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DRAKENSBERGER SADRAKENSBERGER SA LETTER FROM THE CHAIRMAN — WILLIE LANDMAN

T
he trend in South 
African agriculture, 
like elsewhere in the 
world, is that the num
ber of commercial far

mers is declining, while the size 
of farms are increasing. Despite 
this sobering reality, the num
ber of registered Drakensberger 
has increased by more than 30% 
over the past five years, with 
the number of breeders also in 
creasing steadily. Larger herds 
are therefore being farmed by 
more breeders. 

Thanks to the Drakensber
ger’s ability to produce and 
reproduce in an environment 
where there is ever more pres
sure on sus tainable profitability, 
an increas ing number of farmers 
prefer Drakensbergers. The 
question is surely why?

In all aspects of society the 
emphasis is shifting towards 
longterm sustainability and re
ducing humanity’s impact on the 
natural world and the environ

ment. This is also precisely the 
goal of regenerative agricultural 
practices.

As an indigenous breed, 
the Drakensberger is perfectly 
suited to form part of an agri
cultural system that aims to 
not only reduce its impact on 
nature, but to be part of a so
lution that can restore natural 
systems. Thanks to traits such as 
adaptability and hardiness these 
animals can function effectively 
in their environment and place 
less pressure on natural resour
ces compared to animals that are 
not adapted. 

MORE MEAT 
PER HECTARE
To farm succesfully in an en
vironment where there is con
stant pressure on profitability, 
animals with the ability to pro
duce and reproduce sustainably 
with minimal production inputs 
are needed. More kilogrammes 
of meat per hectare must be pro

duced at a lower cost. A farmer 
cannot afford to run a heavy 
weaner on the farm if the calf 
ends up costing more to produce 
than it will fetch on the market. 

A shift in emphasis is taking 
place, from production per ani
mal to yield per hectare, i.e. 
profit per hectare. Farmers must 
maximise the total kilogrammes 
of meat produced per hectare 
while keeping expenses per hec
tare to a minimum. Adaptabi
lity and hardiness coupled with 
optimal reproduction are some 
of the most important traits 
animals must possess to make 
a successful contribution. 

READ MORE
The goal of this supplement is 
to provide an overview of the 
principles of regenerative agri
culture, veld improvement and 
grazing management, as well as 
different grazing systems that are 
used successfully to sustainably 
improve soil and veld. The cha
racteristics of cattle that pro duce 
and reproduce within these 
systems are also discussed. 

Finally, the requirements of 
feedlots in terms of the calf they 
prefer are outlined. 

Our sincere thanks to every
one who has contributed to
wards making this supplement 
a reality and a success. We con
sider it an investment in the 
longterm sustainability of agri
culture, where farming is done 
with an eye on the future. 

Mr Willie Landman is the chair-
man of the Drakensberger Bree-
ders’ Society of South Africa.

Farm with an eye 
on the future

The number of registered Drakensbergers are increasing  
as farmers shift to more sustainable production techniques  

to boost overall profitability. This hardy and adapted  
indigenous breed is well positioned to help farmers expand  

their operations in an environmentally-friendly way.          
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The past five years the number of registered Drakensbergers  
increased by more than 30%. PHOTO: SUPPLIED





DRAKENSBERGER SADRAKENSBERGER SA SOCIETY

T
he Drakensberger 
Breeders’ Society 
of South Africa was 
founded on 7 Novem-
ber 1947 to protect 

this unique indigenous breed. 
The society accepted a Stan-
dard of Excellence to which 
Drakensberger stud animals 
must adhere.

Selectors from the society jud-
ge and select the progeny of stud 
animals annually on every stud 
breeder’s farm according to this 
standard. An animal that passes 
this assessment is then branded 
with the coveted “D” on the left 
shoulder. These selection tours 
take place countrywide every 
year in March, April and May.

The society offers training 
courses annually where prospec-
tive selectors can obtain theore-
tical and practical training. In-
dividuals who pass this course, 
qualify as selectors in training. 
After three training tours under 
the guidance of a senior selector, 
such a learner can advance to 

junior selector. After a further 
three tours, during which the 
junior selector must obtain fa-
vourable reports throughout,  
they can be recommended as a  
senior selector. An annual  
refresher course for selectors is 
also presented in February. 

The society, in conjunction 
with a regional club, hosts the 
annual general meeting every 
year. Here, among other busi-
ness, the previous year’s finan-
cial statements are submitted, 
the budget for the coming year 
is approved and three council 
members are elected. The 
council consists of nine elec-
ted members who serve on the 
council for three years, honorary 
presidents, as well as co-opted 
members. The president chooses 
an executive committee of four 
council members who manage 
the society’s daily activities. 

MARKETING
The society is responsible for the 
marketing of the breed, which 

includes a large variety of acti-
vities, such as:

■■ Advertisements in agricul-
tural magazines.

■■ Hosting the annual national 
Drakensberger auction in 
June.

■■ Sponsorships, presentations 
and exhibitions at farmers’ 
days, information days and 
events such as the Nampo 
Harvest Day and Landbou-
weekblad’s Regenerative 
Agriculture conferences.

■■ Radio and television inter-
views.

■■ The compilation of breed 
journals.

■■ A supplement in agricultural 
magazines.

■■ The hosting of information 
days. 

■■ Hosting interactive, online 
discussions where farmers 
can talk about best practice.

■■ Maintaining the website, 
Facebook page and other 
online profiles.

■■ Creating and composing pro-

motional material, such as 
signs, diaries and day plan-
ners, clothing and advertise-
ments.

■■ Cultivate cooperation agree-
ments and relationships with 
other important stakeholders 
in the industry in order to 
promote the breed. 
SA Studbook is responsible 

for processing and calculating 
stud animals’ performance data 
and breeding values in accor-
dance with the latest interna-
tional models and methods.

AUCTIONS
The annual national auction, 
production sales and club auc-
tions are held under the auspices 
of the society. 

Animals at these auctions are:
■■ Bred with passion and strictly 
selected.

■■ Bred out of the queen of 
cows. 

■■ Selected according to the 
Standard of Excellence and 
have the “D” brand.

■■ Performance tested by the 
breeder and registered by 
SA Studbook.

■■ Documented in an auction 
catalogue compiled by SA 
Studbook and checked by 
the society.

■■ Fertile and free from venereal 
disease, tested and certified 
according to the standards of 
the society.

RESEARCH
The society’s technical sub-com-
mittee focuses on research in 
favour of the advancement and 
progress of the breed. Several 
scientific studies were comple-
ted in the recent past and docu-
mented in articles and/or MSc 
studies. 

These articles are available 
electronically on the society’s 
website at www.drakensber-
gers.co.za 

A society that provides 
thorough service

If you ask what the Drakensberger Breeders’ Society of  
South Africa has to offer its members, you get a thorough  

answer – just like the service you can expect from this society.
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ENQUIRIES: These activities are 
coordinated from the society’s 
office in Bloemfontein. For informa-
tion about breeders in your area or 
about the breed, please phone the 
office at 051 447 3964 or visit the 
website www.drakensbergers.co.za

The Dra
kensberger 
Breeders’ 
Society of 
South Africa 
protects the 
Drakensber
ger breed 
with strict 
selection, 
research, 
marketing 
and by 
applying the 
standard of 
excellence 
country
wide. 



