MAIN ARTICLE GRAZING COW

Breeding ‘eager e a

Could a breeding value for ‘grazing motivation’
be useful as more herds move to grass-based
systems? And how does social behaviour play
a role in increasing grass intakes?
TEXT INGE VAN DRIE & RACHAEL PORTER
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s milk price pressures push more producers
to make the most of grazing and homegrown forage, and consumers expectations
are that cows will graze for at least five months of
the year, work continues to breed cows that best suit
more extensive grass-based systems.
But Dutch geneticists say that looking at figures for
persistency, fertility and feet and legs, don’t go far
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enough to breed the ideal grazing cow. A cow’s
intrinsic motivation to graze is also vital.
Herds managed on grass-based, often block calving,
systems have always selected sires to breed cows
that have persistent lactations, rather than
extremely high peak yields. Feet and legs have also
been important traits too, as the cow needs to walk
to pasture and spend long periods grazing. Capacity
is vital too – she needs to ability to consume large
volumes of forage. And, due to seasonal calving,
fertility is a must.

Intrinsic motivation
Many producers already select CRV sires using
a grassland index. This ranks bulls based on
several characteristics that reflect the suitability
for grazing. These are typically sires with good
fertility, persistence, feet and legs, fitness, and
medium stature.
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Marco Winters: “There’s certainly
plenty of anecdotal evidence
that some cows graze better
than others”

e aters’

each other in the amount of time per day they spend
grazing. And these differences between cows are
consistent, and will be seen throughout the grazing
season. The characteristics of individual cows seem
to determine the urge to graze.’

		

Social cows

But these traits are not enough to breed the ideal
grazing cow, according to Frank Lenssinck, from the
peat-meadows innovation centre in the Netherlands.
The social component also plays a role.
“I call it the intrinsic motivation of a cow to graze,”
he says. “We recently compared grazing behaviour
of different breeds of in-calf heifers, which showed
that Jerseys consumed more low-quality grass than
Holsteins. Some cattle are simply more willing to
graze than others. My dream is that one day there
will be a breeding value for this.”
It’s not yet the case, but it could be on the cards,
according to Wageningen Livestock Research’s Kees
van Reenen. For the ‘Amazing Grazing’ project, he
looked at the grazing behaviour of cows in the
centre’s herd.
“Sensors allowed us to measure the grazing time of
cows, 24/7, throughout the grazing season,” he says.
“This showed that cows differ significantly from

Mr van Reenen cites the results of other studies
within ‘Amazing Grazing’. “We found that cows that
grazed for longer periods have a high grass intake,
but more interesting – and surprising – is that the
grazing behaviour of individual cows within a group
can also have an influence on their herd mates. “In
every herd you have ‘synchronous’ cows – those that
‘follow’ – and ‘asynchronous’ cows, which are more
autonomous. Synchronous cows do what most cows
do. For example, if most of the group grazes or lies
down, a synchronous cow will do the same.”
The distance between cows also influences the
amount of time spent grazing. “Cows that stay closer
to their herd mates are synchronous and, on average,
graze for longer,” says Mr van Reenen.
“These are all indications that a ‘pasture’ or grazing
cow has a certain behavioural profile. The idea is
that a social cow is a better grazing cow,” he says.
“We’ve investigated this in a limited number of
cows and, to calculate breeding values, we’d have
to undertake research with many more cows. Only
then would we be able to translate the results into
characteristics that are easy to measure in large
numbers of animals.”
Swiss research also shows that there is a difference
in cow grazing behaviour, as Frank Lenssinck points
out. “You have ‘select feeders’ and ‘bulk feeders’,”
he explains. “Select feeders walk a lot, find the
tastiest piece of grass and chew it up. Bulk feeders
immediately start grazing and eating up everything
they encounter.”
Which type of cow is more suitable depends on the
grazing system. “With a high-quality pasture with a
lot of ryegrass, selection leads to more grazing losses.
So the ideal cows in this situation would be bulk
feeders.
“But if you have herb-rich grassland, the cow should
be looking for a high-quality ration and you’re better
off with select feeders.”
AHDB Dairy geneticist Marco Winters agrees that
some cows do, indeed, have an inherently greater
desire to graze. “But it’s measuring it that’s the issue
– particularly on a large enough scale to gather
meaningful data,” he says. “So I doubt, very much,
that any specific index to indicate ‘grazing
motivation’ will be developed soon.”
That said, he says that, by defualt, cattle have and
continue to be bred for their ability to consume large
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quantities of feed. “We know from work carried out
more than 20 years ago, at Langhill, that high
genetic merit animals will have higher herbage
intakes at grazing compared to their lower genetic
merit herd mates. So that’s not new.”

Learnt behaviour
Work is ongoing in other parts of the world to look
at grazing behaviour: “But that’s mainly looking
more at the extremes – and what cows will do when
grazing is poor quality or scarce. It’s looking to see
if some cows are better at foraging under difficult
conditions, but that won’t be reflected in most
typical UK grazing systems.”
Mr Winters is also interested in learnt behaviour –
how cows will copy their herd mates. “If a herd
is used to grazing, cows knows what to do when
they’re turned out. And younger cows and heifers
will copy the behaviour – some better than others.
“There’s certainly plenty of anecdotal evidence that
some cows graze better than others. Some are not
bothered by rain or wind or cold conditions – they’ll
keep on grazing if there’s grass in front of them.
Others will come and bawl at the gate.”
And there is some science behind this – based on
genetics and the environment. “But I’m not sure
if the research can provide us with solutions that
would be beneficial. Particularly when we know that
motivation to eat and graze is, indirectly, already
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picked up in the UK herds’ existing breeding values,
as cows that are poor at grazing will not perform
as well.”
Mr Lenssinck is a strong advocate for more research
into grazing behaviour. “We want dairy producers to
graze their herds, but we don’t do enough about it in
terms of selection and breeding.”
He would, for example, like to see research on
feed intake also take place in grazing. ‘If you only
measure feed intake when cows are housed, you
don’t see if a cow is a grazer – whether she is able
to harvest grass herself.”

Futuristic idea
Breeding for grazing behaviour may still be a
futuristic idea, but Mr Lenssinck says that there are
opportunities for producers to select for it already,
despite a lack of hard numbers.
He calls it ‘natural selection’. “Walk among your
herd when the cows are grazing and you’ll soon see
which of them are really getting down to business
with harvesting grass.
“These cows hardly look at you – they’re much too
busy grazing,” he says, adding that it is better not to
keep a heifer from a cow that you see doing nothing
at grazing for more than two minutes.
“The same goes for cows that immediately lie down
as soon as they go out to grass. You want cows that
take every opportunity to graze.” l
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