The Drakensberger
weaner calf: A sought
after commodity
By Izak Hofmeyr

F

ew people will argue that the
Drakensberger cow is an exceptional animal with outstanding mothering abilities. This is
confirmed by the fact that the
breed maintains a mere 1,3% calf mortality
up to weaning. Put differently: 98,7% of the
calves destined for the weaner calf market,
will actually reach the market.
“There is no doubt that the
Drakensberger is a partner in nature,” says
Dr Johann Fourie, board member of the
Drakensberger Cattle Breeders’ Society.
Table 1: Carcass results.
Live
weight
(kg)

Carcass
weight
(kg)

Dressing
percentage
(%)

348

245,60

70,57

394

271,00

68,78

412

241,20

58,54

393

240,20

61,12

Average:
348

Average:
249,50

Average: 64,51

areas and allegations have been
made that the animals cannot
withstand heat due to their black
coat. To get to the bottom of these
statements, the society requested
the University of the Free State to
conduct a proper scientific study
into the matter.
“The study by an MSc student
was also presented at the world
congress. The results were clear:
The Drakensberger is a breed to be reckoned with, as it offers a total
There is absolutely no evidence
package for optimal breeding.
that the breed’s black coat has any
negative effect on its heat resistance. The
The latter study was completed by anarectal temperature taken during the study,
lysing data of more than 600 000 feedlot
which included on six indigenous and
cattle across the country. The conclusion
foreign breeds, was significantly lower in
was clear, namely that there is no reason
the Drakensberger group.”
to discriminate against the Drakensberger
in the feedlot.
“To pursue the matter even further,
Disease prevalence
the society, in conjunction with animal
On exactly the same basis, the board
health companies MSD and Zoetis, conrequested the University of Pretoria to
ducted another test based on the point
conduct a study into the Drakensberger’s
of departure that correct and timeous
performance in the feedlot, especially in
immunisation of your cattle herd against
relation to diseases. Once again an MSc
bovine virus diarrhoea (BVD) is essential
student conducted the study.

“The Drakensberger cow is forgiving and
can thrive in less than optimal conditions,
but they obviously perform much better
under good management conditions. We
are interested in their performance under
those conditions.”
However, to offer the total package as an
optimal breeding breed, the Drakensberger
must also be a sought-after breed in the
feedlot and produce an outstanding carcass.
This is especially relevant, as the breed is
often criticised for its feedlot performance.
“To scientifically test these objections
and criticism against the Drakensberger,
the society board pro-actively arranged
for testing to be conducted and the results
speak for themselves.”

Heat resistance and coat
“Criticism has been directed at the
Drakensberger’s adaptability in hot climatic
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Correct and timeous immunisation of your cattle herd is an indication of good management.
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Zebutype

British breed

European breed

Drakensberger

Dressing H

55,72 b

53,98 a

58,54 b

58,08 b

Tenderness H

3,11 a

3,17 a

2,19 b

2,98 a

Juiciness H

3,47 a

3,41 a

3,36 a

3,69 b

Taste H

3,60 a

3,56 a

3,24 b

3,70 a

137,20 a

130,80 a

190,05 b

129,08 a

Cut resistance HH

a/b values differ statistically (p = 0,05); H – higher values (1–7) better; HH – lower values
better
and that it makes a major contribution to
satisfactory performance in the feedlot.
“We immunised two groups of calves
with the BVD vaccine supplied by the two
companies. Evaluation of the immunised
calves yielded impressive data in respect
of feedlot performance.”

Exceptional average growth
Two groups of calves were prepared in
2014 before they were taken to the feedlot. The first group of 500 was immunised
with Respiravax, which was generously
made available by MSD. The mortality rate
among the group of calves was 0,56%
(much lower than the feedlot average)
and they have exhibited and recorded
above average daily growth.
“The breeder received continuous
reports from the feedlot, which is the best
way of following the animals’ progress.
A healthy relationship exists between
the breeder and feedlot buyer, which

automatically leads to trust and future
transactions.
“The second group was immunised
with Bovishield, donated by Zoetis as
part of a controlled test. In this case,
mortality was 0%, with a daily growth
rate above the feedlot average. The
group consisted of more than 250
calves.
“These results confirm those of a
previous test conducted in 2009, when
a group of 1 526 calves were taken to
a well-known feedlot. The mortality
rate was 0,59% and the average growth
exceeded the feedlot average.”
These studies, Dr Fourie says, confirm
conclusions made by the Beefcor feedlot, where a livestock consultant, Peter
Milton, identified the Drakensberger as
one of the preferred breeds in the South
African feedlot industry.
To take the study even further, the
society conducted individual testing on

Figure1: The percentage of expensive meat per 100g hindquarter.

groups of animals. Positive data was generated
throughout.

A good price at the auction
“Although this information is available, certain
feedlots remain under the impression that the
Drakensberger is an unwanted feedlot animal.
This means that individual breeders will have to
address the issue proactively in order to change
those perceptions,” says Dr Fourie.
“Experience shows unequivocally that negative perceptions disappear once an open and
professional business relationship is established
with buyers, and information is exchanged in
respect of issues such as immunisation, weaning technique, wet or dry calves and especially
herd management.
“The board is aware of a very encouraging
current trend. In the past there were regions
where less was paid for Drakensberger calves
than for other cattle at auctions. Now, however,
these price differences are disappearing as a
result of a deliberate and active campaign by
the society.”
Dr Fourie emphasises the value of proper
marketing planning. Few calves, for example,
are available in September and October.
“Therefore, if the immunisation of your herd
is up to date and you are able to market dry
calves that have been weaned two weeks
earlier and had the opportunity to grow out,
there will surely be a great demand for these
types of calves.”
When it comes to meat quality, the abattoir
data speaks for itself, as is illustrated in Tables 1
and 2 and in Figure 1.

Meat-to-bone ratio
It is a known fact that the Drakensberger carcass boasts an outstanding meat-to-bone ratio.
The later the animal is slaughtered, the better
the ratio becomes. The fact that the Drakensberger grows for a longer period and produces
meat before fat is laid down, certainly counts in
its favour.
“With this information available, the time
has come for this extremely positive message to
reach farmers, feedlot operators and consumers. The Drakensberger remains a formidable
breed to be reckoned with, precisely because
it offers a total package encompassing the
optimal breeding animal.”
Contact Dr Johann Fourie on 082 772 7716
or visit www.drakensbergers.co.za for more
information.
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Table 2: Comparison between the average carcass and meat quality values of four
genotypes.