PRODUKSIEVEILING KALKFONTEIN • VENTERSBURG
25th

BREEDING VALUE INDEX - 27 April 2021
Animal
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Vleisop-
brengs

Tw index

Koei
Doeltref-
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Produk-
siewaarde
Tw Index

Koei-waarde
Tw indexDirek
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Maternale
Tw index

GR170346 78 108 113 95 137 120 128 121 114 123 103 113 107
GR170386 70 107 104 83 108 86 99 117 102 107 87 91 87
GR180214 83 91 120 93 114 97 99 121 115 123 105 113 111
GR180215 80 85 123 87 139 144 129 122 111 119 100 113 107
GR180216 78 108 108 78 98 92 123 116 89 101 82 102 101
GR180217 76 90 110 89 107 85 94 111 87 102 95 100 102
GR180218 77 100 118 89 136 146 107 117 98 118 98 109 102
GR180221 82 105 108 70 84 108 94 78 70 91 76 93 96
GR180223 78 92 109 85 126 119 125 115 82 111 91 112 108
GR180224 76 87 106 76 107 106 117 103 70 96 81 104 103
GR180225 79 96 116 94 98 90 115 116 112 114 102 112 108
GR180232 72 101 113 82 105 108 108 107 86 103 90 109 108
GR180235 70 105 107 76 102 113 81 99 57 100 84 106 108
GR180236 85 83 129 96 140 148 135 124 131 128 110 116 110
GR180238 87 92 119 88 134 129 87 120 147 120 101 106 102
GR180239 74 106 104 96 124 101 85 117 120 109 104 120 124
GR180241 80 81 141 102 140 130 125 126 146 137 124 124 119
GR180243 77 103 120 66 129 120 87 118 103 112 85 112 111
GR180250 76 100 120 107 134 135 124 129 120 124 118 127 126
GR180251 73 67 115 106 137 145 115 116 127 119 111 98 92
GR180259 70 93 122 94 118 90 100 134 108 124 115 127 127
GR180261 76 81 118 77 142 143 112 112 74 117 86 95 88
GR180263 78 78 127 85 134 113 135 132 127 125 108 115 108
GR180265 83 82 124 101 142 121 142 131 150 129 116 114 105
GR180270 71 94 108 95 110 109 96 110 125 109 96 91 86
GR180272 87 107 112 92 108 101 99 116 102 108 104 111 113
GR180275 75 72 118 97 105 104 92 122 144 108 110 103 100
GR180276 84 99 122 106 142 131 130 127 150 136 116 123 115
GR180278 76 93 116 99 134 132 124 117 126 121 108 110 106
GR180285 80 96 115 112 135 143 120 104 105 118 114 108 102
GR180288 85 100 106 69 105 103 105 98 80 92 77 105 102

77 93,61 115,84 89,84 121,74 116,52 110,71 116,00 108,97 114,32 99,90 109,10 105,94

Rouvus and Delram invite you to a day with TOP Genetics!

THURSDAY
22 JULY 2021

See for yourself! GPS
S 270 55.859’’
E 0270 13.466’’

Willie Snyman: 082 375 2524
Frik Roux Sel: 083 455 1264
Gawie Roux Sel: 083 264 5487

Animal
Iden fica on
number

V point Birth
weight

index direct
Direct

BVI index
Maternal
BVI index

Avg. daily gain
BVI

FCR
BVI

Scrotum
circum-
ference
BVI

Body
length
BVI

Eye mus-
cle area
BVI

Beef yield
BVI

Cow
efficiency

Produc on
value
BVI

Cow value
BVI

Rouvus offer
avg. BV

PRODUCTION SALE
Willie Snyman: 082 375 2524
Frik Roux Sel: 083 455 1264
Gawie Roux Sel: 083 264 5487



DRAKENSBERGER SADRAKENSBERGER SA HISTORY

A
s true South African 
cattle, Drakens-
bergers can claim 
the description of 
“indigenous and 

adapted” without fear of con-
tradiction. 

Mr Henk Delport, vice-chair-
man of the Drakensberger Bree-
ders’ Society of South Africa, 
concurs. He runs his own stud 
and commercial herd with his 
partner, Mr Pieter Esterhuizen, 
at the Delram farming business 
near Ficksburg in the Free State.

“I was a crop farmer for years 
before I started farming cattle. 
I know from experience that an 
animal that does not require a 
lot of effort and that produces 
enough meat from the veld will 
make a valuable contribution 
to any farming business. The 
added value counts for even 
more when crop farmers start 
applying regenerative principles, 
or when they start practising 
conservation agriculture more 
extensively.”

According to Delport, the his-
tory and origin of the breed is 
the key to the Drakensberger’s 
genetic advantage. He traces the 
story back to 1652, when Jan van 
Riebeeck arrived at the Cape and 

started trading with the original 
Khoisan inhabitants. The settlers 
were very taken with the indige-
nous black cattle and they were 
used as trek animals (draught ani-
mals), and later even accepted as 
tax payments during Simon van 
der Stel’s administration. 

With the exploration of the 
Cape interior and the settling 
of farms further from the coast, 
other black cattle with similar 
Sanga traits were obtained from 
local tribes. 

THE UYS CATTLE  
OF GRYSHOEK
The Uys family, as well as their 
black cattle, were among the fa-

milies who began taking part in 
the Great Trek during the 19th 
century. The Uys family’s trek 
from Grahamstown into the 
interior in search of a better 
life would be a hard one. Only 
strong animals with a good con-
stitution and disease resistance 
made the grade. It was neces-
sary for these black cattle to be 
versatile and they were prized 
for their milk and meat, and as 
trek animals.

“The group of cattle that 
eventually settled in the Wak-
kerstroom area in modern-day 
Mpumalanga with the Uyses, 
later played a significant role 
in the origin and development 

of the modern Drakensberger,” 
Delport says.

They settled on the Gryshoek 
farm in the time after conflict 
with the Zulus (circa 1874). 

Up until gold was discovered 
on the Witwatersrand, the cattle 
were mostly bred as trek ani-
mals. The result was animals 
with strong and big forequarters, 
while the hindquarters were pre-
dominantly light and small. As 
the population expanded and 
technological progress and me-
chanisation took place, empha-
sis shifted to meat production. 

But many difficult times awai-
ted the local livestock industry 
and the developing Drakens-
berger cattle breed. The most 
important of these were:

■■ The outbreak of rinderpest in 
1896, when about 746 500 
cattle died.

■■ The Anglo-Boer war (1899-
1902), when about 600 000 
cattle were slaughtered.

■■ The Stock Improvement Act 
of 1934, when the “Uysbees” 
(Vaderlanders) were not 
recognised as a breed (back 
then a state subsidy was only 
paid for the use of bulls from 
recognised cattle breeds).
After the Anglo-Boer war 

The past is the foundation of 
the Drakensberger’s future

The Drakensberger’s adaptability, fertility, good mothering and milk traits, longevity, 
vigour, carcass quality and feed-conversion ability are the ideal combination to add 

value on almost every farm. Underlying these traits, is a rich history.  
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The Uysbees-telersvereniging (breeders’ society) was founded on 1 May 1946. The name Uysbees was later changed to Drakensberger.

The Drakensberger breed makes a valuable contribution to the 
development of conservation agriculture in South Africa. 
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DRAKENSBERGER SA

(1899-1902), Mr Swart Dirk 
Uys began improving the “Uys-
bees” (Uys cattle), as they were 
known then. 

Uysbeeste were well known 
and influential in the region, but 
were not recognised as a breed. 
Many owners of Uysbeeste then 
started crossing them with other 
breeds, such as the Angus and 
South Devon, when the Stock 
Improvement Act of 1934 was 
proclaimed and the use of unre-
gistered breeds was penalised.

Mr Joey Uys kept breeding 
Uysbeeste in his closed herd and 
made it his goal to get the Uys-
bees recognised as a breed. On 1 
May 1946, the Uysbees-telersver-
eniging (breeders’ society) was 
founded under his leadership. 

Uys’s efforts were not in vain. 
In 1947, a commission of the De-
partment of Agriculture submit-
ted a report that recommended 
the Uysbees be accepted as a 
breed in accordance with the 
livestock act that had not recog-
nised it 13 years earlier. Since 
Uysbees development mostly 
took place in the area and they 
were found in large numbers on 
the pastures of the Drakensberg, 
it was recommended that the 
name of the breed be changed 
to Drakensberger.

The so-called “Tin Tin Blacks” 
– Buys, Kemp, Landman and 
Brookes cattle – also deserve to 
be mentioned because of their 
essential contribution to the 
Drakensberger gene pool.

The Drakensberger cattle  
breed officially came into being 
with the founding of the Dra-
kensberger Cattle Breeders’ 
Society on 7 November 1947. 
During the first inspections in 
February 1948, 621 animals 
were officially recorded. 

At the end of 1954, the number 
rose to 1 723 animals, of which 
73 were bulls. By 1961, there 
were 4 752 registered animals. 

In May 1969, the Drakens-
berger Cattle Breeders’ Society 
was accepted as an associated 
member of SA Studbook and in 
1972 as a full member. 

The number of registered 
stud animals currently exceeds 
15 000.

