YOUNG-STOCK SPECIAL ADDING VALUE

Beef up cross-bred
calf returns

Beef-cross calves from dairy herds can attract a premium
if breeding and sire registration and, more importantly, early-life
care are right. But producers need to manage their expectations.
TEXT RACHAEL PORTER
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s more producers move to using sexed semen, on
their heifers and top-end cows, aiming to breed
replacements from their highest genetic merit
animals, many are also now using beef sires on the rest
of the herd. But what can producers do to maximise the
value of these beef-cross calves? The choice of beef breed
is important, but there are other factors to consider, says
West Sussex-based vet and beef producer Rob Drysdale.
“The first is that many producers view these cross-bred
calves as a money spinner – they can be anything but.
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Beef cross calves should have a higher value, in
most instances, than a pure Holstein bull calf. But
it’s important that producers don’t have unrealistic
expectations when it comes to price.
“Commanding the best price requires effort and
investment and, even then, you’re still exposed to the
vagaries of the market place – just as the people who
buy the calves, finish and send them on to market are.
“So there are no guarantees. But finding out what buyers
want – in terms of breeding and rearing standards – and
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meeting those demands should result in a fair price for
cross-bred calves.”
Mr Drysdale says that Continental crosses are typically
what the market is looking for. “And calves by named,
single sires. Some semen companies sell mixed straws
and with this can come variation in sire quality. Some
cross-bred calves will be better than others. So use a
named sire and register the name with BCMS – don’t
just add the breed. This just requires a little more time
– making a note of the beef sire used at insemination
and then adding it to the calf’s registration.”

Register sires
Looking to the future, registering the sire on the calf’s
passport will allow collation of production information
and improving evaluation of new beef bulls. AHDB
has pushed hard for this, running recently the ‘Shout
about the sire’ campaign, to highlight the benefits of
registering sires on passports. Carcase trait Estimated
Breeding Values (EBVs) are now available to help
producers to select a bull that will sire a calf that will
meet buyers’ needs. But this information can only be
generated if producers add the ear tag number of the
sire when registering a calf with BCMS.
At the start of the ‘Shout about the sire’ campaign in
2019, the eight-year average was just 23% of sires being
registered on passports. “This figure is now closer to
40%, says AHDB Beef & Lamb’s Alex Brown. “But there’s
still more to do.”
Mr Drysdale says that during the past 12 months just a
third of the cross-bred beef calves he purchased on the
open market had their sire registered on their passport.
“Buyers would, typically, pay more for these calves.
And then there’s the longer term benefit of helping to
develop EBVs.”
Data is key here – it has to be accurate and there has to
be plenty of it. “So note down the name of the sire and
put it on the passport. This will benefit your calf price
and business’ bottom line – and the wider beef industry.”
Sex also plays a role, with dairy-cross bull calves
commanding a higher price than heifers. Some dairy
farmers are taking the next step, using sexed semen to
produce both dairy heifers and cross-bred beef bulls.
“It’s well worth the investment because the disparity
between bulls and heifers is becoming greater,” says
Mr Drysdale, adding that the price difference can be
£100, or more.
A decent British Blue cross bull could see £250 at
market, compared to between £120 for a heifer. A
similar difference could be expected between Angus
cross bull and heifer calves. That said, a beef-cross heifer
is still, typically, worth more than a pure-bred dairy bull
calf, although the gap has decreased recently.
“Get some advice. Jersey cross calves are particularly
tricky when it comes to beef sales. Speak to your semen
company, but also integrated beef organisations like
Buitelaar or the local buyers. Find out what the market
wants, and needs, then weigh up your options. There’s
certainly no ‘one size fits all’,” he says.
“Taking that approach can lead to unrealistic
expectations, followed by disappointment when it comes
to calf prices. With beef price proving volatile during

Rob Drysdale:
“Use a named sire and
make sure it’s on the calf’s
passport”
the past two years, and retailer schemes for Angus
or Hereford now offering less of a premium, the beef
producers cannot afford to buy a 21-day old calf for
what often looks like 25%, or more, of the finished
price some 18 to 24 months later.”
Looking beyond beef breed, passport information and
sex, what else should producers focus on to maximise
beef-cross calf value? “Good early calf care,” says
Mr Drysdale. He buys two thirds of his calves from
just two dairy units, which he knows follow strict
protocols to ensure that calves get off to the best start.
The remaining third – around 1,200 head a year –
are bought through Wrexham-based livestock group
Buitelaar, which has similar exacting standards when
it comes to buying calves from producers.

Healthy calves
“We’re looking for healthy, well-grown calves that have
to be more than 50kg LW at a minimum of 14 days
and maximum of 28 days old. Allowing for 35kg birth
weight that’s a 0.8kg daily live weight gain since birth.”
He takes between 25 and 50 each week from each farm
and adds that he strives to keep antibiotic use to a
minimum. “So I want these calves to have plenty of
passive immunity from their dams’ colostrum and
to come from units that are second to none in terms
of calf rearing management and hygiene.
“I know I’m going to get that from these two farms and
we have a good relationship. And I’m also prepared to
pay a decent price for these calves because I know I’m
buying healthy, well-reared animals – I’m not buying in
trouble that will lead to antibiotic use and costs.”
He says that traceability – particularly with reference to
the calves he sources from Buitelaar – means that he can
also ‘avoid’ calves from units that he knows don’t hit the
mark when it comes to early-life care and calf health.
“We record all our health information from our rearing
units, and compare treatments, live-weight gains and key
weight for age data not just mortality, alongside lifetime
production and health.
“This lets me check back and see where problems
animals have come from, and, if there’s a pattern, that’s
a red flag for us. We already have dairy farms that we do
not accept calves from, sometimes based on later life
performance and not just calf health, even if they’re
coming through Buitelaar.”
Buitelaar has a similar policy re calf rearing protocols
and standards, stipulating that producers who supply
the company with calves meet their strict criteria.
“Healthy, well-grown calves will attract a better price.
And producers have the security of knowing that,
providing they’re reared correctly, there’s a good and
fair market for their calves.” l
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