Improving

Cow Efficiency

Gelbvieh genetics reduce input costs,

Increase output value

By Wayne Vanderwert

The development of the GrowSafe
technology to calculate residual feed
intake (RFI), along with the swings
in feed grain markets, has a lot of
people looking at feed efficiency and
the genetics that we might propagate
to move this industry toward greater
production efficiency.

We need to. The EPD technology
that we've enjoyed for the last couple of
decades has been applied for advances
in growth, identification of milking
ability and set direction for carcass
traits. In fact, for a lot of traits we've
said, “if we can measure it, we can
make improvement”. The reason we
haven’t approached feed efficiency is
the fact that it is hard to measure on an
individual basis.

That said, the GrowSafe technology
can now be applied to identify
differences in the ability to convert
feed to gain. We're even taking it a
step further by coupling ultrasound
with the feed intake technology to
compartmentalize the composition
of that gain. Unfortunately, this
technology has a price tag and much of
the focus is directed toward efficiency
in the growth phase for application in
the cattle feeding business.

What about the cow?

In any manufacturing business it
comes down to the cost of the inputs
and the value of the output. The
U.S. automobile industry and you the
taxpayer understand this principle.

We can easily get a handle on the

value of the output. If you sell calves
at weaning, pounds produced is a big
factor in determining the size of your
paycheck. Confusion exists in this
business because four-weights bring

a higher price per pound than five or
six-weight calves. Do the math, all that
higher price per pound provides are
bragging rights at the coffee shop, it
doesn’t pay any bills!

If you feed cattle, carcass weight drives
value. On the output side, Gelbvich
genetics have always provided more
weight at either endpoint.

What about the input side? The
research on biological efficiency of
livestock goes back many years. The
animal nutrition tables you studied a
long time ago were based on animal
size...big cows need more groceries.

Can a big cow be efficient? Sure, if
her output value keeps pace with the
higher input costs...but I seriously doubt
that the cows of today’s popular breed
have increased output as fast as they've
increased their nutritional demands.

A recent issue of Feedstuffs
magazine addressed that very issue.
An article by Bryan McMurry titled
“Just how big are our beef cows these
days?” compares the progress we've
made in carcass weight of fed cattle
since 1975 with changes in cow size.

McMurry takes the approach of
back dooring mature cow weight by
using cull cow carcass weights with
body condition score (BCS) and
dressing percentage data from the
National Market Cow and Bull Beef
Quality Audit of 2007. His estimate

is that the average mature cow is 1,350
pounds today, an increase of 300
pounds since 1975.

We frequently point to increased
carcass weight of fed cattle, and fewer
beef cows in the national herd as an
indication of this industry’s improvement
in production efficiency.

McMurry’s approach makes you
scratch your head if output value has
even kept pace with the cost of inputs.

The most recent Meat Animal
Research Center (MARC) evaluation
of current genetics of the major breeds
provided an interesting comparison
when you consider the early MARC
data and where breeds have headed since
the days of continental importations.
GELBVIEH is the only major breed
that has kept a handle on mature cow
size. These are the four-year old cow
weights by sire breed.

Simmental 1353 pounds
Hereford 1348 pounds
Angus 1342 pounds
Charolais 1339 pounds
Limousin 1330 pounds
GELBVIEH 1282 pounds

Higher output value, lower inputs. ..
Gelbvieh genetics are uniquely positioned
for improved production efficiency. If
you are a commercial cow-calf producer,
they should be part of your profitability
equation.
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