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Bull Selection:
A friend of mine has an interesting term which describes much of what goes on with the supplier-rancher relationship, i.e., "Farming the Farmer".

Why are bull and breeding costs so high? 

What drives the value of a bull, his breeding, consistency of offspring, or, what we pay for him?

Better yet, can bulls make money, and not cost money?

Bulls are required, they are beautiful, and they can be a pain in the fanny. They are large animals, and consequently consume more forage, nearly twice as much as a moderate sized cow. That forage could 
be used for females who will calve. 

They need a separate pasture for a portion of the year. 

Some are dangerous. 

They consume time and money, a bull here, escaped thru the fence, and was gone for 8 months, and 
suddenly reappeared. He had been in a forest enjoying the spring and summer months. The cost was 
the time and gas looking for him, plus forage, and not breeding. 

Cows per Bull:

Most place too few cows with a bull. A good yearling bull can settle 40 cows, a two year old can settle 
50 cows, a mature bull can handle 75 cows. We have 20 herd bulls, two are extras, in case something 
goes lame, breaks a penis, or any other issue. The extra bulls are not a cost with bull turnover, while they appreciate, or holding their value for sale, swapping, or for lease. A "good bull" is developed in the
environment and management in which he is expected to work, it might be all forage, it might be a 
feed lot, a farm feeding 6 months per year, etc.. More on this subject, later.

Here, the bulls are alone with their group for 60 days, and then we combine groups, leaving one bull in. 
This insures a fertile bull with every group, we track the dates, and DNA any late calves as our herd is registered, a commercial herd can skip the DNA. 

A late calf is better than no calf. We cannot sell a calf which was never born.

By leaving a bull in months beyond the 60 days, nearly everything is settled. The cow with a late calf
is culled after weaning her late calf the following year. In the grass finished business, there is a benefit

to a longer calving season, in order to spread available supply. 

We do not preg check. This is work, it costs money, it is stress on the cattle, and stress for people.

With low cow costs, in our case $293 per year, it costs more to preg check than carrying a few open cows through winter. These cows will be great, well marbled, grass finished beef, the following year.

Genetics and adaptation are important:

Consider grazing management, an animal moving from a farm which feeds 6 months, will fail when moving
to a ranch grazing year round. A group moving from rotational grazing to mob grazing will have mediocre success. Cattle moving from mob grazing to rotational grazing will thrive, cattle moving from a ranch or 
mob grazing, to a farm feeding 6 months will thrive, as the environment is easier. Cattle adapted to their environment and particular management perform better, each generation improves the herd adaptation and performance.

Generations matter. Most of the large volume sellers of bulls use cooperator herds. The good news is 
that bulls within a large peer group can be evaluated and measured against one another, with a predefined 
set of criteria. There is bad news. The bulls come from various environments. The cooperators for most
of the top 100 bull marketers, turn over at a rate of about 20% per year, and consequently the ability 
to stack generations is on average about 5 years. That is not long enough. And, most cooperators will have
the same cow herd they started with, with the addition of new bulls. This is absent prepotency, the bull may look great,and his offspring may be all over the spectrum. For example, our heifer calves will average 60-65 pounds, bull calves 65 to 72 pounds. A customer bought a bull and it produced a couple calves over 100

pounds. This is lack of prepotency, however, the cow provides half the genetic, and the cow genetics are unknown in this commercial herd.

A negative example: a top 10 seller of bulls in the USA, sells them as range cattle, meanwhile, the bulls 
are developed in a feed lot. Fifty percent of their feet need trimmed prior to auction. The bulls are 
beautiful, but they will fall apart when they go to work after that type of feed lot development and 
moving to ranch conditions. Consequently, they service fewer cows, and last fewer years. Some are all

forage, however, it is high quality alfalfa, soy hull development, haylage, etc.. The bulls need developed 

in the way they will live in the future. Bull development methods and forage content matters.

