
Ma rch 2005 ! A N G U SJou rn al ! 1 4 7

Before there was bovine spon gi form
en ceph a l op a t hy, the on ly BSE to worry

a bo ut was the breeding soundness exam of
bu lls pri or to breeding season . Su rpri s i n gly,
h owever, m a ny produ cers haven’t con cern ed
t h em s elves with that kind of BSE and don’t
ro uti n ely test their bu ll s’ re adiness for the
work ahead .

How important is it to eva lu a te breed i n g
soundness? Well , it is at least as important as
the time and ef fort devo ted to gen eti c
s el ecti on . Af ter all , the ex tent to wh i ch a bu ll
wi ll distri bute his gen etics depends on his
reprodu ctive capabi l i ty, and that differs
m a rkedly among bu ll s .

Peter Ch en owet h , a profe s s or of
a gri c u l tu ral practi ces at Kansas State
Un ivers i ty (K-State) Co ll ege of Veteri n a ry
Med i c i n e , s ays at least 20% and perhaps as
m a ny as 40% of bu lls have some sort of
probl em that may cause them to be
su b fertile or inferti l e . Ch en oweth says the
s t a n d a rd i zed breeding soundness ex a m
procedu res recom m en ded by the Soc i ety for
Th eri ogen o l ogy repre s ent an ef fective pass-
or-fail test for screening bu ll s . Rel a tively
qu i ck and econ omical to perform , a n
eva lu a ti on won’t iden tify bu lls that are
su peri or breeders , but it wi ll finger the
f reel oaders that fail to meet or exceed
t h resholds of accept a bi l i ty.

M o re than a semen test
The breeding soundness exam doe s

m ore than test sem en qu a l i ty, Ch en owet h
s tre s s e s , but co ll ecting and ex a m i n i n g
s em en for sperm moti l i ty and morph o l ogy
is essen ti a l . Proper eva lu a ti on also inclu de s
overa ll physical ex a m i n a ti on , wi t h
p a rticular atten ti on to stru ctu ral soundness
and vi s i on . An ex a m i n a ti on of t h e

reprodu ctive or gans assu res that spec i f i c
“equ i pm en t” is stru ctu ra lly correct and in
good working order, wi t h o ut growt h s ,
ad h e s i ons or other deform i ti e s . And a
m e a su rem ent of s c rotal circ u m feren ce (SC)
should be inclu ded , p a rti c u l a rly with yo u n g
bu ll s .

This measu rem ent remains underuti l i zed ,
Ch en oweth says , n o ting how on ly 15% of
U. S . produ cers con s i der scro t a l
c i rc u m feren ce of great import a n ce to bu ll
s el ecti on , and 19% rega rd it as being of n o
i m port a n ce at all . S ti ll , produ cers cl a i m

i n ferti l i ty as the ch i ef re a s on for cull i n g
bu ll s .

“S c rotal circ u m feren ce is important to
ferti l i ty,” Ch en oweth state s .“ It is rel a ted to
s perm produ cti on . It is rel a ted to fem a l e
on s et of p u berty. And it is heri t a bl e .”

In certain situ a ti on s , s pecial tests for
s ex u a lly tra n s m i t ted diseases, su ch as
vi briosis or tri ch om on i a s i s , m ay be advi s ed .
An o t h er po ten tial ad d - on to the basic bu ll
eva lu a ti on is te s ting for libi do, or sex drive .
This beh avi or trait can be measu red in a te s t
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@Based upon a 6% increase in ca l f cro p, K-S ta te ’ s Pe ter Chenoweth est i ma tes an app roxi ma te re-
turn of $20-$25 per $1 invested in bre e d i ng soun d n ess exams. Howe ve r, tha t est i ma te does n o t fa c-
tor in the fa c t t ha t h ig hl y fe rt ile bulls a re like l y to breed more cows earlier in the bre e d i ng seas o n ,
w h i ch should resul t in increased wea n i ng we ig h t s o f older ca l ves and add i t i o na l p ro f i t p o te n t ia l. 
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s et ting by all owing the bu ll to have access to
a female and ob s erving the time requ i red to
mount and servi ce her. Breeding soundness
exams may not ro uti n ely inclu de a libi do
te s t . At the very least, produ cers should
ob s erve bu lls as they are introdu ced to
breeding pastu res and eva lu a te the bu ll s’
e a gerness to pursue their mission .

“ L i bi do is parti c u l a rly important to
s y n ch ron i zed natu ral servi ce , wh ere bu lls are
in for a stressful couple of d ays ,” Ch en owet h
ad d s .“ In that situ a ti on , produ cers need to

t a ke both soundness and libi do into
acco u n t .”

Good timing
The best time to con du ct a breed i n g

soundness exam wi ll va ry, depending on the
re a s on for the te s t . Logi c a lly, the best time is
n e a rest to breeding season as po s s i ble  —
u su a lly within a month of tu rn o ut — wh i l e
a ll owing en o u gh time to ei t h er retest or
rep l ace bu lls that do not test sati s f actori ly.

