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Avery challenging year is behind us. The drought has largely been broken, and 
the country’s cattle population has mainly been reduced to nuclear herds. Many 
cattlemen’s herds are still grazing wherever forage is available, but the ‘great trek’ 

back to their home farms is getting underway. The reduced cattle numbers will give 
the veld the opportunity to recover, and allow herds to be re-built. As a result, far fewer 
animals are available on the open market, and we all look forward to the demand for 
productive animals as well as the prices of weaner calves and slaughter stock increasing.

The Drakensberger cow is not called the ’queen of cows’ without good reason.  
Excellent conception rates are continually recorded, even among female animals brought 
in from elsewhere. We are again proud to announce the good recovery of cows, even 
those still suckling calves, after the winter. According to SA Stud Book’s statistics, the 
weight of Drakensberger cows increased from 479,4kg at calving to 495kg at weaning, 
an increase of 15,6kg – an achievement to be proud of. The average weight gain for all 
breeds registered with SA Stud Book was only 5,7kg, an increase from 492kg to 497,7kg.

Our promotional articles in Farmer’s Weekly are already bearing 
fruit, and we have received positive feedback as well as enquiries 
from local producers and farmers in neighbouring states.

Our thanks go to the advertisers who made the publishing of this supplement possible. 

 - Magiel Blom 
 President of the Drakensberger Breeders’ Society of South Africa

It’s time to rebuild
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DRAKENSBERGER   Keeping the Breed Pure

the Tri-Bull Sale every year. 
Surplus heifers and cows are  
sold to other cattle breeders. 
Old and other cull cows are 
sold to local butcheries and 
cattle traders. All oxen and 
culled bulls are finished in 
an on-farm feedlot and sold 
as carcasses to butcheries.

“My breeding policy is based 
on productivity, fertility, weaning 
and post-weaning weights, 
so cows and calves failing in 
these traits are culled,” Edwin 
explains. “There are logical 
reasons for keeping the genetics 
of the Drakensberger breed 
pure. Hybrid vigour achieved 
through crossbreeding only 
makes a positive difference 
in the first cross and is not 
carried genetically to the next 
generation. More than 50 years 
of cattle farming has taught me 
that you can achieve the same, 
or better, results with the pure 
Drakensberger as you can with 
any crossbred or other purebred 

Drakensberger cattle 
are well adapted to a 
diversity of Southern 

African production conditions, 
which makes for a robust animal 
that is increasingly sought 
after. The breed can thrive in 
various climates and terrains, 
and on differing vegetation and 
natural feed. This explains why 
farming with pure Drakensberger 
genetics, whether the animals 
are registered or not, can be 
more profitable than producing 
crossbred progeny for on-farm 
finishing or for sale to feedlots.

BOLLIE DRAKENSBERGERS
The Drakensberger’s exceptional 
adaptability is one of the main 
reasons that Edwin Schroeder, 
owner of Bollie Drakensbergers 
in KwaZulu-Natal’s Glencoe area, 
is passionate about the breed. 
He says that the Drakensberger 
is tolerant of both heat and cold 
local temperature extremes, 
and is naturally resistant to 

many tick-borne diseases and 
other health challenges.
Edwin believes that for the cattle 
farmer, the primary objective 
should be to achieve maximum 
return on investment and labour, 
and the Drakensberger can 
be relied on to deliver this.

At 76, Edwin has been farming 
cattle for over 50 years, and 
Drakensbergers since 1971. 
He runs both registered and non-
registered Drakensberger cattle.
His operation generates an 
income in a number of ways. 
Stud bulls are sold at the National 
Drakensberger Auction and at 

The indigenous Drakensberger is ideally suited to profitable breeding and production, without the 
need for cross-breeding. Various breeders can attest to this fact, says Lloyd Phillips.

THIS HARDY 
INDIGENOUS 

BREED IS 
RESISTANT TO 
MANY TICK-

BORNE DISEASES

The Drakensberger, 
pure and simple

BELOW:
Edwin Schroeder 
believes that a 
cattle farmer 
should only farm 
a breed that he 
has a passion for. 
For Edwin, it’s the 
Drakensberger. 
COURTESY OF  
EDWIN SCHROEDER
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animal under my management 
and farming conditions.”

The Drakensberger breeding 
management plan calls for 
the regular buying in of pure 
Drakensberger bulls with 
proven improved genetics from 
unrelated herds. According to 
Edwin, this provides additional 
economic advantages. “It could 
be considered as adding hybrid 
vigour by crossbreeding genetics 
within the Drakensberger 
breed,” he explains.

NEUMAN DRAKENSBERGERS
Rodney Neuman, of Neuman 
Drakensbergers in the eastern 
Free State, also breeds with 
purebred genetics. His 
enterprise, situated between 
Vrede and Memel, generates 
its primary income by selling 
weaners to feedlots. He also 
hosts an annual sale offering 
50 stud bulls and 120 in-calf 
commercial heifers on auction.

“The benefits of farming a pure 
Drakensberger herd outweigh 
any benefits of crossbreeding. I 
also find herd management easier 
by sticking to one breed,” he says. 
“[Drakensbergers] were bred and 
raised in days when antibiotics 
were unknown, and they have 
an inherent resistance to local 
tick-borne diseases. By keeping 
them pure, we also ensure having 
a uniform herd of cattle.”

Rodney uses his self-bred 
two-year-old stud Drakensberger 
bulls on his pure Drakensberger 
breeding females, and thereby 
saves costs by not having to 
buy bulls of other breeds for 
crossbreeding purposes. He 
says that he has found there 
to be greater demand for pure 
Drakensberger females than 
for crossbred females. In his 

experience, and contrary to 
some claims, crossbreeding 
cattle does not significantly 
increase weaning weights.

