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BRAHMAN FOREWORD

Breeders gain advantage  
with genomics project
Genetic predictability and heritability, linked to EBVs, are the primary  
selection criteria breeders use to improve their own herds and the  
Brahman breed. For this, modern technology is necessary. 

I
n this, the fifth supplement of the 
Brahman Cattle Breeders’ Socie-
ty of South Africa, we look at the 
breed’s position at the cutting 

edge of modern technology. Since the 
start of the Beef Genomics Program-
me (BGP) the society and its mem-
bers supported the idea of harnessing 
technology to advance the breed. 

Read more about it in this supple-
ment, where various aspects and prac-
tical experiences of participating bree-
ders are explored. 

“Breeders need to sharpen up on 
their management to reach their 
goals. The most important day in their 
life is the day they inseminate their 
cow. If, on that day, they use the wrong 
bull, they can lose three years. It will 

be a year before the cow calves and 
two years before the breeder will be 
rid of his mistake,” says Mr. Llewellyn 
Labuschagne of R10 Brahmans (Let-
sitele, Limpopo). Read about what he 
and other top breeders are doing to 
improve and distinguish their herds. 

GENOMICS PROJECT
The BGP was launched in 2012 at a 
meeting of the Agricultural Research 
Council (ARC) in Pretoria. 

The South African and Namibian 
Brahman Breeders’ Societies decided 
from the start that they would collabo-
rate to participate in the project.

The project’s first phase started 
in April 2015 and ran through to 31 
March this year. In those three years, 

hundreds of bulls were genotyped and 
evaluated for net feed intake. Carcass 
samples were taken and tested for 
meat quality. Even in this relatively 
short time, there has been a signifi-
cant improvement in the accuracy of 
the breeding values of bulls used as 
linked sires within the project.

“The increasing importance of meat 
quality meant that breeders gave seri-
ous consideration to the breeding va-
lues of carcass traits when they bought 
in new sires. Bulls with good EBVs and 
breeding values for carcass traits, that 
come from herds where carcass traits 
are strongly selected for, have fetched 
good prices in the last few years,” says 
Mr. Jacque Els, manager of the  Nami-
bian Brahman Breeders’ Society. 

FOCUS AREAS

Mr. Thys Meyer, representative of 
the Livestock Registering Fede
ration and the Beef Genomics 
Programme, says the Brahman 
Breeders’ Societies of South 
Africa and Namibia should be able 
to use genomically estimated 
breeding values in the forseeable 
future.  

The Beef Genomics Programme 
(BGP) includes the measurement of 
feedconversion efficiency and the 
gathering of carcass and fertility 
data in order to adhere to the 
following:
■ Maximise the rate of genetic 

progress through the use of selec
tion indexes designed for specific 
production systems.

■ Establish sound genetic links across 
various herds and countries.

■ Create an extensive reference  
population for each participating 
breed.

■ Collect difficulttomeasure and 
expensive phenotypic data. 

■ Couple the BGP with similar  
programmes in other countries.

■ Identify and include herd sires and 
dams in the genomic reference 
population. 

■ Standardise the definition of breed 
traits across borders between  
participating countries.

■ Establish genetic and genomic 
evaluation across borders be
tween participating countries. 

■ Conduct research on multibreed, 
genomic evaluations.

■ Update existing selection indexes 
for breeds, as well as the develop
ment of selection indexes for new 
entrants to indexes. 

■ Establish and use a national 
database with data suitable for 
research. 

■ Stimulate increased participation 
from emerging farmers, as well 
as to establish the use, applica
tion and benefits of top breeding 
material for emerging farmers in 
Namibia and South Africa.
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BRAHMAN THYS MEYER

This cattle programme
delivers results
National investment in genomic programmes  
are yielding significant economic returns and  
offers several benefits to cattle farmers. 

Mr. Thys 
Meyer is a 
representa-
tive of the 
Livestock 
Registering 
Federation 
and the Beef 
Genomics 
Programme. 
PHOTO:  
JOHAN  
NORVAL

A 
return of 1:3,6 is achieved 
for every dollar invested in 
Australia’s beef genomic 
programme, according to 

this country’s beef industry research 
initia tive, conducted through coopera-
tive research centres. This represents 
an annual return of 19%.

A large number of countries, like the 
United States of America, Australia and 
Ireland, utilise genomic information in 
routine calculations of breeding val- 
ues, while breeders are already using 
estimated genomic breeding values 
in their selection and breeding pro-
grammes. 

This investment ensures stable, im-
proved annualized genetic progress, 
as well as ensuring that the resulting 
genetic resource base is available to 
these countries in order to remain 
globally competitive.

Investment from the Technology In-
novation Agency (TIA), which forms 
part of the Department of Science and 
Technology, made the first round of 
the Beef Genomics Programme (BGP) 
possible. An independent, detailed im-
pact assessment conducted on instruc-
tion of the TIA has found that the pro-
gramme has exceeded all expectations. 
The assessment confirmed that the 
continuous impact of the BGP indicates 
an expected economic internal yield 
rate of 18,7%. 

The first round established a  
healthy foundation for improved accu-
racy in performance evaluations, with 
three breeds (Bonsmara, Beefmaster 
and Drakensberger) releasing genomic 
breeding values for selected traits. 

The South African and Namibian 
Brahman Breeders’ Societies, among 
the members of the Livestock 
Registering Federation, are expec ted 
to take the lead in releasing genomic 
estimated breeding values in the fore-
seeable future.

ADVANTAGES AND 
IMPROVEMENTS
Economically important traits have to 
be measured continuously in the areas 
where these animals are farmed.

South Africa’s climatic conditions 
and feed availability are unique. 

The Southern African Beef Genomics 
Programme focusses on accurate 
performance management, including 
econo mically important and difficult- 
to-measure traits, and combines this 
data with genomic data (SNP mark-
ers) to select the best possi ble animals 
for breeding (animals that can make 
the best economic contribution to the 
herd).

The programme has contributed to 
South African research institutions’  
efforts to build genomic infrastructural 
capacity, as well as human resources. 
The ability to utilise programmes like 
the BGP along with locally developed 
expertise and platforms has been prac-
tically demonstrated.

In addition, constructive internation-
al cooperation in order to ensure inter-
national best practice, has been estab-
lished within the programme. 

A team with diverse backgrounds, 
skills and knowledge participated in 
the planning and application of the 
programme early in 2013, and also  

executed the first three-year phase of 
the programme successfully. This team 
includes representatives from the beef 
sector, higher-education institutions, 
service providers and government  
institutions.

The Beef Genomics Programme’s 
second phase provides for participation 
from at least 94% of the beef stud in-
dustry. Its specific purpose is to enable 
all participating breeds to establish a 
reference population with sufficient 
phenotypic and genotypic data, with 
emphasis on traits that are difficult to 
measure. 

The continuation of the Beef Genom-
ics Programme holds potential advan-
tages and improvements like: 

■■ Productivity leading to increased prof-
itability (or decreasing production 
costs);

■■ Competitiveness within the Southern 
African meat industry; and

■■ Sustainable food production and a 
competitive cattle population from 
emerging producers leading to in- 
creased participation in economic 
activities by such farmers.
The Beef Genomics Programme will 

deliver increased herd fertility and 
feed-conversion efficiency for partici-
pants. In the long term, it will result in 
an increase in meat quality and carcass 
traits, as well as the ability to select 
breeding animals a lot earlier by using 
genomic selection. 

Mr. Thys Meyer is a representative of the 
Livestock Registering Federation and 
the Southern African Beef Genomics 
Programme.
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BRAHMAN CHARL VAN ROOYEN

‘Genomics is the 
new buzzword’
Brahman breeders in Southern Africa need to  
pay attention to international advances in the  
field of genomics, to avoid lagging behind the 
world’s top beef-producing countries.  

T
echnological development is 
the use of scientific research 
results – in this case, specific 
genetic principles with which 

giant strides have been made during 
the past decade. For breed societies 
and breeders it is ideal to make these 
technological advances part of their 
breeding policy and strategy as quick-
ly as possible, to be at the forefront of 
technological development and so re-
tain a competitive edge.

This is according to Mr. Mecki 
Schnei der, chairman of the Interna-
tional Brah man Breed Improvement 
Forum and owner of the Okabra Brah-
man Stud in Namibia. 

“Today, genomics is the buzzword 
in breeding. This question may be jus-
tifiably posed to a breeder: Are you 
ready for the next revolution in animal 
breeding that will make genomics part 
of breeding policy and goals?”

This is another step towards preci-
sion farming and it will have a huge 
impact on meat production and over-
all meat quality worldwide. Breeders in 
Southern Africa should pay attention 

to advances that are being made in the 
top meat-producing countries, such as 
Australia, Brazil and America.

BREED IMPROVEMENT
“As the Brahman Cattle Breeders’ So-
ciety of South Africa we have accept-
ed the challenge, and we are deep-
ly involved with the Beef Genomics 
Programme (BGP),  of which the first 
phase is now complete after three 
years. Phase one had a R10 million 
budget for all breeds of cattle which 
was funded by the Technology Innova-
tion Agency (TIA). We are now at the 
start of the second phase of the BGP,” 
says Schneider. 

Just over three years ago mem-
bers of breed societies were given the 
opportunity to take part in the BGP. 
About 25 Brahman breeders from 
South Africa and Namibia committed 
in writing to the project and specifi-
cally to make project results available. 
Operations are coordinated by the 
Southern African Brahman Breed Im-
provement Forum. The forum consists 
of board members and staff from the 
South African and Namibian Breeders’ 
Societies, as well as scientists with the 
necessary expertise.

The Brahman Breed Improvement 
Forum has benefited from the experi-
ence of similar projects in other coun-
tries (especially Australia and Amer-
ica). The current BGP has taken the 
most beneficial aspects of internation-
al experience and adapted them to lo-
cal conditions. In this way the Southern 
African Brahman sector is at the fore-
front of technological development. 

HERD RECORDS
In the first phase of the BGP the em-
phasis was on total herd recording, 
with  everything diligently recorded. 
This included the growth of the ani-
mals, as well as a range of phenotypic 
traits. 

Brahman breeders who use Breed-
plan performance testing as evalua-
tion as the benchmark, are awarded 
ratings annually for excellence in re-
cording. Points are awarded for two 
additional traits at weaning; hooves 
and temperament of weaners. 

In recent years, data on days-to-
calving has been submitted on a large 
scale as part of monthly performance 
tests, with the result that breeding 
values for days-to-calving and tem-
perament are now available. 

Schneider says despite the pres-
sure to genotype as many stud ani-
mals as quickly as possible, recom-
mendations from the geneticists 
were that good phenotypic data from  
genotyped animals should be avail- 
able to obtain the maximum 
long-term benefits. 

This principle applies to growth 
data and to more difficult-to-measure 
traits like fertility, net feed intake and 
meat quality. 

The second most important consi- 
deration taken into account during 
the past three years was not to spend 
all available funding on genotyping. 
Experts predicted that the cost of 
genotyping would come down sig- 
nificantly, which has now proven to be 
the case with genotyping that is done 
at a tenth of what it cost a few years 
ago. 

“What a wise decision. It has saved 
millions of rands, which can be used 
much more cost-effectively today to 
promote the breed,” says Schneider.

The third priority was to define con-
temporary groups and to use linked 
sires in breeding herds (also through 
artificial insemination). 

Bulls were exchanged to strength-
en link ages between herds and to 
obtain bree ding values with improved 
accuracy.

Mr. Mecki Schneider.  PHOTO: CHARL VAN ROOYEN
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NET FEED INTAKES 
During the first phase, testing net feed 
intakes (NFI), evaluating meat quality 
after slaughter and expert analysis 
of meat samples at the Agricultu- 
ral Research Council (ARC) was subsi-
dised by the BGP. 

Sufficient reliable data has been ob-
tained for NFI. The Brahman sector is 
hard at work making sure a breeding 
value for NFI will be available this year, 
through Breedplan. Data from about  
1 600 Brahman cattle has already 
been gathered and is currently being 
processed to make these breeding val-
ues available.

“This in itself will be a breed first 
and has the potential to make a huge 
contribution to the optimal utilisation 
of pasture and efficient feed consump-
tion in feedlots,” he says.

Schneider and Mr. Ebbi Fischer, of 
Hochfeld, have set up their own NFI 
testing station (GenTecSol), to remain 
at the forefront of this technology. 

Meat quality is another focus area, 
so that the breed can access prime 
niche markets. The ARC laboratory 
produced and published the first  
results on meat quality. 

“In the future, Brahman breeders 
will have to consider their use of stud 
bulls that deliver on meat quality. 
Currently, efforts are being made to 
gather information from commercial 
slaughter of cattle from well-known 
Brahman herds,” says Schneider.

On a more limited scale, Brahman 
heifers used by BGP participants have 
been genotyped with varying SNP den- 
sities. The South African and 
Namibian Brahman Breeders’ Socie-
ties have made R300 000 available 
for the geno typing of animals that 
have had an influence on the breed, 
with a 50k-SNP.

SECOND PROJECT
With the second BGP project, breeders 
will look at further genotyping since 
the foundation has now been laid with 
solid phenotypic data.