Some bu lls do de s erve another ch a n ce . It

is not uncom m on for ye a rling bu lls to
ex h i bit tem pora ry sperm abn orm a l i ties du e
to immatu ri ty. Overly con d i ti on ed bu ll s , a n d
p a rti c u l a rly those that ach i eved rapid wei gh t
gains on high - grain diet s , s om eti m e s
produ ce defective sperm . Ol der bu lls also
m ay produ ce a qu e s ti on a ble sample and sti ll
be con s i dered capable of i m provem en t .

In some situ a ti on s , i m provem ent may
occur within a very short ti m e . Ot h ers may
requ i re mon t h s , and some bu lls may never
i m prove . A good policy for differen ti a ti n g
bet ween tem pora ry and perm a n en t
probl em s , Ch en oweth su gge s t s , is to retest in
six to ei ght wee k s .

D oll a rs -a n d - ce n ts b e n e f i t
The breeding soundness exam of fers

pe ace of mind and opportu n i ties for more
prof i t . Re s e a rch su ggests bu lls that are
eva lu a ted and found sati s f actory have a 6%
or gre a ter ferti l i ty adva n t a ge com p a red to
u n eva lu a ted bu ll s . That means more
pregnancies and more calves at we a n i n g
ti m e .

Ba s ed upon a 6% increase in calf c rop,
Ch en oweth esti m a tes an approx i m a te retu rn
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of $20-$25 per $1 inve s ted in breed i n g
soundness ex a m s . However, h i gh ly ferti l e
bu lls are likely to breed more cows earl i er in
the breeding season . That should re sult in
i n c re a s ed weaning wei ghts of o l der calve s
and ad d i ti onal profit po ten ti a l .

B re e d i ng ma nage m e n t
Young bu lls are used more wi dely than

ever before . E s ti m a tes indicate that amon g
breeding herds containing more than 50
fem a l e s , m ore than half use bu lls of less than
18 months of a ge .Young bu lls are gen era lly
given lower mating loads than older bu ll s ,
and re s e a rch tends to su pport this practi ce .
According to su rveys of U. S . produ cers , t h e
bu ll - to - female ra tios have ch a n ged little in
recent ye a rs , avera ging 1-to-17.5 for
ye a rl i n gs and 1-to-25 for matu re bu ll s .

However, Ch en oweth says the trad i ti on a l
ra tios con s i dera bly undere s ti m a te the
c a p a bi l i ties of com petent bu ll s . For most
opera ti on s , bu ll - to - female ra tios of 1 - to - 2 0
for ye a rl i n gs and 1-to-40 for matu re bu ll s
a re adequ a te .

“I bel i eve a com peten t , m a tu re bu ll can
e a s i ly handle 50 cycling females over a 

6 0 - d ay breeding season ,” Ch en oweth ad d s .
“The probl em is that a lot of i n d i f ferent bu ll s
a re tu rn ed out in breeding pastu re s .”

Pa s tu re size and terrain do influ en ce
ra ti o s , Ch en oweth ad m i t s . Females tend to
form a sex u a lly active group wh en severa l
a re in heat or close to coming in heat at the
same ti m e . The group can be very mobi l e ,
but it tends to remain fairly close to the bu ll
or bu ll s . In very large pastu re s , and espec i a lly
wh en the terrain is qu i te ro u gh , s evera l
groups may form — each with its own bu ll .
Un der these con d i ti ons it is difficult to make
h a rd and fast recom m en d a ti ons for
a ppropri a te bu ll - to - female ra ti o s .

Ot h er breeding managem en t
recom m en d a ti ons inclu de using bu lls of
similar size , a ge and breed type . It is
su gge s ted that bu lls be all owed to establ i s h
t h eir social ranking at least one to two wee k s
pri or to the breeding season . While re s e a rch
data is lack i n g,ro t a ting bu lls du ring the
breeding season of ten is recom m en ded . Th e
i dea behind shaking up the bu ll battery is to
limit harmful ef fects of s ocial dom i n a n ce
while maximizing bi o s ti mu l a ti on . O n e
a pproach invo lves use of m a tu re bu lls early

in the breeding season , fo ll owed by yo u n ger
bu lls in the latter part of the season . An o t h er
m et h od invo lves ro t a ting matu re bu lls wi t h
yo u n ger bu lls at two - week interva l s .

Ca re of the team du ring the of f - s e a s on
should not be ign ored , Ch en oweth stre s s e s .
He em ph a s i zes mainten a n ce of bu ll
con d i ti on and atten ti on to health practi ce s
su ch as vacc i n a ti on and tre a tm ent for
p a ra s i te s . At ten ti on to nutri ti on of ten is
h a n dl ed best wh en matu re and young bu ll s
a re gro u ped sep a ra tely and fed diets that
ad d ress their different need s .

“A po s tbreeding appraisal is good
m a n a gem en t , e s pec i a lly con s i dering the
a t tri ti on ra te en co u n tered by young bu ll s .
This ex a m i n a ti on en a bles ‘du d ’ bu lls to be
c u ll ed and fixable probl ems to be atten ded
to du ring the of f - s e a s on ,” Ch en oweth of fers .
“ Du ring this ti m e , t h ey should be managed
to en su re optimal perform a n ce in their nex t
breeding season , so their reprodu ctive life
span is pro l on ged .”