Like Edwin, he values the 
breed’s ability to withstand  
cold winters and hot 
summers and the black 
pigmentation on its skin and 
hooves, which successfully 
reflects the sun’s rays.
He recalls a family anecdote 

of a time when, during a great 
drought many decades ago, 
his forebears were forced to 
walk their cattle 140km in 
search of better grazing.

“On the fourth day of this 
trek, the pure Drakensbergers 
were ahead of the other cattle 
breeds. This proved to me 
that the Drakensberger has an 
excellent walking ability.” 
GRYSHOEK 

The indigenous Drakensberger is 
superbly adapted to South Africa’s 
diverse and demanding conditions.

The Drakensberger is highly 
regarded for its feed efficiency 
and growth performance.

Farming purebred Drakensbergers 
can be far simpler and more 
affordable than crossbreeding.FA
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RIGHT:
According to 

Pikkie Uys, the 
Drakensberger 

is one of the best 
beef breeds to 
compete with 

crossbred animals. 
COURTESY OF PIKKIE UYS

ABOVE:
Edwin Schroeder 
says that he can 

achieve the same, 
or better, production 

results with pure 
Drakensbergers 

as with any 
other purebred 

or crossbred 
beef cattle. 
COURTESY OF  

EDWIN SCHROEDER

RIGHT:
Rodney Neuman 

says that, in 
his experience, 
the benefits of 

farming pure 
Drakensbergers 

outweigh the 
benefits of 

crossbreeding. 
COURTESY OF 

RODNEY NEUMAN
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DRAKENSBERGER   Keeping the Breed Pure

Drakensbergers since 2010, 
and for him, feed efficiency 
and growth performance 
are important in his herd. 

“An animal that utilises its 
feed effectively and achieves 
maximum growth with the least 
feed requirements is important 
not only for the feedlot but for 
every beef farmer too,” he says.

Henk places great emphasis 
on conducting performance 
testing, and keeps detailed 
records of the results as well as 
other production aspects. In this 
way he is able to easily identify 
underperforming animals 
in his stud and commercial 
Drakensberger herds, and cull 
them as soon as possible.

“The quality of a bull is 
determined by the performance 
of his progeny. There’s no other 
way to determine if a bull is 
generating value and if his 
genetics are worth using further. 
Some of the most important 
traits in a Drakensberger are 
not visually observable, and can 
also have low heritability.” 

According to Henk, the 
economic impact of female 
fertility is four times greater 
than any other production trait. 
Fertility is typically negatively 
correlated to growth, and to 
chase after only high weaning 
weights can lead to calves that 
are too large at birth, which in 
turn leads to calving problems.

“There are females that achieve 
both good production and good 
reproduction, and it’s our task 
as Drakensberger breeders 
to identify these females and 
increase their numbers in the 
herd. A Drakensberger cow that, 
from year two, weans a heavy 
calf that then grows well in a 
feedlot or on natural veld is what 
we’re striving for,” he says.

According to Henk, top 
Drakensberger genetics are 
available at attractive prices, 
the DCBS is helpful, and 
there are pleasant working 
relationships within the 
Drakensberger community.  ▪FW

DRAKENSBERGERS
Pikkie Uys’s Gryshoek 
Drakensbergers operation is 
over 150 years old, and Pikkie 
has undiminished enthusiasm 
for the breed. He cites the 
Drakensberger’s resistance to 
disease, its loose and thick skin 
that, combined with a long tail, 
inhibits parasites, and its large 
pelvis that reduces calving 
problems. He also values the 
breed’s ability to recover quickly 
after lean winter months.

Pikkie’s herd is based in 
Mpumalanga’s Wakkerstroom 
area, and he generates part 
of his income by selling bulls 
on the annual OTDK/Ermelo 
All Breeds Auction, and 
marketing long weaners. 

According to Pikkie, farming 
purebred Drakensbergers 
and not having to buy in 
replacement bulls is a profit-
maker. Replacing only 25% of his 
pure Drakensberger bulls with 
bought-in bulls of other breeds 
or bought-in Drakensbergers 
would cost R1 million a year 
at the current purchase price 
of about R40 000 a bull.

Pikkie did try crossbreeding in 
his commercial Drakensberger 
herd in the past. “We regretted 
this decision – it’s a logistical 
nightmare,” he recalls. “The 
Drakensberger is one of the 
best breeds to compete with 
crossbreeding. I’m convinced that, 
in the long term, breeding with 
pure Drakensberger genetics that 

have been performance-tested 
and have reproduction records is 
more profitable and sustainable.” 

He says that the Drakensberger 
Cattle Breeders’ Society (DCBS) 
has a unique selection system 
where about 40 Drakensberger 
breeders are trained as inspectors. 
This prevents breeders from 
enforcing their own preferences 
on the breed. “There’s already 
enough variation within the 
breed to suit every taste,” he says. 

DELRAM CATTLE COMPANY
Delram Cattle Company is 
situated in the eastern Free 
State’s Ficksburg area. Henk 
Delport has been farming 

BELOW:
Rodney Neuman 
is supportive of 
farming pure 
Drakensbergers 
because this 
indigenous breed 
is well-adapted 
to a variety of 
local production 
conditions. 
COURTESY OF 
RODNEY NEUMAN

BOTTOM:
Edwin Schroeder 
says that the 
diversity of 
genetics within 
the Drakensberger 
breed allows for 
achieving hybrid 
vigour within 
the breed. 
COURTESY OF  
EDWIN SCHROEDER
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DRAKENSBERGER   Hardiness & Mothering Ability

harsh circumstances, it has the 
resilience to maintain condition 
remarkably well. This can be 
attributed largely to its ability 
to utilise grazing optimally, its 
excellent walking ability (due 
to strong legs and bones), and 
its hard, buffalo-like hooves.

