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attle farming is not at all
about cattle from beginning
to end. Rather, in the South
African context, we should
think of cattle farming in terms of the
millions of hectare natural grazing,
divided into thousands of commercial
cattle farms, stocked with millions of
cattle. Also think about the variance
iNn vegetation, topography, rainfall and
temperatures from region to region.

Consider the periods of drought, veld

o

fires, bush encroachment and plagues

like locusts and commando worms.
Keep in mind the price of land, cost of
infrastructure and labour to conserve
everything. All of these are priorities
before attending to the animals and a

production system.

Thepointisthattobefarmingwith cattle saysnothing, but
tosayyou are a bona fide cattle farmer, driving a business
enterprise by selling what you produce, is another story.
Without profits there can't be a cattle farming business.
Therefore, cattle’s appearance or performance in terms
of various ‘production characters’, tells nothing about a
farmer’'s managerial skills to operate at a high level of
biological and economic efficiency.

One has to realise that the only relevant place where



cattle production is to be evaluated, is where it belongs
onto a cattle farming enterprise. The way cattle perform
on artificial pastures, in feedlots, or in projects on
research stations, is no reflection to the situation on a

truly commercial cattle farm, because the outcome is

dependent on the manager’s ability to manage the

operation.



We need to have a good understanding about the It commences with the sun’s energy turnover into

herd-life and life-functions of cattle. The source of beef veld production (A), utilisation of veld for cattle’s live

production at commercial farms lies in the herd as a mass (B) and ultimately, selling of veld fattened cattle

whole. The herd is constituted of different classes of as final product (C). This diagram is the very best way

cattle which must be planned into specific proportions to explain the process of cattle production which

to maximise efficiency of production. One of the rules needs to be understood.

is to plan for the same number of new-born calves and

number of animals marketed to maintain sustainability 2. PERSPECTIVE AND PURPOSE: Itis apparent

in the herd and stocking level of the farm. Furthermore, from above that we need a holistic vision towards

keepin mind the following definition of cattle production: cattle farming. Selection and culling of course always
need to be done as long as it contributes to the

"Beef cattle production is the increase of live mass of an system and goal of marketing veld fattened cattle.

individual, or class, or a herd of cattle, through growth, Sustainability and value appreciation in cattle farming

fattening, reproduction, or lactation, or combination of all is non-negotiable. This relates to all facets of the

these functions, and happens day after day as long as cattle ecology, biology and economy of a cattle farming

are able to consume optimum requirements of fodder”. enterprise. More things that matter is to concentrate
on adaptable cattle types and improvement of

Thefollowingdiagrammaticillustrationsand information biodiversity of the veld. There can only be one goal and

that follows, will clarify some of the relevant options and to reach that goal depends on our perspective about

decisions farmers have to make to secure a suitable end- factors that will assist to arrive at the goal. Figure 2

product and best income. illustrates the most relevant aspects in economical

cattle production management to attend to.
1. ORIENTATION: Because cattle are herbivores,

created to live and produce extensively, it fits FIGURE 2: Factors that contribute to
perfectly in a system delivering veld-produced beef. cattle farming profitability.
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Tragically, after a century of cattle farming activities

industry, because of the industry's main focus on




“Cattle farmers’ challenge is to

manage a most efficient producing

herd in terms of live mass turnover
at lowest cost per kilogram live
mass input and marketing only

well grading carcasses.”

The production factor in cattle production is live mass,
measured in terms of kilograms. As mentioned before,
four life functions of cattle give rise to production in a
herd of cattle. They are growth, reproduction, lactation
and fattening. All of these life functions are active in the
various classes of a herd resulting in production of the
herd. It requires a specific composition of classes in the
herd to optimise efficiency, like presented in table 1. The
most important understanding is to keep the numbers
of the cow class more or less at 30% of the herd, unless
the calving rate falls below of 80 percent.

Table 1illustrates the records of a fictitious herd of Nguni
cattle of 528 animals in a slaughter cattle system. It shows
the composition of the herd's classes and their live masses
at the beginning and by the end of a 12 months’ period
to show their increase in mass. This explanation does not
take into consideration other movements of cattle in or
out of the farm and not being part of the system.

The most important reason for the tableisto obtain input
and output (production) values of the herd and finally to
calculate the turnover (efficiency) of the herd. This is the
only way to describe what production stands for in a herd
of cattle. Every cattle farmer reading this passage must
try to understand the table for what it stands for, because
thisis the process they have to follow for evaluating their
own cattle herd every year and decide where and how to
make changes (see discussion after the table).

TABLE 1: Composition of classes and estimated
production figures of a slaughter cattle system with
Nguni's. This is a theoretical example of a functional
Nguni herd to illustrate the principals involved.