In 1980, the breeders’ society 
decided to make performance 
testing mandatory for admis-
sion to membership. Ever since, 
only performance-tested ani-
mals have been considered for 
inspection and registration. Be-
cause the entire breed is subject 
to performance testing, the first 
analysis according to BLUP 
(best linear unbiased prediction) 
in South Africa was done on the   
Drakensberger database.

Today, the descendants of 
these pioneers, the brothers 
Mr Pikkie and Johan Uys, are 
still farming Drakensbergers on 
Gryshoek. Pikkie is an enthusi-
astic board member of the soci-
ety and often organises selector 
and judging courses.

BREEDING VALUES
The Drakensberger, which came 
into being under the most dif-
ficult conditions imaginable, is  
a popular breed today and  
de finitely a “profit breed” that  
thrives in partnership and har-
mony with nature. It is often 
forgotten that this breed dates 
from a time when animals had to 
be naturally adapted to survive. 

Because no dipping agents 
or proven medication existed, 
they had to be able to resist 
flies, mosquitoes, ticks and pa-
rasite-borne diseases.

In its modern incarnation, the 
Drakensberger is not just suited 
to the Southern African environ-
ment, but also the economic  
climate, Delport says. 

Thanks to current research 
of the breed, and especially of 
production data and breeder 
records, the breed is now in a 
position to allow for selection 
of economic traits, and to take 
full advantage of this.

In May 2018, SA Studbook 
published the breed’s first geno-
mic-enhanced breeding values. 
This enables breeders to make 
breeding decisions with greater 
confidence, based on these scien-
tific breeding values. The Dra-
kensberger is only the third breed, 
and the only indigenous one in 
South Africa, that have reached 
this auspicious milestone. 

Performance testing was made mandatory for admission to the society in 1980.

HISTORY

More than 15 000 animals are currently registered with the Drakensberger Cattle Breeders’ Society.



ENQUIRIES: Web: www. 
drakensbergers.co.za



Freddie Wasserfall (Otjiwa)
Neels Wilken (Jesumar)
Fanie van Dyk (Brakenjan) 
Carel Nel (Grasmunt) 

082 556 4452
083 638 2152
082 774 4952
082 828 1984

F� m�e inf�mation:

6+ Drakensberger telers

P R O D U C T I O N  A U C T I O N
Annua�y in Septemb�

F a r m  D r i e h o e k  B u l t f o n t e i n  |  1 1 : 0 0

Frannie du Toit (Turfkuil)         072 355 7601
Monja Esterhuizen (Mobaza)  084 580 5808
Petri Bezuidenhout         082 859 7023

Waldberg
Drakensbergers

Bulls available at
Ermelo Bull auction, 28 July &
OTDK Club auction, 11 August.

Udo and Chantelle Beneke
Lüneburg, KZN | 082 797 8088

waldbergdrakensbergers@gmail.com

Since 1890



DRAKENSBERGER SADRAKENSBERGER SA CONSERVATION AGRICULTURE

C
onservation agricul-
ture is here to stay 
and its success will 
be determined by 
how well it is applied.

“The way in which humanity 
will farm in future will either 
put more carbon into the air, 
further contributing to global 
warming, dust storms and soil 
degrada tion, or it will put carbon 
back into the soil, right under 
our feet where it belongs. 

“In this way we can become 
part of the long-term solution,” 
says Dr Hendrik Smith, con-
servation agriculture facilitator 
attached to Asset Research and 
the Maize Trust.

The key to soil health, halting 
global warming, productivity 

and sustainability is balancing 
carbon levels in the atmosphere 
and the soil.

“Conservation agriculture is 
the only way this can happen 
in practice. For every hectare 
on which soil organic material 
is increased by just 0,1%, 8,9 ton-
nes of carbon dioxide (CO2) is 
sequestered. That is remarkable. 

“This is not just achievable 
in practice, it is already being 
surpassed by several good con-
servation farmers,” says Smith.

Conservation agriculture in-
cludes the following practices:
Limit soil disturbance. Distur-
bing the soil must be avoided as 
much as possible to prevent its 
degradation. The aim is to plant 
in undisturbed but well-covered 

soil without mechanical soil pre-
paration, by means of minimum- 
or no-till practices. Special no-
till planters are required for this. 
A considerable drop in energy 
consumption as well as the re-
duced release of greenhouse ga-
ses are further advantages.
Organic ground cover. Ground 
covers protect soil against ero-
sion. As the ground cover declines 
from 100% to 1%, the erosion 
tempo increases by about 200%. 
Therefore, ground cover of at 
least 30% is necessary, but the 
ideal is 100%. The practice of 
fallow land is a “self-destructive 
exercise” and must be avoided 
at all costs, according to inter-
national soil-health expert Dr 
Christine Jones. Wind erosion 
causes great damage in dry pe-
riods, followed by water erosion 
during thunderstorms, which 
will become ever more violent. 
Soil can be covered easily with 
stover or cover crops.
Living roots. Even though many 
sources of nutrients occur in soil, 
Smith says there isn’t a better 
resource than the liquid carbon 
released by vigorous roots. This 
liquid carbon is dependent on 
the photosynthetic ability of 
the cover-crop system that has 
been implemented. Every plant 
releases its own unique version 
of liquid carbon that contains 
a number of biological com-
pounds, such as sugar, enzymes 
and amino acids.
Crop diversity and cover crops. 
Plants are the most important 
link between the sun’s energy 
and the soil. “As more plants 
grow in the soil for longer (or 
have living roots in the soil), the 
faster carbon builds up in the 
soil through the liquid carbon 
pathway,” says Smith.

It is preferable for more than 
two crops to be in rotation or in 
association. 

The use of multispecies cover- 
crop systems to speed up this 
process is gaining popularity.

Cover crops also offer the ideal 

solution for producers who could 
not plant cash crops in time be-
cause of drought conditions. A 
suitable cover crop or cover-crop 
mix can be established any time 
from January to March in order 
to protect and improve the soil, 
but also to provide good-quality 
animal feed. A cover-crop mix for 
winter, which should preferably 
be planted before the middle of 
March, consists of black oats 
(30 kg/ha), grazing vetch (15 kg/
ha) and radishes (3 kg/ha).
The integration of animals. 
Integrating animals into conser-
vation agriculture is a priority 
for breeder organisations such 
as the Drakensberger Breeders’ 
Society of South Africa, whose 
members identify with the prin-
ciples of conservation agricul-
ture. Livestock, such as cattle, 
sheep, pigs and chickens, which 
consume cover-crop mixtures 
and natural grazing, are part of 
the natural ecosystem that con-
tributes to the diversity of crops.

Where a high-density grazing 
system is in use, 30-50% of the 
available plant material in a pas-
ture is consumed. 

Smith says this consump-
tion can be higher on natural 
veld, which promotes the root 
development of plants and re-
cycles about 80% of consumed 
nutrients in the form of manure. 

If plants maintain sufficient 
foliage during the year, the im-
pact of grazing on the capacity 
for photosynthesis declines. 

This helps pastures to recover 
more quickly.

Short cycles of high-density 
grazing over the course of 12 
months, followed by a suffi-
cient rest period, will increase 
the amount, quality and diversity 
of grazing considerably.

“This also leads to better car-
bon sequestration in the soil,” 
says Smith.

Organic fertilisation from 
densely packed  herds of cattle 
in small areas eliminates the 
need for fertilisation with inor-
ganic fertiliser. 

ENQUIRIES: Dr Hendrik Smith, 
email: smith.hendrik@gmail.com, 
082 331 0456.

Conservation 
agriculture is 
the answer to 
healthy soil

Using conservation agriculture to restore 
soil health is an important consideration to 
ensure the future sustainability of mixed-

crop and livestock farming. Globally, this task 
has fallen to the current crop of farmers. 

Here is advice on the basic principles.
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Plants are the most important 
link between the energy of the 
sun and the soil. PHOTO: SUPPLIED





DRAKENSBERGER SADRAKENSBERGER SA GRAZING MANAGEMENT

G
razing veld regene
ratively, is essen
tially a return to 
doing things the way  
nature intended. 

“Good regenerative agricultu
re attempts to replicate histori
cal grazing patterns of game as 
closely as possible. Farmers can 
achieve this through highden
sity and ultrahigh density gra
zing,” believes the grass expert 
Mr Frits van Oudtshoorn. 

