
Peter Cook 
P & L Cook and Partners 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cairngorms Monitor Farm 
 
 
 

A & J Adams 
Eastfield Farm 

Ballater 
Aberdeenshire 

 
 
 
 

Report on Meeting held 17 December 2008 
 

Getting the most from EBV’s 
 
 
 
 
Facilitators: Peter Cook   Tel 01467-642802  cooknewton@btopenworld.com 
  Jim Booth Tel 01651-843607  jim.booth@saos.co.uk 
 
 

  



TOP TIPS FROM THIS MEETING 
 
1.  EBVs are an excellent and essential tool in choosing a bull.  However, also look at the 
bull – it has to be able to work.  Also remember that figures are based on comparisons 
with peers, so it may be better to buy a good bull from a very good large group than an 
exceptional bull from a small and mediocre group.  
 
2.  An EBV for 400 day weight of 32 means that this bull is 32kg heavier than the 
average of the breed in that year.  Half of this will be passed on i.e. you can expect its 
progeny to be 16kg heavier than average.  
 
3.  How long a bull lasts has a lot to do with how it has been treated as a youngster.  If it 
is over fed its feet will be soft.  Ideally buy a bull in October for use in the following 
spring/summer, giving it time to “harden off”.  Start a young bull with a small group. 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
There was a good turnout for the last meeting of the year.  The programme for the 
meeting was as follows: 
 
Programme; 
 

1. Eastfield Fm - update 
Lunch Ballater Hall 

2. Introduction to Estimating Breeding Values (EBVs) 
3. My farm – Graeme Massie 
4. Project Business 
 

 
2. Eastfield Farm  (Alan Adams) 
 
Alan gave the Group an update of developments since the last meeting (18 Nov 2008) 
 
Key points: 
 

· Good PD results; of 78 cows only 3 were barren and therefore will be sold 
· Result of recent Johne’s test; 6 reactors which were mostly young cows; 4 home 

bred and 2 bought-in 
· Johne’s test cost approx £6-£7 so worthwhile as can sell reactors early before 

showing clinical symptoms.   
· See the Johne’s eradication programme as a long-term plan (10yr), so slowly 

getting on top of it. 
· When buying stock will now test them all for Johne’s – clearly a potential source. 
· 2 calves died suddenly – blackleg 
· Pulled out thin cows for extra feeding, following last meetings condition scoring 

exercise 



· Sold 3 bulls and bought a Saler bull privately 
· Bought a load of urea fertiliser for January delivery £310/t 
· Done the first blue tongue vaccination 
· Can blue tongue vaccine be used with other vaccines?  No tests done so 

manufacturers cannot recommend.  However, general feeling (note; not advice/ 
recommendation!) is that it can be used sensibly with others e.g. BVD with first 
jag, Lepto with second jag, always do on opposite areas of body.  
Recommendation would be to do 10 or so with 2 vaccines and observe these for 
any reactions before do whole herd.  Not a huge quantity of antigen in the blue 
tongue vaccine, so no big lumps expected. 

· Blue tongue vaccine info states a bottle must be used within 8 hrs once opened.  
Can it be kept longer?  It is your own risk, but it is not a live vaccine, so OK if 
kept longer if done sensibly. 

· How exact is the 4 week gap between the two doses?  Expect 3 to 5 weeks is 
OK.  Best to do when cattle are dry, not stressed, rather than stick to exactly 4 
weeks. 

· Overall blue tongue vaccination advice; SPEAK TO YOUR OWN VET FIRST.  
 
Diversification ideas 

· Farmhouse at Eastfield has been on long term let.  Now vacated, Alan has decided 
to carry out improvements and split in two.  Feels this will make letting easier and 
increase total income.  Estate will regard house improvements as tenants 
improvements. 

· Plans for micro-hydro in burn above Braehead.  Original plan for 100kW scheme 
costing over £400K, but likely to be too much environmental disruption and 
opposition.  Now aim for smaller scheme, but economics less good. 

· Also looking at possibilities on the Lary burns. 
· We will return to these diversification ideas at a later meeting.  

