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No Induction, No CIDRs, No Problems

Russell Hurst

Farmer, Oamaru

Introduction

I was asked to give this paper because I have not used induction or CIDR’s for a number of years. This paper gives an outline of my reasons for not using induction and CIDR’s and the results I get. I have not as yet got all the answers to a low empty rate.

I manage the family farming company, Invernia Holdings. My wife, Cathy, and parents, Sid and Hazel Hurst are also shareholders. The company owns 1740ha on the Waitaki Plains. 300ha is dry land downs runoff; the rest is border dyke and spray irrigated (100 spray, 1340 border dyked). Ten full time staff are employed.

Stock:

· 1000 cows milked through 2 sheds (650 and 350)

· 550 foster cows

· 500 R 2 yr heifers

· 600 R 1 yr heifers

· 70 bulls

· 2500 merino wethers

· 300 merino ewes

· 400-700 beef cattle (spring – summer)

Why we decided not to induce

We converted part of our farm to dairying in 1982-3 and started milking 300 cows. We purchased two herds of cows from the North Island and a line of in-calf heifers. They started calving about mid-August and by the end of October there were still a number of cows not calved so we induced these. The resulting sick cows, premature and dead calves put us off using induction again. 

Our system

The year after we started dairying we started the foster cow herd using the in-calf cull cows from the dairy herd. We only mate with Friesian AI and use our own Friesian bulls as follow-up. All heifer calves are kept so we have a large number to select from. The lower BW heifers now go into the foster herd. We also made the decision about that time to only mate for three cycles therefore having no late calves. More recently we have only mated our heifers for two cycles. This has enabled us to have a tight calving pattern and no need for using induction.

Empty rates

From the early years our empty rate has always been a concern. Seldom are we below 10% and have been as high as 25% in one bad year. Our dairy cows usually range from 10-15% and our foster cows, which are single sire naturally mated, are usually 15-20%.

With only mating for 3 cycles at 60% conception the lowest empty rate we can get is 6%. If we were to get 70% conception per cycle then this would be reduced to 3%.

If we take 5% as the lowest possible then what level above this is acceptable? I consider up to 10% to be an acceptable level; anything above this is a concern. The big question is what causes the extras we have above the acceptable levels. I believe there are a number of causes:

· Diseases—lepto, BVD etc

· Poisoning—macrocarpa after conception

· Old age

· Calving problems—retained foetal membranes, dystocia, twins, milk fever

· Nutrition and minerals

· Stress from: 

· Feed – not enough, wrong type

· Water – lack of, quality

· Temperature – too hot, too cold

· Dogs – too many

· Motorbikes – too fast, too noisy

· Electricity – too much

· Men – not enough

· Boys – too many

· Ladies – not enough

· Cowsheds – poor design

· Minerals – too little or too much, wrong mix

· And any others that you can think of!

As to which of these cause the problems and in what combinations will be different on every farm. We must all work to minimise as many of these factors to get our empty rates down.

Over the years I have tried many different things to try and get below 10%. For two years I AIed one herd and ran bulls with the other to try and prove whether we were identifying and AIing the cows correctly, but found there was no difference between the AI and the bulls.

I have at times used CIDRs but with limited success. Usually after spending considerable time and money on the noncyclers they still end up late or empty. There wasn’t any difference between the years we used CIDRs and the years we let nature take its course. At times I have carried some of the empties over and mated them the following year. I have always been reluctant to do this for fear of breeding from the poor breeders! Economically it is good to do this because a carry over cow costs a lot less to graze than a heifer; she produces more milk the following season and is already broken in. I have found that often these cows will be empty again within 3-4 years.

Do I lose my top cows?

What is a top cow?—one that produces average or above production, doesn’t get mastitis, doesn’t get noticed during the milking routine and gets in calf without intervention once every 365 days.

For the last 3-4 years I have found that 80-90% of my empties would have been culled for production if they had not already been culled for being empty. This is especially so for the two year olds. This strongly indicates that there are some other factors affecting these cows due to the fact that their production is down and they are also empty. It brings me back to the stress factors I mentioned earlier. 

Initially we thought we would breed the poor fertility out of our herd, but this does not appear to be happening. Our case has not been helped by using a large amount of Dutch genetics for three years and now we find their fertility is not up to that of NZ genetics. The influence of the North American Holstein in the New Zealand herd over the last twenty years has had a significant effect on fertility. The number of Holstein cows in New Zealand with North American Holstein genetics has increased from 2% to 38%. In general New Zealand Holstein Friesian cows were lighter, produced less milk volume, less protein yield, and had higher concentration of fat and protein in the milk, had better fertility and survival. (B Harris et al)

In trial work it has been found that the NAHF was often culled because it was unable to maintain a 365 day calving interval. This is caused by its failure to conceive rather than a failure to start cycling after calving. A difference of 12% in economic farm surplus in favour of the NZHF has been found when compared to a herd of NAHF. For every 1% increase in NAHF ancestry there is a 2.62 day decline in longevity. This is an average and there are variations either way. These figures show how important it is that our AB companies should select for fertility traits.