He shared his thoughts on gra
zing management at a webinar 
hosted by the Drakensberger 
Breed ers’ Society of South Afri
ca. “It is high time we revisited 
grazing management, because 
our veld is truly in a poor con
dition.”

Highdensity and ultrahigh 
density grazing is based on the 
benefits the great migrations 
of game had on our veld. Van 
Oudtshoorn describes these gra
zing systems as regenerative and 
restorative approaches.

In the past, grasslands, savan
nah and dry regions such as the 
Karoo were exposed to the mi
gration of large herds of game. 
This important impact on natu
re was lost after the first fences 
were erected. One of these im
pacts was a nonselective gra
zing pattern in which animals 
pretty much ate everything – not 
just grass, but also herbaceous 
plants. This led to a greater  
variety of nutrients in their diets. 
Animals also grazed plants al
most to the ground and only re
turned to the same area months 
or even a year later. 

“I am not saying there were 
never any animals in places 
where the migrations had al
ready passed through. A few 

were always left behind. They 
became food for the lions and 
in this way the gene pool of the 
herbivores stayed healthy. Pre
dators and droughts also played 
a part in maintaining the balance 
between the demand for food 
and the available feed that was 
available. 

“After a drought the animals 
bred slowly. So there was no 
overgrazing during or directly 
after a drought and because of 
this, the veld could recover fair
ly easily. However, it is not so 
simple to apply this in practice 
today. It is difficult to simply re
duce the number of animals and 
therefore we keep them alive 
artificially with supplementary 
feed. But one of the principles 
of regenerative agriculture is to 
retain only your best animals 
during droughts and to mimic 

nature by getting rid of your 
weaker animals, and therefore 
your inferior genetics,” says Van 
Oudtshoorn.

TRAMPLING
Another important impact of the 
great migrations was the tram
pling of veld by many hooves. 
This positive impact on veld is 
mimicked by high and ultra 
highdensity grazing. 

“Until about 10 years ago, 
most people thought trampling 
was a bad thing. However, we 
have since realised that tram
pling and heavy trampling are 
actually good, as long as it is of 
short duration. 

“Seeds don’t germinate if they 
lie on top of the soil, they must 
be trampled in. So a host of 
seeds get the chance to germi
nate after being trampled. Not 

just the previous year’s seed, but 
also dormant seeds from earlier 
years that are still viable will ger
minate.

Another positive impact of mi
grating herds was that manure 
and urine were scattered and 
not confined to one corner of a 
camp or near a trough, like it is 
today. Manure feeds soil orga
nisms, which in turn accelerates 
the recycling of nutrients.

WHERE TO START?
For quite some time, Mr Danie 
Slabbert, who farms near Reitz 
in the Free State, has been part 
of ultrahighdensity grazing 
research conducted by Van 
Oudtshoorn in collaboration 
with Landbouweekblad.

“You don’t simply get up one 
morning, start doing it and every
thing comes up roses. It requires 

Recipe for healthy veld? 
Let nature farm for you

High-density and ultra-high-density grazing are buzzwords in regenerative agriculture, 
but what does it entail and how hard is it to implement and sustain? A grass expert  

and a farmer who has paid his dues explain how to farm with nature. 
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A crucial element of successfully implementing regenerative grazing, is to consider how veld was grazed 
in the past by herds of game, says grass expert Frits van Oudtshoorn.
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a big shift in your think ing and 
substantial changes to the way 
you manage your farm, soil, veld 
and labour, Slabbert stressed 
during the webinar.   

Every farmer’s circumstances 
are different in terms of ability, 
infrastructure and resources and 
this is why every farmer will ap
proach such a project differently. 

“I sold land and bought cattle 
and immediately quadrupled 
my stock density, but by then  
I already had 10 years’ experi
ence of conservation agriculture 
behind me.”

Slabbert advises farmers to 
divide their camps and apply 
highdensity grazing in one area 
rather than converting the whole 
farm willynilly, which can lead 
to unnecessary mis takes. How
ever, he warns farmers who start 
out small not to get stuck there.

There are also farmers who 
believe these grazing systems 
won’t work for them. “The ne
gative view of ultrahighdensi
ty grazing is mostly confined to 
those who have other difficulties 
and therefore aren’t in a position 
to implement it.

“I am thinking of parttime 
farmers in particular. Ultra 
highdensity grazing requires 
relatively high management in
puts and there are some farmers 
who simply aren’t in the position 
to provide that level of manage
ment. But they should not use 
this as an excuse not to improve 
their grazing management,” Van 
Oudtshoorn added.

“You can still intensify your 
current system bit by bit by sub 
dividing camps for strip grazing, 
or you could try highdensity gra
zing in just one camp.”

This is exactly what Mr Willie 
Landman did on his farm be
tween Potchefstroom in North 
West and Parys in the Free State.

“We follow a system some
where in the middle, towards the 
highdensity side of things. We 
stock camps with about three 
cattle per hectare, so that is re
latively low compared to Danie’s 
camps. These camps are then 
only grazed for a week before 
we move on.”

The principle is to move the 

animals before they comple tely 
consume the most palatable  
grasses, so allow sufficient re
growth to take place. “Most of 
the desirable grasses only start 
to grow back after four to se
ven days and you never graze 
regrowth down. We rest a third 
of the farm for a whole growing 
season.”

There are 16 camps on this 
particular farm, of which 12 are 
grazed in a season. So cattle will 
only return to the same camp 
after 11 or 12 weeks. 

“We see exceptional recovery. 
There wasn’t a single blade of 
rooigras left in some camps and 
now there are small clumps.  
There was also a lot of old ma
terial and dead grass, but with 
the regular movements the cattle 
consumed that too.”

FIRE MANAGEMENT
With the emphasis on herbi
vores to repair the veld, the 
question arose whether fire 
might also be a natural way to 
manage the veld. 

“Bush fires play an important 
role in the ecology, especially in 
areas of higher rainfall. In sour
veld, fire will make the veld more 
palatable for about a month and 
animals will eat less selectively,” 
Van Oudtshoorn said.

But fires are too often used to 

treat the symptoms of veld that 
is already deteriorating. 

“Your approach to veld and 
grazing management must be 
sound. Your aim must always be 
to try and improve the overall 
composition of your grass spe
cies through ultrahighdensity 
grazing. The aim is to maximise 
the most palatable grasses.”

But how does a farmer know 
that the composition of his grass 
species is the way it should be? 

Slabbert says farmers should 
walk through camps and look 
for seedlings.  

“In a selective system there 
will always be clumps of old 
grass, but if you start spotting 
thousands of sprouting seedlings, 
then you know you are heading 
in the right direction.” 

Mr Frits van Oudtshoorn  
explained the different  
management approaches  
to grazing, as follows:
■ The most extensive type 

of grazing management  
is continuous grazing.  
This means all the ani-
mals are in one large  
area for a year or more,  
as on a game farm with  
no internal fencing.  
This method requires  
the least management 
skill and inputs. To be 
sustainable, stock den-
sity must be kept low 
because animals graze 
very selectively. With low 
stock density, the animals’ 

condition will be good, 
because they only eat the 
most palatable grasses.

■ The most intensive way to 
manage grazing is ultra-
high-density grazing. In 
this system animals can  
be moved as frequently  
as every hour. In this 
system, traditional 
stocking rates can be 
doubled, or even tripled.

■ A semi-intensive grazing 
management system 
is the conventional 
rotational approach to 
grazing where animals are 
moved between four to 
six camps, every week or 
every second week. 

TYPES OF GRAZING SYSTEMS

ENQUIRIES: Mr Frits van Oudts-
hoorn, 078 228 0008. Mr Danie 
Slabbert, 082 339 9018.

Farming in Reitz in the Free State, Mr Danie Slabbert stresses that ultra-high-density grazing is not a 
system that can be implemented overnight. Instead, it requires time for the farmer to make the necessary 
adjustments to his thinking and his management approach. 
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DRAKENSBERGER SADRAKENSBERGER SA NON-SELECTIVE GRAZING

T
wo farmers from the 
Free State, Mr Ger-
rit van Zyl from the 
farm Struisfontein 
near Dewetsdorp and 

Mr De Wet Coetzee from the 
farm Moeilikheid near Lindley, 
both believe that non-selective 
grazing, as one of the pillars 
of regenerative agriculture, 
makes a huge contribution to 
soil health, and the bottomline. 

