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Why breeding

VOLVO V DECISION: PROGENY PERFORMANCE

Sire Terminal sire — Volvo Maternal sire — Decision
Calf sex Bull Heifer Bull Heifer
Gestation length (days) 293 286 291 285
va I u es m a ke Calving Ease (1-6) 1.88 1.06 1.29 114
Birth weight (kg) 54.5 46.7 477 45.6
200-day weight (kg) 361 287 328 270
DLWG (kg) 1.54 1.2 14 1.12

a difference

Careful attention to the figures has

VOLVO V DECISION: BULL FINISHING PERFORMANCE

Terminal sire — Volvo Maternal sire — Decision

aith in estimated breeding
values (EBVs) has been
paying off for a Notting-
hamshire beef herd for
nearly 30 years, resulting in mater-
nal and terminal genetics to suit
both the farm and the market.

Sire selection is critical for Ian
Willison at Williamswood Farm,
Warsop Vale, where quick-finishing
progeny average 1.32kg DIWG to
weaning and fertile, easy-calving
replacements are bred from top
Simmental bulls.

Financially, Mr Willison main-
tains there is a “marked difference”
in calves from high-EBV sires

HEAD TO HEAD

% Weaned bull calves from Volvo
were worth £62 a head at
£2.50/kg, averaging 3.9kg
higher birthweights and 25kg
more at 200 days.

* Volvo's calves were 34kg
heavier at slaughter, with their
carcasses being 20kg heavier.

% For bull calves at slaughter at
£3.15/kg DCW the difference
was £63. Bull calves from
Decision (0.96kg] averaged
5g daily carcass gain less than
Volvo (1.01kg), with DLWGs
from birth of 1.54kg versus
1.62kg (see table opposite].

CONTRASTING SIRES

compared with the average — and
also in offspring from replacement
daughters.

Along with Harper Adams Uni-
versity beef specialist Simon Marsh
and the British Simmental Cattle
Society, Mr Willison is interested in
how progeny from two very differ-
ent Simmental sires are performing
in his autumn-calving Simmental
cross Blue herd.

The two bulls were used as part
of Mr Willison’s Al breeding pro-
gramme in a 50:50 split to get a bal-
ance of calves and enough selection
pressure for replacement heifers.
Anything not successfully insemi-
nated in six weeks is given one cycle
with a home-bred pedigree Sim-
mental sweeper bull.

“The sweeper bull needs to be
a decent all-rounder,” explains Mr
Willison, who runs two Al cycles
for cows and one for heifers, looking
to calve heifers by two years of age.

“I can’t have the sweeper too
extreme one way or another. Gener-

ally speaking, the focus is on mater-
nal EBVs when choosing Al bulls.
The first thing I look at is a com-
bination of daughter calving ease,
milking ability and then growth, as
opposed to muscle.”

He stresses the importance of
“keeping a balance” and not follow-
ing certain traits too much. Follow-
ing muscle will lose growth, milk
and fertility, while choosing easy-
calving bulls and ignoring daughter
calving ease will lead to breeding
females with small pelvises, explains
Mr Willison.

TAILORING SIRES
One of the benefits EBVs have
brought for Mr Willison - a beef

GROWING EVIDENCE FOR EBVS

% Progeny from the top 1% of the
breed are worth £120 more than
calves from the bottom 1% of the
breed, work from Harper Adams
shows.

This supports mounting

evidence that EBVs resultin
financial benefits, says Mr Marsh.
Calves from the top 1% bull
finished 25 days earlier with +18kg
carcasses and graded better with
higher conformation scores.

Sire Index Terminal traits Maternal traits

Omorga Volvo Top 1% % Growth EBVsin top 1% % Calving Ease Direct -3.9%
(terminal) (TS1+87) % 400-day weight of +72kg (top 10%) (bottom 15% for the breed)
Starline . % Calving Ease Direct +4.9% (top 5%)
Decision [TTOSPIESUSA] % 400-day weight +47kg (top 65%) % Short gestation length -3.7 days (top 1%)
(maternal) % Milk EBV +12kg (top 1%)
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Daughter calving ease can be
akey factorin bull selection

farmer who left the dairy industry
in the early 1990s - has been the
ability to match bulls to individual
COws.

“It is hugely important for me
whether a bull is recorded one way
or another and the present EBV
system is the best one we have, due
to the vast amount of information
used from relatives and offspring to
predict what traits are likely to be
passed on,” he explains.

“I match first- or second-calvers
to bulls with better direct calving
scores, while for third-calvers and
upwards I don’t need to worry as
much and can look more towards
better muscling. We really put calv-
ing ease to the fore in first- and
second-calvers.”