“This [capacity to walk 
considerable distances] means 
they can graze effortlessly on 
every corner of the farm,” says 
Magiel. “During the severe 
drought of the 2015/2016 season, 
the breed did not lose its 
condition while suckling calves 
and reconceiving. With minimal 
roughage and lick, their hides 
were also in a shiny condition.” 

Magiel refers to figures 
from SA Stud Book’s 2015 
Annual Report that attest 
to the breed’s hardiness. 

“At calving, a Drakensberger 
cow weighs on average 479,8kg, 
while weighing 495kg on average 

According to cattleman 
Magiel Blom, the 
Drakensberger was 

an easy choice. A truly South 
African breed, it boasts a variety 
of traits, including adaptability 
and strength, that no farmer can 
ignore. These traits, the result 
of the breed’s development 
through both natural and 
scientific selection, mean that the 
Drakensberger has significant 
advantages over other breeds. 

Magiel began farming in 1976 
and began with stud breeding 
1985 when he started breeding 
up from a commercial herd 
of 300 cows. Today, he farms 
80 Drakensberger stud cows 
on the farm Vlaklaagte in the 
Witbank area of Mpumalanga. 
According to him, the breed’s 
adaptability means that it thrives 
well in every environment: the 
sourveld grasses of Mpumalanga, 
the snow of the Drakensberg, 

the Karoo shrub 
veld, and even the 
dunes of Namibia. 
One of only three 
indigenous cattle 
breeds in the region, 
the Drakensberger 
copes with the 
fierce African sun, 
thanks to its shiny, 
black hide, which 
reflects the sun’s 
rays. The thickness 
of the hide also 
enables the animal 
to withstand cold, 
and provides resistance to 
insect-borne diseases. “I dip my 
animals three times a year and 
deworm them once,” says Magiel.

WALKING ABILITY 
The condition of any animal 
deteriorates if feed is limited. 
However, the Drakensberger 
breed has proven that, even in 

The Drakensberger has proved to be robust, as shown by its performance during the ongoing 
drought. Magiel Blom, president of the Drakensberger Breeders’ Society of SA, spoke to  
Jeandré du Preez about the benefits of this breed.

An indigenous breed 
that beats the odds 

MAGIEL BLOM
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ABOVE: The Drakensberger’s shiny, black coat 
reflects the rays of the sun, enabling the animal 

to cope in the heat. The thickness of the hide 
also ensures protection in low temperatures. 

PHOTOS COURTESY OF DRAKENSBERG BREEDERS’ SOCIETY



at weaning; an increase of 15,2kg.”
This compares with other cattle 

breeds in South Africa; according 
to Stud Book records, the average 
weight of cows at calving across 
all breeds is 492,9kg, increasing 
to 497,7kg at weaning – an 
average increase of only 4,8kg.

DOCILE TEMPERAMENT
According to Magiel, 
Drakenbergers have a docile 
temperament and are easy to 
handle. (He adds, however, that 
a farmer’s handling methods 
and how often he moves through 
the herd also plays a part.) A 
good temperament also helps 
to ensure easy handling, which 
means it requires less labour. 

The Drakensberger Breeders’ 
Society of SA discriminates 
against a wild temperament. 

“If an animal wants to 
charge when confined in a 
pen, it gets rejected as a stud 
animal,” says Magiel. 

QUEEN OF COWS
The Drakensberger cow is often 
referred to as the queen of cows.

“The reasons are obvious: they 
calve easily, their reconception 
rates are high, their milk 
production is very high, and the 
cows have a strong protective 
instinct,” says Magiel.

Despite the drought, all his 
cows reconceived. “We noticed 
that in spite of the grazing 
scarcity, the cows still had the 
ability to reconceive while having 
a suckling calf. This is a true 
testament to their productivity 
and profitability, even under 
the worst conditions.”
Heifers can come into heat 
at a relatively young age, 
and can be mated as early as 
14 months. However, Magiel 
says that this would require 
extra management to ensure 
successful results. His heifers 
are put to the bull at 27 months. 
He explains that a Drakensberger 
cow’s womb heals quickly after 
calving, which makes the animal 
highly fertile. “If a cow calves 
effortlessly, its womb will heal 

within 45 days, and the cow 
will regain normal fertility.”
According to SA Stud Book’s 
2015 annual report, the inter-
calving period (ICP) of all 
registered Drakensberger 
cows was 425 days. In Blom’s 
herd the ICP is 369 days. 

In addition, a Drakensberger 
cow can calve easily and 
without assistance. And, due 
to the availability of estimated 
breeding values (EBVs), it 
is possible to identify bulls 
that deliver calving ease. 

Magiel also emphasises 
the protective nature of the 
cows: “You’ll often see two 
or three cows looking after 
the calves, while the rest of 
the herd is out grazing.”

EXCELLENCE IN THE FEEDLOT 
The Drakensberger breed is 
an excellent feedlot animal.

“Although there are no official 
growth figures for various 
breeds in feedlots, growth 

The indigenous Drakensberger copes 
easily with hot and cold conditions.

