CHARACTERISTICS OF THE IDEAL SUCKLER COW ON AN ORGANIC UNIT

On many organic units the main function of the suckler herd is to build up the fertility of the unit often to grow organic vegetables, cereals etc which can be sold directly in to the human food chain.  To achieve this the suckler herd has to:

· graze grass, often with a high clover content to help build up soil fertility and 

· be over wintered on what would otherwise be waste by product feeds to produce dung.

Interestingly these objectives will also apply to many non organic suckler herds once subsidies are fully decoupled.

WHAT ARE THE IMPORTANT CHARACTERISTICS?

To achieve these objectives whilst minimising fixed costs such as labour and machinery but maintaining a high herd status, the important characteristics for the organic cow are –

1. Fertility

While there are several, large experiments world wide in harsh conditions demonstrating the benefits of hybrid vigour ie cross breeding on herd fertility, first hand experience in the less severe UK farming conditions show that purebred herds can also maintain high levels of fertility providing the cows are selected to suit their environment.  With a large proportion of organic beef targeting the luxury end of the market it is possible that further branding such as from a native purebred breed could further enhance returns potentially making a purebred herd financially more attractive.

2. Milk yield

Milk yield is even more critical for organic herds to minimise the potentially very high cost of organic creep feed to maintain calf growth rates.  While there are differences between the breeds in terms of their milk yield, the most milky being the recent dual purpose breeds eg Simmental, Saler, South Devon, Welsh Black, etc there are wide variations within each breed.  Fortunately however bulls which will produce more milky daughters can now be identified as having high positive Estimated Breeding Values (EBVs) for 200 Day Milk.

3. Medium size, easy fleshing cows

In order to eliminate any need for supplementary concentrate feeding, the ideal organic cow needs to be medium sized (550 – 600 kg?) and to be able to rapidly replenish her body fat reserves over the summer.  This will obviously eliminate the large continental terminal sire breeds where cows can often weigh well over 700 kg and still be lean!  Easy fleshing traits can also be encouraged by selecting bulls to breed heifer replacements which are intermediate in size ie around the current breed average for their 400 Day Weight EBV and which have a slightly positive EBV for Back Fat.

4. Fertility – ease of calving

Another EBV currently available on all purebred beef animals is Gestation Length – simply how long a calf is carried inside its mother.  By selecting bulls which have a negative EBV for Gestation Length to breed heifers will mean that both his calves and calves out of his daughters will be born slightly earlier, helping to reduce calving difficulties and by giving the cow one or two days longer to recover before mating starts, will also help improve the lifetime fertility of his daughters.

5. Other maternal characteristics

There are several other important maternal characteristics of the ideal organic cow including how easily she herself calves and longevity which will be heavily influenced by physical characteristics of the cow, particularly udder, teats, feet, etc.  Fortunately in a couple of years time a new range of Estimated Breeding Values called Maternal EBVs will be produced which will help us select the right bull within our chosen breed to produce the ideal cow.  Until then the best approach is to try and see both the dam and any milking sisters etc of the bull before you buy him to breed replacements.

In general there is no doubt that the native British breeds meet the majority of the criteria above and have the additional marketing advantage in terms of selling a double branded product eg organic native Red Poll beef.  However it is important to remember that breed is only a guide and the real skill comes in selecting your animals from within the breed to ensure your objectives are actually realised.
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