A top breeding program in the world is Pinebank, in New Zealand. Gavon Falloon designed the program,
with a geneticist, 68 years ago. In short, they keep their best young bulls, use them 1 year, sell them with 
an option to buy them back, subject to the performance of their calves. Because they are stacking the generations with fast bull turn over, each generation is better than the last. Because every bull is sold 
every year, the bulls are not a cost, they make money. 

There is one catch, they have an 800 cow herd, and consequently 400 bulls to choose from, 
this is a large peer group. The best of 400 bulls will be better than the best of 10 bulls. Large peer 
groups measured against one another, matters.

I am a believer in epigenetics; that is, the concept that a calf in the womb is genetically programmed 
for their future life, relative to the mother’s life. Moving them to different areas of North America matters 
more from a management model than geography. There is a saying that you do not move cattle south 
or east; I disagree. I propose you do not move cattle from one management model to another, unless 
that model is equal or easier, i.e. , mob grazing to rotational grazing works, rotational grazing to a farm works, the opposite direction is much harder. Dr. Allen Williams produced a fabulous article on this subject 
several months ago, in the Stockman Grass Farmer. For any one who doubts epigenetics, consider a 
crack baby, programmed for a life of drugs in the womb, and is addicted when born. 

The bull model:

Five plus generations of breeding the chosen size, type, and numbers, on the bull side and the female side.

Choose the bull from a large peer group, 100+.
We aim for cattle, with the following traits as measured with EPD's:

Easy calving matters, we look for a CED (Calving ease Direct) above 8, or BW close to zero.
Milk EPD around 15 or below

Weaning weight EPD around the 40's 

$EN EPD (efficiency) above +20, higher is better.

Lower milk, combined with moderate growth, lowers the year round maintenance requirements of the
cow. This in turn, permits easier fleshing, better marbling, easier wintering, less problems, and higher 
stocking. Stocking rate has the highest influence on profit than any other trait. Moderate size, milk, 
growth, permit higher stocking.

Calving ease insures easy calving, they are smaller because their gestation is slightly shorter. This can be 
overdone, calves too small are more fragile.

Good disposition bulls are required, but never fully trust a bull, they are not pets.

Calves need milk, but not much.

As a side issue, we have not weaned heifer calves in several years, the mothers wean them.
It produces better replacements, with less stress and work for cattle and people. This year, we have 
done the same with the potential bull calves.

All of the above is opposite of the industry which works toward a production per head model, we work
toward production per acre. Stocking rate, and low input management, have the largest influence on profitability, more than any other factors.

We can run 120, eleven hundred pound cows, in place of 100 fourteen hundred pound cows.

The smaller and younger cattle will produce calves roughly 30 LBS lighter, however, there are 
120 calves VS. 100 from the larger cattle. Younger cattle will consume less forage, gain and calve, and appreciate. The pounds of production per acre is 20% more with the smaller, more efficient cattle, 

with no depreciation. 

Remember, land is the largest expense. If you bought the land, you paid for it and you know it's cost. If inherited, it must be measured against opportunity costs, i.e., what could that money otherwise be 
producing. 

The more moderate cattle will have higher calving percentages, and wean a higher percent of their body
weight, with fewer problems. It all begins with the bull. The future cow herd is produced by today’s bulls.

Bulls can produce Income:

The herds east of the Mississippi average 18 head. It is difficult to justify a top bull, at 5k to 15k for 
that low number of cows, or is it?.

Consider:

Buy a top bull, and expense him that year. Effectively, his cost is the price paid, less your upper tax 
bracket. Cattle are expensed when bought, and income when sold.

We put bulls in August 1, which produces May/June calves, most cattlemen calve earlier and some later. 

Consider leasing bulls for 60 days, $750 per month for 2 months, have them vet checked upon return, 
and they go right back to work on your herd. That is, $1500 in lease revenue, times 5 years, this pays 
for top bulls. Better yet, lease them again to a fall calving herd. The better the bull, the easier it is to 
lease, swap, and later sell, while enjoying genetic improvement in your own herd. Sell the bull if possible,

into an easier management model for his latter years, and he should do fine  

Bulls can make money.

