above average in terms 
of net feed intake with an average 
daily growth of 1.58kg over the trial  
period. The results confirmed that 
purebred Brahman steers can be fed 
economically. 

Brahman crossbred steers are 
quickly snapped up by local feedlot 
buyers ensuring a decent profit at 
the end of the production period.

The final product of a crossbreeding 
programme delivers all that could be 
expected in terms of improved profit
ability. 

The versatile American Brahman, 
as the breed was previously known, 
holds its own as a highly productive 
beef animal.

Sietze Smit is breed director of the 
Brahman Cattle Breeders’ Society of 
Southern Africa. 
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