Mr. Thys Meyer, BGP co-ordinator, re-
turned from the International Genom-

ics Conference, held in February in 
New Zealand, with further expertise. 
In discussion with international man-
ufacturers of SNP markers (eg. Gene-
seek) during his visit, he negotiated 
very low prices for SNP testing, with 
the proviso that enough genotyping is 
done each year. This forms part of the 
second phase of the BGP.

Schneider says planning between 
South African geneticists and Aus- 
tralian experts seeks to make suffi-
cient SNP data available for the South-
ern African Brahman breed, so that by 
the second half of 2018 there will be 
a sufficiently large genomic reference 
population. This will make the first sin-
gle-gene-marker performance test for 
Southern African Brahman a reality.

This means that all pedigree, phe-
notypic and genotypic data may be 
used in one process to get genomic  
estimated breeding values (G-EBVs). 
The major advantage of this is that 
the accuracy of breeding values, for 
difficult-to-measure traits, can be sig-
nificantly increased. However, for the 
usual growth values, G-EBV offers very 
few advantages. 

COST EFFICIENCIES
“As Brahman breeders we are working 
to put the genotyping project together 
in the most cost-effective way. A speci- 
fic 35k SNP, used internationally, is 
being made available for Bos indicus 
breeds. Investigations are underway 
to look into the suitability of this SNP 
for our analyses.

“All current genotyping data is sub-
jected to a process to determine the 
quality of the data, in other words to 
check whether it is good enough to be 
used effectively. Research results from 
the first phase have already been sent 
to ABRI/Breedplan in Australia (the 
Agricultural Business Research Unit) 
to look at quality,” he says. 

All stud sires belonging to BGP 
participants are currently being ge- 
notyped using various SNP densities.
The genotyping of new stud sires will 
continue as part of the first step. Dur-
ing the second phase all female ani-

mals that have influenced herds will be 
identified and genotyped. In the third 
phase attention will be paid to all new 
offspring, both bull and heifer calves.

This ensures a broad, strong geno- 
mic reference population. It should be 
emphasised that the genotyping of 
each animal is supported by complete 
and reliable phenotypic data. Measur-
ing, recording and processing pheno-
typic data must be carried out contin-
uously on an annual basis.

 
ACCELERATED IMPROVEMENT
Single-gene-marker performance test-
ing will accelerate genetic progress. 
This is especially so because more an-
imals with more traits (including the 
difficult-to-measure traits, thanks to 
genomics), can be evaluated with great-
er accuracy at a much younger age (i.e. 
as a calf). 

This applies particularly where ani-
mals haven’t produced offspring. The 
International Brahman Breed Improve-
ment Forum decided to encourage the 
free exchange of information between 
countries to save on costs and to avoid 
replication of research.

Selected Australian Brahman bulls  
(three white and one red) were identi-
fied by the breed societies to improve 
linkages between the countries. The 
semen was imported a year ago and 
the bulls are also used in the project.

“We’ve previously done internation-
al genetic evaluation between four 
countries. Due to global developments 
and new fertility traits applied by the 
Australians, we are going to priori- 
tise our own Southern African single- 
gene-marker evaluation for Brah- 
man cattle. This will include our own 
genomic data, before we take the 
second step with an international  
single-gene-marker evaluation.

“Breeders will also investigate how 
to use semen quality as a trait in per-
formace testing and evaluation. Three 
fertility traits are used now: days-to-
calving, gestation period and scrotal 
circumference (correlating to fertility). 
A value for semen quality would be 
another important fertility trait.”
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BRAHMAN GERRIT BEZUIDENHOUT

The consumers’
guarantee of 
quality meat
Although South Africa is still in its infancy  
when it comes to transforming every mouthful  
of beef into a masterpiece, there is much 
insightful research going on in this field.  

R
ising prices in the red-meat 
industry have increasingly 
led to consumer demands, 
particularly in the growing 

middle class, for guaranteed quality 
of the red meat they buy. 

To consistently deliver the best 
possible quality meat to consumers, 
scien tific processes must be opera-
tional. This is a continuous process 
that begins before the calf makes 
its appearance and finds completion 
when the finest quality cut ends up on 

the consumer’s plate. 
To make this happen, the Agricul-

tural Research Council (ARC) is cur-
rently engaged in discussion with 
local breed societies, and in research 
that aims to help local red meat pro-
ducers deliver the highest quality 
product.

GENOMICS
Genotyping various breeds of cattle 
is a useful tool, particularly when 
used in combination with established 

breeding values, to find the best  
economic traits in cattle. 

“Through genotyping we can short-
en this process considerably. Combi- 
ning it with existing historical infor-
mation, we can create a very accurate 
picture that allows the best animals 
to be selected,” says Dr. Linky Mak-
gahlela, head of the ARC’s genotyping 
department. 

Genetic improvement makes it 
possible to mate selected male and 
female animals with the expectation 
that their offspring will perform bet-
ter than the average economic values 
of the present generation. Perfor-
mance includes selection for a num-
ber of desired traits. 

The main criteria used to select an 
individual for breeding are the es-
timated breeding values (EBVs) for 
selected traits. But collection of his-
torical information pertaining to EBVs 
takes a long time, limited as it is by 
generational intervals of between 
five and six years before meaning-
ful data can be taken from specific  
descendants. 

Makgahlela says that breeding va- 
lues in the national database are used 
in combination with an animal’s BLUP 
figures and its estimated breeding 
values to select for economically im-
portant traits such as growth, effi-
ciency (including feed-conversion ra-
tios), fertility and disease resistance.

“Selecting for meat tenderness is 
naturally becoming more important,” 
she says. The arrival of genotyping 
and specific single-trait markers, or 
SNPs (single-nucleotide polymor-
phisms), has significantly reduced the 
time it takes before an animal can be 
reliably selected for breeding. 

“As soon as an animal is born, we 
can start genotyping to find the mark-
ers for desired traits. This means we 
can establish, from birth, whether 
or not the animal has the required 

The Brahman breed is a proven frontrunner. 
Among other things, breeders are actively  
engaged in breeding a more efficient animal 
that can deliver on the demand for high  
quality meat. PHOTO: WAYNE SOUTHWOOD
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economically important traits to  
improve on the previous generation,” 
she says.

In addition to discovering economic 
traits, genotyping has further bene-
fits for the farmer. 

“Bloodlines tend to have recording 
errors. Especially under extensive  
cattle-ranching conditions it can be 
difficult to identify specific offspring 
and laboratory tests may be neces-
sary to confirm parentage. We can 
establish calf lineage through geno-
typing and confirm or correct stud-
book information. The ARC also uses 
genotyping as a way of checking the 
laboratory tests,” says Makgahlela. 

“Genotyping can also arrest lowered 
fertility in a herd. In any given herd pop-
ulation there will be individuals with a 
recessive gene capable of negatively 
influencing the fertility of the herd. This 
recessive gene may never be spotted 
using conventional selection methods, 
but by using genotyping techniques 
scientists are able to track down the 
recessive gene and indentify individual 
carrier animals.” 

Identified animals that carry nega-
tive recessive genes can be deselect-
ed from the herd. Genotyping can also 
be used to monitor inbreeding. 

“Pedigrees can only provide infor-
mation that goes back to the date of 
the pedigree’s original entry. Geno-
typing allows us to go back to the first 
generations and to make sure that 
inbreeding in pedigrees does not be-
come a problem at a later date.” 

However, Makgahlela says these 
tests are not cheap and farmers who 
want to test their animals must have 
deep pockets.

“As a partial solution to the cost 
problem the ARC has come up with 
genotypic imputation. To discover the 
genetic value of a farmer’s best ani-
mals, an array of high-density tests 
(with more animals tested per given 
value) will be run. This testing will cost 
more than low-density testing for ani- 
mals with lower value. This is where 
imputation can help determine the 
genetic value of the whole herd.

“Where there are gaps in herd geno- 
types, imputation can help establish 
the genetic value of the entire herd,” 
says Ms. Bongo Mdyogolo, a doctoral 
student at the ARC who is researching 
imputation. 

“Imputation uses animals tested 
at a high density as the benchmark 
and looks at relatedness to calculate 
the genetic worth of the herd. This 
includes animals subjected to the 
higher-density barrage of tests and 
animals subjected to lower-density 
testing. Because imputation does not 
require the testing of every individual 
animal in the herd, but uses genetic 

relatedness as a means of filling in 
information gaps, it can be done at a 
price that makes it more feasible for 
farmers to use in their herds.” 

Makgahlela says that while breed-
ers want to get rid of these genes, 
genotyping will help keep recessive 
genes in a population low.

THE FRONTRUNNER
The Brahman breed is one of the 
frontrunners when it comes to geno-
typing in South Africa cattle herds, 
says Makgahlela.

“We have already identified 1 000 
genotypes, which will make it much 
easier for the breed society to use 
specific improvement breeding values 
in future.”

Information that comes from the 
ARC’s genotyping programme will 
be made available to the Brahman  
Breeders’ Society to make genetic 
eva luation possible, she says.

At the same time Mdyogolo cau-
tions that it will still be some time 
before the full benefits of genotyping 
will be available. However, projects 
like the Beef Genomics Programme 
(BGP), have the potential to facilitate 
the breeding of high-quality animals. 

“Breed societies such as the Brah-
man Cattle Breeders’ Society of South 
Africa decide on the value of these 
programmes. They form part of a  
larger community of academics, farm-
ers and the red-meat sector, that 
works towards (positive) results. The 
BGP has far-reaching outcomes and 
we hope for even further expansion in 
future,” says Makgahlela. 

HISTORICAL DATA
Production efficiency is not based 
solely on the animal’s inherent genetic 
make-up. One of the most important 
aspects of effeciency lies in the ani-
mal’s ability to convert feed to meat. 

Mr. Jurgen Hendriks, one of the 
ARC’s doctoral students, is involved in 
a project that gathers historical infor-
mation from Phase C testing in cattle 
and estimates the regression co- 
efficient of feed intake accordingly. 

Dr. Linky Makgahlela, head of the  
ARC’s genotyping department. 

Ms. Bongo Mdyogolo is part of a project looking 
for cost-effective methods to determine the 
genotypic values and nature of cattle herds.
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“Simply put, we take a number 
of factors, including genotype, into  
account and compare the animals’  
actual feed intake with estimated in-
take to identify efficient individuals,” 
says Hendriks. 

He uses Phase C testing because it 
is a post-weaner growth test used in 
conditions ranging from intensive to 
extensive feeding. Hendriks’ project 
simulates the approximate conditions 
of a feedlot. 

“Test bulls are sent to different test-
ing stations in South Africa. These 
include stations at Glen, Cedara, Vry-
burg and one in the Western Cape. At 
between 150 to 250 days we adapt the 
animals to a ration, over a period of 
one month. In this month each animal 
is conditioned to enter a specific feed-
ing site to feed. This system makes 
it possible to make very accurate as-
sessments of feed intake during the 
84 days of the test period. At the same 
time we also measure the growth of 
the young bulls,” says Hendriks. 

The various growth rates and feed-
conversion ratios are then compared 
to 10 years of historical breed data on 
growth and average feed-conversion 
ratios. After this, animals are rated 
according to an index that ranges 
from gold to bronze. There is even a 
no-merit index. 

“The historical information is used 
to estimate our comparisons. It takes 
into account the animal’s growth in 
the 84-day test and its metabolic 
weight. In this way we can estimate 
how much the animal ate, and look 
at the metabolic weight to determine 
how much feed it needs. Then we look 
at actual intakes measured in the test. 
If the animal has taken in less feed 
than we predicted, we know it is more 
efficient than the breed average.”  

The historical data Hendriks uses in 
his research has been recorded since 
the late 70s. 

“The current data will be used to 
develop breeding values for various 
breeds so that producers can move 
away from using only phenotypic val-
ues when it comes to efficiency. This 

forms part of the BGP which will be 
used to facilitate improved selection,” 
Hendriks says.

Although the ARC test animals have 
been tested in feedlot conditions, 
there is evidence to suggest that 
top-performers are also more effi-
cient under extensive conditions. 

“There is some evidence that ani-
mals who do better in the test stations 
also excel on the veld,” says Hendriks.

In addition to his work researching 
Phase C tests, Hendriks is also in-
volved in meat scanning that makes it 
possible to determine quality without 
slaughtering an animal. 

“We visit farms to gather informa-
tion on the thickness of subcutane-

ous fat and the size of eye muscle, 
and to correlate it with animals that 
carry more meat. We have already  
estab lished that there is a definite cor-
relation between a larger eye-muscle 
area and more meat on the carcass.”

Fat thickness at the rump and  
between the 12th and 13th ribs is also 
measured. 

“A thicker layer of fat gives us an 
indication of earlier or later maturity 
in an animal which will again influence 
selection,” says Hendriks.

TESTING FOR TENDERNESS
Dr. Phillip Strydom, head of the ARC’s 
meat laboratory, says carcass quality 
can be broadly defined. 

“Carcass quality includes the car-
cass yield which would be the meat, 
the muscles, the fat and the bone. 
The current South African meat clas-
sification system is relatively limited, 
taking only age into consideration in 
the grading of meat. There are many 
more factors that influence the ten-
derness or toughness of a piece of 
beef,” says Strydom. 

It is important to get the cooling 
rate and temperature right in the criti- 
cal 24 hours after slaughter. Electri-
cal stimulation of the carcass after 
slaughter and the manner in which it 
is performed also plays a role. 

