BSAS conference 




Over two hundred research papers were presented at this year’s BSAS conference in York.  Dr Janice Harland outlines just a few of the ones that will most interest Grass and Forage Farmer readers.  
Dairy breeds to suit
grazing systems 






Choice of the breeds best suited to seasonal production from pasture were reviewed by staff at the Livestock Improvement Corporation, Hamilton, New Zealand.  
Dr Jenny Pryce explained that in NZ, Jerseys are comparable with Holsteins for overall genetic merit, and in recent years crossbreeding has also become popular.
The current position is that 18% of cows are identified as crosses between Holsteins and Jerseys. To cope with multi-breeds and crosses, genetic evaluation has been a multi-breed trait animal evaluation since 1996.

The Production Worth index is designed to compare cows for their expected ability to convert feed to profit over a lifetime. The index was highest for Holstein x Jersey cows over the period 1985 to 2005.

NZ dairy industry’s breeding aim is to identify animals whose progeny will be the most efficient converters of feed into farmer profit. 

Live weight has been weighted negatively in sire selection since 1988, for increased live weight has a major effect on maintenance requirements, and also gives a lower stocking of heavier milk cows/hectare. The result is that NZ cows have increased in size very little since 1988, while maintaining near optimal rates of gain for the yield traits. 

It is recognised that requirements in systems where grass is the main feed source differ from countries where greater feed supplementation is offered. However, accounting for cow maintenance costs is important to ensure breeding decisions complement grazing systems. In NZ the crossbred is undoubtedly the most profitable.

More info from Dr Jenny Price on email jpryce@lic.co.nz

Parasites at low level in organic dairy farms

The level of nematode parasite infection in organic and non-organic dairy herds around Scotland, has been investigated by the Scottish Agricultural College, Penicuik, Midlothian.

Eleven organic dairy farms were matched with non-organic units in similar locations to ensure similar environmental conditions, including annual rainfall, daily temperature and length of grazing season. These farms were visited three times during the summer  to determine gut worm burdens. Six organic and six non-organic farms were also picked at random from the 11 pairs and visited once over the winter to determine liver fluke infection.

Faecal samples were taken from young stock averaging 10% of total herd size in their first grazing season. Cattle coat condition was also recorded.

No significant difference was found between the average faecal egg counts on organic and non-organic farms. This indicates that control strategies used by organic farmers -  mostly evasive clean-field grazing techniques - seemed to be working.

There was an expected general increase in faecal egg count over the grazing season, reflecting the life cycle of gastrointestinal parasites, but there was no significant difference in coat condition or the proportion of animals testing positive for liver fluke on the two farm types.

It was concluded that concerns over restrictions on drugs to treat internal parasites, adversely affecting the welfare of Scottish dairy calves, may be unfounded. In fact, this study pointed to a low incidence of parasitism in calves.
More on this from Lindsey Maggs at SAC, email: Lindsey.Maggs@sac.ac.uk
Texel and Dorset cross lambs thrive at hill level 


      

The performance of crossbred lambs from Welsh Mountain ewes, in terms of growth rate and age to slaughter weight, has been studied. Work was undertaken by ADAS Pwllpeiran, and the Institute of Rural Sciences, University of Wales, Aberystwyth.

Over a three-year period 1800 Welsh Mountain ewes were mated to either Cheviot, Poll Dorset, Lleyn or Texel sires by laparoscopic AI.

Single lambs were reared on the hill and twins on improved upland pasture. All lambs were weighed at birth, five, ten and 16-week weaning. Male lambs were finished on-farm and slaughtered at a target fat class of 3L. Before slaughter ultrasonic muscle and fat depths were measured, followed by carcass weight and conformation score.

Small differences were observed between sire breeds in average birth weight, but by five weeks old, lambs sired by Texel and Poll Dorset sires were significantly heavier than both Cheviot and Lleyn cross lambs. This weight advantage was even greater by 16 weeks.

Texel cross lambs reached slaughter 12 days earlier than Poll Dorset crosses and were 23 to 25 days younger at slaughter than Cheviot and Lleyn cross lambs.

It was concluded that when compared with the more conventional Cheviot x Welsh Mountain for use on hill pastures, crossbred progeny from Texel and Poll Dorset rams showed higher growth rates and reached slaughter earlier, demonstrating the potential of these crossbreeds for use at hill level. Lleyn and Cheviot cross lambs had similar performance throughout.

For more details email btw@aber.ac.uk.

Weight and condition losses in out-wintered suckler cows 



  
Live weight and condition score changes in non-lactating spring calving suckler cows, out-wintered from November to March, have been monitored. The study was by SAC Select Services, Bush Estate, Penicuik, Midlothian.
After weaning in late October 2004, 56 spring calving suckler cows were allocated to one of four feeding groups on the basis of cow breed type, live weight and condition score.  Cow breed types were either Aberdeen Angus cross or Limousin cross.

The four winter feeding groups were: deferred grazing, kale grazing, yellow turnip grazing and a housed control, where diets were based on ad libitum spring barley straw and 15kg/head/day of grass silage.

No significant differences between cow breed types were found. The housed group gained 34kg weight while the three out-wintered groups lost weight over the winter feeding period.

At an average weight loss of 49kg the cow group on deferred grazing lost significantly more weight than the other groups.

All groups lost condition score over the trial period except for the group on kale which gained 0.05 CS units.

Dr Jimmy Hyslop concluded that, under appropriate conditions, dry spring calving suckler cows can be out-wintered on both kale and turnip systems with an acceptable degree of live weight and condition score loss.

Further work is needed to establish if cows can be out-wintered satisfactorily on deferred grazing for a shorter part of the winter period, also, to determine the performance levels of other types of cattle when out-wintered on a range of feeding systems.

More on this trial from Jimmy Hyslop on email jimmy.hyslop@sac.ac.uk

Details of these are the papers are available from BSAS on 0131 445 4508 or visit the website: www. bsas.org.uk

1
2