Top Bulls add Value:

Bulls drive the genetic influence in a herd. The bull, in a life time will influence hundreds of calves. 

A great cow will influence 8-10, on average. Everyone has known of a 20 year old cow, 
10 to 12 years is the norm. 

Bulls are key.

Swapping Bulls:

Imagine buying a bull, a top bull, a friend does the same, and assuming you keep heifers back, exchange 
bulls after 2 years, effectively cutting in half bull costs. Add a third friend, and cut costs in 3. You may 
buy one top bull, every 6 or 7+ years, enjoying income and genetic performance along the way.

AI'ing:
I am no fan. 

It is a bunch of work and bulls are still required to clean up.

It reminds me of a dating service, there are pretty pictures, nothing is known beyond the pictures: 
how many cows were serviced the past year? How did he stay in flesh? How did he winter? 
Any injuries?..... We want to own the bulls and see them work. We have two three quarter brothers, 
One is pig fat, the other looks like he just got of a concentration camp.
Winter is tool to judge cattle.
Bull Turnover:

Sell mature bulls while they are productive, and have value, in our case it is 4- 5 years old.

If they winter hard, get rid of them the following year while they are on their feet. 
Dead bulls are hard to sell.

The idea of buying a 2 year old bull, using him one year, and selling him for the same money as a three 
year old, eliminates bull costs and wintering. Buy another bull the next year.

A good, forage developed bull, should last 7+ years. Some bulls last 10+ years. Some humans live to over 
100, the norm is however 81. Plan on the norms.

Our herd bulls receive no meds, no worming, no supplements. We are slightly north of I-70. If they had supplements, feed, worming, meds., we would lose the ability to judge how they perform, stay in flesh, 
how they winter, and watch injuries. The cattle have been here since creation, the crutches were 
developed over the past 100 years. If someone wants a beautiful herd, it is simple, feed them all they 
can eat. If someone wants a functional herd, then cattle need measured against their peers, 
under real conditions.

Selecting a bull:

The bulls need to look good, have a nice head, be early maturing, come from a moderate mother who 
has never been open or late. He needs good structure, thick and shorter is better in the grass finished 
world, and a good disposition. This is 50%. The numbers matter, calving ease, moderate growth, lower
milk, high efficiency measures, and this is 50%. A poor bull with good numbers is out, a beautiful bull 
with bad numbers is out. Both their appearance, and their numbers matter.

Keep it simple. We were with Gavon Falloon of Pinebank New Zealand, and he said something interesting. Every 10 years they would have a game changing bull, this from a cow herd of 800, four hundred bulls 
per year. That is, one game changing bull, of 4000 bulls, over 10 years.

The idea that most of us will be able to find and identify, that one, young, amazing, bull in 4000, 
is remote. Look for a good bull, as that is likely the best you will find. Keep the costs down.
The closer to maturity the better when selecting a bull. My preferences are two year old, forage developed, bulls. We do not band bulls until weaning, with the idea that it is too difficult to judge them at an earlier 
age. We will band the obvious culls, and if there is a question, leave them in tact. A two year old bull 
is close enough to maturity to make a judgment. Choosing young bulls is like choosing a son in law 
when they are in 5th grade, it’s tough and inaccurate.

We have changed our bull marketing., bulls are $2500, period, and available year round.
This idea could change the industry. Why work to be low input and efficient, in every aspect of the 
business, with the exception of bull costs? 

As an aside, do not restrict your purchases to local breeders. It is easy to move single animals around the country, when combined with other loads. Going from Ohio to Kansas might cost $300.

If we can raise a replacement heifer, breed her to a top bull, and she has a 2k+ value after bred, 
why are bulls double or more? Their cost of development is roughly similar.

The answer rests in the hype and promotion of the bull industry, at the rancher's expense.