“The first 24 hours after slaugh-
ter is a critical period to ensure high 
levels of meat quality. After that, the 
way the meat is aged plays a role,” 
says Strydom. Aging is influenced 
by the animal’s genetic make-up, by 
the feeding process (which takes into 
account whether growth stimulants 
have been used), by the degree of 
stress prior to slaughter and by the 
process of converting muscle to meat. 

“All these factors combined, includ-
ing genetics, have a far greater influ-
ence on meat quality than genetics 
alone. Genetics has a role to play. If 
you begin with genetics, you are start-
ing at the right place,” says Strydom. 

To make a comparison Strydom 
quotes the saying that good grapes 
can yield bad wine, but that bad 

Mr. Jurgen Hendriks’s project aims  
to identify more efficient animals by  
examining feed intakes. 

Dr. Phillip Strydom, head of the  
ARC’s meat testing laboratory.  
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grapes will never yield good wine. 
“If you have bad genes, you will 

struggle to deliver good meat.” 
The genetic variation within individ-

ual breeds is also greater than the var-
iation between different breeds, un-
less extremes are taken into account. 

“In Bos Indicus breeds there are 
greater variation in genetic values 
than in other breeds.” 

Genetically speaking, says Strydom, 
the Brahman produces meat that takes 
longer to age compared to other breeds. 

“The aging mechanism in meat 
depends on the balance between 
specific enzymes. Simply stated, the 
enzyme calpain breaks meat fibre 
down while (the enzyme) calpastatin 
inhibits the breakdown process. The 
balance between the activity of these 
enzymes dictates the aging rate. The 
greater the level of calpastatin, the 
longer meat takes to age. The use of 
growth promoters, such as Zolpat-
ril, should also be taken into account 
since they increase calpastatin levels, 
adversely affecting the aging process. 

“Using growth promoters to in-
crease production actually lowers the 
quality of the meat,” says Strydom.

As well as genetics and the limits 
imposed by the use of growth promo- 
ters, the correct handling of the ani- 
mal (before and) during, and after, 
slaughter influences meat tenderness.

“Even if you have done everything 
right, including the slaughter, if the 
post-slaughter handling is not done 
correctly, the enzyme system may be 
damaged. And if the genetics and the 
system are 100% but the process in 
the 24 hours post slaughter does not 
follow procedure, the meat quality will 
be irreversibly reduced.” 

Strydom points out that the aver-
age beef carcass has increased by an 
average weight of 70 kg since 1994.

“The cold rooms we use for beef 
carcasses aren’t able to handle the 
extra weight. We still store 20 car-
casses in a cold room without taking 
the increased carcass weight into ac-
count. This slows down the cooling 
process causing problems with aging, 

moisture loss in the vacuum pack and  
colour. It is especially in the festive 
season when cold rooms are overload-
ed, to accommodate higher demand 
for product, that these problems are 
evident,” says Strydom. 

One interesting outcome of Stry-
dom’s research, in which he uses a 
tasting panel, is that price and eating 
quality are not necessarily linked. The 
higher priced meat is not necessarily 
more tender in general, although out-
liers will have some influence.” 

QUALITY FOR CONSUMERS
Strydom says the consumer sees 
three things as important when it 
comes to meat quality.

“Firstly, there is the meat to fat  
ratio, and then colour and moisture 
loss. Secondly, although colour is not 
always linked to meat quality, it does 
indicate a degree of quality. Finally, 
moisture loss plays a role. If the con-
sumer opens the vacuum pack and a 
significant quantity of liquid streams 
out, he, or she, will know that the meat 
is going to be dry.” 

However, the most important aspect 
is meat tenderness that Strydom’s 
tasting panel has tested rigourously.

“The first test is the shear force, 
or Warner/Bratzler test which simu-
lates human bite action. After that 
we test bite resistance on specifically 
measured and cooked meat samples. 
Bite resistance of 2 kg means the 
meat is tender, resistance of 5 kg in-
dicates some toughness, while any- 
thing greater than 5 kg tells us that 
the sample is a tough piece of meat,” 
Strydom says. 

Because the shear force test has 
some limitations Strydom uses the 
tasting panel to simulate the consum-
er’s taste and eating experience and to 
determine juiciness and tenderness. 

“Tenderness as it is measured by 
the tasting panel correlates largely 
with mechanical testing. We find that 
the consumer’s experience of taste 
and juiciness is also consistent with 
the findings of the panel.” 

Strydom works with two types of 

tasting panels. Firstly, a consumer 
panel that focuses on taste, juiciness 
and aroma, and secondly a panel  
trained to determine the finer nuances 
between different products. 

“The trained panel consists of  
people we have recruited from out-
side (the organisation). They are paid 
for their services by the ARC and pos-
sess skills that enable them to distin-
guish and describe the finer points of 
texture and taste. Their observations 
are recorded on a score card.”

This panel, says Strydom, has been 
with the ARC for a number of years.

The taste tests are conducted ac-
cording to internationally accepted 
protocols as they must compare with 
similar tests in other countries, to 
determine a standard. Unfortunate-
ly, says Strydom, quality isn’t worth 
much if the carcass has insufficient 
meat yield. Dressing weights are used 
to calculate carcass yield. 

“The Brahman scores high in this 
area. Some thinking has it that the fifth 
quarter weighs proportionately less 
and that the dressing-out percentages 
for the breed are therefore better.”

Strydom says the renewed and  
rising demand for less traditional 
meat cuts is encouraging. 

“On one hand, consumers have be-
come lazier, wanting to put less effort 
into cooking meat. On the other hand, 
we see renewed interest (in diverse 
cuts of meat). The consumer has real-
ised that there are cuts, other than just 
the traditional braai cuts, like brisket 
and rib that were traditionally cooked 
by our ancestors. 

“Ultimately, it is about providing the 
best quality beef. SA still has some way 
to go on the path to a meat-grading 
system that will ensure consistent de-
livery of the tastiest and most succu-
lent cut. Although genetics plays a role 
to a large extent, we need to sharpen 
the processes throughout the system. 
All the various factors, genetics, feed 
and our own classification, and pro-
cessing systems need to work togeth-
er to deliver a quality piece of meat,” 
says Strydom.



2018  Brahman  21

CHARL VAN ROOYEN

Brahman has 
healthier meat
Will consumers be willing to pay 
more for beef that has a higher nutri-
tional value than other kinds of beef?

P
rof. Raluca Ma- 
teescu, associate 
professor in zoo- 
logy at the Univer-

sity of Florida’s institute for 
food and agricultural scien- 
ces, is looking for ways to 
change the fatty acid content 
of beef. According to an arti-

cle in the American agricul-
tural magazine The Progres-
sive Farmer she presented 
her findings on healthy beef 
to the Florida Cattlemens’ As-
sociation.

“According to research con-
ducted over the past decade, 
the amount of fat in your diet 

doesn’t really cause disea- 
ses. It has become clearer 
that bad fats – thus trans-
fats and short-length satura- 
ted fats – increase risks as-
sociated with coronary heart 
disease and other ailments, 
while good fats – mono-un-
saturated and poly-unsatura- 
ted fats – lower the risk. 

“The key to a healthy diet 
is not to reduce total fat in-
take, but to substitute bad 
fats for good fats,” Mateescu 
explained. 

Mateescu and her research 
colleagues established, for 
example, that steaks from 
Brahman cattle had  more 
poly-unsaturated and less 
saturated fat than Angus. 
The Brahman has 47,5% sat-

urated fat as compared to the 
Angus’ 51,3%, while Brahman 
contains 6,9% poly-unsatura- 
ted fat compared to Angus’ 
4,3%. 

Through this comparison 
they can attest that Brahman 
is a healthier source of meat.

They are now working on 
genetic values that farmers 
can use to identify cattle 
that meet nutritional health 
standards in order to select 
for healthier beef, and to 
market it as such.

In a survey conducted with 
a thousand respondents, re-
searchers established that 
consumers are willing to pay 
R30/kg to R45/kg more if 
they’re convinced that what 
they are eating is healthier. 

BRAHMAN

Danie Esterhuyze : 072 943 6221
e-mail: danie@opesgroup.co.za

Excellence through dil igence
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own stud, but, with the help of the 
Beef Genomics Programme (BGP), 
also to improve the breed nationally. 
Global warm ing is a reality and Brah-
man have the necessary traits of ad-
aptability and hardiness to meet this  
challenge. There is no other breed 
with the array of diverse strengths to 
deal with and over come this danger,” 
says Hunt.

A VALUABLE RESOURCE
In practice the Hunts are part of the 
BGP’s foundation testing, which starts 
with AI. Young bulls are performance 
tested at the Agricultural Research 
Centre’s testing station. After slaughter 
they are evaluated for positive meat 
traits such as tenderness, fat thick-
ness, marbling and eye-muscle area. 

Taking their participation in the BGP 
a step further, they also use linked 
sires that can be offered for breed-

CHARL VAN ROOYEN

Genomics puts the Brahman on course to become the  
breed of the future. The chairman of the Brahman Cattle 
Breeders’ Society of South Africa, who has farmed  
Brahman for 42 years, offers his impressions of the  
latest technology available to the beef sector.

T
he Brahman is probably the 
hardiest and best adapted 
breed for a number of dif-
ferent environments world- 

wide, as well as being a good choice 
to face global warming, but there is 
always room for improvement. Geno- 
mics can guarantee accelerated 
breed improvement to ensure even 
better adaptability.  

Mr. Sydney Hunt, chairman of the 
Brahman Cattle Breeders’ Society 
of South Africa, his son, Geoffrey, 
and his brother, Mark, farm in a 
partnership, Hunt Farming, close 
to Warrenton in the Northern Cape.

They run white Brahman and Charo-
lais stud herds, commercial Brah-
man-Charolais herds, lucerne under 
centre pivot irrigation for feed pro-
duction, as well as a bonemeal factory.  

Since 1967 Hunt has farmed on the 
family farm where his father, the late 
Mr. Reg Hunt, and his grandfather 
Sydney Hunt, Senior, farmed before 
him. The farm has been in the fami-
ly since 1877 and the Hunt Brahman 
stud has been in existence since 1959. 

Hunt says Brahman were inclined 
to be smaller then than they are now. 
The breed was adopted in America to 
compete against British breeds that 
were not well adapted to conditions in 
the US, and the idea was to breed a 
smaller, tougher animal.

South African breeders followed 
that model at first, but at a later stage 
the Hunts came across larger-framed, 
heavier animals in the US and import-

ed them. In time they phased out 
their older animals and started what  
became widely known as the Sugar-
land line in South Africa. 

MODERN TECHNOLOGY
Early on, Hunt recognised how much 
technology could benefit the cattle 
farmer. He and his father tapped  
semen from their Fresian bulls, stored 
it in a fridge and inseminated the  
Fresian cows they were milking. Later 
they inseminated their Brahman cows, 
ultimately progressing to embryo 
flushing and in-vitro fertilisation.

Hunt breeds for a meatier animal 
with a slightly larger frame and sees 
genomics as a tool that gives breeders 
the opportunity to correct identified 
weaknesses. 

“If we can get this right, we can give 
credence to our new slogan: ‘The com-
plete breed’. I want to improve our 

The Beef Genomics 
Programme is set  
to revolutionise  
Brahman breeding. 

Mr. Sydney Hunt.  
PHOTOS: WAYNE SOUTHWOOD

Brahman on track  
with genomics

 LOCATION 

Warrenton,  
Northern Cape
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ing to other herds in South Africa, 
Namibia, Australia and the US. Breed-
plan then analyses the data to devel- 
op genomically estimated breeding 
values. Genomic breeding values for 
temperament and days-to-calving  
(an indicator of fertility) should be 
available to Brahman breeders by the 
end of the year. 

Hunt explains that these breeding 
values, obtained from the Brahman 
Cattle Breeders’ Society, are a valuable 
aid in helping to get rid of bulls with 
low values in positive traits such as 
good temperament. The breeder can 
thus use the most suitable bulls for  
breeding while selecting only the 
best and most fertile cows. He says 
the BGP will revolutionise Brahman 
breeding, and he points out the rapid 
genetic progress made in the chicken 
and pork sectors due to their compari-
tively smaller generation intervals.

“It’s different with cattle. I have to 
wait for years before I have enough 
data to select a specific animal. The 
BGP will speed up the process; with-
in weeks after a calf’s birth I will know 
which animals have the potential to 
improve offspring. 

“Genomics will take seven years 
of breeding out of stud cattle 
farming, accelerating breed improve-
ment and making it possible for farm-
ers to focus on specifically important 
traits,” explains Hunt.

MODERN SCIENCE
Four countries are participating in the 
BGP–enabling sire linkages and raising 
the accuracy of data. Linked sires are 
identified by breed selectors.

Visual evaluation is no longer the 
only way to advance the breed, but 
it remains a contributing factor since 
a breeder doesn’t want to buy or sell 
an ugly animal, and after all, con-
formation must be sound. Breed-
ers should use modern science to 
make genetic advances and this is 
where genomics plays a role. “We 
have no choice but to use science 
for breed improvement. My motto 
is – first is first, second is nowhere.” 

