
B e f o re there was bovine
s p o n g i f o rm encephalopathy, the
only BSE to worry about was the
b reeding soundness exam of bulls
prior to breeding season.
S u r p r i s i n g l y, however, many
p roducers haven’t concern e d
themselves with that kind of BSE
and don’t routinely test their bulls’
readiness for the work ahead.

How important is it to evaluate
b reeding soundness? Well, it is at
least as important as the time and
e ff o rt devoted to genetic selection.
After all, the extent to which a bull
will distribute his genetics depends
on his re p roductive capability, and
that differs markedly
among bulls.

Peter Chenoweth,
a professor of
agricultural practices
at Kansas State
University College of
Ve t e r i n a ry Medicine,
says at least 20% and
p e rhaps as many as
40% of bulls have
some sort of pro b l e m
that may cause them
to be subfertile or
i n f e rtile. Chenoweth
says the standard i z e d
b reeding soundness
exam pro c e d u re s
recommended by the
Society for
T h e r i o g e n o l o g y
re p resent an eff e c t i v e
p a s s - o r-fail test for
s c reening bulls.
Relatively quick and economical to
p e rf o rm, an evaluation won’t identify
bulls that are superior breeders, but it
will finger the freeloaders that fail to
meet or exceed thresholds of
a c c e p t a b i l i t y.

M o re than a semen test
The breeding soundness exam

does more than test semen quality,

Chenoweth stresses, but collecting
and examining semen for sperm
motility and morphology is
essential. Proper evaluation also
includes overall physical
examination, with part i c u l a r
attention to structural soundness
and vision. An examination of the
re p roductive organs assures that
specific “equipment” is stru c t u r a l l y
c o rrect and in good working ord e r,
without growths, adhesions or other
d e f o rmities. And a measurement of
s c rotal circ u m f e rence (SC) should
be included, particularly with young
b u l l s .

This measurement re m a i n s
u n d e rutilized, Chenoweth says,
noting how only 15% of U.S.
p roducers consider scro t a l

c i rc u m f e rence of gre a t
i m p o rtance to bull
selection, and 19%
re g a rd it as being of no
i m p o rtance at all. Still,
p roducers claim
i n f e rtility as the chief
reason for culling
b u l l s .

“ S c ro t a l
c i rc u m f e rence is
i m p o rtant to fert i l i t y, ”
Chenoweth states. “It
is related to sperm
p roduction. It is
related to female onset
of pubert y. And it is
h e r i t a b l e . ”

In cert a i n
situations, special tests
for sexually
transmitted diseases,
such as vibriosis or
trichomoniasis, may

be advised. Another potential add-
on to the basic bull evaluation is
testing for libido, or sex drive. This
behavior trait can be measured in a
test setting by allowing the bull to
have access to a female and
o b s e rving the time re q u i red to
mount and service her. Bre e d i n g
soundness exams may not ro u t i n e l y
include a libido test. At the very

least, producers should observ e
bulls as they are introduced to
b reeding pastures and evaluate the
bulls’ eagerness to pursue their
m i s s i o n .

“Libido is particularly import a n t
to synchronized natural serv i c e ,
w h e re bulls are in for a stre s s f u l
couple of days,” Chenoweth adds.
“In that situation, producers need to
take both soundness and libido into
a c c o u n t . ”

Good timing
The best time to conduct a

b reeding soundness exam will vary,
depending on the reason for the test.
L o g i c a l l y, the best time is nearest to
b reeding season as possible  —
usually within a month of turnout —
while allowing enough time to either
retest or replace bulls that do not
test satisfactorily.

Some bulls do deserve another
chance. It is not uncommon for
yearling bulls to exhibit temporary
s p e rm abnormalities due to
i m m a t u r i t y. Overly conditioned
bulls, and particularly those that
achieved rapid weight gains on
high-grain diets, sometimes
p roduce defective sperm. Older
bulls also may produce a
questionable sample and still be
c o n s i d e red capable of
i m p ro v e m e n t .