“After quite a bit of research 
and visits to farmers doing 
successful ultra-high-density 
grazing, I was convinced that 
non-selective grazing was the 
way to go,” Van Zyl remembers.

“However, to move from 
selective, low-density grazing 
(conservation agriculture) to 
non-selective, high-density gra-
zing (regenerative agriculture), 
takes courage. Approach it as a 
process rather than an event.”

Regenerative agriculture aims 
to store more carbon by promo-
ting biomass above ground. This 
is done by improving biodiversi-
ty, which in turn enriches the soil 
and improves the water cycle. 
This not only boosts the entire 
ecosystem, but also reduces far-
ming inputs. 

WATER MANAGEMENT
Van Zyl has these tips:

■■ Start by planning your water 
supply. Are you using a bore-
hole or ground dam? Can you 
comfortably and consistently 
supply water to a single herd, 
stocked at double the sugges-
ted stocking rate of your farm?

■■ A mature animal drinks about 
60 litres of water per day. 
Your water source must there-
fore be able to supply at least 
60 litres of water multiplied 
by the number of animals, 
over the long term.

■■ Plan for a reservoir with 
enough storage capacity to 
supply your entire herd with 
water for a week. Use a water 
pipe with sufficient diameter 
to allow ample water flow to 
the trough.
It is also important to have  

enough water reserves to get you 
through the dry months.  

Van Zyl points out that most 

The transition from selective low-density grazing to non-
selective high-density grazing requires a serious paradigm shift. 
Two seasoned practitioners from the Free State who apply the 
principles of regenerative agriculture and strive to put carbon 
back into the ground share their experiences and offer advice. 

Regeneration : Focus on 
both animals and veld

Don’t focus too much on the veld, and forget your animals! Both are equally important.

The animals and the veld form a holistic whole. Give the animals 
enough time to adapt to a regenerative grazing system.

farmers who tried to do regene-
rative grazing made the mistake 
to focus too much on the grass, 
and too little on the cattle. Some 
also didn’t give their animals  
enough time to adapt to the new 
system.

LET ANIMALS ADAPT
“Seriously consider increasing 
your herd by 10% to compen-
sate for the initial loss in re-
production that results from 
animals struggling to perform 
under the new regime. It also 
helps to conduct a species 
survey before you start non- 
selective grazing, so that you can 
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The principle is simple: more 
cattle in a smaller space 
moved often, says Gerrit van 
Zyl. The number of cattle, the 
size of the camps and how 
often you want to move your 
animals are up to you.

“For the purposes of plan
ning, I started with a herd of 
100 livestock units (LSUs),” 
says Gerrit. “This number will 
be influenced by every farm’s 
size, location, rainfall, rainfall 
patterns and labour, as well 
as current and future stock
ing rates.

“Currently I’m comfortable 
with moving the cattle every 
third day. Furthermore, I have 
estimated mathematically 
that it’s best to only utilise 
part of the available plant 
ma te rial during every grazing 
period. According to inter na
tio nal soilhealth experts Dr 
Christine Jones and Mr Jay 
Fuhrer, 50% defoliation by 
animals offers advantages, 
such as little root dieback 
and enough plant surfaces 
for photosynthesis, speeding 
up recovery in the growing 
season. But be flexible, de
pending on the time of year.

“With this sum in mind, 
I divided all the larger, per
manent camps further into 
smaller camps of as close as 
possible to 5 ha, each with  
its own water. At first we 
fenced off new temporary 
camps every day, but later 
the camps were divided with 
a single strand electrified 
wire powered by solar. 

“If you assume an LSU 

consumes 3% of his/her 
weight per day, an LSU eats 
4 927 kg of dry material per 
year. This means that, with 
a carrying capacity of 6 ha/
LSU, this area theoretically 
produces 821 kg of dry mate
rial per hectare. If you break 
this down into grazing days, 
6 ha then offers 365 grazing 
days; therefore, a hectare 
offers 60 grazing days.

“Now you have to get your 
cattle into large herds, move 
them frequently and give the 
camps enough opportunity to 
recover. I feel a camp should 
not be grazed for longer than 
three days.

“I determined the grazing 
days of every camp and gave 
the stockman a spreads
heet of how long I wanted 
to graze a specific herd in 
every small camp. The size 
of the herds can vary. By 
keeping the spreadsheet up 
to date, I theore tical ly know 
the percen tage of remaining 
grazing at any point. You 
sacrifice 1015% production 
when you first switch over. 
The higher num bers compen
sate for this “loss”. How ever, 
make sure this is not too 
much in the ear ly years, as 
bills still have to be paid.

“My grazing year runs 
from 1 August tot 31 July. 
In this system, onethird of 
the veld is rested for a full 
year to produce grass. This 
grass provides a buffer for 
droughts. The rest is grazed 
optimally.”

 — GERRIT VAN ZYL

mea sure your progress.
“The only way to make more 

money from your investment 
than what the bank can offer 
you, is to sustainably increase 
your stocking rate on natural 
veld with a management ap-
proach that improves a farm’s 
natural resources,” Van Zyl says.

Use cattle to optimise mother 
nature’s resources. The cheapest 
way to improve your veld’s car-
rying capacity is through ma-
nagement. Aim for a stocking 
rate of double your current 
norm. 

In the end, everything has to 
revolve around using a holistic 
approach to find a profitable 
balance between veld improve-
ment and animal production.

Van Zyl’s first big adjustment 
was to change the production- 
per-animal approach and to 
place more emphasis on profit 
per hectare. Even though num-
bers play a big role, the secret lies 
in how efficiently you increase 
numbers while still maintaining 
an acceptable level of produc-
tion and keeping costs under 
control. 

DE WET COETZEE
Van Zyl says the first man he 
looked up in his journey to rege-
nerative agriculture, was Mr De 
Wet Coetzee from the Moeilik-
heid farm near Lindley. Coetzee 
has since 1998 been building the 
carbon levels of his soils by using 
cattle on veld to increase soil life.     

Coetzee says he made little 
progress initially, but eventually 
managed to double the carrying 
capacity of his veld, and even 
tripling it at places.

“The animals and the veld 
form a holistic whole. The har-
dest thing for people starting out 
with regenerative agriculture is 
not to build the soil, but rather 
to make the paradigm shift that 
allows them to manage their 
animals correctly,” Coetzee says.

He also believes that the low 
cost at which such a system can 
be run, is a distinct competitive 
advantage. He agrees with Van 
Zyl that the transition from a 
conventional grazing system to 
high-density grazing practices is 

  GERRIT VAN ZYL GIVES SOME ADVICE

a process that takes time. 
“There is no switch you can 

throw to make the change. Ani-
mals will not be able to adapt to 
the new system instantly.”

ECONOMICALLY, 
ECOLOGICALLY  
AND SOCIALLY 
SUSTAIN ABLE
No farming system is sustain-
able if it is not also economi-
cally, ecologically and socially 
sustain able. 

“If you are not turning a pro-
fit or building up your soil, you 
are staring defeat in the face. 
You must also run your farm 
within the constraints of your 
own management abilities and 
circumstances,” Coetzee says.

His advice to those starting off 
with regenerative agriculture is 
to apply as much pressure as pos-
sible on grazing systems with out 
sacrificing the animals’ perfor-
mance – otherwise it won’t be 
sustainable. 

“Selecting for animals with 
lower body maintenance needs 
allows farmers to gradually put 
more pressure on grazing.”

Animals that stand up to such 
selection, typically have the fol-
lowing traits:

■■ An inherent, good body con-
dition score.

■■ Enough milk.
■■ More body fat.
■■ Hormonally balanced.
■■ Adapted to the environment.
■■ Right type. Animals with a 
smaller frame are more suited.
Of all these traits, the body 

condition score is the key to 
cattle production. The quicker 
their maintenance needs are 
met, the sooner surplus energy 
will be available for milk and/
or reproduction.

Achieving greater stock densi-
ty with the right kind of animal 
is a wonderful way of using veld 
optimally, so start looking at the 
correct density for your grazing 
periods.  

Move your animals regularly and give your camps sufficient  
time to rest. 

ENQUIRIES: Mr. Gerrit van Zyl,  
email: gerrit@mabitzo.co.za, 083 
325 3047. Mr. De Wet Coetzee, 
email: dewetc@compuking.co.za, 
082 862 9492. 