Farmer Magiel Blom says that his 
Drakensberger cows maintained their 
condition in the recent fierce drought.

 Drakensberger cow weight at calf birth 
is about 10kg more than the average 
weight of all breeds – testimony 
to the breed’s hardinessFA
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DRAKENBERGERS 
ARE DOCILE AND 
EASY TO HANDLE

ABOVE:
Drakensberger 

cows are known 
for high milk 
production. 

In his early farming 
years, Magiel Blom 

milked his cows 
for domestic 

purposes and then 
reunited them 

with their calves.
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rates of up to 2kg/day have been 
recorded in the breed. However, 
average rates of 1,7kg/day are 
more common,” says Magiel.

He cites a study by the  
University of Pretoria that 
found that the Drakensberger’s 
susceptibility to disease and 
mortality in the feedlot does 
not exceed any other breed.

The breed has qualified 
for Australia’s Grass Fed 
Testing Programme.

“The Drakensberger is mainly 
a veld animal adapted to
thrive on natural pastures, the 
cheapest asset available to the 
cattle industry. Its exceptional 
rumen volume and the ability 
to convert grass, even of low 
quality, into meat of high quality, 
makes it suitable for the veld.” 

THE PROOF IS IN THE MEAT
The Drakensberger is renowned 
for its excellent meat and carries 
the gene associated with marbling. 
Blom reports that he knows of 
farmers in the Free State who, 
during the drought, could not keep 
up with the growing demand for 
the meat, despite its being more 
expensive than ordinary cuts.  ▪FW



DRAKENSBERGER   Adaptability & Performance

covered in snow and the wind can 
be icy. Summers are moderate, and 
temperatures seldom exceed 32˚C. 
During spring, the Eragrostis curvula 
grass is extremely nutritious, but 
the protein content decreases in 
the late summer,” Henk says.

VELD MANAGEMENT
Henk says that good veld 
management improves the 
nutritional value of the grass 
and this decreases reliance on 
additional feed or supplements.

The veld on Sterkfontein is 
primarily made up of E. curvula 
grass, and Henk applies fertiliser 
to some pastures annually. 
Natural grasses that are less 
palatable also abound, but he 
believes good grazing practices 
improve the veld. He makes use 

Henk Delport of Delram 
Cattle Company 
breeds stud and 

commercial cattle on his farm 
Sterkfontein near Ficksburg 
in the eastern Free State.

When Henk bought the farm 
in 2010, there were already a 
number of Drakensbergers on the 
farm. After conducting thorough 
research, he found that this 
indigenous breed was well-suited 
to the environment and could be 
profitably farmed in the area. 

Top genetics were available 
at reasonable prices, and the 
Drakensberger Breeders’ 
Society of SA was helpful, while 
cooperation between breeders 
was also very good, he recalls. 

Henk, who has 33 years’ 
farming experience, had farmed 

mainly maize in the Bothaville 
district before deciding to convert 
a newly acquired farm near 
Ficksburg into a cattle enterprise. 

CLIMATE AND AREA
According to Henk, the average 
rainfall on the farm is about 
700mm/ year. The Ficksburg area 
is approximately 1 700m above 
sea level, with the high-lying 
areas on the farm consisting 
primarily of Avalon soil. The soil 
in low-lying areas varies between 
turf, sandy loam and shale. In 
general, the soil is sour, poor, 
shallow and difficult to access.

“This environment is difficult 
to manage. The winters are 
punishing, with temperatures 
ranging between -7˚C and -11̊ C. 
The Maluti Mountains are often 

Henk Delport of Delram Cattle Company is convinced that veld-
raised and adapted Drakensberger cattle are the best breed for 
feedlots as well as commercial producers. Gerhard Uys reports.

Good veld 
& feedlot
performers
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ABOVE:
The Ficksburg 
area is well-suited 
to profitable 
Drakensberger 
breeding.
PHOTOS: SUPPLIED



of high density grazing (HDG) 
to ensure that unpalatable 
grasses are also utilised. 

“For a stud breeder that uses 
smaller groups of animals, 
HDG is more of a challenge. We 
attempt to keep our large cattle 
groups in camps for short periods 
to utilise grass as fast as possible 
and then move on,” he says.

The carrying capacity of the 
area is generally about 5LSU/ ha, 
but Henk says that he prefers 
to maintain a carrying rate 
of 2,8LSU/ha. Following the 
drought, he maintain a carrying 
rate of 2LSU/ ha to give the veld 
a chance to recover, while he 
reduces carrying capacity to 
1LSU/ha on fertilised pasture 
using HDG practices.

He has also been experimenting 
with cover crops designed to 
improve carrying capacity. Good 
results have been achieved with 
cover crops in the US, while 
local producers are starting 
to reap the benefits of this 
farming practice, he says.

VELD ADAPTED & GRASS-FED
Feed efficiency and growth 
performance are important 
in the Delram operation.
“An animal that uses its feed 

efficiently and grows maximally 
is important not only to a 
feedlot, but to a producer,” Henk 
explains. “Feedlots are producers’ 
biggest clients and as breeders we 
have to produce cattle that will 
generate a profit for our clients. In 
addition, the farmer also benefits 
from a herd that is effective on 
the veld. Veld-adapted cattle 
like the Drakensberger are 
essential as they do not receive 
any additional feed during their 
stay on the farm. A cow that 
loses too much weight in winter 
and doesn’t recover fast enough 
to conceive, eliminates herself.