Hunt believes the future of the 
breed is linked to the BGP and that 
through genomics, breeding gaps can 
be corrected and traits improved, 
which motivates him to partici pate 
fully in the programme. Genomics is 
not only for the stud farmer. A survey 
conducted by the society indicated 
that commercial farmers are looking 
for improvements in temperament, 
fertility and milk. 

Feedlot owners want better growth, 
feed conversion and dressing-out per-
centages, and consumers want better 
quality meat. Hunt says the BGP can 
provide solutions to all the identified 
needs by identifying bulls with the  
relevant traits and making recommen-
dations to breeders on how to correct  

weaknesses in relevant areas.  
“The market tells us what it wants 

and we have to answer to that while 
retaining the Brahman’s outstanding 
qualities of hardiness, adaptability and 
hybrid vigour. Then we can supply the 
product everyone wants by breeding 
the complete Brahman,” he says. 

THE HUNT STUD
Hunt farms on sourveld with an av-
erage rainfall of 340 mm a year. 
Weather conditions are generally dif-
ficult but the past five years’ droughts 
have made it even more challenging, 
he says. Near the Vaal River, where 
he farms, winters are cold with night 
tempera  tures dropping to -5°C while 
summer temperatures can rise to  
above 40°C. The Hunts select for ani-
mals that are able to withstand these 
condi tions and maintain high produc-
tion and reproduction levels.

When grazing is sparse, animals 
browse Vaalbos. The leaves are high in 
protein and animals will eat it when 
veld-grass production is low. Grasses 
under the Vaalbos canopy stay green 
even after frost, providing the farmer 
with forage to keep his animals in good 
condition through winter. The stud fo-
cuses on the breeding and sale of 
bulls. Hunt sells cows and heifers when 
there is a surplus of female animals. 
About 43% of bull calves unsuitable as 
stud sires are sent to the feedlot.  

SYDNEY HUNT – A 
REMARKABLE MAN
In 1866 Mr. Sydney Hunt and his 
parents emigrated from England 
to South Africa where they settled 
at Cradock. At the tender age of 
12, Sydney decided to stay in the 
country when his parents decided 
to emigrate again, this time to  
New Zealand. 

He found work in a restuarant 
and started by saving all his tips, 
which made it possible for him 
to buy a small piece of land. His 
first venture was breeding horses, 

but he took a business blow when 
horse sickness struck and killed all 
his animals. After this he moved 
to Colesberg, but once more horse 
sickness destroyed his stud. 

Relocating to Warrenton, he 
bought 5 ha of land and called it 
Sydney’s Hope, in the hope that 
he would not go broke again. 
This time, fortune smiled on him. 
In time, he became a founding 
member of SA Studbook, Northern 
Cape Living Harvest, Vleissentraal 
and a cheese factory at nearby 
Fourteen Streams, and was one of 

the driving forces behind the crea-
tion of agricultural unions and the 
Vaalharts Irrigation Scheme. 

When he died at 54, grand- 
father Hunt’s 5 ha had grown to  
3 400  ha. He milked a 300 cow 
herd of Fresians by hand and ran 
his own bonemeal factory. Registe-
red in 1905, the bonemeal factory 
is still in operation. It was the 
following generations who decided 
to farm Brahman when in 1957, 
10-year-old Sydney Hunt, Junior, 
and his father decided to introduce 
the breed to their operation. 



NAKKIE HOLTZHAUSEN,  TEL:  +27 82 785 9640

HARTSWATER (NORTHERN CAPE) 
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Bergville, 
KwaZulu-Natal

Performance testing has been part of this 
Brahman breeder from KwaZulu-Natal’s system 
since he started farming with the breed.  
The Damview Brahman stud can now also  
economically produce tasty beef through its 
participation in the Beef Genomics Programme. 

W
hen Brahman crosses 
became available in 
South Africa for the 
first time, his grand-

father immediately bought one, says 
Mr. Ting Braithwaite, a Brahman 
breeder from Bergville in KwaZulu- 
Natal.

“My father began farming with my 
grandfather and also developed a 
love for the breed. 

“I grew up with the breed and I also 
love Brahman cattle.”

Initially his father bred Brahman to 
supply his own commercial bulls, but in 
time the market, and their stud, grew.

The Damview stud came into being 
in 1984 when Ting’s father registered 
the first calves. Performance testing 
was conducted from the very begin-
ning of the herd. 

The stud has 300 to 350 cows,  
depending on the season.

“Two thirds of our stud cows are 
gray Brahman, while the remaining 
third are red. Three aspects are im-

portant when we select, namely what 
we can visually observe, the animal’s 
pedigree, and performance.”

Brahman cattle aren’t difficult to 
work with and are hardy cattle, says 
Braithwaite. 

“The Brahman are continually in 
demand and that’s why I’ll continue to 
farm with them. Farmers who want to 
produce Brahman should take three 
things into account: Routine, facilities 
and management. 

“The cattle prefer to be handled the 
same way all the time – the same ga-
tes and the same facilities. They get 
used to it and understand it.

“Your facilities must be in good 
working order and the cattle must not 
be able to escape, because once they 
realise it’s a possibility, they’ll keep on 
trying. 

“How you handle an animal, or 
work with him or her, is also impor-
tant. They don’t like noise or to be  
treat  ed in a heavy-handed manner.”

Braithwaite says the Brahman is 

the easiest breed to farm with if 
farm ers apply the above mentioned  
approaches successfully. 

VELD MANAGEMENT
Damview’s veld is relatively mixed. 

“We have thorn trees, sweetveld 
and wetland. There isn’t a dominant 
type of grass.”

They don’t follow a specific veld ma-
nagement programme as they have a 
dam between the two farms they uti-
lise. All production management takes 
place on one part of the farm.

“The calves are born and weaned 
here. As soon as they’re weaned, 
they’re moved to the other farm 
about 40 km away. This means we 
can’t manage a three camp system 
here, but the grazing camps are  
rested regularly.”

THE FARM
Damview Farming, situated 
near Bergville in KwaZulu-Natal, 
covers 3 000 ha. 

Annual rainfall varies from 800 
to 1 200 mm and carrying capa-
city is excellent at 2 ha/LSU.

The farm is diversified with 
500  ha of irrigated land under 

maize and soya beans in summer, 
and wheat and oats in winter. The 
stud consists of 300 breeding 
cows, with about 100 cows in 
the commercial herd. Mr. Ting 
Braithwaite also runs a flock of 
South African Mutton Merino 
sheep with about 550 ewes, a 
feedlot, an abattoir and a butchery.

Easy farming  
with Brahman

Mr. Ting Braithwaite and his son Huntley.  
PHOTOS: MARIEKE SNYMAN
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Pedigree
HANAULA SIR CORONA MANSO

      JDH MADISON DE MANSO 737
JDH SIR LAWFORD MANSO 616/6
      JDH LADY BARA MANSO
Sire: JDH SIR CORONA MANSO 369 7 846811
      JDH BAXTER MANSO 188/5
JDH LADY VADO MANSO
      JDH MS NEVADO MANSO  

      GERDIA TECKLENBURG ESTO 304
GERDIA ESTO 607 99
      GERDIA 94 198
Dam: HANAULA MISS WENI
      TECKLENBURG SIR ESTO 25 94
HANAULA JUF HUNTS
      ARROW CAMELIA 477 85

 SHL 10/98 

Some of the best 
genetics in South 

Africa
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FEEDING PROGRAMME
All breeding cows are exclusively 
veld-fed. “Our winters are very cold 
and our summers very hot, which is 
why we follow a feeding programme 
in winter when grazing is insufficient.”

Braithwaite says the breeding cows 
do better on veld. 

“If we feed them maize and then 
try to take them off the maize later, 
they don’t adapt well on veld. We 
keep our maize and soya stover for 
the younger animals, such as weaner 
calves.

“Every now and then we’ll plant 
oats and wheat to help the weaner 
calves with growth. This is especially 
required during winter because our 
cattle tend to maintain their weight 
instead of gaining.”

Breeding cows also get a mineral 
lick in winter as the veld’s quality isn’t 
sufficient for cows to maintain their 
condition throughout the season.

PERFORMANCE TESTING
“We have been participating in the 
Beef Genomics Programme (BGP)  
since its inception in 2015 and consi-
der it a good idea as we market 50 to 
60 bulls per year. The more informa-
tion we can make available to buyers, 
the better. The project is the ideal 
way to make this information availa-
ble and this is why we participate.”

They try to do as much of the  
required weighing on the farm – from 
birth weight to weight at 200 days, 
400 days, and 600 days.

“Measuring scrotal circumference 
is also important as we specifically 
breed stud bulls. A good scrotum is 
the most important criterion when 
it comes to a stud bull. If the bull 
doesn’t have a decent scrotum, he  
loses his value.”

They also scan for eye-muscle area, 
rib-fat thickness and marbling.

“We can see the advantages of this 
since we’re in the beef market with 
our abattoir and butchery. If these as-
pects of the animal are on par, it leads 
to better cuts that yield more meat.”

The tests are conducted at Cedara 

near Howick in KwaZulu-Natal since it 
is close to the farm.

“I use the HerdMASTER programme 
and submit all results from tests 
on the farm to the Brahman Cattle 
Breed ers’ Society of South Africa.”

OBSERVATIONS
Genomics isn’t a quick solution, says 
Braithwaite. 

“The programme is a long-term 
process where information is collec-
ted. In about five to ten years, only 
once all the information has been ta-
ken into consideration, will the breed- 
ers’ society  be  able  to  identify  trends  
over this period. 

“It’s still too early to make any con-
clusions of any kind.”
 Braithwaite hopes to identify valua-

ble genetic traits and bulls with excel-
lent estimated breeding value indexes 
through participating in the genomic 
project.

“We have to use this informa- 
tion in our business. Our bull buyers 
and feedlots must also be able to use 
the available figures on growth and 
performance. Consequently, we want 
to identify the bulls with these excep-
tional performance figures.”

Braithwaite says they want to 
keep up with other cattle breeds  
participating in genomics program-
mes.

“Our aim is to put beef on the  
consumer’s plate. We want to produce 
a product with improved volume and 
texture, that’s tender and tasty, in an 
economical and cost-effective way.” 

TOP: A cow and calf from the Damview stud near Bergville in KwaZulu-Natal.

BOTTOM: The selection of Damview’s stud bulls places emphasis on scrotal circumference,  
but they also scan for eye-muscle area, rib-fat thickness and marbling. 
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South Africa’s first 
GrowSafe system
The GrowSafe system offers the latest  
available technology to measure feed intake.  
The complete system has been installed at  
the ARC in Pretoria, including a system that 
weighs animals as they drink water.

S
outh Africa’s first GrowSafe 
system was installed at the 
ARC’s bull-testing centre at 
its Irene campus in July this 

year. The system was acquired by the 
National Research Foundation’s (NRF) 
national equipment programme, 
under the leadership of Prof. Michiel 
Scholtz of the ARC, who also arranged 
the financing for the project.

Replacing outdated technology with 
this Canadian system, which measures 
feed conversion more easily and  
accurately, allows researchers to study  
cattle’s individual feed intake.

About 40 years ago so-called Calan 

gates were installed at the ARC to 
measure cattle’s feed intake. At the 
time this technology was at the fore-
front of research, but has become out-
dated in the digital age. 

The GrowSafe system is the latest 
avail able technology to measure feed 
intake. The complete system, includ-
ing the weighing of animals while they 
drink water, has been installed at the 
ARC. In this way their water intake can 
be measured indirectly.

This is one of the first installations 
of this extensive system in Africa. 

Although a system was installed by 
Mecki Schneider and Ebbi Fischer in 

Namibia, theirs does not include the 
additional body weight system. 

Where the system in Namibia has an 
8-feeding-trough system, the ARC’s 
system has sixteen troughs. Conse-
quently, 160 animals can be tested  
simultaneously.

Versions of the system are already 
in use in eight countries, namely the 
USA, Canada, Australia, Brazil, Mexico, 
Finland, Britain and Uruguay. 45 sys-
tems have already been installed in 
the USA, of which 18 are situated at 
universities. There are also 14 in Can-
ada, four in Brazil and two in Australia.

YOUNG BULLS
The ARC intends to use the system to 
test young bulls’ performance, which 
is currently taking place at the ARC’s 
bull-testing centres. 

The GrowSafe system will enable 
them to test more animals with im-
proved monitoring and less human in-
volvement. It will also be possible to 
shorten the duration of the tests.

This information will allow for the  
estimation of residual feed intake (RFI) 
and net growth rate (NGR). RFI is when 
the animal eats less, but grows at the 
same rate. NGR is where the animal’s 
feed intake remains the same, but it 
grows faster.

Climate change will, over the long 
term, create significant problems for 
livestock production, which is why the 
ARC is conducting research on its ef-
fects on efficiency, growth rate and 
behavioural patterns for different beef 
cattle genotypes using the GrowSafe 
system. 

The system allows for the precise 
testing of individual animals’ feed  
intake and growth to establish at which 
time of day, how many times per day, 
as well as how much feed each animal 
ingests at a time. It can also monitor, 
and indirectly measure, water intake.

This research will also shed light on 
the uncertainties surrounding the  
effect of heat on cattle’s feed and  
water intake, as well as growth. It will 
also help to determine which breeds  
perform best in hot conditions.  