DRAKENSBERGER SADRAKENSBERGER SA AUCTIONS

To buy and sell animals at auctions does 
not only give the buyer access to quality 

animals; the seller is also assured of 
getting his money. That’s why it’s always a 
good idea to ensure that auctions are held 

under the auspices of a society.

Auctions offer 
farmers

loads of value

At a national auction only top animals are selected according to 
strict criteria. PHOTO: SUPPLIEDW

hen a farmer 
wants to buy ani-
mals at auc tions 
and a patron is 
not present, he 

must realise the animals are 
not being sold under the aus-
pices of the society. 

A patron is a selector who 

fers and cows) achieving more 
than 7,5 may be sold.

“The advantage for farmers 
who buy animals at auction is 
that they will get a greater variety 
within the breed versus buying 
privately from just one breeder.”

NETWORKING 
OPPORTUNITIES
Mr Frik Roux, a Drakensberger 
breeder, likes to buy animals at 
auctions because rules are ap-
plied to protect the buyer. 

“An auction also offers good 
networking opportunities, sin-
ce you can mix easily with your 
fellow breeders, exchange opi-
nions, and meet other breeders 
and in this way broaden your 
horizons.

“At auctions held under the 
auspices of the society there are 
usually a variety of phenotypes 
of approved animals which buy-
ers can choose from. 

“To buy the right bull for your 
herd is worth its weight in gold. 
I therefore always advise farmers 
to buy bulls under patronage,” 
Roux says. 

DRAKENSBERGERS ON AUCTION
The National Drakensberg auction will be held on Thursday 
24 June at 11:00 at the Afridome in Parys in the Free State.  
For more information, contact Mr Jean van der Merwe at  
jean@blackhills.co.za or 082 719 7521.

has been trained and delegated 
by the society to act as the so-
ciety’s patron at auctions. 

Mr Louis Botha, a patron for 
the Drakensberger Breeders’ So-
ciety, says the documentation of  
animals on offer at official Dra-
kensberger auc tions will always 
meet the society’s standards.

“It boils down to a seal of 
approval the society confers on 
animal. Therefore the farmer has 
the peace of mind of knowing 
that the animal involved is of 
top quality,” Botha says.

“Patrons are only involved in 
official auctions. Therefore, if a 
patron isn’t present, the respon-
sibility for the transaction as well 
as the quality of the animal lie 
with the breeder.”

VARIETY
Mr Schalk Erlank of GWK says 
much more purchasing power 
is available at a production sale 
and national auction.

“The good thing about an auc-
tion, especially national auctions, 
is that various animals from diffe-
rent breeders are on offer, unless 
it is a production sale where only 
one breeder’s animals are offered.

“At a national auction, ani-
mals are selected according to 
strict criteria. The animals on 
offer at a national auction are 
scored out of 10. 

“Only bulls with a score higher 
than 8 and female animals (hei-
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DRAKENSBERGER SADRAKENSBERGER SA  PHENOTYPE

B
esides the fact that the 
Drakensberger is an 
indigenous breed, the 
breed also possesses 
other economically 

important traits, such as adap
tability, fertility, ease of calving, 
strong milk production, longe
vity, vigour, feed conversion 
and carcass quality. However, 
appearance is high on the list 
and selection is done in strict 
accordance with the breed so
ciety’s Standard of Excellence. 

The value that the Standard 
of Excellence offers the develop
ment of the breed is reflected  in 
the uniformity of appearance of 
the Drakensberger today. 

The late Prof Cas Maree ob
served that the Drakensberger 
had developed into a breed 
with identifiable genetic traits, 
making it an almost perfect 
beefcattle breed.

Breeders of Drakensbergers 
have always aimed to deliver 
optimal and effective produc
tion at the most economical level. 
With out this ability they would 
not have been able to compete 

with other cattle breeds, espe
cially because Drakensberger 
breeders often graze sheep with 
their Drakensbergers. 

The Drakensberger, which is 
particularly adapted to thrive on 
natural veld, has an exceptionally  
large rumen volume and the abi
lity to convert grass, even of low  
quality, into highquality meat. 

Female animals form the cor
nerstone of Drakensberger bree
ding, and they must always be 
able to exploit all available feed 

supplies to sustain themselves, 
produce capably and reproduce 
in extreme, variable conditions. 

When it comes to reproduc
tion, cows must be able to bear 
a problemfree calf at an early 
age. She must also live a long 
and productive life, consistent
ly producing calves that achieve 
optimal weaning weights.

Drakensberger breeders con
sistently achieve these goals on 
natural veld with minimal in
puts. An exceptional trait of the 

Drakensberger cow is her ability 
to recover after winter. All the 
characteristics listed here have 
contributed to the Drakensber
ger developing an exceptional 
maternal line. 

Information from the Agricul
tural Research Council’s Animal 
Production Institute shows that 
Drakensberger cows have the 
lowest incidence of disease and 
calf mortality compared with 
other cattle breeds in South Afri
ca. This indicates problemfree 
management, especially where 
extended grazing is practised. 

Drakensberger bulls are 
renowned for their libido and 
long, productive lives. 

As Drakensberger bulls are 
derived from a maternalline 
breed, they are ideal for use 
with cows of all breeds, types 
and sizes.

The crossbreeding ability of 
Drakensberger bulls, and the 
hybrid vigour they offer, is due 
to them not being related to any 
other cattle breed in the world. 

The cow efficiency of such 
herds is improved because of 
fewer calving problems. 

A Drakensberger bull, espe
cially the early sexuallymaturing 
types, can marketedly improve 
the market readiness of socalled 
leanbeef cattle breeds. 

Drakensberger bulls also pos
tively impact postweaning 
growth and carcass quality, 
which ultimately helps to deter
mine the quality of the product 
on a consumer’s plate. In this 
regard, Drakensberger bulls have 
a proven track record.  

An adapted animal is  
a productive animal 

In the never-ending race to breed ever-more productive beef 
cattle, animals with a well-balanced and sufficiently muscled 

meat carcass were developed. Drakensbergers are prime 
examples of this strict scientific selection process.
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A long and productive life of 15 years or even longer is common for 
the Drakensberger. 
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DRAKENSBERGER SADRAKENSBERGER SA APPEARANCE OF ANIMALS

A
daptability among 
cattle is especially 
important when 
it comes to the 
environment and 

ambient temperature. An 
animal is most comfortable 
between environmental tem-
peratures of 10-27°C.

“Animals must be able to re-
flect and not attract ultraviolet 
rays from the sun, otherwise 
they will overheat and struggle to 
adapt,” says Prof Danie Bosman, 
long-standing livestock expert 
with the Agricultural Research 
Council. Bosman has been invol-
ved, amongst other things, with 
the performance-testing schemes 
for all cattle breeds.    

Bosman points out that shiny, 
smooth hair, hide colour and 
hide thickness determine how 
animals handle heat. “The hide 

is 8% of the animal’s weight. It 
is an important organ. A thick 
hide is essential for adaptability 
because it establishes more blood 
flow to the surface. In this way the 
animal can get rid of excess heat.”

Bosman says an animal’s hide 
is measured in the neck and must 
be at least 18 mm; 12 or 14 mm 
is too thin. 

REGENERATIVE 
AGRICULTURE
Even though an animal’s phy-
sical appearance is a good indi-
cation of whether it can adapt 
to the climate, Mr Pikkie Uys, a 
farmer from the Wakkerstroom/
Volksrust area in Mpuma langa, 
points out that adaptability is 
just as important in regenerative 
agriculture.

“I ran an ultra-high-density 
grazing trial last year where we 

grazed up to 900 cattle on 0.8  ha, 
with eight moves, six moves and 
three moves per day. 

“I saw conception among my 
first-calf cows suffer and the 
massive difference between the 
adaptability of animals became 
obvious.”

Uys says he wants to add nutri-
tional adaptation to the traits re-
quired for overall adaptabi lity. 
The hardiness of animals can 
be affected by negative impacts. 

“I don’t know if we realise how 
much damage we do with all 
the supplementary feeding and 
high-energy diets we give young 
animals, as well as dipping and 
dosing agents.

“By dipping my animals, they 
lost their resistance to redwater 
within six months, but I can get 
it back within six months by ex-
posing them again. It is a myth 

that indigenous breeds don’t get 
redwater or gallsickness. I do be-
lieve they have a greater ability 
to develop resistance though, but 
they can lose that too,” says Uys.