“Record-keeping is therefore 
essential, as bad performers 
cannot be identified without it.”
At Delram, the focus is on 
efficient feed conversion, as 
feed is the greatest expense for 
feedlots, and Henk believes 
that a breed or breeder with 
superior feed conversion will 
be sought-after by feedlots.
Producing grass-fed cattle is a 
necessity for Delram, another 
reason why Henk chose the 
Drakensberger breed.

“Grass-fed is often associated 
with animals that don’t receive 
grain [feed] before slaughter. We 
sell weaners at the age of one year 
at an average weight of 330kg.” 

At this age, most of the animals 
are slaughter-ready, but most 
are still finished off in a feedlot 
for a short period. Older weaner 
calves that graze on veld for most 
of their lives perform excellently, 
while losses are also minimal 
as they have been vaccinated, 
dehorned and castrated where 
applicable, Henk explains.

Bull calves that pass a 
weaning test are selected for 
phenotypical correctness, 
and then sent to the Rouvus 
Phase C testing facility near 
Ventersburg. These bulls, along 
with those of other breeders, 
are subjected to performance 
testing. Thereafter, measurements 
such as height, length and 
scrotum circumference are 
recorded by SA Stud Book. 
Marbling, eye muscle area and 
meat yield are also scanned. 
As bulls from different herds 
are compared, measurements 
are a good indication of 
a bull’s performance. 

“After Phase C testing, bulls 
undergo a further 12-month 
veld test without receiving 
supplements, and under natural 
grazing conditions,” Henk says.

Indigenous Drankensbergers are 
well adapted to the Ficksburg area.

Bulls undergo extensive testing on the 
veld to ensure good veld adaptation. 

Comprehensive record-keeping 
is Delram Cattle Company’s 
secret for success.FA
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ABOVE:
Despite being 
beautiful, the 
Ficksburg terrain is 
difficult to manage, 
with erosion, slopes 
and rocks being 
the dominant 
landscape. 

ABOVE RIGHT:
These 
Drakensberger 
cows in a camp 
on Sterkfontein 
are in excellent 
condition despite 
the recent drought. 

5 MAY 2017    farmer’sweekly    13



cattle without any recorded 
breeding values, but did 
keep birth registers,” Henk 
recalls. “Using good bulls had 
an enormous impact on the 
herd in only five years.”

BREEDING
Artificial insemination (AI) is 
used on 12- to 14-month-old 
replacement heifers, which make 
up about 10% of the herd. 

Henk plans to increase the 
use of AI once he finds a better 
‘recipe’ for conception. Using 
AI results in a shorter calving 
period, and facilitates easier 
management. When calves 
are all born within a month, 
weaning and pre-weaning 
indexes are easier to attain, 
while the best bulls are utilised 
to their full potential.
As AI does not always guarantee 
high conception rates, Henk 
ensures that it is performed 
twice, and a ‘sweeping 
bull’ is used afterwards. 

A single bull services 35 cows, 
but in extreme cases where forage 
and water availability was not 
optimal in all camps, multi-bull 
matings are used, at a rate of 
120 cows to three bulls. After 
multi-bull matings, paternal 
DNA verification is necessary. 
“We use only one breeding 
season of 65 days in summer. 
Pregnancy test are conducted 
a month after bulls have 
been removed, and open 
cows are covered again and 
moved to a commercial herd 
in Bothaville,” Henk says.

Any 12- to 14-month-old 
heifers that are not in optimal 
condition during the breeding 
season are covered only 
in March, with a resultant 
conception rate of 80% to 90%.

A comprehensive vaccination 
programme is seen as ‘insurance’ 
against outbreaks of disease, 
he says. Weaner calves are 
vaccinated before being weighed, 
and then again six weeks later, 
but never during weaning, 
as the stress can affect the 
effectiveness of vaccines. ▪FW

BULLS AND COWS
According to Henk, gestation 
has an economic impact four 
times greater than any other 
production procedure. Typically, 
fertility correlates negatively to 
growth, therefore chasing high 
weaning weights can lead to 
heavy calves that can result in 
calving problems, he explains.

“But there are cattle that 
perform well in production 
and reproduction, and as a 
stud breeder it’s your task to 
identify those animals. A cow 
that produces a heavy weaner 
calf that grows well in a feedlot 
or on the veld every year, is 
what we strive for,” Henk says. 

It is important to use 
Drakensberger bulls that have 
been subjected to a number of 
performance tests, he stresses. 
Bulls with good breeding values 
limit risks when bred. SA Stud 

Book has developed a star 
system for Drakensbergers that 
simplifies the selection process. 

It is important to note that a  
bull is measured on the 
performance of its progeny.  
There is no other way to 
determine whether a bull has 
added value, or whether its 
genetics can be improved upon. 

Some of the most important 
traits are not evident during 
visual appraisal, and are also 
of low heritability. Record-
keeping also helps to determine 
intercalving periods.
“We started out with commercial 
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DELRAM 
FOCUSES ON 

EFFICIENT FEED 
CONVERSION

DRAKENSBERGER   Adaptability & Performance

ABOVE:
Freeze branding 
on cows is highly 
visible and helps 
prevent theft. EID 
tags assist with 
identification 
during handling. 
These cows are 
13 years old and 
still productive.
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DRAKENSBERGER   Tick Resistance

summer due to breed differences 
in the shedding process. Coats 
were scored on a linear scale 
from 1 (extremely short coat) to 
7 (very woolly). Body condition 
score was measured on a score 
of 1 (emaciated) to 9 (obese) 
and appraised as thin (1-3), 
borderline (4), optimum (5-6) and 
fat (7). Hide thickness as well as 
tick counts were monitored. 