The GrowSafe system, which measures cattle’s feed intake, has been installed at the ARC’s   
Irene campus near Pretoria. Here Ms. Georgette Pyoos and Prof. Michiel Scholtz are at a  
computer displaying measurements. PHOTO: CHARL VAN ROOYEN
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of traits for which data is gathered, 
and for which there are now estima- 
ted breeding values.

“The days are over where only par-
entage and birth weight, weaning 
weight, weight at 400 days and 600 
days, and that of the adult cow are 
measured. 

“Today ultrasound scans of live an-
imals are done between the ages of 
300 and 700 days to determine car-
cass traits. Scrotal circumference, 
days-to-calving, the length of pregnan-
cy, as well as temperament are also 
measured.”

The NBBS has been striving, over 
the past decade, to annually increase 
the number of breeders participating 
in performance testing. 

Approximately 83% of breed-
ers, who collectively hold 95% of 
registered Brahman, already parti-
ci pate. Most of them have been 
awarded with scores of 1,5 to 2 stars 

CHARL VAN ROOYEN

The era of genomics doesn’t mean the end of col- 
lecting phenotypic data. In fact, the very accuracy 
of genomic-estimated breeding values depends on 
the gathering of accurate phenotypic data.

G
enomics isn’t a panacea 
that will offer answers to 
all questions. 

Breeders will have to con-
tinue to gather phenotypic data, es-
pecially for traits that are difficult to 
measure, like fertility (accurate days-
to-calving and duration of pregnancy), 
meat quality (scanning and laboratory 
testing of meat samples), efficiency 
of feed intake, and traits that can’t be 
measured yet, for instance adaptabil-
ity and hardiness, says Mr. Jacque Els, 
manager of the Namibian Stud Breed-
ers’ Association (NSBA).

Els also serves as technical advisor 
to the Namibian Brahman Breeders’ 
Society (NBBS), which is participating 
in the Southern African Beef Genom-
ics Programme (BGP).

Breeders send their birth registra-
tions to him, as well as perform ance 
data like animals’ weight, scans for 
meat and carcass traits, measure-

ments of hip height, and scrotal  cir-
cumference. At the end of the calving 
period he also receives cows’ details 
relating to days-to-calving. 

Els uploads the data to the Breed-
plan system, which is then sent to the 
Agricultural Research Council (ARC) in 
South Africa once a week.

Els has been involved in the BGP 
since its inception in 2012 and has 
been working with the NSBA since 
March 2010. 

EXCELLENT CHARACTERISTICS
Els says some Namibian Brahman 
bulls are breeding progeny with excel-
lent beef characteristics. 

“The BGP is already proving its worth 
for breeders through the scien tific  
identification of bulls that will breed 
progeny with excellent beef quality.”

Significant progress has been made 
over the past decade regarding the 
volume of data gathered, the number 

Mr. Jacque Els.  PHOTO:  CHARL  VAN  ROOYEN
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(out of 5) in Breedplan’s project for  
thoroughness of record-keeping, but 
the breeders’ society is aiming for a  
minimum average of 3 to 3,5 stars. Six 
breeders have received 4-star awards, 
three received 4,5 stars, and four  
received 5-star awards. 

The completeness of performance- 
test records can be used as an indi-
cator of the trustworthiness of the 
breeder’s overall data recording. 

ECONOMIC INDEXES
The NBBS has played a leading role 
in the establishment of economic  
indexes for the Brahman breed. 

Extensive grazing indexes were 
introduced in 2013, and in 2014 the 
weaning and feedlot index followed. 

In 2015 the NBBS played a lead-
ing role in the establishment of the  
Southern African and International 
Brahman Breed Improvement Forum.

The first international Brahman 
breeding-values evaluation was made 

available last year. South Africa, Na-
mibia, Australia and America partici-
pated.

The Brahman breed is now nearly at 
a stage where genomically estimated 
breeding values (G-EBV) can be made 
available, and a single-step analysis 
can be put into operation where the 
animal’s pedigree, performance, and 
genomic information can be used to 
calculate G-EBV. 

In July 2017 the first estimated 
breeding values for days-to-calving 
and temperament were launched. This 
progress was made possible through 
continuous, accurate data gathering.

THE BGP’S ORIGIN
The BGP came into being in 2012  
during a meeting at the ARC in Preto-
ria. The NBBS decided to participate 
in the project, in collaboration with 
the Brahman Cattle Breeders’ Society 
of South Africa, from inception. 

Phase 1 started in April 2015 and 

ended on 31 March 2018, with 512 bulls 
from NBBS subjected to genotyping, 
472 bulls evaluated for net feed in-
take, and 66 samples submitted for 
the measurement of meat quality.

Els says it is still too soon to meas-
ure the impact of the project.

There is however already great im-
provement in the accuracy of breed-
ing values of link-bulls in the project. 
They are Namibian bulls that are ex-
changed, sold and used between BGP 
herds.

“The importance of meat quality 
has definitely resulted in breeders  
taking breeding values and carcass- 
trait breeding values more seriously 
when considering what stud bulls to 
buy. 

“Bulls with both good breeding  
values and carcass-trait breeding  
values from herds where special focus 
is placed on selection for carcass 
traits, have achieved good prices dur-
ing the past few years,” says Els. 
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 LOCATION 

Okahandja,  
Namibia

The most fertile 
herd thanks to 
strict selection 
On a Namibian farm just 100 km from the  
Namib desert, Mr. Fred Redecker keeps his 
stocking rate light at 70ha/LSU. Thanks to this 
policy, strong selection for fertility and decades 
of performance testing on the farm, Redecker 
regularly wins the prize for the most fertile  
small herd (50 to 100 cows) in his country. 

M
r. Fred Redecker (65) and 
his wife, Uta, farm white 
Brahman and game on 
their farm Westfalenhof, 

70 km southwest of Okahandja in Na-
mibia. Redecker is a fourth genera- 
tion farmer and has farmed the fam-
ily farm since 1978 after graduating 
with a BSc Agric from the University 
of Pretoria.

One needs to be tough to succeed 
in the extreme environment Redecker 
confronts daily on his 14 000 ha farm. 
Average annual rainfall, calculated 
from records dating back to 1930, is 
230 mm. In summer, temperatures 
soar to 45°C, while in winter tempera-
tures rarely fall below freezing. 

Apart from the weather, the veld is 

another challenge. Despite the good 
sandy loam soils, 75% of the farm is 
composed of rocky granitic mountain-
ous terrain. The sweetveld is dominat-
ed by Bushman grass and bottlebrush 
grass that is currently migrating down 
from the mountains. 

Low rainfall is the greatest problem 
with the harsh Namib desert looming 
just 100 km from the farm. As the crow 
flies the farm is 200 km from Swakop-
mund. Redecker gets 100 mm less an-
nual rainfall than nearby Okahandja. 

CONSERVATIVE  
STOCKING RATE
Redecker stocks extremely conserva-
tively at 70 ha/LSU. He takes the 
game population, which is hunted for 

trophies, into account when calculat-
ing stocking rate, because as he says: 
“game also eats grass”.

His farm is subject to bush en-
croachment, which is another reason 
for the low stocking rate. 

Redecker’s hunting enterprise, 
which contributes 50% of the farm in-
come, targets mainly foreign hunters. 
Despite the relatively small size of the 
100-cow stud herd, the Brahman enter-
prise completes the farming operation. 

The farm’s game population con-
sists of kudu, gemsbok, mountain ze-
bra, warthog, steenbuck, duiker, klip-
springer and Damara dik-dik. There 
are also leopard, brown hyaena and 
baboons. Leopard are a threat be-
cause they take calves.

“I came to an agreement with the 
leopard 40 years ago,” says Redecker, 
tongue-in-cheek. 

“Cows and calves overnight in 
kraals close to the farmhouse, or at 
cattle stations. If this doesn’t happen 
they will be targeted (by the leopard). 
Looks like the agreement is working 
because I have had no further losses 
and they catch other animals.”

A group of white 
Brahman on Mr. 
Fred Redecker’s 
farm. Ahead of 
the mob is 25- 
year-old “shep-
herd” donkey 
Jacob whose 
job it is to keep 
leopards away. 

Mr. Fred Redecker. PHOTOS: CHARL VAN ROOYEN
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 HEAVIER WEANERS
These days his weaners are 20 kg to 
30 kg heavier than they were pre-
viously, an important bonus. Other 
farmers who have problems with leop-
ard keep their calves in kraals during 
the day, while the cows are sent out 
to graze. This leads to restricted milk 
intake for calves.

“When I was at Tukkies I learnt from 
Prof. Jan Bonsma that a calf must 
suckle and take in milk 13 times a day 
to grow out properly. Calves that are 
separated from their mothers don’t 
get enough milk and don’t grow out 
as quickly. My cows and calves are to-
gether 24 hours a day and calves can 
suckle freely,” he explains.

Stud cows calve down in summer 
and in winter. The big advantage to 
having two breeding seasons is that 
he does not need as many bulls per 
cow group. 

Veld grazing is supplemented 
throughout the year with either a win-
ter or a summer lick. Thanks to the low 
stocking rate there is usualy enough 
grass to cut and bale. In preference, 
Redecker bales sour grass species, 
which makes good quality roughage 
for sick animals and to fatten bulls be-
fore the sales. 

He sells selected, registered bulls for 
crossbreeding on the Central Select 
sale, held every September in Windhoek. 

SELECTING FOR FERTILITY
Redecker selects strongly for fertility 
because of the policy of taking animals 
right through the year on veld grazing. 
A cow that does not calve is marked as 
a cull and sent to the Meatco abattoir 
directly from the veld. Heifers are like-
wise culled, once they have joined the 
breeding herd at 24 months, if they fail 
to conceive. 

“This is the best selection criterion 
for fertility. The earlier an infertile,  
female animal is deselected, the  
better,” Redecker says. 

“Every farmer has to choose the 
right type of cow for his environment. 
On this farm the ideal cow weight is 
480 kg. In other places where they 
get more rain and the veld is better, 
it could probably be 100 kg more, but 
here, heavier cows would not be able 
to reproduce with optimal efficiency.”

PERFORMANCE TESTING
Redecker is a firm believer in the val-
ue of performance testing which his 
father, Armin, initiated in the early 
70s. He also participates in the Beef 
Genomics Programme. 

He performance tests his animals to 
get comparative values and deselects 
the very light and the very heavy cat- 
tle. He sells a third of the bulls he 
grows out, mainly to commercial farm-
ers. He does not sell cows and retains 
heifers as replacement animals. 

Redecker selects heifers 70% on 
phenotype and 30% on performance. 
Heifers that take the bull on the first 
try are retained, and continue with 
production unless structural problems 
such as bottle teats emerge later. 

MOST FERTILE HERD
Thanks to this type of selection and the 
extreme environment Redecker’s stud 
generally wins the award for the most 
fertile herd, in the category of 50 cows 
to 100 cows, given by the Namibian 
Brahman Breeders’ Society. 

“Breeders in other regions with a lot 
more rain and better veld can’t beat 
me. My cows are fertile because they 
are adapted to the environment. Fer-
tility is only 7% heritable which means 
that one can’t really select for fertility. 
Selecting for well-adapted animals is 
what will improve fertility in a herd.” 

In 2011 Redecker’s Porta Brahman 
stud was the first stud to receive 
Breedplan’s five-star-rating for presen-
tation of complete records and has 
continued to receive it every year 
since then.

In good years, Redecker cuts and bales sour grass to feed sick animals and sale bulls.  
This section has already been cut and baled. 

Brahman cattle in the veld, which is generally sparse in the rugged terrain.  
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office the information was transferred 
onto the computer. 

“My wife, Brigitte, and I had to deal 
with the chore of transferring endless 
lists of comtemporary cattle groups 
onto the computer. This wasted a lot 
of time and led to frustration,” he says. 

Once the electronic scale, radio-fre-
quency identification ear tags, elec-
tronic scanner and herd-management 
programmes (such as HerdMASTER) 
were loaded on the laptops, Schneider 
could modernise his system.

He has an electronic scale with two 
load cells under the frame connected, 
by cable, to the electronic scale, and 
a scanner. The scale and scanner are 
connected via bluetooth to a laptop 
and animal weights are automatical-
ly sent to the laptop. Information on 
traits, vaccinations and treatments 
can also be electronically transferred 
to the herd-management programme. 

All the cattle at various cattle sta-
tions or farms can be weighed and  

CHARL VAN ROOYEN

Accurate record-keeping is essential on all farms, 
but particularly so on a cattle farm where births 
and sales are routine. Namibia’s biggest Brahman 
breeder discusses the efficiencies of his system, 
courtesy of modern technology. 

M
r. Mecki Schneider’s  
record-keeping system 
is possibly the first of its 
kind in Southern Africa. 

It replaces the cumbersome  
method of using handwritten records 
still used by many farmers. 

Namibia has strict requirements for 
animal identification. For the sake of 
traceability cattle farmers must tag 
both ears; the tag in the right ear dis-
plays information visually while that 
in the left ear contains radio-frequen-
cy identification equipment. 

Keeping records can become a prob-
lem when the farmer runs a large herd 
as Schneider does, with Brahman and 
Simmentaler studs and a commercial 
herd, close to Grootfontein in Namibia.

It was for this reason that he bought 
electronic equipment and developed 
a system aided by his son, Reimo, 
and his farm manager, Mr. Alex de  
Koning. It takes much of the grind out of  
record keeping, especially with the  
latest electronic device that stores and 
displays an animal’s full set of records 
on a laptop.  

