Temperament and Training.

There is an old saying that goes “Life is too short to work with bad cattle”.  That seems only too evident after a day of working bad tempered cattle that seem intent on making your life shorter.  The finishing corollary to that is “there are too many good cattle out there to put up with the bad ones”!

If asked all producers can identify their most “crazy cows”.  The one or two that throw up their heads at anyone’s approach and take their calf and head for the back 40-usually winding the whole herd up as they go.  Those same cows are often the last couple through the chute every time, hit the head-gate like linebackers and exit the crate like a racehorse.

The first answer to that is culling, but the question remains is it Nature or Nurture?  And the second answer is a bit of both.
Nature or heritability is certainly a big part of the puzzle.  A number of studies have put the heritability of temperament at .3 to .4 or moderate heritability.  This is similar to the heritability of milk yield and weaning wt.  So we know we can make changes by selecting for it.  Keep that in mind this year and add good temperament to your list or elevate it in your selection criteria if you are buying a new bull-especially if you plan on keeping heifers out of him. Some breeds now include temperament or docility EPDs, if they are available, use them.  But if not then observe the bull closely and his mother if possible.  Is the animal agitated by you being close?  How wildly does he react to sudden noises?  Don’t give the benefit of the doubt because he’s in a strange place.  When you work his calves they will also be in a strange place!  Then consider using BIF -Beef Improvement Federation Guidelines to consider ranking your own herd. They follow a 1-docile to 6-“killer”rating as shown in the attached chart.

The nurture affect falls into 2 parts. The first part is the cows influence over the calf in its early life.  Obviously calves learn from their mothers’ reaction.  So if she runs away at the slightest disturbance then the calf learns to be very wary of humans. 
The second part however belongs to the producer.  For the human part of the equation we need to remember that cattle are prey animals.  As such the first experience a calf has with anything is very memorable.  We use this to advantage in electric fence training.  However we often use it to our detriment in how calves react to people and to handling facilities.  Good or Bad that first experience gets “hard wired” into their brains.  If the first experience is unpleasant, say roped or grabbed, flipped, or chased into a handling facility and needled, perhaps castrated and dehorned, then nothing we do later in gentling the calf will ever erase that memory.  We may mute the calf’s reaction but never wipe out that memory.  However if we work it the other way and the first experience is pleasant, then when something bad happens later the cattle tend to associate it to whatever is different-be it the dog or different people.  It doesn’t take hours of training time but rather letting the cattle find their own way through the chute in their own time.  So plan to lock the cattle in the barn or coral and then open the handling facility and let them find their own way out at their own speed.  If calves go through the system that way, it is a novelty and interesting and something to be played with.  If however they are forced through then it will always be a place to be scared of.  Bad handling will beget bad behaviour even overriding calm genetics.  
As producers value add,  with more processing, wouldn’t it be nice to work calves that weren’t terrified?  Calm calves make it easier to do things like vaccinating and using 2 stage weaning to create healthier calves that go to the feedlot and just go to work.   The payback for good handling can be very large.  A number of studies both in the US and Canada have shown that calm cattle eat more, gain faster, have less mortality, grade better, break less equipment and hurt less people.  Feedlot producers do remember whose calves are wild in the facility and in the feed pen.  What do you think it is worth to them to have calm chute-trained cattle?   The value goes beyond wear and tear on the facilities and staff to very tangible bottom lines.

So for 2012 put temperament selection and chute training on that list to help you create calm calves and replacements that look good in the ring and even better in the handling facilities.