The research animals were 
allowed to become naturally 
infested with ticks, except for 
patch treatments for two months 
to contain infestations by Boophilus 
decoloratus, Hyalomma marginatum 

Cattle must be productive 
in a wide spectrum 
of environments that 

include stressors such as heat, 
ultraviolet radiation, humidity, 
parasites, diseases and nutrition. 
Susceptibility to these stressors 
results in significant inter-breed 
and intra-breed differences 
in growth rate, fertility and 
mortality. Adaptability is an 
important factor in successful 
commercial cattle farming, and 
adaptable and stress-resistant 
cattle breeds have been shown 
to be more profitable.

In the case of parasite control, 
parasiticides are expensive and 
the development of resistant 
strains of parasites limits the 
options for control and amplifies 
expenses further. Applying the 
knowledge gained, breeders 
can select for adaptability, 
resistance to parasites and 

low mortality in livestock.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
A team of researchers from the 
Central University of Technology 
and the University of the Free 
State recently found significant 
differences in body condition 
score, hide thickness and tick 
counts in Afrikaner, Braford, 
Drakensberger and Charolais 
cattle. Ten heifers from each of 
the four breeds were used in the 
study on the farm Quaggafontein 
in the Zastron district. The 
animals were selected from stud 
breeders in the southern Free 
State to guarantee trueness to 
type and to ensure that they 
were well adapted to the area. 
A number of key measurements 
were taken from all the animals 
for a period of seven months. 
Coat scoring was done once 
in winter and four times in 

In recent research conducted in the Free State to determine the relationship between hide 
thickness and resistance to ticks, indigenous breeds such as the Drakensberger proved their 
worth. Annelie Coleman spoke to researcher Liesel Forster.

Researchers tested four cattle 
breeds for correlation between hide 
thickness and tick resistance.

 The study used body condition score 
as one of the measures of comparison.

The study found that a sleek coat 
may be one of the indications 
of tick resistance in cattle.FA
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Indigenous breeds 
more resistant to ticks, 
research shows

ABOVE:
Drakensbergers 
were amongst the 
top performers 
in recent hide 
thickness and 
tick resistance 
research.
ANNELIE COLEMAN
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rufipes and Rhipicephalus evertsi. 
Two researchers carefully 
counted and recorded all visible 
ticks. The species were not 
specified and the ticks were not 
removed from the animal. 

The tick burdens were 
documented on five separate 
occasions during one month 
of the research period. 

RESEARCH RESULTS
Significant differences in 
coat scores were recorded. 
The Afrikaner and Drakensberger 
had the lowest coat scores, 
indicating a sleek coat. 
The research showed that
cattle with sleeker coats 
harboured fewer ticks and 
were more resistant to tick
infestations. Previous research 
also concluded that a sleek 
coat may indicate metabolic 
efficiency and the ability 
to react better to stress. 

Drakensberger Breeders’ 
Auctions Calender 2017
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HIDE THICKNESS
The hide determines adaptability 
to the environment as it protects 
the animal against it. During 
the course of the study, hide 
measurements were taken three 
times over the seven-month 
period by measuring skin fold 
thickness over the mid-side area – 
this section is relatively uniform.

The hide thickness varied 
markedly between the animals. 
The Afrikaner heifers had 
the thickest hides and the 
Charolais the thinnest. No 
significant differences were 
reported between the Brafords 
and the Drakensbergers. 

INDIGENOUS BREEDS 
MORE RESISTANT
Overall, the indigenous breeds, 
the Drakensbergers and the 
Afrikaners, showed a stronger 
resistance to ticks compared with 
the Braford and the Charolais 
(the latter had the most ticks). 
Previous research yielded 
similar results in favour of 
indigenous breeds, finding that 
the indigenous Nguni breed 
harboured noticeably fewer 
ticks during periods of peak tick 
abundance than the Bonsmara 
and Hereford breeds did. 

The study confirms that 
indigenous breeds such as the 
Drakensberger and Afrikaner 
breeds, as well as the Brafords to 
some extent, do have an 
improved ability to resist 
ticks, which can be ascribed 
to the breeds’ thicker hides 
and sleeker coats, which act 
as tick deterrents.  ▪FW

