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Dystocia in beef heifers is a problem of considerable economic
importance. Numerous studies have shown that it is primarily a function
of calf size and the pelvic area of the dam (reviewed by Price and Wiltbank
1978). Since nutritional management cannot be relied on to substantially
reduce dystocia rates (Kroker and Cummins, 1979), other techniques need to
be evaluated.

Birth weight has a moderate to high heritability (Preston and
Willis, 1970). Consequently, selection of low birth weight sires
specifically for use on heifers may be a useful procedure.

For this experiment, 8 Angus bulls were purchased from two
Victorian herds. Using birth weight data adjusted for dam age, the two
heaviest and lightest bulls available in each herd were selected on their
individual birth weights. The four heavy birth weight bulls and the four
light birth weight bulls were then mated (as multiple sire groups) with
herds of 143 yearling Hereford heifers for 8 weeks beginning April 22.

After mating the two groups of heifers were run together as a
single mob throughout pregnancy and calving. For the first 19 days of
calving, the heifers were inspected twice daily and newborn calves were
weighed, tagged and identified with their dams. Results are shown in the
table below.

TABLE 1: Some Effects of Mating Bulls of High or Low Birth Weights
to Hereford Heifers

BirtEISZight Birtﬁozeight t Test
No. of bulls
Bull birth weightl 35.6 = 1.4 26.9 * 1.2 XX
No. of calves recorded at birth 73 20
Calf birth weight2 32.4 £ 0.4 30.2 * 0.4 XXX
No. assisted 2 1 NS
No. stillbirths> 3 0 NS
No. of calves recorded at weaning4 57 67

Weaning weight? 148 + 3.3 146 t 2.6 NS
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1Adjusted for dam age
2Adjusted for sex

3Four other stillbirths occurred, but could not be attributed to
individual dams.

4Discrepancies between birth and weaning due to loss of tags and calf
deaths.

®*p <0.01
X, L0.001

The selection procedure resulted in a significant difference in
birth weight in the progeny of thﬁ two groups of bulls. This difference
gave a realised heritability of h™ = 0.5.

The dystocia and stillbirth rate was considerably lower than
normally experienced in this herd. Based on the identified calvings, it
did not differ between the two groups of bulls. Data from Smith et al,
(1976) indicates that the difference in birth weight achieved might be
expected to lead to a 7 percent reduction in dystocia rate. Extrapolation
of the data from Price and Wiltbank (1978) indicates a possible reduction
of 11 percent if birth weight and pelvic areas were in the critical
regions.

Although these results offer some encouragement for the concept
of sire selection based on individual bull birth weight as an aid to
reducing dystocia rates in beef heifers, a more complex management and
selection system may be required to have a substantial impact on this
problem.
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