 
 
3. Introduction to Estimated Breeding Values (EBVs) (Johnny Mackey) 
 
Johnny Mackey was previously QMS’s Development Manager, which included overall 
responsibility for the Monitor Farms Programme in Scotland.  However, since autumn he 
has taken up a new post as secretary of the Luing Breed Society.  This is a part-time 
position which means Johnny can spend more time on his own small farm.  He farms 105 
acres in the Angus glens with 60 cows on hi-health scheme and 32 ewes.  The cows are 
Shorthorn X Angus.  
 
Johnny gave the group an overview and introduction to EBVs.  (see Appendix 1) 
 

· Many factors influence the appearance and performance of a bull, however, the 
only accurate way of assessing the genetic potential of an animal is by using 
EBV’s 

· Remember a bull passes on half of its genetic potential to its progeny 



· EBVs are based on the heritability of the trait, the animals individual performance 
record, the performance of known relatives, and the affect of the environment 
(feeding, management, system, climate, etc) 

· For example, an animal size is 70% from the environment (feeding, management, 
system, disease) and 30% is due to its genetics. 

· EBVs are estimates of an animals genetic merit, half of which is passed on to its 
progeny (the other half comes from the mother). 

· Heritability (how much of the trait is passed on) varies, some general heritability 
values include: gestation length 20%, growth to weaning 20%, 400-day wt 30%, 
birth wt 32%, scrotal size 31% and fat depth 30%. 

· An individual bulls performance is then compared against the breed averages 
· EBVs are estimated for; birth wt, calving ease, gestation length, 200 day wt, 400 

day wt, scrotal size, carcase wt, eye muscle area, rib fat, retail yield. 
· For example, a bull with a 200-dy growth EBV of 32 is 32kg heavier at 200 days 

than its peer group.  As 50% is passed on, it would then be expected to produce a 
calf that is 16kg heavier at weaning compared to a bull with an EBV for that trait 
of 0. 

· It is best to select animals on the basis of more than one EBV. 
· To help interpretation at bull sales, the EBVs are presented in index form based 

around the breed average 
· EBVs are estimates of an animal’s true breeding value.  The estimate is made 

from the analysis of all information that is available on the animal. 
· You can search for bulls with desirable  EBVs using an on-line database.  Most 

breed societies have these.  This is the first stage in the bull selection process. 
· EBVs can be used to improve specific traits in a herd, to improve efficiency and 

overall returns 
· New traits will be estimated for EBVs in the future 
· The cost of making a poor bull selection decision will last for many years and 

potentially cost thousands of pounds £ 
· EBVs are an aid to help you select the right bull.  You still need to carry out visual 

inspection and follow up pedigree lines. 
 
 
4. Breeder view of  EBVs (Graeme Massie) 
 
Graeme Massie, Blelack Farm, has been involved in pedigree bulls and recording for 
over 25 years.  The Group were interested in getting a breeder’s view on the use and 
value of EBVs.  
 
Key points: 

· A key aspect of EBV’s is the accuracy of the recording 
· Bulls performance is recorded against their peer group.  Can throw up unusually 

good results in small herds if no other records for comparison. 



· Danger in focusing too much on one or two traits.  For example feel US cattle 
breeders have focused on other traits and lost sight of weights – have now very 
small bulls. 

· Very important a farmer is clear what traits he is looking for.  Always pick 
visually first, then we check for good EBVs 

· Should also check back the pedigree lines – tells you something about 
repeatability (heritability) of good performance 

· Best to buy a good bull from a very good string, rather than excellent bull from a 
weak string 

· Many farmers panic at bull sales (they feel they have to buy something) and end 
up with the wrong bull 

· You should really go and see prospective bulls prior to the bull sales e.g. show 
day before the sale 

· A good bull is an investment and will make an enormous difference to a farm’s 
livestock performance, especially if breeding replacements 

· Must decide what job the bull is required for, don’t go for extremes – must be 
balanced 

· Old adage ‘first 10 calves pay for the bull’ 
· Longevity is a big issue.  Has a lot to do with how the young bull is managed.  

Feels many farmers are very poor at bull management.  Buy a bull (probably 
pampered for the sales), take it home then expect it to go to work immediately!  
Need to harden bulls off first.  Best to buy in autumn if looking to use in spring.  
Introduce to serving cows gradually 

· Would be useful if there was some form of financing deal (as for machinery), 
which also includes insurance. 