THE RESEARCH 
CONFIRMS THE 

VALUE OF  
A THICK HIDE

DATE AUCTION PLACE CONTACT DETAILS CONTACT NUMBER EMAIL

5 JULY Alleras Sale Dundee Edwin Schroeder 0824576710 ems.drak@gmail.com

18 JULY Rouvus Production Sale Ventersburg Frik Roux 0834551264 0834551264@mtnloaded.co.za

26 JULY OTDK/Ermelo All Breed Sale Ermelo Petrus Taljaard 0824934137 talmanpt@gmail.com

1 AUGUST Karoo Drakensberger Club Middelburg, Cape Johannes Retief 0823851821 gordonsfontein@
karoomail.co.za

3 AUGUST Neuman Broers Sale Vrede Rodney Neuman 0827468142 rodney@
neumandrakensbergers.co.za 

4 AUGUST Kuruman Sale Kuruman Johann Fourie 0827727716 johannfourie@telkomsa.net

15 AUGUST Buffalo Valley Production Sale Carolina John Roos 0828097941 buffalovalley@skyafrica.co.za

24 AUGUST Southern Highveld Club Sale Vrede Louis Botha 0828252431 louisbotha@zippnorth.co.za

7 SEPTEMBER 6+ Drakensberger 
Breeders’ Sale Bultfontein Fanie van Dyk 0827744952 Js.vandyk@mweb.co.za

14 SEPTEMBER Vryburg Inter-breed Sale Vryburg Johann Fourie 0827727716 johannfourie@telkomsa.net

21 SEPTEMBER Rouxville All Breed Sale Rouxville Freddie Wasserfall 0825564452 otjiwa@vodamail.co.za

5 OCTOBER NWDK Drakensberger Club Jakkalsfontein 
Farm/Klerksdorp 

Jean van der 
Merwe 0827197521 jean@blackhills.co.za

16 NOVEMBER Vryburg Inter-breed Sale Johann Fourie 0827727716 johannfourie@telkomsa.net



DRAKENSBERGER   Exceptional Cows

EFFICIENT REPRODUCTION
The Drakensberger is 
exceptionally suitable as a 
dam line in any crossbreeding 
system. As a pure breed, or in 
a crossbreeding system using a 
suitable bull, cows produce and 
reproduce under extreme and 
variable circumstances, utilising 
available forage efficiently to 
sustain themselves and their 
calves. Cows are expected to calve 
at an early age, live a long and 
productive life, and wean calves 
at an optimal weaning weight on 
the veld, with minimal human 
input and supplementation. 
Weaning weights of around 
260kg on sweetveld and 220kg on 
sourveld (both at 205 days) are the 
norm. A cow’s ability to recover 
condition after a severe winter is 

The Drakensberger is an 
optimally efficient beef 
cattle breed with beneficial 

attributes crucial to any profitable 
commercial beef enterprise. It 
competes with many other fine 
breeds in South Africa, but has 
several characteristics that afford 
it specific advantages, especially 
in a system where cattle graze 
on veld together with sheep.

According to the latest 
Drakensberger breeders’ manual, 
information from the Agricultural 
Research Council’s (ARC) Animal 
Production Institute indicates that 
among all cattle breeds in South 
Africa, Drakensberger cows had 
the lowest incidence of disease 
and calf mortality. In itself, this is 
a good indication of a breed that 
ensures effortless management, 

especially where extensive 
grazing practices are applied.
Developed through a process of 
rigorous selection in the higher 
lying grasslands of southern 
Africa, the Drakensberger 
is notably adapted to thrive 
and produce on the veld. 
Its exceptionally capacious 
rumen gives it the ability to 
convert even unpalatable 
grass into high-quality beef.

Its dark, glossy hair coat and 
loose hide are benefits in bitter 
cold or searing heat, and also 
acts as a shield against the sun’s 
UV rays to reduce the danger 
of skin cancer. Its flint-hard 
hooves and strong, functional 
legs give it an unmatched ability 
to cover long distances, even on 
the most challenging terrains.

Alongside a good bull, the cow is the cornerstone of any profitable beef operation. Drakensberger 
cows are bred in such a way that they are able to optimally utilise the feed resources at their 
disposal to maintain good condition, produce efficiently and reproduce in variable conditions. 
Chris Nel reports.

The Drakensberger: 
dam line of choice

ABOVE:
The Drakensberger 
breed is the dam 
line of choice for 
commercial beef 
production on 
the veld, whether 
as purebred or 
in a terminal 
crossbreeding 
programme.
PHOTOS COURTESY OF  
DRAKENSBERGER 
BREEDERS’ SOCIETY 
OF SOUTH AFRICA
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another outstanding trait. These 
aspects make the Drakensberger 
a dam line of choice.

The current, minimum 
standards for Drakensberger 
cows in terms of calving 
requires the deregistration 
of heifers that fail to conceive 
by 39 months. A long and 
productive life of 15 years and 
even more is common for the 
breed. (For a full list of minimum 
reproduction standards for 
Drakensberger cows see Table 1.)

Statistics on Drakensberger 
cow performance, as recorded 
by SA Stud Book between 2013 
and 2015, indicated the average 
weight of cows at calving to be 
466kg (2013), 471kg (2014) and 
479,8 kg (2015). The average 
weight of Drakensberger cows at 
weaning was 497kg (2013), 494kg 
(2014) and 495kg (2015). It is worth 
noting that the average weight of 
Drakensberger cows with a calf at 
foot increased by 31kg (2013), 23kg 
(2014) and 15,2kg (2015), which 
was higher than all other breeds 
registered with SA Stud Book. 
These breeds showed an average 

increase of only 5kg (2013), 4kg 
(2014) and 4,8kg (2015). (For more 
statistics on Drakensberger 
cow performance see Table 2).

MATERNAL INSTINCTS
In the article titled, ‘Using 
the Drakensberger to build 
a sustainable business’ (FW, 
24 February), emerging KwaZulu-
Natal cattle farmer, Max Mxabo, 
says he weans his Drakensberger 
calves at about seven months. 

He gives them water, hay and lick 
during a three-week weaning 
period and uses portable 
pens to physically separate 
calves from their dams. 
His pure Drakensberger 
calves grow faster than those 
of the other beef cattle breeds 
he owns, giving an average 
weaning weight of between 
260kg and 270kg, he says.

INTERESTING 
OBSERVATIONS
Max reported interesting 
observations on cow behaviour. 
They tend to keep together 
as a breed and don’t really 
mix with other breeds if they 
have their own kind nearby. 
In-calf cows stick together for 
safety, and cows with calves 
at foot work together to form a 
protective barrier to shield their 
calves from possible danger. 