HOW IT WORKS
Schneider writes the ID data of an 
animal with a permanent marker on 
the visual ear tag. This consists of the 
year of the animal’s birth, followed 
by the animal number, and then by a  

letter which indicates the ID numbers 
of the sire and dam. Schneider can 
identify the calf and its parents by eye- 
balling the tag. 

The electronic tag has a transpond-
er that stores electronic identification 
details. This forms part of the official 
Namibian traceability system. Since 
there is no battery, the electronic 
scanner transmits a radio-frequency 
signal from the tag, containing the an-
imal’s unique information. 

The scanner transmits the ani-
mal’s ID via bluetooth (therefore ca-
ble-free) over several metres, to the 
laptop at the crush pen. Powered by 
AgriBSA’s HerdMASTER™ programme 
(an international Breedplan product),  
devel oped for beef herd management, 
the animal’s information and data  
immediately shows up on the screen. 

Radio-frequency identification is 
also important at events where there 
are a number of animals, such as live- 
stock sales. 

Animal arrivals and departures can 
be electronically controlled for better 
streamlining and greater accuracy. 

WORK BESIDE THE CRUSH
Previously, the only piece of modern 
equipment was a scale at the end of 
the crush to weigh animals. Schneider 
read the weight off the scale and re-
corded it on his animal list. Back at the 

Cattle farmer  
develops unique 
animal-ID system  LOCATION 

Grootfontein,  
Namibia

Mr. Mecki Schneider and his wife, Brigitte, 
use the farm office computer to check farm 
data. Thanks to new software, herd data can 
be accessed from farm computers and smart 
phones. PHOTOS: CHARL VAN ROOYEN
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recorded using this mobile meas-
uring system next to the crush (the 
so-called crush-side recording). Data 
on contemporary groups can be trans-
ferred immediately and stored in the 
herd-management programme. 

If there is an internet connection, 
fresh data may be immediately sent to 
the service provider and synchronised 
with the relevant tablets and com-
puters in the business. Data may also 
be sent from the crush to the breed 
society’s database and used for the 
further evaluation of breeding values. 
At remote weighing stations with no 
internet connection, data is entered 
on the laptop and synchronised with 
other computer systems on the farm 
(including the main frame) later.

Comprehensive records are thus 
available at any time, on various  
devices, to members of the farm  
management team. There is an annual 
fee for the data synchronisation facili-
ty and back-up. 

STREAMLINING
Information technology has been mas-
tered by the younger generation on 
the family farm, says Schneider. Get-
ting the right equipment to streamline 
record-keeping and make information 
easier to handle was first suggested 
by Reimo, and his wife, Sonja, who  
recently got involved in the farm-
ing business. They worked with Ms.  
Jeanine Labuschagne of HerdMAS-
TER at AgriBSA in Centurion to get 
the system up and running. 

The network version, which allows a 
a number of farms (processing points) 
to be linked to a database, may be the 
first of its kind in Southern Africa.

The first time Schneider scanned 
an electronic ear tag, the computer 
prompted him to enter the animal’s 
herd ID. If the same animal were to be 
scanned later, that animal’s data would 
show up on the computer screen. This 
includes calving date, vaccinations, 
historical weights, growth, location 
and lineage.

“This is a very useful management 
tool for a farmer at the crush and is 

certainly one of the most vital infor-
mation resources a farmer can pos-
sess. You don’t have to scratch around 
among your papers; all the informa-
tion is up on the screen in front of 
you,” says Schneider. 

The system also stores informa-
tion on the service provider’s sys-
tem. The current stud and game 
programme costs R6 330 and small 
livestock programme R5 300 (once-
off), with an annual support fee of 
R1 325 and R968  respectively. It is 
no longer necessary to enter data  
manually and the data is backed up by 
the service provider. 

The system’s mobility is critical 
to ensure trouble-free collection of  
information from farm to farm. 

Schneider and his brother-in-law 
and associate, Mr. Ebbi Fischer, use 
a similar system at their GenTecSol 
feed-testing station on Fischer’s farm 
near Hochfeld, where bulls are evalu-
ated for feed-conversion efficiency. 

Scanners that read electronic tags 
when the bulls lower their heads to 
eat have been installed at the feeding 
troughs. The quantity of feed in the 
trough is also measured to calculate 
net feed intake.

ESSENTIALS
The right equipment is necessary for 
the operation of this modern system:

■■ A Gallagher electronic scale with fast 
and efficient load cells.

■■ A Gallagher scanner.
■■ Radio-frequency identity ear tags. Ani-

mals graze year round on veld and have 
the ear tags for years.

■■ A laptop. 
■■ A tablet is used primarily to log certain 
traits of animals when he is working 
at outlying cattle posts. This covers 
aspects such as udders, teats, hooves, 
temperament, diseases, injuries and 
information about calving date and 
calf weights. 

■■ HerdMASTER’s herd-management soft- 
ware to transfer data to the breed  
society’s database for further process-
ing.

■■ The data-synchronisation facility, back-
ups and an internet connection. 

DATA ANALYSIS
The farm, along with other members 
of the Brahman Cattle Breeders’  
Society of South Africa, is a partici-
pant in the Beef Genomics Programme 
of the Livestock Registering Federa-
tion. As a participant Schneider 
regularly submits his cattle data 
for analysis. Diligent management and 
quality control ensures that data and 
contemporary group information is ac-
curate. The farm’s new system makes 
this process simpler and more accu-
rate. The Schneiders eventually send 
their data to the Namibian Brahman 
Breeders’ Society’s database at the 
Namibian Stud Breeders’ Association 
in Windhoek where it is available to 
Breedplan for further evaluation. 

BRAHMAN

ENQUIRIES: Mr. Mecki Schneider,  
email: mecki@iafrica.com.na

New software 
uses bluetooth to 
transfer animal 
data electronical-
ly, from the crush 
to the central  
computer system.
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sources in our farming system,” Hat
tingh says.

To accommodate these new devel
opments, they’ve put appropriate 
facilities in place and are continuing 
with infrastructure expansion, “other
wise we can’t do all of these things”.

The farming operation has holding 
pens, a crush, an electronic scale, a 
cattlehandling crate with neck clamp, 
as well as other equipment, at its dis
posal. Semen and embryos are kept 
cool in a neat building where they can 
be analysed microscopically, allowing 
veterinarians to do AI and embryo 
transplants efficiently. All administra
tive tasks are also handled there.

The next step is to improve the 
sheep section to fulfil the additional 
requirements related to AI.

LARGE LIVESTOCK AREA
Very cold winters are among the chal
lenges of the area the Hattinghs farm. 
The eastern Free State is, however, an 
important livestock production area, 
says Hattingh. It is to their advantage 
to be so close to Gauteng’s markets 

CHARL VAN ROOYEN

It is time for the beef industry to reap the rewards 
of goal-oriented, scientific research aimed at breed 
improvement. Mr. Wessel Hattingh harbours great 
expectations for the Beef Genomics Programme, in 
which he is an eager participant.

G
enetic progress, adding val
ue through the best availa
ble breeding material, and 
the optimal application of 

all available resources in a farming 
system is of great importance to Mr. 
Wessel Hattingh, former chairman of 
the Brahman Cattle Breeders’ Society 
of South Africa. Hattingh, his wife,  
Leonie, and their son, Wessel, manage 
an extensive farming operation in the 
Heilbron district of the Free State. 

Their Welcare Brahman stud has 
been in business since 1987. They also 
produce maize and soya beans, and run 
a Dohne Merino flock for slaughter 
lamb production.

Mr. Gerrie Roos recently joined the 
operation with the aim of expanding 
the cattle and sheep divisions through 
precision farming. This approach 
to farming is already yielding good  
results in the crop division.

Now it’s livestock’s turn to add 
more value to the business. The first 
steps were to artificially inseminate 

(AI) 80% of their Brahman stud cows 
and 600 ewes to speed up genetic 
progress. Commercial Brahman cows 
were also placed in an invitro pro
gramme, and a number of red Brah
man stud cows were inseminated with 
the top breeding material from Mr. 
Phillip Barnard of Clocolan’s Angus 
stud in order to expand their cattle op
eration into the Brangus market with 
new breeding material.

ADDING VALUE
According to Hattingh, Senior, all four 
projects have proven successful. They 
achieved a high conception rate of 
55% through the AI of stud cows, while 
the invitro programme delivered a 
60% conception rate. The sheep pro
gramme can also boast with great 
success, while the Brangus breeding 
programme is still in its infancy.

“It’s all about genetic progress and 
adding value through the best availa
ble breeding material, as well as the 
optimal application of all available re

‘Convert problems  
into opportunities’

Mr. Wessel Hattingh. 
PHOTO:  CHARL  VAN  ROOYEN

A pregnant red Brahman 
heifer sold by Mr. Wessel 
Hattingh to Mr. Stephan Coet
zee (Coetzbrand Brahmans, 
Carletonville) for R175 000 at 
the Sale of the Roses auction 
in Parys. This was the highest 
price fetched at the auction. 
It requires years of expertise 
and breeding material to 
breed such a top class animal 
– a process that will soon be 
within reach of more breed
ers thanks to genomics.   
PHOTO:  WESSEL  HATTINGH

 LOCATION 

Heilbron,  
Free State
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and a large population since it repre-
sents a significant demand for mutton, 
beef and game. The newest farm ing 
expansion is aimed at accessing a  
larger part of this market. 

The members of the management 
team are aware that they have to utilise 
resources optimally and with great 
caution as this is the only way for the 
business to succeed.

“Don’t look over the fence at what 
other people are doing. Rather follow 
your own programme to add value,” 
Hattingh insists.

“Our biggest problem is the serious 
droughts that sometimes occur. At 
one stage we thought we couldn’t con-
tinue to farm here and that we should 
consider doing something else, like 
moving to another part of the country 
where it rains more. We realised, how- 
ever, that we should rather apply our 
available resources and manage them 
efficiently to utilise available oppor-
tunities. If this requires vertical and  
capital expansions, we have to do it, 
and this is what we’re currently occu-
pied with,” says Hattingh.

While there are many challenges, 
the Hattinghs also experience suc-
cesses. In addition to the positive note 
the accelerated breeding material 
programme kicked off on, they also 
experienced the best years in a long 
time during the past two seasons due 
to good rains, large harvests and high 
meat prices. 

“The challenge isn’t where you 
farm, but how you convert challenges 
into opportunities. We’re very positive 
about farming. Everyone has the op-
portunity to live their dream within 
their existing parameters. Agriculture 
remains a wonderful profession, de-
spite the climate and political circum-
stances that aren’t always supportive 
of farming.”

UTILISE TECHNOLOGY
Hattingh has been involved in the Agri-
cultural Research Council’s (ARC) per-
formance-testing programme since 
1991. This involves measuring and 
weighing and the supply of this data 

to the ARC. Phase C tests, which take 
place at Sernick’s test station, and 
phase D tests conducted on the farm 
are also included. They also joined 
the Breedplan programme when it be-
came available in South Africa.

The greatest benefit brought about 
by these measurements, weighing 
and participation in progressive pro-
grammes, is the utilisation of breeding 
values in making informed decisions 
when they make selections to im- 
prove their Brahman herd. It makes 
faster genetic progress possible. 

Hattingh served as the chairman of 
the Brahman Cattle Breeders’ Society 
of South Africa at the inception of the 
Beef Genomics Programme.

“At that stage we toured the whole 
country to explain the project to Brah-
man breeders,” he remembers. As 
chairman of the Breeders’ Society, he 
was also involved in the creation of the 
Southern African and International 
Brahman Breed Improvement Forums.

Hattingh participated in the genom-
ics programme from the very beginning. 
This includes sending bulls to the ARC’s 
performance-testing station in Irene, 
where net feed intake, which is diffi-
cult to measure, is tested. Thanks to 
genomics, results can now be deli- 
vered faster. Furthermore, the bulls 
are ultrasound-scanned for carcass 
characteristics (marbling, rib-fat thick-
ness and eye-muscle area) that are 
preferred for tasty meat. He can opt to 
take the best bulls back to the farm for 
use as stud sires. The rest are slaugh-
tered and tested further for desired 

beef characteristics, like tenderness 
and dressing-out percentages.

Hair samples from the dams of the 
bulls participating in the net feed in-
take test, and all of their heifers and 
bull calves (that didn’t participate in 
the test), are also made available for 
genetic testing. 

“It’s important to test sufficient 
numbers of bulls that aren’t only in 
use in South Africa, but are also used 
abroad to establish linking of bulls,” 
says Hattingh.

SUFFICIENT DATA
What are his expectations for geno- 
mics in Southern Africa?

Hattingh, Senior, says the gathering 
of sufficient data will help to determine 
which bulls pass desired traits to their 
offspring. Then the breeder can select 
stud animals with the correct breeding 
material to improve specific character-
istics, like net feed intake, in his herd.
He refers to the significant genetic 
improvement made by the broiler, pork 
and dairy sectors thanks to genetic  
selection. 

This also applies to the grain sector 
where cultivars are rapidly improving 
yields due to advanced research.

Hattingh says he never would have 
guessed that he could harvest seven 
tons of maize per hectare on dryland 
in the Eastern Free State, but this is ex-
actly what he has achieved across an 
entire land of 90 ha. 