· Bulls with biggest scrotums have best fertility, and pass on ease of calving to 
dams 

· Generally big calves at birth turn out to be best growing animals, but need to 
balance calving ease 

· Long heads and fine bones can help calving, as can long lean body shape.  Has 
been a feature of sheep breeding recently. 

· Need to avoid difficult calvings in heifers; will impact on rebreeding and future 
fertility 

 
 
5. My Farm: Blelack Farms, Dinnet (Graeme Massie) 
 
Originally the family came from a farm near Kintore and moved to Blelack some 40 
years ago.  The farm now extends to 750 acres.  The business specialises on one 
enterprise, selling pedigree cattle from three breeds; Aberdeen Angus, Charolais, and a 
small Shorthorn herd. Try to keep them as commercial as possible.  All cows outwintered 
(lucky to have dry land and areas of rough), total 270 head. 
 
Most of the farm down in grass, grow 120 ac cereals all for own use, and stubble neeps.  
Harvest cereals early 30-35% MC and use the AgBag system.  All the arable work done 
by contractor, have a minimum range of machinery. 



 
A high input farm system with all eggs in one basket – pedigree stock 
 
AA Herd - 120 cow herd, calve Mar/Apr. 
Why AA ? 

· Easy to calve 
· Outwintered on the hill 
· Very easy to calve (calve at 2 yrs old) 
· Seen big increase in demand 

 
Ch Herd – 130 cows calve autumn  
Why Ch ? 

· Very popular breed – bulk are home sales 
· Calve at 2 yr old 
· Outwintered successfully 

 
Charolais herd seen less improvement compared to AA, as continually sold poorer cows 
from the AA herd due to big demand for females, which allowed a faster replacement rate 
and hence rate of genetic improvement. 
Very little French genetics in breed lines. 
Less farm labour so going for easy care. 
May have to help Ch heifers calve. 
Put AA embryos into Ch heifers. 
Bought 32 embryos from United States,  1980’s genetics but have tender gene 
 
Shorthorns  - 25 cows 
Recently went into breed.  Embryos from Canada 
Expect demand from south-west of Scotland. 
Local demand has increased since the ‘Uppermill’ herd stopped 
 
Feeding  
Use Keenan feed wagon as use a lot of straw. 
Feed ammonia treated straw until calved (with high S mineral) then go on to silage when 
calved. 
Mix own concentrate based on barley, dark grains and soya.  Crude protein 16% then 
reduced to 13%. 
Bulls for sale get troughed once per day (5kg) 
 
Health status 
Hi Health scheme – BVD accredited, vaccinate for leptospirosis. 
Test for Johne’s disease 
All typical Deeside issues; trace elements, iodine 
 
Labour: Graeme, head stockman (Jim Smith) and a cattle man. 
If were a normal commercial herd they would have one man less. 
 



Castrate approx 40% of the bulls to remove the lowest performers from the herd. 
 
 
6. Group Work; Breeding Recommendations for the Monitor Farm. 
 
Following the sessions on breeding, the group were asked to revisit Alan’s strategy and 
make recommendations for his future breeding programme. 
 
Alan’s current direction; 

· Closed herd in long term (been buying-in recently due to shortage of own heifers 
as culled out Johne’s) 

· Saler and AA; easy calving and good maternal characteristics.  Very keen to get 
to the point of a live calf from every cow as a starting point. 

· Want flexibility to sell store or finish, so may now start using Charolais on cows 
not breeding replacements 

· Want ease of management, as target is still 1 man looking after 200 cows 
 
Group Recommendations; 

· Decide what type of cow you want – too mixed at present 
· Saler and AA are too different? 
· Simplify – single cow breed or settled cross 
· Hybrid vigour; may be plenty within a single breed 
· Stick with closed herd policy if can 
· Logistics of breeding own bulls is difficult; lots of groups to manage, split 

objectives, can’t make comparisons, no figures – is it worthwhile? 
· In 5 years time aim to be hi-health, and sell breeding heifers. 