Mr Willison rates the Simmental
highly, but values the Blue - used
once in each line - as a cross to
open up genetics.

“It’s the same at the top end of
any genetics in livestock — the pool
does become limited,” he admits.
“Crossing allows us to get the best
from both breeds.”

In Mr Willison’s experience,
top 10% bulls are more profitable
than the rest and EBVs are a tool to
find genetics best suited to the job
required on his own farm.

And as far as performance

recording goes, Mr Willison’s out-
look is simple: the more EBVs and
progeny data there is, the better-
informed choice you can make.

“When I entered the beef indus-
try, the Signet system was just
coming into its own,” he adds. “We
have always bought the top-end
recorded bulls of the day and as we
have gone along we have seen the
difference each year.”

ACCURATE AND PROVEN
Genetic breed gains and increasing
data on progeny performance mean
Volvo and Decision’s EBVs have
changed slightly since they were
first used at Williamswood in 2013.
But Mr Marsh says this is
inevitable and certainly not a bad

lan Willison (left) is working cl

B e

osely with beef specialist Simon Marsh (right)

thing. “Volvo now has a slightly
higher index of +89 but Calv-
ing Ease Direct has slipped fur-
ther to —6.6%,” he says. “Likewise,
Decision’s index has increased to
+57 but Calving Ease Direct has
improved to +6.1% as data builds
and strengthens EBV accuracy.”

Mr Marsh says that no one breed
is best but that he would have
“failed professionally” if a Harper
Adams graduate was to buy bulls
without looking at EBVs on enter-
ing the beef industry. The simple
message for commercial producers
is to pick a breed combination to
suit the farm, environment and
market, using high-index bulls with
appropriate EBVs for the system in
hand, he stresses.

Slaughter age (months) 13.3 (406 days) 13.4 (409 days)
helped a Harper Adams Beef Focus farm Slaughter weight (kg) 713 679
in Nottinghamshire get great results DLWG from birth (ke 162 154
. Carcass weight (kg) 409 389
from both terminal and maternal bulls. DCG from birth [kg)* 101 (095) 0.95 (0.90]
Michael Priestleg reports Conformation score (1-7) 5.1 (-U) 5.0 (-U)
Fat score (1-7) 3.4 (3-4L) 3.4 (3-4L)

*DCG in brackets deducts 24kg for the bull calf birth carcass weight

% 5 Simmental cross Blue
suckler cows

% Lowland 80ha farm, including
40ha of reclaimed opencast
coalfield

% Soil type is classified as
medium loam over limestone

% 3b6hais in permanent pasture
with the rest in leys and 8ha of
maize silage

It is the array of breeds (25 native
and 15 continental) that creates the
“incredible passion and interest” for
the industry, he explains.

“This is why I get so much enjoy-
ment working in it,” says Mr Marsh.
“Sadly, though, it doesn’t help the
processors, who have to deal with
a range of carcass weights, fat and
conformation grades and ages with
all the different production systems
and breed combinations.”

SHOW AND EBV WINNER
A third Al bull, Dirnanean Bradley,
was used at Williamswood in 2014.
A real “curve bender”, Bradley won
at the Royal Highland Show the
same year and his eye-catching
qualities were backed up on paper
by positive calving ease figures,
massive growth and a TSI of +116.
Bradley also proved to be a
winner on the farm, producing
lighter calves with an average birth
weight of 46.4kg that rocketed to
higher 200-day weights (bull and
heifer average of 335kg), adding to
the proof that EBVs are trustwor-
thy and accurate, according to Mr
Marsh.

TOP TIPS FOR EBVS FROM

SIMON MARSH

% Focus on the bull’s individual
EBV that will suit your system.

% Buy bulls with high accuracy
figures for the EBVs.

% Be prepared to buy an ugly bull
with a high index as long as
he is functionally correct with
good locomotion.

% High-index bulls always
give a significant return
on investment. Pay good
money for top genetics — not
machinery.

% The actual financial return on
investment is always higher
than predicted by the index.

He wants to see people end the
practice of buying bulls purely “on
eye” alone, likening EBVs to horse
power and torque when buying a
car or tractor.

“You wouldn’t buy a tractor
without asking about the speci-
fication, so why buy a bull?” he
asks. “You obviously need to see a
bull in the flesh to assess locomo-
tion but too many producers are
obsessed with having a masculine
head - why?

“This criticism is often levelled
at curve bender bulls, which are
the bulls the industry needs. What
happens to the head of a bull at an
abattoir - it gets binned!

“One pedigree breeder on hear-
ing my comments asked if I would
marry an ugly woman! Beauty is in
the eye of the beholder and if she
had an ugly head I wouldn’t have
her shot!”
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