Detail of Beginning of period End of period (12 m.) Mass increase
classes in (A) Total (B) Total (B) - (A) =
the herd mass (kg) mass (kg) Output kg

Cows  (28% 150 360 54 000 150 360 54 000 Kg (%)

Calves  (24%) 126 45 5670 126 180 22 680 17 010 (300%)

Young stock  (24%) 126 180 22 680 126 280 35280 12 600 (56%)

Store stock  (24%) 126 280 35280 126 380 47 880 12 600 (36%)

Total herd  100% 528 223 17 630 528 303 159 840 42 210 (36%)

Calving % is taken for 84% per year Input kg Herd efficiency value = 36% Turnover (36%) )

"Cattle production” and "production records” are partand
parcel of cattle farming management and indispensable
factors in evaluation and planning of cattle farming
operations. The main aspect of production records is to
weigh the total herd of cattle once a year, preferable in
March. Secondly, is to weigh every animal when leaving
or entering the farm. Thirdly, is to follow a process of
cattle-identification by a branding code for year of birth
on each animal to differentiate between ages.

Interpretation of table 1:

= Record keeping of a cattle herd is part of the
management of the herd. This table contains
information on cattle numbers and live mass
production of the herd for a given year (12-month
period) which makes it possible to set goals,
measure success and helps you to focus on where
you want to go;

= The table shows a herd of 528 cattle, containing 150



cows and three classes of progeny of 126 animals
that differ in age. The live mass of the cows of 360kg
listed in the table, remains constant for the purpose
of this exercise, as well as the number of animals

in the classes during the period. The cows deliver

126 calves (84% calving rate) repeatedly per year,
which accumulates to three classes of progeny of 126
animals when the herd is in full production;

The left hand side of the table contains data at the
beginning of the period. The progeny classes’ ages
are about 3 months for the calves weighing 45kg,

15 months for the young stock weighing 180kg and
27 months for the stores weighing 280kg. The right
hand side of the table shows the same animals after a
period of 12 months' growth.

The main purpose of the table is to illustrate how
efficiency of production is calculated. Column A

shows the live masses at the beginning, called the

input values. Their total mass is 117 630kg. After 12
months the same classes' yield is 159 840kg (column
B). This realises in an increase of 42 210kg (output)
for these classes together, which represents a

36% turnover (42 210kg+117 630kg), thus being the
efficiency of the herd as a whole. The mass increase
(output) and efficiency calculations of each progeny
class are also listed in the output column and very
important in its own right;

The store stock (126) are due to be marketed before 36
months of age (including culls from breeding herd);
if being sold for R22/kg live mass, their 47 880kg live
mass shown in the table could yield R1 053 360 per
annum. The grading of their carcasses will mainly be
in the AB-, B- and C-classes, because of their ages.
The Grass-fed Association will always be available to
assist with any marketing endeavours.




DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION

have asked myself many timeswhat has happened

to common sense in cattle farming in terms of

diminishing costs and delivery of an ecological
beef-product that the consumer is seeking for? Is it
because of a lack of a realistic perspective about the
realities of commercial cattle farming? What about
the long-term future of the Nguni whilst everyone is
experimenting with large framed breeds on Nguni
cows to wean heavy calves? Have we explored the
Nguni to its maximum value appreciation potential
in terms of growth, reproduction, lactation, fattening
and quality of beefinan ecologically based production
system which needs less capital (because of fewer
cows and bulls) and lower production costs to run?

It is apparent that nothing is worth-while to discuss
on a cattle farm without information on live mass
production of the herd. Likewise, weaning mass,
conformation, production traits, breeding values, or
whatever, are not the main focus. Someone could
be the winner in a competition for heaviest weaners,
or delivering the best muscular and heaviest steer
carcass. That is not to say he is a successful cattle
farmer in terms of biological efficiency and income
per kilogram marketed; rather select for an early
maturing cattle type and uphold the production
system'’'s management plan.

The role of man in livestock production systems is a
serious subject that needs to be addressed. Natural
systems exist in a state of give and take, advance
and retreat, work and rest. Man is considered the
superior being on this planet as far as intelligence
and reasoning ability is concerned. As such man is
supposed to control his environment. He shouldn't
be controlled by it. Man should be the master and not
the slave. To master is to control in such a way that
the environment, and livestock, grow together as a
whole and develop to a higher level of existence and
biological efficiency.

Mastery is not evidenced by the destructive effects
of intensification and industrialisation of man-made
systems in livestock management. The health of
a system is evidenced by its sustainable growth
and improvement. A healthy system is productive
and adds value to the environment and further
strengthens itself in the process. A malfunctioning
system is destructive. It typically takes more from the
environment than what it puts back, thus removing
the solid foundations needed for further development.

Finally, my recommendations have everything to do
with the creation and nature of objects cattle farmers
have to deal with. What each farmer needs to know is
exactly what the nature of his farm offers and which
type of animal will be best suited to the ecology and
production system of his cattle herd. The slaughter
cattle system has a high level of flexibility and strong
self-renewing ability which is important to control the
risks it faces. As long as we see all these objects as gifts
in the creation to care for and utilise it in a business, a
viable solution might appear, which has the promise
to give more and asks less.

“There is a time to acquire skills
and a time to gain experience;
There is a time to interpret
and a time to plan;

There is a time to make decisions
and a time to change decisions;
There is only one time in which
all can be done,

and that is
the present time”’
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