
   
Making a profit from Northern breeder herds: Dr Ian Braithwaite 

Increasing profit in a Northern beef breeding enterprise is largely dependent on improving the 
productivity of the breeding herd. Dr Ian Braithwaite says the key to a profitable and sustainable 
northern breeder enterprise lies in balancing three essential elements: cashflow, calves, and grass,  
“It needs to be a balanced business. Cashflow, grass and calves. Most livestock businesses run 
cashflow poor and grass poor.”   

The Philosophy of Breeder Management: ‘Best Bang for Buck’ 

Dr. Braithwaite, is a large animal veterinarian based in Mt Isa with nearly 30 years of experience in 
servicing the region. He manages his own livestock business and advocates for a practical, results-
driven approach to breeder management. He believes that pregnancy testing is a key tool for getting 
the best ‘bang for buck’ out of a breeder business. Knowing the pregnancy status of the herd allows 
producers to make informed decisions regarding breeder inventory and resource allocation, ultimately 
improving profitability.  

To maximise profit, producers must incorporate the best management strategies to increase the 
kilograms of beef produced at the lowest cost, while ensuring land condition is maintained for optimal 
breeder health. 

Managing Your Breeder Business for Profit 

To achieve profitability, producers must balance three core components: cashflow, calves, and grass. 
If any one of these components is out of balance, it can negatively affect business performance. 
“Profit is achieved by having cashflow in the bank and maximising the number of calves on the ground 
while still having grass in your paddocks,” Dr Braithwaite explains.  

 

In managing a successful livestock business, various factors influence the overall performance and 
profitability. These factors must be carefully monitored and balanced to ensure the business thrives.  
Dr. Braithwaite highlights that by understanding and managing key variables that have the greatest 
effect on their breeding business, producers can make informed decisions that optimise their herd 
management practices to increase profitability in a sustainable way.   

Figure 1: Three (3) components to manage profitability of a Northern breeder business. 



   
These are: 

• Number of above-median rainfall years 
over a 10-year period. 

• 12-month rebreed rate. 

• Live weight gain in dry cattle. 

• Mortality rates. 

• Business costs.  

Cashflow Fundamentals 

Dr. Braithwaite emphasises the importance of producers having a clear understanding of business 
fundamentals to effectively manage cashflow and ensure profitability: 

“Different locations across Northern Australia have different production responses. People should 
have decision making strategies in place according to the location.” 

 
• Know your business and production expectations 

Understanding the unique characteristics of your location and the production expectations based 
on environmental factors is crucial for effective planning. This knowledge helps to align your goals 
with the achievable production potential in your area. 

• Annual financial target drives the business 
Setting and adhering to an annual financial target is essential for maintaining focus and direction 
in the business. It provides a clear benchmark for success and helps to prioritise resources and 
decision-making. 

• Know your herd inventory and what it is doing 
Keeping track of herd numbers and performance, including reproduction and growth rates, allows 
for better decision-making and more efficient allocation of resources.  

Production Fundamentals in a Northern breeder enterprise 

Dr. Braithwaite highlights several key production fundamentals that are essential for maintaining a 
productive breeder herd: 

• Identifying poor-performing cows at the pregnancy testing stage 
Use pregnancy testing strategically to identify and segregate cows that need additional nutrition 
will ultimately reduce supplementation costs. He also believes that breeders calving mid-year 
incur high costs for livestock businesses as peak nutritional demand aligns with the poorest 
pasture quality. This high risk and high-cost group can be identified at pregnancy testing and 
either managed separately or sold.  

• Improving the body condition of your breeders 
A key factor in improving rebreed rates is managing the body condition score (BCS) of your 
breeders. Dr. Braithwaite stresses the importance of achieving an ideal BCS at calving of 3.5–4 on 

Image 1: Dr Braithwaite teaching producers at a Breeder Management 
Workshop 



   
a 5-point scale (ideally between October and December in the Southern Gulf Region) to maximise 
rebreeding rates.  

Weaning management has the greatest influence on a cow’s body condition, so it’s crucial to 
avoid allowing cow body condition to drop below 2.5 if they are expected to reconceive quickly 
after calving.  

• The optimum time of calving 
Calving at the right time of year. Calving when there is a high likelihood of season breaks and good 
pasture nutrition is essential for maintaining cow condition and high rebreed rates.  Using the 
Green Date (75% chance that 50mm rainfall falls over 3 days from October) provides a useful 
guide. 

• Understand the dynamics of how calves drive the business 
In a static herd model (Figure 2), calves and weaners are the primary drivers of the business. 
Understanding this dynamic and ensuring a steady supply of healthy calves is key to improving the 
profitability of the operation. 

 

The Importance of Grass: ‘No Grass = No Herd’ 

Land condition and pasture management underpin the success of the breeder herd. Dr. Braithwaite 
stresses the importance of pasture budgeting, which helps producers plan and manage grazing 
efficiently. A well-structured grazing plan accounts for: 

✓ Carrying capacity. 

✓ Estimated pasture quantity and availability. 

✓ Demand of the animals. 

✓ Desired level of pasture utilisation. 

Figure 2: Static herd model 



   
By strategically managing pasture resources, producers can maintain the body condition of their cows, 
reduce costs and improve profitability. 

By implementing strategic management practices such as pregnancy testing, improving breeder body 
condition, and optimising grazing plans, producers can make informed decisions that lead to 
sustainability and prosperity. Dr. Braithwaite’s approach emphasises the importance of understanding 
local conditions, maintaining herd health, and managing pastures well. When these factors are 
monitored and balanced, producers can achieve a more productive and profitable operation, 
supporting the long-term success of their livestock business. 

Available support to improve the management of your Business 

Southern Gulf NRM, the Department of Primary Industries and Farm Business Planning North 
Queensland, through the Farm Business Resilience Program is available to support producers plan for 
future dry periods. Our teams can assist producers to identify key livestock business challenges and 
risks and help implement best management practices to become more resilient to extreme changes in 
climate. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

The Farm Business Resilience Program is jointly funded through the Australian Government’s Future Drought Fund and 
the Queensland Government’s Drought and Climate Adaptation Program.  

Figure 3: Fundamentals of Sustainable Grazing Management 


