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Cattle Production: Weaning methods in the
Southern Pastoral Region

This farmnote discusses a number of observations that were
made on weaning methods during studies that were
undertaken at Cunyu and Mt Clere Stations during the
period 1990 to 1998.

Weaning

Weaning strategies available to pastoralists vary depending
upon seasonal conditions and the availability of
infrastructure. The rule of thumb is that during average
seasons, calves should be removed from their mothers at
140-150 kg liveweight (approximately five to six months).
These animals will survive and grow if put onto country in
reasonable condition.

During poor seasons and droughts, there is often debate
over the most appropriate method of weaning.
In poorer seasons, weaners may need to be removed from
their mothers at lighter weights. Typically, this may involve
weaning down to 100 kg during dry spells, or radical
weaning down to 60 kg during extreme droughts. In either
case, animals weaned at these lighter weights will need
supplementary feeding or, if this is not possible, they should
be sold. An additional option, which was used at Cunyu in
1994, is to carry out a twice-yearly cross-weaning at
120-140 kg.

In summary, the three options that are normally available
during these poor seasons are:

1. radical weaning (60-100 kg) to yards and feeding;

2. twice-yearly cross-weaning to paddocks at 120-1 40 kg;
and

3. weaning onto the truck.

Radical weaning to yards & feeding

Large scale feeding of weaners during droughts is an
effective means of increasing their chances of survival, and
preventing long-term set backs in growth and reproduction.
Even so, it is often difficult to argue that the activity is
practical. This is especially so given the nature of droughts
in the Southern Pastoral Region, where there is usually a
large degree of uncertainty over how long the feeding will
need to continue.

Weaner feeding also requires substantial manpower and
infrastructure. Whilst infrastructure can be put in place
before drought periods, the inevitable drain that weaner
feeding places on staff during a drought, only serves to make

the challenge more logistically difficult than it already is.
For properties run by one or two people, the exercise is
unlikely to be an option, nevertheless, there are examples in
the Gascoyne, where this strategy has been a success and is
now an integral part of the management process.

Twice-yearly cross-weaning at 120-140 kg

As an alternative, the Cunyu study demonstrated that
weaners over 120 kg will survive during drought periods on
rangelands in fair to good condition, and continue to be
productive in the years that follow. Rangelands in poor
condition are unlikely to produce the same results. In
addition, twice-yearly cross-weaning must be undertaken in
these circumstances if it is to be effective. The same
outcomes may be harder to achieve in a Bos indicus herd if
wet cows allow newly weaned calves from other areas of the
property to suckle. In these instances, segregation may be
necessary.

Weaning onto the truck

Athird option is also available, and that is to sell the weaners
directly off their mothers. Fluctuating market demand can
often make this strategy one that produces unpredictable
financial results, and the need to preserve future income
also places limitations on the number of calves that can be
sold. Ultimately, the key to making this option a financially
viable one is to ensure that calves reach the marketplace
before the inevitable glut of calves from the pastoral region
occurs.

Financial comparisons of radical weaning and feeding
versus twice-yearly cross-weaning at 140 kg

Analysis of variable costs incurred under the two
management strategies, combined with logistical and
financial observations from Cunyu and Mt Clere, provide
some further insights.

Table 1 shows that the variable costs associated with weaner
feeding are significant. Theoretically, this expenditure on
labour and feed for weaners should be offset by reductions
in weaner/calf mortalities during the drought period. The
extent to which future income from these animals makes up
for this feeding outlay will depend upon market prices and
seasons that follow the years after the drought.

The alternative to this, is to incur the less significant costs
that are associated with cross-weaning in the year of the
drought, but to lose future income from weaners that do not

Continued overleaf...

For more information visit our web site www.agric.wa.gov.au




Table 1: Variable costs and mortality rates associated with cross-weaning and weaner feeding.

Cross-weaning

Radical weaning & feeding

Variable costs

Variable costs

First muster 880 calves & weaners @ $10/head

Second muster 660 calves & weaners @ $10/head
Cross-wean 880 weaners @ $10/head

Total variable costs = $24,200

Muster & move to yards or paddock @$20/head

(1100 calves to feed & weaners)
Feeding - labour @$40/day (180 days)

Feeding calves >100 kg 220 calves @ $68.40/head

Feeding calves <150 kg 440 calves@ $45.60

Total variable costs = $57,112

Mortality rates Mortality rates
Breeders 11% Breeders 11%

Steers 8% Steers 8%

Unweaned calves 28% Unweaned calves 28%
Weaners 8% Weaners 2%

Bulls 8% Bulls 8%

Costs based on 1999 grain prices - do not include freight.

Assumptions for cross-weaning example: total number of calves born is 1100. 20% of these are born between the first and second musters, 40% are of
weanable size at first muster and another 40% weanable at second muster. Both examples assume infrastructure is in place.

survive the experience (approximately 120 calves as
compared to 15-20 in the feeding option outlined in
Table 1). Whether such a decision is any more or less
financially attractive compared to the feeding option is also
highly dependant upon local country type, seasons,
prevailing market prices in the years after the drought, and
the severity of the drought itself.

Financial implications for Cunyu as a result of the 1993/94
drought were minimal. Income in the year of the drought
was restricted, with most sale age steers being retained. The
majority of income was derived from the sale of mickey
bulls, heifers, and a portion of the year’s steers. Weaners
were also sold directly off their mothers, but prices crashed
during the course of the year, and this became unviable.
The resulting lower than average income was made up for
in the following year. Importantly, there does not appear to
have been a significant impact on income from the sale of
cattle in 1996, the year in which drought-weaned steers
would have been of an age to sell (Figure 1). This was
the case despite particularly poor market conditions. As a
result, the strategy of cross-weaning was considered to be
a success.

In contrast to this, weaner feeding at Mt Clere went on for
six to seven months. It placed considerable demands on
station labour, and with no end to the drought in sight, the
animals were sold. In this case, the extra time and money
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Figure 1: Variation in annual income at Cunyu (1990-1998)
measured as percentage change relative to the average income
for the period.

that went into these animals seems to have produced limited
benefits.

The final decision over whether to feed, cross-wean, or sell
calves must be based upon individual circumstances, and in
particular, the availability of infrastructure and labour
to carry out the weaning process. The important point
is that there is more than one option that will provide
a reasonable outcome.
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