In some situations, impro v e m e n t
may occur within a very short time.
Others may re q u i re months, and
some bulls may never improve. A
good policy for diff e re n t i a t i n g
between temporary and perm a n e n t
p roblems, Chenoweth suggests, is to
retest in six to eight weeks.
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I s y o u r bu ll doing his d u t y ?

Based upon a 6% increase in ca l f cro p, K-S ta te ’ s Pe ter Chenoweth est i ma tes a n
a pp 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,
t ha 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 season, which 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. [ P H OTO BY S H AUNA ROSE H E R M E L ]
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of less than 18 months of age. Yo u n g
bulls are generally given lower mating
loads than older bulls, and re s e a rc h
tends to support this practice. Accord i n g
to surveys of U.S. producers, the bull-
to-female ratios have changed little in
recent years, averaging 1- t o - 17.5 for
yearlings and 1-to-25 for mature bulls.

H o w e v e r, Chenoweth says the
traditional ratios considerably
u n d e restimate the capabilities of
competent bulls. For most operations,
bull-to-female ratios of 1-to-20 for
yearlings and 1- t o-40 for mature bulls
a re adequate.

“I believe a competent, mature bull
can easily handle 50 cycling females over
a 60-day breeding season,” Chenoweth
adds. “The problem is that a lot of
i n d i ff e rent bulls are turned out in
b reeding pasture s . ”

P a s t u re size and terrain do influence
ratios, Chenoweth admits. Females tend
to form a sexually active group when
several are in heat or close to coming in
heat at the same time. The group can be
v e ry mobile, but it tends to remain fairly
close to the bull or bulls. In very larg e
p a s t u res, and especially when the terr a i n
is quite rough, several groups may form
— each with its own bull. Under these
conditions it is difficult to make hard
and fast recommendations for
a p p ropriate bull-to-female ratios.

Other breeding management
recommendations include using bulls of
similar size, age and breed type. It is
suggested that bulls be allowed to
establish their social ranking at least one
to two weeks prior to the bre e d i n g
season. While re s e a rch data is lacking,
rotating bulls during the bre e d i n g
season often is recommended. The idea
behind shaking up the bull battery is to
limit harmful effects of social dominance
while maximizing biostimulation. One
a p p roach involves use of mature bulls
early in the breeding season, followed by
younger bulls in the latter part of the
season. Another method involves
rotating mature bulls with younger bulls
at two-week interv a l s .

C a re of the team during the off -
season should not be ignore d ,
Chenoweth stresses. He emphasizes
maintenance of bull condition and
attention to health practices such as
vaccination and treatment for parasites.
Attention to nutrition often is handled
best when mature and young bulls are
g rouped separately and fed diets that
a d d ress their diff e rent needs.

“A postbreeding appraisal is good
management, especially considering the
attrition rate encountered by young
bulls. This examination enables ‘dud’
bulls to be culled and fixable pro b l e m s
to be attended to during the off - s e a s o n , ”
Chenoweth offers. “During this time,
they should be managed to ensure
optimal perf o rmance in their next
b reeding season, so their re p ro d u c t i v e
life span is pro l o n g e d . ”

D oll a rs and ce n tsb e n e f i t
The breeding soundness exam off e r s

peace of mind and opportunities for more
p rofit. Research suggests bulls that are
evaluated and found satisfactory have a
6% or greater fertility advantage
c o m p a red to unevaluated bulls. That

means more pregnancies and more calves
at weaning time. 

Based upon a 6% increase in calf cro p ,
Chenoweth estimates an appro x i m a t e
re t u rn of $20-$25 per $1 invested in
b reeding soundness exams. However,
highly fertile bulls are likely to breed more

cows earlier in the breeding season. That
should result in increased weaning
weights of older calves and additional
p rofit potential.

B re e d i ng ma nage m e n t
Young bulls are used more widely than

ever before. Estimates indicate that
among breeding herds containing more
than 50 females, more than half use bulls
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