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Cattle Production: Weaning & vaccination for
botulism: their effects on reproduction, herd

mortality and sales

Alongside vaccinating for botulism, weaning is one of the
most important tools available to increase the productivity
of a rangeland cattle herd. Studies undertaken at Mt Clere
and Cunyu Stations during the 1990s, have provided some
important insights into the benefits of weaning in the
Southern Pastoral Region.

Weaning increases breeder body weights and hastens the re-
establishment of oestrus periods

The impact that weaning has on the reproductive
performance of a herd is its most important contribution to
lifting the productivity of a herd. Weaning brings the
lactational phase of reproduction to an end and removes its
associated nutritional burden. The impact of this process on
breeders is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: The effects of lactation on the weight of breeders in the
Mt Clere Producer Demonstration (November 1993-May 1997).

These results from the Mt Clere study clearly show that the
average weight of dry (D) cows was consistently higher than
that of lactating (W) cows. In nearly all cases, these dry cows
had calves removed from them some time prior to their
weights being taken. The result was a conclusion to the
lactational phase, and an increase in body weights. This
increase in body weight is critical, and allows the breeder to
re-enter the reproductive phase much sooner than she
would have if continuing to lactate. Over the lifetime of a
breeder, this response to weaning results in more calves on
the ground.

It is important to note that the reproductive performance of
the breeder herd will depend upon how intensive this

weaning process is. The sooner calves are removed from
their mothers, the sooner breeders will re-enter the
reproductive phase. In practical terms, this means that
whilst once yearly musters and weaning of calves over 140
kg may well prevent population crashes during droughts, it
is unlikely to prevent large fluctuations in reproductive
performance. A twice yearly muster accompanied by
weaning during average seasons and droughts, ensures
consistently high rates of reproduction, and provide two
important benefits:

1. greater consistency of revenues as a direct result of
maintaining consistently high reproductive rates and
generation of replacement sale cattle in all years; and

2. greater scope to select optimum quality replacement
heifers to retain in all years, not just the good seasons.

Weaning and vaccination for botulism assist in lowering
breeder mortality rates and promote the opportunity to sell
cull cows in good condition.

Whilst it is difficult to separate the individual contribution
that weaning and vaccination for botulism have on survival
rates amongst breeders, the combination of the two at
Cunyu has had a direct impact on the survival of breeders
during drought periods. Figure 2 illustrates the significant
reduction in mortalities amongst breeders during droughts
from over 32 per cent in the 1991 drought to 11.4 per cent
in the 1994 drought.
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Figure 2: Breeder mortality rates (Cunyu Station 1991-1996)
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Historically, female cattle have not made a significant
contribution to the incomes of cattle properties in the
Southern Pastoral Region. In herds not subjected to
weaning or vaccination for botulism, breeders tend to die on
the property before surplus numbers are generated. The
Cunyu study demonstrates that this decrease in mortality
amongst breeders through weaning and vaccination for
botulism brings tangible benefits in terms of the
contribution they can make to incomes (Figure 3). The
process of weaning further ensures that these animals are
in the best possible condition for sale.
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Figure 3: Contribution to gross income by females in the Cunyu
herd (1990-1998).

99362-4/00-2000
Print Post Approved PP 665002/00031

ISSN 0726-934X

© Chief Executive Officer of the Department of Agriculture
2000. This material may be reprinted provided that the
article and the author(s) are acknowledged. Edited and
published by Information Services, Agriculture Western Australia,
Locked Bag No. 4, Bentley Delivery Centre, WA 6983.