Now it’s the beef industry’s turn to 
benefit from purpose-driven scientific 
research.  

BRAHMAN

A small herd of 
Brahman in the veld. 
The management 
team is thoroughly 
aware that they 
have to utilise their 
own resources 
optimally instead 
of comparing 
themselves to other 
farmers. This is why 
they follow their 
own programme  
for value addition. 
PHOTO:  WESSEL   
HATTINGH
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ing decision has to be made. This 
helps us decide which bull to use to 
correct the cow’s structural weaknes
ses,” says Van Zyl. 

To keep improvement consistent, 
Jan, Junior, is also a judge and 
selector for the Brahman Cattle 
Breed ers’ Society who continually 
awards points to calves and the bree
ding herd. Very strong selection crite
ria are applied that focus on fertility, 
hard iness, adaptability, longevity, 
growth and conformation. 

Van Zyl says after 45 years of effec
tive selection in Brahman breeding, 
they have eliminated undesirable 
traits such as bad temperament and 
defective udder development. 

“With our large herds we don’t have 
time to struggle with bad tempera
ments or structural defects. Our pri
mary goal remains efficient, profita

CHARL VAN ROOYEN

T
he principle of balance be
tween art and science is 
strictly applied in the Kroon 
Vee herd of Vryburg, where 

Mr. Jan van Zyl and his sons, Gideon 
and Jan, Junior, manage the opera
tion. This herd’s foundation was laid in 
1972 when Van Zyl started his opera 
tion with five Brahman stud cattle. 

Today, it is the biggest Brahman 
herd in South Africa and has grown 
into a financially healthy and robust 
family business. Van Zyl, his wife, Irma, 
and their sons and daughtersinlaw, 
Rodien (Gideon’s wife) and Marnel 
(Jan Junior’s wife) are actively involv
ed with data collection to facillitate 
the smooth flow of management in
formation which takes the herd from 
strength to strength. Van Zyl says his 
family, his workforce and their clients 
are his most valuable assets. 

THE ART
“The art is where a breeder identifies 
through visual evaluation the struc 
tural strengths and weaknesses of the 
herd and works out how to improve 
them.” 

The process is continuously boosted 
by identifying the right bulls, whether 
they come from the herd or are bought 
in. Kroon Vee’s success story is based 
on the fact that each calf is the result 
of the breeder’s mating decision of a 
year ago.

The decision of which bull to use for 
breeding is judged and planned with 
the help of visual assessments after 
birth and at weaning. Constant revi
sions and tweaks to the process make 
breeding decisions easier and more 
predictable. 

“We do the same thing with the dam. 
The data is available whenever a breed 

Success from a balance 
between art and science

 LOCATION 

Vryburg,  
North West

The stud breeder must provide the commercial market with superior 
breeding material so that the national herd improves and profits grow. 
To make progress genetically, art (the visual appraisement) and science 
(accurate and reliable production figures) must be in balance.

The Kroon Vee management team 
with Kroon Vee’s Top herd sire Shot 
JVZ08290. From the left are the Van 
Zyls:  Gideon, Jan (Senior) and  
Jan (Junior). PHOTOS: CHARL VAN ROOYEN
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ble meat production and our market 
is the commercial farmer who breeds 
weaners and replacement heifers for 
himself and whose goal is to run a pro-
fitable beef operation. 

“We must be able to produce meat 
economically, and profitably, off the 
veld. Therefore, the entire farming 
operation is also evaluated in terms of 
yield in kilograms per hectare.” 

In 2015 and 2016 the Kroon Vee 
herd was recognised as the most fer-
tile Brahman herd in South Africa; 
recognition made possible by the ap-
plication of strict selection criteria. 
The animals also do well at shows and 
Kroon Vee has held its own successful 
production sale on the first Wednes-
day of November for the past 21 years.

“Our breeding material generates 
profit for our loyal clients who demon-
strate faith in our product through 
their consistent support. We continue 
to value our clients.” 

THE SCIENCE
Breeding decisions take place at the 
kraal where the breeding values of 
both sire and dam are considered so 
that corrective measures can be ap-
plied.  For example, if a cow has a low 
EBV for milk she will be bred to a bull 
with a high EBV for that trait. This prin-
ciple governs all breeding decisions. 
The (cow’s) database includes visual 
assessment of her previous calves so 
that the correct bull can be selected.

It is important for every breeder to 

have short- and long-term breeding 
goals. Since fertility is the single, most 
important trait on every cattle farm, it 
is one of the farming operation’s most 
important breeding and management 
goals. 

Dams of the 210 bulls and heifers 
offered at last year’s production sale, 
presented an average intercalving  
period (ICP) of 399 days. This ICP was 
attained despite extreme drought con-
ditions. 

“This creates confidence with pros-
pective clients and our established 
buyers and is part of our winning reci-
pe,” says Gideon. 

Because fertility is closely linked to 
scrotal circumference, one of Kroon 
Vee’s selection goals is to improve 
scrotal circumference. The herd has 
made dramatic progress with this trait 
in the recent past. 

Another genetic aspect Kroon Vee 
focuses on is the milk EBV and the oper- 
ation has already shown significant 
improvement in this area. Milk has a 
profound influence on weaner growth. 
The better a calf grows out, the earlier 
it reaches the target weight of 350 kg. 
This is the standard norm for heifers 
at first mating and positively influen-
ces age at first calving, and weight 

THE COMMERCIAL 
BREEDER
Mr. Jan van Zyl of Kroon Vee says 
his advice to commercial breeders 
(‘I am also one’) is to identify  
breeders and herds that run in a 
similar environment and have the 
same business goals. They should 
also allow access to an accurate, 
reliable, herd database to take the 
guesswork out of the purchase of 
new breeding material. 

“Do your homework diligently 

because these are expensive 
investments and it’s important to 
get maximum gains on your capital 
investment,” says Van Zyl. 

Also take note of the following:
■ A bull has a major impact on a 

cow herd. The genetic import of 
the current bull on herd offspring 
is 50%, that of the last two bulls 
(the current bull and its prede-
cessor) is 75% and the influence 
of the last three bulls used is 
88%.  

■ A crop farmer doesn’t cut 
corners when he buys a planter 
or plants his crop because this 
is the most important piece of 
equipment and action on his 
farm. A bull is a cattle farmer’s 
‘planter’ and a good bull is the 
best investment he can make. 
The cow (based on 365 day 
weights) is responsible for only 
10% of herd improvement, while 
bulls are responsible for a mas- 
sive 90%. 

Kroon Vee bull, Kroon Vee Jackhammer, has a scrotum circumference  
value of +1,6 with 70% accuracy. The breed average is 0,7.
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for weaners marketed to feedlots. At 
current weaner prices, it translates to 
an extra 20 kg per weaner or R700, 
which significantly improves the eco-
nomic outlook for efficient red-meat 
production. 

Cattle farmers worth their salt see 
a bull as an income generator, rather 
than a cost. When they buy in bulls, 
the Van Zyls operate on the premise 
that they are buying in specific genetic 
traits from a selected, successful herd.  
Accurate, reliable figures and a seller 
who pursues the same profit-based 
goals as Kroon Vee, back up this stra-
tegy. The Van Zyls visit herds in ad-
vance of the purchase to check the 
herd’s strengths and weaknesses and 
they look for breeding animals that fit 
their own breeding objectives.  

FERTILITY STANDARDS
Age at first calving as well as cow and 
herd ICPs are used as standards to as-
sess fertility. 

“Our replacement heifers are chosen 
mainly from proven cows. As an exam-
ple our bull JVZ06/233 has a paternal 
grandmother that was 27 months 
at first calving and had 17 calves in 20 
years with an ICP of 385 days. His ma-
ternal grandmother had 13 calves in 16 
years, an ICP of 376 days and her age 
at first calving was 29 months,” says 
Jan, Junior. 

Using a bull like this improves lon-
gevity and fertility, both economical-
ly important traits. They will not use 
a bull unless they have rigourously 
evaluated its dam and her production, 

which makes accurate record-keeping 
crucial. In the Van Zyl’s operation the 
complete records and production in-
formation of every animal are logged 
onto computer. Animals, both stud 
and commercial, are weighed four 
times a year and the information is 
processed and stored so that the Van 
Zyls have a reliable database to sup-
port all management decisions. 

“The commercial herd is used to 
evaluate our own bulls and to meas- 
ure production, because knowledge 
generates trust,” says Gideon. 

THE GENOMICS PROGRAMME
Jan, Junior, says Kroon Vee is proud 
to be part of the Southern African 
Beef Genomics Programme (BGP). 
This project will ultimately benefit the 
herd and the breed and will be a big 
advantage to buyers. 

Apart from the ARC’s tests on their 
bulls for meat quality and tender-
ness, Kroon Vee conducts its own, 

Kroon Vee is proud to be 
part of the Brahman breed’s 
Beef Genomics Programme. 
This project will benefit the 
herd and the breed, and 
will directly benefit buyers 
across the board.
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independent evaluations. The aim 
of these independent evaluations are 
to introduce breeding values that in- 
clude meat quality, tenderness and 
marbling.

At the time of Landbouweekblad’s 
visit to Kroon Vee’s main farm, Buck- 
shee, outside Vryburg, ARC personnel 
were on the farm scanning for rib-
fat, loin-muscle area, marbling and 
eye-muscle area. Scanned informa-
tion is sent to the ARC and then to the 
society and to Breedplan, where EBVs 
are calculated. 

“Kroon Vee sees the results of scan-
ning for rib-fat as important because 
of the connection between fertility 
and rib-fat thickness. A cow needs 
bodyfat and a certain level of condi- 
tion for reconception to take place. 
We believe we will soon be able to  
prove the correlation between rib-fat  
and reconception.” 

To strengthen this desired trait in 
the herd, Kroon Vee bought one of the 
Brahman breed’s leading bulls for the 
rib-fat trait in Namibia from Mr. Eckard 
Hagen of Grootfontein. 

Kroon Vee has received a three-star 
rating from Breedplan for complete 
and accurate records of performance 
data. This is an outstanding achieve-
ment for a herd of this size. The stud 
has set its sights on four stars this 

BRAHMAN

year and five stars next year; a rele-
vant goal, as the achievement of which 
will directly benefit buyers. 

FREE-RANGE BEEF
Kroon Vee has been a registered sup-
plier of free-range beef to Woolworths 
for more than five years. Selecting 
for rib-fat and marbling improves the 
chances of an improved grading of 
meat off the veld. 

The two major criteria of the South 
African meat-classification system are 
age and fat cover on the carcass. 

Along with longevity, late tooth 
emergence is another advantage of 
Brahman cattle. Brahman carcasses 
meet Woolworths’ requirements up 
to the age of three. In many cases the 
last teeth have not erupted by three 
years, which gives the breed a major 
advantage over other breeds and has 
a significant impact on the profitability 
of the breed.

Another advantage is that Brah-
man production data in South Africa, 
Namibia, Australia and the USA is col-
lectively processed and compared. At 
some stage there will be international 
breeding values which will considera-
bly improve accuracy and reliability. 

CONCLUSION
Cattle farming and success are this  

family’s passion. They daily strive 
to improve, to raise efficiencies and 
profitability, and to empower people 
by involving them with successes. 

“We look at what other successful 
cattle farmers are doing and take 
ideas from them to help us make our 
dreams come true, and to adapt to the 
constantly changing objectives. We 
are privileged to have the knowledge 
and experience we have, and equally 
privileged to be able to transfer that 
knowledge and our skills to others. 

“We are committed to sustainable 
Brahman breeding and to keeping our 
buyers fully informed so that their cur-
rent and future decisions can be based 
on facts, instead of on guesswork, so 
that they can increase profitability for 
the benefit of their families, the en-
vironment and the country. 

“There has to be a balance between 
the art and the science of farming so 
that farming can be sustainably profi-
table,” says Van Zyl. 

“Buying bulls is not an excuse for a 
spending spree, but an investment 
that should bear fruit for you and your 
children. You could either be ‘pulling’ 
calves nine months after buying a bull, 
or you could be banking bigger 
cheques from 16 months after your ac-
quisition for the next 20 years.” 

Fertility and milk are this herd’s strongest attributes. This photo illustrates the traits  
this farming operation is trying to showcase. 
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Personnel from the Agricultural Research Council scan a Kroon Vee 
bull for rib-fat thickness, marbling and eye muscle area. In front is  
Mr. Stephen Rasebotsa (left) and Tebogo Serapelwane. Behind them  
is Jan van Zyl, Senior, and Jan, Junior.

Willie Jacobs
Tel: 278 3631 6373                               jacobswj@ddandg.co.za
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Others are highly hereditary, like ud-
ders and teats, and the breeder can 
make rapid progress in improving 
these traits.

This is why the R10 Brahman stud 
uses specific bulls that fit their goals to 
improve specific animals, for instance 
a specific bull for better legs and mus-
cling in his progeny. It is also important 
to improve vigor.

To breed a specific type of female 
animal, Labuschagne never uses a 
bull whose dam he hasn’t seen and 
approved himself. This also counts for 
semen he imports. He visits America 
every two years to view bulls from two 
herds that have been breeding Brah-
man for 120 years. 