A Drakensberger cow also 
tends to hide her young calf in 
long grass, behind rocks or 
in bushes if she needs time to 
graze or drink. If there’s no 
hiding place, she waits with the 

calf until it’s rested sufficiently 
to catch up with her on her 
way to grazing or water.
The current demand for 
Drakensberger females is 
so great that it is sometimes 
difficult to satisfy. 
Breeders emphasise that one 
of the greatest attributes of 
Drakensberger cattle is to 
make maximum use of natural 
grazing, the cheapest asset 
available to any cattle farmer.

On the veld, they weigh about 
550kg at 30 months. Purebred 
Drakensberger weaner 
calves finish in a feedlot at 
about 440kg at 11 months. 

Another benefit is the 
breed’s ability to cross well 
with both Bos indicus and 
Bos taurus breeds, making 
it exceptionally suitable as 
the dam line breed in any 
crossbreeding system.  ▪FW

Drakensbergers perform exceptionally 
well in intensive grazing systems.

The breed is an ideal dam line in 
any crossbreeding programme.

Drankensberger cows also have 
outstanding maternal instincts.FA
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RIGHT:
With excellent 

maternal qualities 
and great 

adaptability, the 
Drakensberger 

gives outstanding 
results as the dam 

line in terminal 
crossbreeding with 

bulls of both Bos 
taurus and Bos 
indicus breeds. 
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Table 1: Minimum reproduction 
standards for Drakensberger cows

Age of cow
Minimum  
calf numbers 

3 years + 100 days 1

5 years + 100 days 2

6 years + 100 days 3

8 years + 100 days 4

9 years + 100 days 5

10 years + 100 days 6

12 years + 100 days 7Dr
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Table 2: Statistics for Drakensberger cow performance

Attribute 2013 2014 2015

Birthweight (kg) bull calves 35,6 34,8 36,3

Birthweight (kg) heifer calves 33,5 32,8 34

205-day weight (kg) bull calves 232 214,6 213,5

205-day weight (kg) heifer calves 214 197,5 198,1

12-month weight (kg) bulls 261 252,9 244,3

12-month weight (kg) heifers 228 237,7 227,5

18-month weight (kg) bulls 362 366 353,4

18-month weight (kg) heifers 313 317,7 310,3

Cow weight at calving (kg) 466 471 479,8

Cow weight at weaning (kg) 497 494 495

Increase in cow weight 31 23 15,2

Age at first calving (months) 32,8 33,7 34,2

Average ICP (days) 419 424 429,9

COWS CAN PRODUCE AND REPRODUCE 
UNDER EXTREME CONDITIONS



DRAKENSBERGER   SA Stud Book Elite 2017 Awards

A total of 21 Drakensberger 
breeders received awards during 
the provincial rounds of the SA 
Stud Book Elite 2017 Awards in 
the Beef Cattle Stud Herd of the 
Year category (see table for full 
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Drakensberger breeders excel in 
SA Stud Book Elite 2017 Awards

Provincial award winners in the SA Stud Book Elite 2017 Awards

Breeder/Stud Province Award

Black Hills Drakensbergers North West Gold - National Finalist

GW Roux Free State Gold - National Finalist 

Neuman Broers Free State Gold 

EM Schroeder KwaZulu-Natal Gold 

LA Neuman Free State Gold 

DF du Toit Free State Gold 

Van Dyk Broers Free State Gold 

MC Blom Mpumalanga Gold 

CH Nel Free State Gold 

Otjiwa Boerdery Free State Gold 

LA Foster Free State Silver

J & E Dhooge Gauteng Silver

HA Schütte KwaZulu-Natal Silver

DJ Bothma Free State Silver

J Fourie North West Bronze

Bloubosput Familie Trust Northern Cape Bronze

JG Ehlers Gauteng Bronze

JJ Retief Northern Cape Bronze

Bezuidenhout Broers Free State Bronze

Delram Boerdery Free State Bronze

EJL van der Merwe Gauteng Bronze

AJ van der Walt Free State Bronze

list of the winning Drakensberger 
breeders). Amongst the winners, 
10 received gold, four received 
silver and eight received bronze 
awards. Two of the gold award 
winners qualified as national 
finalists, and received their 
platinum awards in the Stud 
Herd of the Year category at the 
Standard Bank/SA Stud Book 
Elite 2017 Awards dinner held 
in Bloemfontein on 1 May.

CHOOSING THE WINNERS
Japie van der Westhuizen, 
manager of production recording 
and animal breeding at SA Stud 
Book and Animal Improvement 
Association, explains that the 
adjudication process for the 
SA Stud Book National Elite 
Beef Cattle Herd of the Year 
competition is done according to 
the recorded rankings of all beef 
herds across South Africa, and 
other countries that are registered 
with SA Stud Book. This includes 
about 1 450 herds. Of these 
herds, those ranked in the top 
125, receive gold awards. Those 
ranked from 126 to 250 receive 

silver awards, and those ranked 
from 251 to 375 receive bronze 
awards. Awards are handed out 
during the year at regional events, 
and the top 10 ranking herds 
from across the country advance 
to the national competition as 
finalists, and automatically 
qualify as SA Stud Book Elite 
Platinum herds. The 10 platinum 
herds are judged again in an 
additional round to determine 
a single, national winner.

FIRST ROUND CRITERIA 
During the first round to 
determine ranking, herds are 
judged on the weight of cows at 
the birth of their calves and at 
weaning; heifers’ weight at 12 
and 18 months; the percentage 
at which bulls tested in an 
after-weaning growth test; the 
average inter-calving period as 
a deviation from the relevant 
breed average over the past two 
years; average age at first calving 
as a deviation from the relevant 
breed average; survival of calves 
between birth and weaning age, 
and the size of the herd.  ▪FW




