
Beef industry leaders attend 2012 Beef Improvement 
Federation annual meeting.

by Troy Smith

Houston, Texas, was the site of 
the 44th Beef Improvement 
Federation (BIF) Research 

Symposium and Annual Meeting 
April 18-21. Texas A&M University 
AgriLife Extension and the American 
Brahman Breeders Association 
played hosts as more than 300 beef 
industry professionals conferred on 
matters related to the efficiency, 
profitability and sustainability of 
beef production. Numerous 
speakers addressed topics 
aimed at matching cattle 
type to the production 
environment. Also offered 
was a sneak peek at results 
from the 2011 National 
Beef Quality Audit.

In keeping with the 
Southern location of 
this year’s symposium, 
the impact of Bos indicus genetics 
was recognized. In the opening 
presentation, veteran research 
geneticist Larry Cundiff recounted 
the involvement of several Bos indicus 
breeds in the U.S. Meat Animal 
Research Center (MARC) 
Germplasm Evaluation 
Project. A former MARC 
director, Cundiff said the 
long-running series of 
experiments produced 
ample data showing the 
cattle have a useful place in 
the U.S. beef industry.

Research shows that 
F1 females representing a 
Bos indicus-Bos taurus cross 
excel in efficiency and productivity, 
as measured by weaning weight per 
cow exposed to breeding. Cundiff 
credited the significant heterosis 
effects present in the indicus-taurus 
cross. The tradeoffs that accompany 
increased indicus influence are 

older age at puberty, lower winter 
feeding performance and lower beef 
tenderness.

A definite advantage, said Cundiff, 
is that with increasing indicus 
influence, cattle become more adapted 
to hot, humid climates. Fifty percent 
indicus influence may be optimal in 
the Gulf Coast area, he suggested, 
while 75% might be better for harsher 

tropical climates farther south. 
However, evidence indicates 

that cattle of up to 25% 
indicus blood are adapted to 
northern regions of the U.S. 

“Cattle with 25% 
tropically adapted 
germplasm are suited 
to the intermediate 
subtropics, and that area 
extends clear into Canada. 

I think we sometimes forget 
that,” stated Cundiff.

Mature cow size
Lamenting the beef industry trend 
toward larger mature cow size, Texas 
A&M University Beef Cattle Specialist 
Emeritus Stephen Hammack said 

warnings have been voiced 
for more than 40 years about 
the need to place constraints 
on weaning weight and 
yearling weight. Still, the push 
continued for increased rate 
of gain, improved feed-to-gain 
ratio and other improvements 
to biological efficiency, said 
Hammack, but none of 

the methods used to measure the 
improvements considered the cost. 
And cows got bigger. They produced 
more milk and weaned bigger calves, 
but because of their increased feed 
requirements, fewer of those bigger 
cows could be maintained on a fixed-
resource base.

“There is no inherent advantage in 
efficiency, from increasing the size of 
cattle,” Hammack stated, urging less 
emphasis on individual performance 
and greater attention to herd output 
with consideration of the cost.

“It has been estimated that the 
cow-calf segment requires two-thirds 
of the total nutrients consumed from 
conception to product. Economics 
dictate these nutrients must come 
primarily from relatively low-cost 
forages. The U.S. beef industry will 
not be sustainable if this is ignored,” 
Hammack added.

Colorado State 
University’s Milt 
Thomas explained 
research that suggests 
increasing cow 
size, resulting from 
selection emphasis 
on growth traits, 
is associated with 
reduced reproductive 
performance. Spanning several 
years, the studies were conducted 
in a challenging, low-quality 
forage environment. According to 
Thomas, the research illustrated how 
environment places limitations on 
production systems. 

“As cows got bigger, pregnancy 
rates declined. There wasn’t a huge 
effect, but there was a relationship — 
a slight opposing trend between cow 
size and pregnancy rate,” explained 
Thomas. “I don’t want to go back to 
an 800-lb. cow, but maturity curve is 
important to fertility. Early maturity is 
an economically important trait.”

Longevity
Brood cow longevity 
is a desirable trait, 
because of its impact 
on efficiency and 
profitability. But 
increasing longevity 
through genetic 
selection is difficult, 

said Texas A&M University animal 
scientist Jim Sanders, because its 
heritability is relatively low. That fact 
doesn’t mean there are not large 
average genetic differences between 
different breeds or crosses or between 
individuals of the same breed for traits 
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that are low in heritability. Sanders says 
significant differences in the ability to 
remain productive at more advanced 
ages suggests that improvement can be 
made if enough emphasis is placed on 
selection for longevity.

As a likely strategy, Sanders 
recommended using young bulls 
born to old cows that have thrived in 
the given production environment. 
He also advised producers to take 
advantage of maternal heterosis 
through crossbreeding.