FERTILITY
Adaptability also plays a role in 
animals’ fertility and size.

Uys says more and more live-
stock farms are being swallowed 
up by arable farmers who can 
earn more money on a smaller 
number of hectares. Cattle far-
mers must therefore be profitable 
if they want to be competitive.

“Profitability is determined by 
stock density and fertility. We will 
therefore have to keep more ani-
mals on less land, and smaller 
animals with lower maintenance 
needs will be an automatic conse-
quence of this.

“Smaller animals are not fertile 
because they are small. They are 
small because they are fertile. My 
argument is that markers such as 
a smooth, shiny hide, condition 
and colour are very important, 
but performance tells you every-
thing. The pinnacle of perform-
ance for female animals is to 
produce a healthy, vigorous calf 
every year from the age of two.

“Farmers will come unstuck if 
they select directly for growth. 
Even though growth is impor-
tant, it must be relative to the 
frame of the animal. The animal 
that grows quickly relative to its 
own frame size will be the better 
animal in most cases. 

SIZE OF COW
Bosman says cow size is impor-
tant when it comes to adaptabi-
lity, reproduction and the num-
ber of animals that can be run in 
a given area.

“The size of the cow is a matter 
of balance with the environment, 
of which nutrition is the most im-
portant aspect. A cow weighing 
600 kg consumes 18 kg of feed, 
versus a cow of 400 kg that consu-
mes 12 kg. This makes a big diffe   - 
rence in keeping the physiological  
aspects, like hormonal balance, 
in check.

“If the cow that has to eat 
18 kg per day does not get it, she 
won’t reproduce. If she doesn’t 

An animal’s adaptability, hardiness and ability to reproduce 
naturally can be determined by studying it’s physical traits. 

During a webinar hosted earlier this year by the Drakensberger 
Breeders’ Society of South Africa, experts shared some advice on 
the specific aspects farmers and breeders should be looking for. 
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Appearance reveals 
good traits of cattle

Adaptability plays a role in determining an animal’s fertility and size.



June 2021  |  Supplement to Landbouweekblad  |  DRAKENSBERGERS  |  25

reproduce, she will lose that calf. 
“We often wonder why the 

cow that weighs 600 kg lost her 
calf and think something must 
have happened, but it is this very 
cow you must cull. That cow is 
too big for the environment and 
she is telling you this by losing 
her calf during or immediately 
after birth.”

When looking at an animal’s 
appearance and size, the princi
ple of muscling versus good meat 
traits must be examined closely 
as well. 

Bosman says there must be a 
balance between muscling, re
production, milk production and 
adaptability. If a farmer doesn’t 
maintain that balance, he will run 
into trouble when it comes to re
production and milk production. 

“We all want muscling, espe
cially among bulls. But we must 
remember that the female off
spring of the bull you are using 
will still be evident in the herd 
15 years from now and if you 
make a mistake, that mistake 
will follow you all the way.

“Watch out for excessive mus
cling and doublemuscling genes. 
The disadvantages these cattle 
bring are just too many on all 
levels – on an anatomical level, 
the intestines; a smaller heart 
and liver; and muscles without 
fat. If you lose external fat and 
marbling, you lose reproduction. 
You need fat for reconception 
and reproduction.”

Bosman says breeders should 
rather select bulls that cover 
cows adapted to the veld, and not 
necessarily use muscular bulls. 

Uys says he has started to 
identify animals with the double 
muscling gene and he doesn’t use 
them anymore. 

“I realised they were responsi
ble for 80% of calving problems. 
Those animals also don’t have 
milk, they struggle to reconceive 
and some of them test pregnant, 
but when the calving season arri
ves, they don’t calve. I therefore 
have no doubt that these animals 
are less fertile.”

PEDIGREES
Reproduction is the foundation 
of a herd’s continued existence 

and a pedigree is a useful guide
without which a farmer can’t do.

“You are making a gigantic 
mistake if you think you can 
breed animals without pedigrees. 
However, if you have pedigree 
and reproduction records and 
you don’t use them to get rid of 
weaker animals, they are of little 
use,” Bosman points out.

“I have been working with two 
commercial breeders for a num
ber of years and it worries me that 
they have no idea of pedigrees 
and which heifers were fathered 
by which bulls and which bull is 
the actual cleanup bull.

“If, for example, you get inbree
ding by covering a daughter with 
her sire, reproduction is the first 
trait that is affected. Within the 
Drakensberger breed you can do 
some crossbreeding by mating 
different lines with one an oth er 
but in principle stay away from 
inbreeding. If you want to use fa
mily, go to line breeding (cousins) 
and then to a line that delivers 
good performance.

“I like pedigrees because then 
I can get a clear picture of the 

dam. I can see her reproduction 
and milk figures, who her dam, 
granddam and grandsire are. 
Stud breeders put all this infor
mation in the catalogue, which 
offers excellent value. If you buy 
a bull and the dam is a weak re
producing cow, you import loads 
of weak genes into your herd.”

REPRODUCTION
The development of reproduc
tion organs is also important. 
In the case of female animals, 
Bosman says the first thing that 
must be taken into account is that 
the cow must appear feminine. 

The whole animal must be 
feminine, from the head to the 
shoulders and shoulder blades. 
She must also have a wedge 
shape and her reproductive or
gans must be well developed.

“We once harvested embryos 
from 60 cows for the Americans. 
Some of these cows produced 42 
embryos in one go and others 
five. It was interesting to look at 
their build and genitalia. Those 
that produced fewer embryos, 
were weaker and their genitalia 

and udders were a bit smaller. 
They had a bit more muscling 
and were coarser animals, so fe
mininity counts for a lot.”

Uys says he looks at condition, 
a shiny hide and the development 
of the vulva and udder as indi
cations of the correct hormonal 
balance.

“But for the genetic progress 
of you herd, the bulls are very 
important. You will not achieve 
this by getting rid of weak cows; 
only by using better bulls.”

THE BULLS
“Every man must use his own 
recipe for bull selection, but it 
basically boils down to the fact 
that a bull must look and act like 
a bull. He must have a strong and 
broad head, neck and brows, and 
a heavy forequarter and wedge 
towards the back. The scrotum is 
the most important, because it is 
a very good indication of fertility. 
But it must all be relative, in other 
words a large scrotum in relation 
to his frame,” Uys says.

The bull’s scrotum must be well 
formed and symmetrical, because 
it houses the semen.

“For proper insemination of 
cows, 35 million sperm are re
quired. If only 20 million sperm 
are ejaculated, the cow won’t be 
inseminated successfully. This is 
linked to the size of the scrotum 
and an excellent epididymis that 
is clearly visible. 

“Libido is also important, be
cause the bull has to cover more 
than one cow. This can be deter
mined by being on the lookout 
for a bald spot on the forehead 
and other secondary traits, such 
as a bull that seems full of life. 
The sheath must also not be too 
long, because this bedevils the 
reproduction process.”

But Bosman says there are 
always exceptions in genetics.

Uys says the very point of bree
ding is to generate traits that 
cannot be improved by using 
another breed. “Most of the time, 
these are survival traits, such as 
fertil ity and adaptability.” 

ENQUIRIES: Mr Pikkie Uys,  
082 857 5022. Mr Danie  
Bosman, 083 637 0189.

Mr Danie Bosman says breeders should rather select bulls that are 
capable of covering veld-adapted cows, than getting unnecessarily 
fixated on exceptionally muscled bulls.
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T
he weaner indus try 
depends on good re - 
lationships be tween 
producers and buyers, 
while other experts 

concentrate on research to 
streamline the red-meat value 
chain. 

“South Africa does not export 
all its best red-meat cuts, the way 
the fruit industry does, so the 
best products are available to 
local consumers. They can be 
assured that the meat is of inter-
national quality and they never 
have to be concerned about the 
safety of red meat,” says Mr De-
wald Olivier, executive officer at 
the South African Feedlot Asso-
ciation (Safa). 

He says it is imperative for 
the feedlot industry to meet the 
requirements related to trace-
ability, animal health, food safe-
ty and food security. He says it 
makes sense that traceability can 
be tracked from the feedlot back 
to the farmer, but points out 
that the future of beef exports 
will rely on trust relationships  
between all participants.  

