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INTRODUCTION 
 
Around 15 - 20 people attended the meeting.  David Ross gave an introduction for the meeting and 
introduced Charles, which lead onto Charles going over what has been happening since the last 
meeting. 
 
 

 Heifers have been calving with 9 out of the 15 having to have assistance. 

 1 calf has had scour and one was born dead. 

 All sheep have been clipped. 

 The 20 acres of turnips has been re-sown with a variety of rape, rape hybrids and stubble 

turnips (seed kindly donated by John Watson Seeds). 

 Chicory has been sown – one field with chicory mixed with the grass and another sown 

solely to chicory (Chicory has been supplied by Murray Duguid). 

 High clover mixes have also been sown. 

 Silage has started but struggling to finish due to poor weather. 

 Triple Super Phosphate has been applied to half of a grass field and the difference is 

noticeable. It is proposed to count the number of bales produced on either side to see if 

there is a difference. 

 Problem with the heifers, as they are slow to get on with calving. It could be a trace element 

problem and also the weather could be blamed. Jagging heifer with vitamin E and selenium 

close to calving could help, however this can cause abortions. 
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Cattle Breeding and Fertility  
 
David Ross introduced Ian Pritchard, SAC Beef Specialist and David Miskelly, Woodside Vets at 
Candicraig steading where one of the farm bulls was housed. 
 
Group: what are the reasons for extended calving in suckler herds? 

 Weather 

 Cow condition 

 Not taking the bull out 

 Bull stopped working 

 Breed – Gestation length 

 Disease 

Group: What are the advantages of a compact calving? 

 Even batches  of calves at sale time 

 Less labour requirements 

 Easier feeding e.g. group feeding 

 Vaccines more affective – can vaccinate calves at the same time 

 More profitable 

 Getting cows back into condition – can make a compact bulling  

Cows should only be allowed to slip once in the herd.  If they don’t go in calf a second time, it’s time 
to cull. 
 
Cows should be scanned or PD at around 5 weeks after the bull is removed so the farmer knows if 
they are in calf or not.  This can then allow cows to be culled earlier. 
  
Bull Survey Results 
 
386 bulls examined 
33% failure rate 
12% poor quality semen 
21% clinical defect – legs/feet/back & testicles 
Rotating bulls can mask the sub-fertile bull and lead to  a flat calving pattern rather than 90% calving 
in 6 weeks which should be the aim with highly fertile bulls. 
 
Bull MOT checks:    

 Feet 

 Gait 

 Heart 

 Eyes 

 Blood 

 Sheath 

 Penis 

 Scrotum 

 Testicles 

The bulls can be semen tested either by an electric probe or semen collection by an Artificial 
Vagina. Bull MOTs should be carried out well before the breeding season. Checking later will not 
allow adequate time to find the bull you want if the test shows sub-fertility is an issue. 
 
IIt is preferable to buy in the autumn for working in the spring, as they are often  cheaper and also it 
gives time to slim down the bull for work.  
 
Buying a more natural bull will be an advantage as fat bulls can melt very quickly. Buying bulls on 
farm can be less stressful as there is not the same pressure to buy as in the auction ring where you 
have to take decisions quickly.. 
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Afternoon session – Fertility and Nutrition 
 
5 key points linked to fertility: 

 Cow condition 

 Bull fertility 

 Avoiding difficult calving 

 Heifer management 

 Herd health 

Group’s ideal cow: 

 Easy calving 

 Milky 

 Docile 

 Good mothering  

 Teat size and teat placement 

 Cheap to feed 

 Good feet  

 Hardy  

 Health status  

 Cull value 

Gestation lengths can vary from breed to breed.  Also the weights of cows today are much different 
from years ago. Cows( of native breed types) used to be around under 500kgs thirty years ago; now 
they are around 700kgs. A lot of extra maintenance feed cost required. 
 
Replacement heifers should be chosen from the best regular breeding and  calving cows in the 
herd. Heifer calves should be gaining around 1kg per day to reach the ideal bulling weight – the 
heavier the mature weight of the cow the higher the bulling weight of the heifer, necessitating higher 
liveweight gain. Sexed semen could be used on the best calving cows in the herd to produce the 
best replacement heifers. 
 
Disease can affect the fertility of cows. BVD was highlighted as a big issue and any cattle that are 
bought from the market should come from BVD accredited herds or be virus tested and vaccinated 
before purchase.   
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At present a lot of the cows at Lost are nearly pure Simmentals. The group was split and asked to 
look at the current situation and see if they would come up with any suggestions on a strategy for 
replacements. 
 
Group work – Replacement strategy 
 

Status Quo Change breed What breed Maternal/Terminal 

Pro:  

 they know what 
they have got 

 cheaper 
replacements 

 good market 
steer calves 

 Maximise cow 
numbers 

 Good all round 
cow 

 Maternal/termina
l 

 Established 
buyers 

 Dual purpose 

 prolific 
 
 

Pro: 

 Easier finished if 
Charolais or 
Limousin 

 More hybrid 
vigour 

 Easier to feed 

 Less 
interbreeding risk 

 Better calving 

 New customers 

 Save in feed 
costs 

 Replacement 
costs 

 Saler 

 Shorthorn 

 Dairy X BB 

 Simmental 

 Right type of 
Simmental 

 No advantage in 
change look at 
figures 

 

 Maternal and 
terminal can be 
within one herd 

 Good mixture at 
present 

 Aberdeen Angus 
or shorthorn? 

Con: 

 Loss of Hybrid 
vigour 

 Suckler 
problems 

 Hungry cows 

 Keeping costs 

 Buying in feed 

 milk 
 
 

Con: 

 Less even 
batches to sell 

 Change of breed 
could be wild 

 Regret customer 
change 

 Longer time for 
return 

Con:  

 Temperament 
with salers 

 

 

David McClelland from Norvite gave a talk on Nutrition and especially trace elements and how they 
might affect cow fertility. 

Nutrition can affect the fertility in the herd but trace elements are the most important. 

Important trace elements are Copper, Cobalt , Selenium  & Iodine.  Phosphorus is also an important 
element but can be over-played and expensive, however too much of one of these trace elements 
can lock up the use of the other trace elements.  David gave an example of Norvite’s ESI calver 
mineral as it contains vitamin E , selenium and iodine.  

This mineral will benefit the cow as it will improve fertility and quality of colostrum. The calf will 
benefit as it will have more vigour and will be able to suckle earlier.  Also, the farmer will benefit as it 
should help towards an easier calving season. 
 
Mineral to maintain fertility in bulls is limited, however, Selenium can help towards better semen 
quality and mobility. 
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Important messages to remember about animal nutrition for fertility are: 

 Analyse forage for nutrients and minerals 

 Ration accordingly 

 Modern animals = Modern requirements 

 Understanding the balance is important 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Alister Laing & David Ross 
SAC Consulting  
Email: alister.laing@sac.co.uk  
Email: david.ross@sac.co.uk 