 
 
7. Date of Next Meeting; provisionally Wednesday 21 January. 



Appendix 1   Presentation from Johnny Mackey 
 
Slide 1 

Estimated Breeding Values –
What, Where and Why

Johnny Mackey
Wester Drumlochy, Blairgowrie

 

A little bit about Wester 
Drumlochy

 
 

Slide 2 
Background to our farm

• Joint Partnership; 
bought in 2003

• 54 acres owned, 51 
rented

• South facing upland
• 60 cattle, 32 sheep
• Mixture of pure 

Shorthorn & BSH x 
AA

 

System at Wester Drumlochy

• Breed own replacements
• Calve down at 2yo
• Cows outwintered
• Feeding

– Cows; grass, deferred 
grazing, haylage

– Calves; no creep feeding, 
silage + barley

• Finish steers on grass 
alone at < 18months

 
 

Slide 3 

EBVs - What

 

What is an EBV?

An Estimated Breeding Value is the best 
estimateof an animal’s potential 

performance for that trait – half of which 
will be passed onto its progeny

 
 



Slide 4 
Better breeding – e.g. 200day growth 

EBV

A bull with an EBV of +32 is 
expected to produce on average, 

calves about 
16kg heavier at weaning when 

compared to calves sired by a bull 
with a EBV for this trait of 0

 

EBVs - Where

 

Slide 5 
Maternal Sire??

 

Breeding for replacements

EBV

Gestation Length

Calving Ease (dtrs)
Birth Weight

200 day milk 
200 day growth

400 day growth

Muscle Score

Muscle Depth

Fat Depth

Female 
replacements

Objective:  To breed milkier females which will cal ve 
easily yet not compromise on marketable steers

 
 

Slide 6 
On-line database

• http://www.britishsimmental.co.uk

• Click on-line databaseand then EBV enquiry

• Scottish bulls born in 2007

• Calving Ease Daughters: 2 (av. –0.1)
• Milk (kg): +10 (av. +5)

• 400 day weight (kg): +50 (av. +42)

• Click Search

 

Selecting a SIM bull to breed better female 
replacements and decent finished steers

 
 



Slide 7 
Graphs to aid buying decision

 

EBVs - Why

 
 

Slide 8 
The no.1 aim

• Entire industry relies on 
repeat purchase

• Tenderness is most 
important factor in eating 
quality for British 
consumers

• EBVs can help deliver
– Tenderness comes from 

growth
– DNA markers for 

tenderness
– Animals that perform off 

grass

 

Finances of beef production
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Slide 9 
Financial benefits of better fertility

Improve weaning 
by 30kg

Improve % by 6 
calves

Current 
performance

£56,625£21,375100 cow herd over 10 
years

£5,662£2,138Change for 100 cow 
herd

£56£21Change in output

£370£335£314Output per cow

1.251.251.25Average p/kg

296268251Av weight per cow kg

315285285Av wt per calf kg

949488Calves reared %

 

Improving efficiencies in beef

 
 



Slide 10 
Easy Finishing

Charolais Cross Heifers

Dam

Age at
Slaughter

(Days)
Deadweight

(Kg)
£/Head

Black Baldie 531 307 686

Continental
Cross

573 303 685

(Source: SAC / South West Monitor Farm)

 

Future achievement? 

• -£158/cow net margin
• +£80/cow saved by 

outwintering
• +£21/cow by improved 

fertility
• +£45/cow by use of better 

breeding (increased weaning 
weights, easier calvings)

• = -£12/cow net margin
• Vet & med, improved 

marketing, spread fixed 
costs all lend themselves to a 
positive net margin

 
 

Slide 11 
The £100/cow challenge
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Paying for a bad decision?

• Purchase Feb. 2009
• Used summer 2009
• First calves spring ‘10
• Daughters bulled summer ‘11
• First calves spring ‘12
• Second calves spring ’13
• Bulled culled / sold after 4 

seasons
• Daughters start expressing 

poor traits
• TOO LATE!

 
 

Slide 12 
EBVs work

• Breeders know their cows 
better than you
– Milkiest cows have highest 

milk EBVs
– Best calving figures come 

from easiest calving cows
– Growthiest calves come 

from cows with best growth 
EBVs

• You know your cows 
better than them

 

Conclusions

• EBVs are here to stay – it’s 2008, we shouldn’t be 
debating the merits of using them!

• Breeders should have beef eating quality at the 
centre of their breeding policies

• Low labour availability means buyers see their 
future herd genetics for 15 minutes before sale?

• EBVs are there to help you make the right 
choice.

 
 

 
 