Kansas State University 
Cow-Calf Management 
Specialist Bob Weaber 
cautioned producers to 
consider the long-term 
economic outcome when 
making decisions that 
can substantially decrease 
the longevity of cows or 
reproductive fitness of 
cows in favor of other 
traits related to output 
— like growth or carcass 
merit. Weaber talked about balanced 
trait selection, advising commercial 
producers to ask themselves three 
important questions.

“As I give advice, the three 
questions that I ask are: How do 
you keep replacement females? 
How do you sell calves? And how do 
you generate revenue?” explained 
Weaber. “What I think these tough 
questions do for us, is keep a 
balance on selection decisions and 
perspective. This allows us to keep 
away from putting a lot of selection 
pressure on traits that don’t generate 
much economic value.”

Weaber advised producers to set 
breeding objectives for their herds. 
Each producer’s production system 
should help guide the process. For 
example, a producer who sells calves 
at weaning and purchases crossbred 
replacement heifers could use 
terminal sires selected for moderate 
calving ease and high growth. For 
a rancher who retains heifers from 
his own herd, bull selection needs 
to focus more on maternal traits 
balanced with growth traits such 
as weaning weight. A producer 
who retains ownership through the 
feedlot needs to consider yearling 

weights and carcass merit along 
with maternal or reproduction 
traits. For an integrated production 
system representative of many 
commercial operations, Weaber 
recommends placing twice as much 
selection emphasis on reproduction 
as on growth and end product. For 
producers who sell calves at weaning, 
emphasis on growth and carcass traits 
should be even less.

Weaber acknowledged that 
multiple-trait selection can be 

complicated because there are so 
many expected progeny differences 
(EPDs) available with some 
representing indicator traits such as 
birth weight instead of economically 
relevant traits such as calving ease. 
Using selection indexes can help 
simplify the process, explained 
Weaber, because an index combines 
EPDs into an objective estimate of 
an animal’s relative merit for a group 
of traits. Most importantly, indexes 
are economically driven. Weaber 
reminded producers to use their own 
market end point to guide them to 
the appropriate selection index.

Epigenetics
The purpose 
of studying the 
bovine genome and 
developing DNA 
tests for various 
genetic traits is 
to provide more 
tools for managing 

cattle breeding. However, according 
to North Carolina State University 
Geneticist David Threadgill, cattle 
breeders need to consider epigenetics 
— things that can affect gene 
expression without actually changing 
the DNA sequence. 

In his 
symposium 
presentation, 
Threadgill 
said inherited 
developmental or 
environmental effects 
represent a classic form 
of epigenetics. This includes 
the effects of diet and stress. He 
explained how, during World War II, 
malnourishment of pregnant women 
in Nazi-occupied countries affected 

the lifelong health of their children 
and even their grandchildren.

“Stress, as well, can have 
pronounced effects, as 
seen in women that were 

pregnant during the 9/11 
attack,” added Threadgill. 
“Especially if they were in 
their third trimester, the 
experience affected their 
blood cortisol levels. Their 
offspring then tended to 

have higher cortisol levels and they 
may be more susceptible to post-
traumatic stress syndrome.”

Epigenetic effects in beef cattle 
include fetal programming, where 
the type and quality of a dam’s feed 
during gestation has been shown to 
affect body composition and feed 
efficiency of her calf. University of 
Nebraska reproductive physiologist 

Rick Funston shared 
results of related 
cattle research 
indicating maternal 
diet during 
gestation influences 
postnatal calf 
performance, carcass 
characteristics and 
reproduction.

Threadgill also said evidence 
suggests the diets of young male 
humans can affect the eventual 
health and longevity of their children 
and grandchildren. So the same is 
possible, even likely, among bulls. 
Consequently, epigenetic effects 
transmitted by sires used for artificial 
insemination could have broad 
impacts in many cattle herds.

continued on page 192...
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National Beef 
Quality Audit
While the results 
had not been 
released officially, 
BIF conferees were 
allowed an early look 
at results of the most 

recent National Beef Quality Audit. 
Texas AgriLife Extension Specialist Ron 
Gill presented highlights from the 2011 
audit, explaining how previous audits, 
from 1991 through 2005, generally 
indicated the greatest quality concerns 
and challenges for the industry related 
to physical defects such as injection-site 
lesions, bruises, excess fat and toughness 
of meat. The latest audit, completed in 
2011, suggests food safety is the chief 
concern across surveyed segments and 
particularly among retailers and food 
service managers. However, retailers 
and food service managers listed food 
safety as an industry strength as well as a 
weakness and threat.

In previous audits, packers listed 
hide damage, carcass uniformity, 
quality grade and tenderness as their 
top concerns. Food safety topped 
the list this time, followed by eating 
satisfaction, the ratio of lean meat to fat 
and bone, how animals were raised, and 
genetics. Packers ranked food safety as 
the No. 1 threat to the industry.