He believes there will be pro-
ducers who can’t or won’t ad here 
to the requirements of a trace-
ability scheme, preferring to pro-
duce meat for local markets at a 
specific price point. 

The thorough monitoring of South Africa’s feedlot herd is imperative for the industry, 
not just for the sake of red-meat exports, but also to put local consumers at ease about 

the safety of the food on their table. Two experts shed light on these issues during  
a webinar hosted by the Drakensberger Breeders’ Society of South Africa. 

Beef cattle and feedlots

“Farmers who are export- 
minded will build relationships 
of trust with feedlots, that will, in 
turn, be in similar relationships 
with concerned parties further 
down the value chain, domesti-
cally as well as internationally.”  

Oliver says there will be com-
partments in the meat industry 
in which everyone is commit-
ted to the export of traceable, 
disease-free meat to internatio-
nal trading partners who trust 
that compartment’s protocols. 
As is the case with pork, such 
compartments will be able to 
continue exporting regardless of 
the prevailing national status of 
foot-and-mouth or other animal 
diseases. In order to be able to 
export 24% of South Africa’s 
beef production, the country 
will have to implement a better 
grading system for meat that 
is acceptable to foreign consu-
mers, says Olivier. Besides age, it 
will have to indicate the level of 
tenderness and marbling.

Sound communication be-
tween breeders’ groups and 
the buyers of their animals is of 
great importance when trying to  
successfully market weaners. 

For there to be open and ho-
nest discourse between all con-
cerned parties, everyone must 
understand why some calves 

With South African feedlots making a loss 30% of the time, it’s absolutely imperative that they are  
managed scientifically, which includes buying the best genetics for growth. PHOTO: SUPPLIED

fare better in feedlots than others.
Another aspect according to 

which producers can negotiate 
better prices for their animals 
at feedlots is a herd’s particular 
level of health, including the 
vaccination programme follo-
wed by the farmer. Dewald also 
supports the accurate recording 
of the herd’s history, which can 
contribute to promoting the 
traceability of a product from 
the farm to the consumer’s  
plate. There should also always 
be an emphasis on people, be-
cause sound relationships make 
for good business.

“Even though we work with 
animals and they are our pro-
duct, we are in the relationship 
business. Feedlots need produ-
cers and we believe they also 
need us. We worked against 
each other for a long time, but 
we must pull together now to 
sell our product abroad.” 

The feedlot industry’s code 
of best management practice 
encompasses everything from 
the good care and rearing of 
animals through sound manage-
ment to the proper application 
of veterinary practices and the 
treatment of animals. Everything 
is linked to the international ISO 
standard that is monitored by 
independent auditors.

“South African meat can 
compete with the best in the 
world and the world’s markets 
are open. We have to move ever 
closer to self-regulation and the 
traceability  project is a step in 
the right direction,” Olivier says.

RESEARCH
Research being done by Mr. 
Phillip Oosthuizen for his doc-
torate in agricultural economics 
is looking at ways of streamlining 
the red-meat value chain in order 
to unlock greater value and pro-
fits. This includes, among other 
things, investigating which cattle 
breeds grow best, ideal adapta-
tion and feeding periods, the best 
rations and the grading of meat. 

He says it is not just necessary 
to apply the best management to 
turn a profit – a scientific farmer 
must also ensure he remains at 
the cutting edge of his industry 
by using the best technology and 
continually researching ways to 
optimise his value chain.

“The farmer must pay sus-
tained attention to the products 
he delivers, as well as the proces-
ses, technology, business models 
and sectors related to this. The 
ultimate goal is always economic 
sustainability,” he says. 

According to Oosthuizen, 
South Africa slaughters an ave-
rage of eight million cattle per 
year, 75% of which pass through 
feedlots with space for 700 000 
cattle. Even though the local 
beef cattle industry is dynamic, 
there is a lot of room for im-
proving the profitability of the 
feedlot industry.

He says the question is how 
economically sustainable this is. 
Rising production costs can only 
be checked by producing more 
on the same land, getting bigger, 
diversifying and adding value. 
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At the Sernick group, where 
Oosthuizen is head of research 
and economy, a little bit of every-
thing is done to drive the profi-
tability of cattle farming – from 
feedlotting to adding value. 

Oosthuizen’s first research 
project in 2015 focused on 
the precision finishing of beef 
cattle in feedlots looking speci-
fically at what feeding periods 
produced the most profitable 
results across different breeds. 
After all, different cattle breeds 
differ in their potential to 
perform in a feedlot because 
of their genetic differences. 
By determining, among other 
things, the growth, feed intake 
and slaughter percentage of 
every distinctive breed, feedlot 
performance can be recreated. If 
price scenarios, mainly feed-and-
carcass price, are processed with 
the performance data, a feeding 
period can be calculated that de-
livers the highest profit.

“Cattle farmers must realise 
that feeding efficiency and 
growth are becoming more im-

then adapted in the feedlot for  
10 days on a feedlot starter 
ration. They are then ready to 
follow a feedlot regime. The 
first purpose of backgroun-
ding is to allow the rumen to 
adapt from a milk-grass diet 
to a grain ration. Grain has 
a high energy content that 
lowers the rumen’s acid level. 
Secondly, backgrounding 
helps weaners adapt socially 
in a feedlot, like eating out 
of the same trough as other 
animals in a small camp.

■■ Research to establish the 
optimal slaughtering time for 
different breeds provides the 
final financial advantage.

■■ Calves that do not perform in 
the backgrounding phases, will 
also not perform in the feedlot. 
About 10% are culled before 
they reach the feedlot. 
 

ENQUIRIES: Mr Dewald Olivier, 082 
800 37 37, email: exec@safeedlot.
co.za, web: http://safeedlot.co.za/. 
Mr Phillip Oosthuizen, email:  
phillip@sernickgroup.co.za

portant for feedlots. Without 
genetic improvement, feedlots 
will struggle to survive, espe-
cially those which are not part 
of an optimised value chain,” 
Oosthuizen says.

EFFICIENCY
Feedlots in South Africa are 
marginal and risky when they 
are not managed scientifically.

According to Oosthuizen’s 
research, feedlots show a loss 
30% of the time. Some of his 
recommendations for profitable 
feedlot production include:

■■ Buy the best healthy wea-
ners from bulls with known 
feed-conversion and growth 
figures. Stud breeders can 
add real value by genetical-
ly selecting their bulls for 
growth and feed-conversion 
ability. Breeders who have 
their bulls tested for this trait 
and select them accordingly 
can transfer this trait to the 
commercial producer’s herd 
to achieve better value in the 
feedlot. Unfortunately, there 

are too many cows for these 
traits to be accurately eva-
luated in the entire female 
population. Female animals 
bred from stud bulls will carry 
this trait and should transfer 
it to their progeny. Accurate 
pedigrees together with selec-
tion for genetic improvement 
increase the predictability 
of breeding and represent 
some of the added value the 
stud breeder can offer the 
commercial breeder. Within 
the next three to five years, 
scientific progress will allow 
stud breeders to select their 
animals with the help of geno-
mic markers for meat tender-
ness. Beef from these cattle 
will lead to a better eating 
experience for the consumer. 

■■ Cattle must get the neces-
sary backgrounding before 
they go to a feedlot. Bulls 
must first graze on veld for 
30 days where they should 
get a supplementary protein 
lick. Growth is limited to 
1 kg per day. The animals are 

“Some call it in the middle of nowhere... 
I call it the center of my world”

Nelmarié van Staden:  082 466 4868
E-mail: bonheim.drakensberger@gmail.com
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Sheep and lambs over 2 weeks of age:
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4-6 weeks and an annual booster thereafter.
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BROAD-SPECTRUM VACCINE TO PROTECT
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 Infectious necrotic hepatitis • Bacillary hemoglobinuria • Black quarter • Malignant 

• Lamb dysentery • Pulpy kidney • Infectious necrotic hepatitis • Bacillary 
hemoglobinuria • Sudden death • Black quarter • Malignant oedema • Gas 

gangrene • Tetanus • Enterotoxaemia • Hemorrhagic enteritis • Lamb dysentery
• Pulpy kidney • Infectious necrotic hepatitis • Bacillary hemoglobinuria • Sudden 

death • Black quarter • Malignant oedema • Gas gangrene • Tetanus • 
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