There he selects the kind of genom-
ics that fits in with the type of Brah-
man that he wants to breed. 

“You can’t buy that kind of genetics 
off a photograph,” he says.

“The success we have achieved is 
based on dam lines. We don’t use bulls 
that didn’t come from a good mother 
and grandmother on both the bull and 
cow’s side. He must be backed up with 
cow power, otherwise the predictabili-
ty of his progeny is weakened. Behind 
every successful herd bull, there’s a 
good, predictable line of cows,” says 
Labuschagne. 

NEW TECHNOLOGY
Labuschagne has been applying scien- 
tific principles for 43 years. Even 
though genomics wasn’t so named at 
the time, R10 has been making use of 
it through the application of corrective 
mating. The appearance of genomics 
and measurability means stud breed-
ers can now progress even more  
rapidly than before.

Labuschagne uses AI in 90% of his 
herd. If a cow doesn’t get pregnant in 
two successive cycles, she is served by 
a bull. The advantage of applying AI to 
so many cows is that corrective mating 
can be used with great efficiency.

In the 1980s R10 was also one of the 
first studs to flush embryos. Current in-
vitro fertilisation is proving even more 
successful as technology and science 

CHARL VAN ROOYEN

Genomics allow stud breeders to optimise their 
herds’ profitability and yields through using the 
best selection and strategic breeding decisions. 
Three Brahman breeders offer advice based on 
their own practical experience.

B
rahman breeders achieve 
success by making use of 
modern technology. Three 
breeders share how they ap-

ply it in their studs. They are Llewellyn 
Labuschagne of R10 Brahmane (Le- 
tsi tele, Limpopo), Riaan Theron of 
RAT Brahmane (Parys/Vredefort/
Koppies, Free State) and Burnie Staal 
of Bos Blanco Brahmane (Kroonstad, 
Free State).  

LLEWELLYN LABUSCHAGNE
If a stud breeder 
wants to achieve suc-
cess, he has to base 
his breeding pro-
gramme on three pil-
lars. Two of these are 
genotypic, namely 
science and pedi-

grees, while the third is phenotypic, 
namely what the farmer observes.

Science demands that the farmer 
measures to know (meet om te weet). 
It requires the application of science in 
all its forms, like Breedplan, genomics, 
and indexes. From all of this, informa-
tion about weaning weight is specifi-
cally important.

“It informs me about the dam’s milk-
ing and mothering characteristics, 
since she has to be able to raise a calf 
next to her while nurturing another in-
side her. She must, thus, have the con-
sitution to do so,” Labuschagne says.

Pedigree is also extremely impor-
tant. A stud breeder must know his 
stud’s pedigrees very well. This means 

he must be aware of his cow’s ances-
try’s strong and weak points in order 
to apply it correctly during corrective 
mating. 

“This is why we strongly believe 
in planned line breeding to produce 
our kind of Brahman. We never put 
half-brothers to half-sisters, fathers 
to daughters, or sons to mothers. We 
achieve massive success with cousins, 
as well as with nephews and nieces. 
When you apply corrective mating, you 
use a specific bull for a specific pur-
pose, for instance improving udders or 
teats. The former are all genotypes.”

The farmer’s visual observations are 
related to phenotype. A stud breeder 
can’t progress by basing his selection 
only on genomics or performance 
data. He also needs phenotypic data to 
bring his vision to life – namely what 
his Brahman should look like.

THE WAY TO ACHIEVE GOALS
The breeder must improve manage-
ment to achieve goals. The most im-
portant day in his life is when his cow 
is served or artificially inseminated. If 
he uses the wrong bull, he loses three 
years. It will take a year for the cow to 
calve again and another two years for 
the breeder to eliminate mistakes.

To achieve his goal and add vision to 
his mission, he has to AI his female ani-
mals while making mating decisions to 
improve specific traits. 

Some traits aren’t easily passed on, 
like structure and breed purity, where 
the breeder’s progress will be slow. 

Achieve success 
through technology
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have improved greatly. Preparation of 
cows, for instance, is much improved, 
and along with it success rates.

“A stud progresses faster with em-
bryos as compared to natural fertili- 
sation, but it’s expensive and there’s 
no room for experimenting with cor-
rective mating. That’s why we only re-
peat proven pairings,” he says.

BURNIE STAAL
The Bos Blanco Brah-
man stud has been 
using AI and embryo 
flushing for 28 years 
in their red and white 
Brahman herds.

“We have also ex-
ported 1 800 Brah-

man embryos to Australia, and we 
also sold the bull NCC Zambezi for  
AU$145 000 (about R1,45 million) in 
Australia. This marked a new record 
price for the breed. At present we are 
doing more in-vitro fertilisation with 
Brahman, Boran, Beefmasters and 
Wagyu, says Staal.

They only apply in-vitro fertilisation 
in tested breeding cows with predicta-
ble genetic values. The aim is to contin-
uously create new lines for Bos Blanco 
through developing new cow families. 

NEW GENE POOL
Only the best genetics are used to test 
and establish a new gene pool. Bos 
Blanco has been doing AI once-off with 
tested bulls in all their Brahman cows 
before mating time, for the past three 
years. Staal also uses imported semen 
selectively. Bos Blanco has supplied 
about 7 000 embryos over the past 28 
years, and has completed more than 
10 000 artificial inseminations.

“Increasing your best genetic mate-
rial has a big impact on the improve-
ment of your herd and the breed. The 
method used to identify genetically 
outstanding animals is of cardinal im-
portance,” says Staal. 

Genetic predictability and prepoten-
cy, linked to estimated breeding val-
ues, are the primary selection criteria.

Approximately 80 Brahman bulls 

from this stud have already been in-
cluded in Breedplan’s newest Brahman 
bull report for estimated breeding  
values. This is the highest number of 
any herd in the history of the Brahman 
breed in South Africa. 

“Bos Blanco definitely holds the best 
genetic material that can economical-
ly drive the herd towards new genetic 
goals,” says Staal.

RIAAN THERON
Breedplan figures, in- 
vitro fertilisation and 
AI are of great im-
portance to Theron 
of RAT Brahmane.

“Breedplan figures 
are of absolute im-
portance for the se-

lection of animals used. In addition 
to the fact that we don’t consider 
animals without reliable estimated 
breeding values, we also actively 
participate in the Breedplan process, 
measure and weigh what we can, and 
scan each animal. Good breeding va- 
lues are of immeasurable value in pre-
dictability and will increase in impor-
tance in future,” he says.

Concerning in-vitro, Theron identi-
fies special female animals that meet 
his specific requirements. The plan 
with in-vitro is to create a foundation 
of similar female animals from which 
to create different lines with different 
bulls in future. The greater the simi-
larities between his starting points, 
the easier the process of correcting 
mistakes and progressing more rapid-
ly in the right direction.

They prefer to transplant live em-
bryos, but also have a collection of 
frozen embryos to implant when 
they don’t have enough live em-
bryos for prepared carriers. Theron 
says he has the advantage of having 
the company Invitro Africa close by, 
which increases the ease of conduc- 
ting experiments.

EXCEPTIONAL ANIMALS
Theron is also continuously searching 
for semen from exceptional animals in 

South Africa and abroad to artificially 
inseminate his cows.

“In addition to using the semen for 
embryos, each female animal is also 
artificially inseminated. Female ani-
mals are artificially brought into heat 
and artificially inseminated while on 
heat. Animals that don’t get pregnant 
will be artificially inseminated for a 
second time in normal standing heat, 
after which they are classed to run 
with specific bulls,” he explains. 

RAT Brahmans started delivering 
embryos for in-vitro on small scale 
four years ago, but accelerated their 
efforts this year. By mid-2018 the stud 
had already transplanted more than 
100 embryos, with prospects of more 
by the end of the year. 

“A big problem with embryos is that 
you need carriers. I made my commer-
cial herd available for this purpose. We 
also supply and transplant embryos 
for clients.”

Theron believes technology is inex-
tricably part of progress. No breed can 
progress without purpose-driven aca-
demic and research contributions that 
are scientifically supported. In this  
regard Breedplan and genomics are of 
immeasurable value. 

“We base our choices regarding 
which animals to use on figures. These 
figures are crucial to breed predict-
ability in the herd. A breed can show 
rapid phenotypic and genomic pro-
gress through the use of embryos and 
implantation processes all supported 
by figures. This is the way to progress 
quickly.”

LEADING WITH BREEDPLAN
Theron sees RAT Brahmane as a 
Breedplan leader and every year it  
receives a higher star rating. Currently 
it sports a 3,5-star rating.

“Genomics is the way to go. It makes 
the unknown and invisible known. 
Genomics improves the predictability 
of future profit potential. It allows you 
to optimise the profitability and yield 
of your herd, allowing for the best ani-
mal selection and strategic breeding 
decisions,” says Theron. 
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attention to the Sugarland bloodline 
with additions from two herds in Lim-
popo, namely the well-known Matsulan 
herd and the Gerdia herd, which made 
an impact on the genetic progress of 
white Brahman in the late 1990s.

Nearly 40 of his bulls have already 
participated in the test for residual 
feed intake. The dressing-out percent-
ages of his bulls slaughtered after the 
finishing phase, was excellent. Lam-
precht keeps a particular close eye on 
the growth potential of future bulls 
that will produce the next generation. 

THYS MEYER
Cold winter and mild summers charac-
terise the Lindley area of the Eastern 
Free State, where Mr. Thys Meyer runs 
his Lovedale herd. He represents the 
LRF’s breeds in the BGP consortium. 
His farming operation is made up of a 
white and red herd and also offers an 
annual production auction on the farm 
in July.

Meyer uses AI as an alternative 
genetic source to maintain diversity 
in his herd. A number of calves were 
born from semen imported from 
Australia as part of the coupling pro-
gramme that was made available to all 
BGP participants.

WAYNE PORTER
Mr. Wayne Porter from Tarkastad’s 
Tarka Brahman herd is one of the old-
est Southern African herds descended 
from the well-known and historical 
Bilses and Sisal herd that hails from 
the north of Limpopo at Mooketsie and 
Rubbervale in the 1970s. He has devel-
oped a herd of high quality through 
line breeding, stringent selection and 
emphasis on economic traits.

The Tarka herd is known as a sup-
plier of excellent breeding material to 
other stud herds in South Africa and 
neighbouring countries. 

Porter supports the Brahman  
Cattle Breed ers’ Society’s Breedplan 
performance-testing system, but is 
also optimistic about the genetic 
improve ment that can be achieved 
through the BGP. 

South African breeders participating in the  
Beef Genomics Programme are achieving great 
success. Mr. Sietze Smit, the breed director  
of the Brahman Cattle Breeders’ Society of  
South Africa, writes about a handful of them.

STEFAN COETZEE 
Mr. Stefan Coetzee’s Brahman stud, 
Coetzrand Brahmans, is situated on 
the farm Welverdient near Carleton- 
ville. The area is characterised by open 
grassland consisting of themeda trian-
dra (red grass) and other less palata-
ble grasses.

He has already seen positive results 
from his participation in the project 
measuring net feed intake for bulls he 
sent to the Irene bull-testing station. 
Some of these performed well during 
the finishing phase of the growth test, 
reaching market readiness particular-
ly fast. He regards the programme as 
an opportunity to measure his herd 
against other participating herds, 
as well as to identify a suitable bull, 
through coupling that can contribute 
to his herd as stud sire.

MILES DICKE
Mr. Miles Dicke’s Brahman herd is 
farm ed in two districts. Haga-Haga in 
the Eastern Cape is characterised by 
high rainfall and good carrying capac-
ity, while Modjadjiskloof in Northern 
Limpopo receives less rain. The herd 
was built up by the Dicke family over 
decades and consists of red and white 
Brahman. Miles’ father, Mr. Theo Dicke, 
was the founder of the well-known 
Dicke Brahman stud. Dicke intends 
to establish coupling with other lead-
ing herds through the Beef Genomics 
Programme (BGP), and to utilise 
new bulls to improve selection for in- 
creased fertility and feed conversion.

SAKKIE & DANIE HAASBROEK
This father and son stud – Boshoek 
Brahmane – is located in the Molopo 
area near Vryburg, a tough, but good, 
cattle-farming area near the Botswana 
border. The veld is typical of the Mo- 
lopo region with mixed sweet grasses. 
This stud is well-known for the high 
quality bulls it offers to the commer-
cial sector in the Northern Cape and 
Botswana, and a successful production 
auction is held annually.

The identification of more produc- 
tive bulls from highly fertile dam lines 
is a priority for the studs when partici-
pating in the BGP, and to date its bulls 
have been performing well. The bulls’ 
dressing-out percentages in the car-
cass evaluation stage have been of the 
highest in the group.

The Haasbroek brothers have been 
making use of artificial insemination 
(AI) for some time to maintain varia-
tion within the breeding herd, as well 
as to test other breeding material. 

This has delivered good results and 
in 2015 one of the herd’s young bulls 
was selected to represent the Brah-
man breed during the national beef 
cattle performance test at the Jaca-
randa Agricultural Show (formerly the 
Pretoria Show).

JAN LAMPRECHT (LAMP RECHT 
FARMING TRUST)
Mr. Jan Lamprecht farms near Ku-
ruman and built his Lamba herd by 
buying good dams and stud bulls from 
leading breeders. He pays particular 

Brahman breeders  
share success stories
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