According to the audit, the weight 
of the average beef carcass is 818 
lb. Nearly 94% of carcasses graded 
USDA Select or better, declining one 
percentage point from 2005. Sixty-one 
percent graded Choice or better. The 
incidence of bruised carcasses declined 
from that reported in the 2005 audit.

Also speaking 
to the symposium 
audience was 
Norlyn Tipton, 
program quality 
manager for 
specialty meat 
companies of 
Sysco Corporation, 
the nation’s largest foodservice 
distributor. According to Tipton, 
Sysco customers consider food safety 
a non-negotiable requirement. 
Perception is reality in the minds 
of consumers, he said, even though 
perceptions are not always based on 
fact. He urged beef producers to 

share their stories with the public, 
explaining what they do and why.

Tipton said inconsistency of size 
and quality remains a problem for 
beef retailers. Generally, carcasses 
have become too big, and the 
variation in size of muscle cuts is too 
great. Smaller portion sizes are “in” 
among Sysco customers, and they 
have concerns about antibiotic use 
by the beef industry. Sysco advocates 
animal antibiotics for therapeutic use 

only and frowns on performance-
enhancement applications. The use 
of growth promotants is another 
customer concern, reflected in calls for 
“hormone-free” beef. Tipton believes 
consumer opposition to the use of beta 
agonists during the finishing phase 
could be coming.  HW

Editor’s Note: For more BIF highlights visit 
BIFConference.com. Next year’s symposium 
will be June 12-15 in Oklahoma City.
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Hereford breeders honored
Perks Ranch, Rockford, Ill., and Carswell-Nichols Herefords, Alton, Kan., were recognized 
at the 2012 Beef Improvement Federation (BIF) Annual Meeting and Research 
Symposium. Perks was honored as a seedstock producer of the year nominee and 
Carswell-Nichols as a commercial producer of the year nominee.

Perks Ranch was founded as a working horse and cattle ranch in 1961. Owned by 
Doug Perks and managed by Tom and Tammy Boatman, the ranch is located near 
Rockford, Ill. Averaging 36 inches of rain annually, the ranch includes rolling grasslands, 
cropland and protected forest. 

The Perks Ranch program has been built on Hereford genetics and included 
Red Angus cattle from 1999-2010. With approximately 120 registered Herefords and 
75 commercial cows now, they are rebuilding the herd with a goal of reaching 150 
Herefords and 100 commercial females.

A dual calving season is utilized to diversify risk and take advantage of different 
marketing opportunities throughout the seasonal cattle cycles. Spring calving is within 
a strict 90-day window, ranging from Feb. 1 until April 30. Perks also has a 30-day fall 
calving season that spans from Sept. 1 until Sept. 30. 

Females are marketed through an annual fall production sale at the ranch, and in 
the spring they are sold through a partner’s sale in Oklahoma. Bulls are sold off the 
ranch by private treaty, as well as at their Oklahoma cooperator’s location.

Carswell-Nichols Hereford Ranch is a livestock and grain operation located in north 
central Kansas near Alton. Harold Carswell, founder of the ranch, started the cow 
herd in 1935 with his first 4-H heifer. Since then, the operation has grown to include 
his daughter, Carol Nichols; son-in-law, Jim Nichols; two grandsons, Brock and Ryan; 
granddaughter-in-law, Carolyn; four great-grandchildren; and 300 head of Hereford  
and Angus cattle.

Hereford cattle are the heart of the operation and remain the family’s true passion. 
Their philosophy is that Hereford cattle continue to be the benchmark against  
which other breeds are measured as cattlemen continue to seek optimum traits 
inherent in Herefords. 

Those traits, critical to survival in the cattle business, are exactly the same 
traits Carswell-Nichols Herefords offers its customers in today’s industry: fertility, 
reproductive performance, feed efficiency, optimum size and growth, and documented 
feedlot and carcass superiority. They believe in combining superior genetics, 
progressive management and industry partnerships to provide consumers a quality 
beef product and reputable breeding stock.

Today, the Carswell-Nichols cow herd consists of one-third registered cows and two-
thirds commercial. The family raises 1,750 acres of wheat and 2,000 acres of fall crops 
that consist of corn, milo, soybeans, silage feed and cane hay. Cows are managed on 
3,000 acres of native grass pasture.

Joining Jim and Carol at the ranch is son Brock; his wife, Carolyn; and their four 
children. Son Ryan is a banker in Wichita, working in agri-finance, and is a huge 
influence in their marketing and keeping up-to-date on resources. Ryan also helps in 
the advertisement and marketing of the registered and commercial herds.

The headquarters of their operation have been at the current location, the home of 
Jim and Carol, previously home to Harold and Pat, since 1950.  HW
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