The Genepool Hereford breeding group have proved that there is a link between a bull’s capacity to serve cows and the fertility of his daughter’s progeny. Their progeny will calve early and will also cycle earlier. In 1982 30% of the Genepool bulls failed the Blockie capacity test. That is three matings in forty minutes. They were either unable or did not want to serve. This year they had no failures and were all completed in 10 minutes or less. Our vets often  recommend that we test our bulls prior to mating yet LIC does not do this test on their bulls.

It is imperative that the AI companies try to put more selection pressure on the fertility trait in both our cows and bulls.

Financial cost of induction and CIDRs

There have been many trials done on the costs and benefits of using CIDRs and inducing. If we look at CIDRs first the cost is not excessive. $20 will pay for a CIDR, the drugs to go with it and the visit fee of a vet. As only 40% of the CIDRed cows conceive this brings the cost up to $32 per pregnancy, which is 8.5kg MS @ $3-80. At 50% farm working expenses this is 17kg MS or 10 days production at 1.7kg MS per day. Therefore if you are to use CIDRs you must bring the cows calving date forward more than 10 days to make it profitable.

Inducing

The cash cost to induce a cow is approximately $50 if you include minerals and vets fees.

The other costs associated are harder to put an exact dollar value on. These are:

· Loss of calf
$70

· Loss of some cows 
3% of $900 (value of cow) 
27

· Loss of production 
8% of 380kg @ $3.80 
115

· More metabolic problems 

20

· More feed required 
40 days @ 10kg /day

· Higher cost of extra feed 
400kg @ 25c 
100

· Requires an extra herd to be looked after 
10

· Extra stress on staff 

10



___



352


Cash cost
 + 50



___



$402

$402 = 106 kg MS @ $3.80; 50% expenses = 212 kg MS or 125 days milk @ 1.7kg/day. When all these costs are taken into account induction is totally uneconomic.

Where to from here?

We must identify what is causing our empty problem. Is it:

· Breeding infertility

· Stress

· Nutrition

· Management

· Bull infertility

· Are we just expecting too much from the modern cow

· Why are many of the low producers empty

I believe that sooner rather than later inducing will be banned. This will force many farmers into trying to identify the real problems and fixing them before the cow ends up empty.

In NZ and elsewhere around the world there are many scientists and farmers spending millions of dollars trying to solve the problem.

Summary

5% empties is the lowest possible we can get when mating for 3 cycles. My reasons for not using induction are the loss of calves and the associated animal health problems. My reason for not using CIDRs is that I have had poor results any time I have used them in the past.

There are a number of reasons why our empty rate is higher than the optimum. The important thing is to identify the causes and fix them, rather than using CIDRs and induction, which are only ways to minimise the end results. They are not fixing the cause of the problem. 

The influence of genetic infertility and bull infertility may be important factors.

Economically it is not viable to use induction and CIDRs are marginal. Are we breeding from our poor breeders? We must keep the pressure on the breeding companies and scientists to help minimise this world wide problem.
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Workshop summary

Questions

· How do the losses compare to the gains? I don’t believe it outweighs the costs.

· Should the cost of the extra feed be included? Yes. You are bringing the cow from maintenance to production needing the extra feed at the beginning of the season.

· Why are your two year olds not calving and not producing? I don’t know. The low producers tended to be the empty cows. Could be due to factors such as cow competition, feed supply etc.

· Are you compounding the problem by using AI for your heifers? I don’t want to cross breed, as it is harder to foster cows. Also heifers with calving problems and assisted calving usually end up empty.

· Comment on bull capacity testing? The amount of cows a bull can service results in the number of cows in calf. Low capacities to serve are usually the boss bulls, using energy running around. So we may be putting too many bulls in the herd.

· With your empty cows, have you seen how many AI inseminations they have had? No I haven’t. But would be worth a look.

· Does anyone use AB without the bulls? May not work in big herds as lack of identifying heats, so need to be good at identifying.

· How much would LIC decrease gestation length before it would suit? Shorter the better, but would the calves be viable? LIC reply – There is nothing to suggest this. People using these are not keeping calves as replacements. Decrease by a week could be an option. Results from a few farmers resulted in a decrease by 4.5 days.

· Have you targeted any of the causes of stress? I am working on them. The critical time to reduce the stress level could be important, such as conception period, start of heat. We need to identify what period is actually critical. 

· You use six bulls/100 cows. What do others use? Is six too many? 1 – 25 cows, 1-20 cows, 4-100 cows, <2‑100 cows with four weeks AB.

· During transition between cidrs and no cidrs, did you look at any comparisons? No. We made a decision and went with it.

· Do you notice a difference in temperament of hand reared calves vs. fostered calves? Not really generally similar.

· What are you doing about the high empty rate this year? Normally only 6-8%. It is hard to identify what caused the problem. Possibly management – But have no records to identify what was done. Also will fertility test my bulls this year.

Conclusions

· 5% empty rate best possible

· No CIDRs

· No inductions

· High empty rate

· Important to identify and fix causes

· CIDRs and inductions treat symptoms not problem

· Look at genetics and bull infertility

· Economics – not viable to induce, marginal for CIDRs

· Are we breeding from our poor breeders?
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