
Bonsmara from the beginning
THEY have been the dominant beef breed in 
South Africa for many decades but it’s only been 
in recent years that the Bonsmara breed has 
begun to capture the attention of beef producers 
across northern Australia. A tropically adapted 
Bos taurus breed, Bonsmara was developed in 
South Africa in the 1930s and is now the largest 
beef breed in that country with a herd of around 
4 million head.

Around 400 Bonsmara embryos were first 
imported into Australia in 1998, leading to the 
establishment of the Bonsmara Cattle Breeders 
Society of Australia in 2000. There is an 
increasing number of Bonsmara infused cattle 
in Australia with the largest seedstock producer, 
Yarra Bonsmara, based in southern and central 
Queensland. Yarra Bonsmara market around 60 
high quality bulls annually and have recently 
struck a deal to sell a significant quota of bulls 
to one of northern Australia’s largest pastoral 
companies. Over the next five weeks, Queensland 
Country Life’s Penelope Arthur will take a closer 
look at the evolution of the Bonsmara breed and 
discuss the factors behind the breed’s rising tide 
of success across northern Australia. 

The Genesis of Bonsmara in 
South Africa 

The development of the Bonsmara breed in 
South Africa during the 1930s and 1940s was 
the direct result of a nutritional experiment at 
the Messina Livestock Research Station.

At that time the tropical degeneration of Bos 
taurus breeds of cattle was considered a major 
concern in the tropics and sub-tropics across 
the world and many scientists believed the 
degeneration was the result of poor nutrition.

South African scientist, Professor Jan Bonsma, 
launched a large scale nutritional experiment 
using a group of heifers from various British beef 
breeds in 1937.

The study included recording 14 body 
measurements such as body temperature, pulse, 
respiratory rates, tick counts and analysing hair 
samples.

The work also took into account vital 
performance data such as weight gains and 
Prof Bonsma developed a method of scale 
photography to capture the experimental cattle 
based on linear body measurements.

Prof Bonsma’s careful observations soon 
brought him to the realisation that malnutrition 
was not the cause of the degeneration and that 
those heifers that showed the least climatic 
stress thrived best.

An extract from “The Genesis of the Bonsmara” 
by Prof Bonsma states; “Those animals that 
showed signs of stress on hot days had a very 
high respiratory rate, they panted, their tongues 
hung out and dribbled profusely.”

“These…tests proved beyond doubt that the 
hide and coat of cattle played a tremendous role 
in the process of heat dissipation, which is of the 
utmost importance for the animal to maintain 
its thermal equilibrium in the environment.” 
“Animals that suffer from hyperthermia have 
increased respiratory and pulse rates with 
concomitant metabolic, physiological and 
endocrinological disturbances.”

This research work showed conclusively that 
as soon as the British beef breed content of the 
Afrikaner/Bos taurus cross went beyond 50%, 
signs of distress were encountered on hot days. 
After extensive crossbreeding trials across 
the country, the 5/8 Afrikaner, 3/16 Hereford 
and 3/16 Shorthorn animals were determined 
the most satisfactory and became the 
new breed now known as the Bonsmara. 
Australian Bonsmara breeder, Tony Berry, 
believes the origins of the breed, which 
lie in detailed performance recording and 
body measurements, set the tone for future 
development of Bonsmara.

“Performance recording is critical to where 
the breed has come from and where it is going,” 
he said.

“In South Africa, the Bonsmara seedstock 
producers are fanatical about their performance 

recording and the advantage of that is that we 
have total honesty in the system.”

“It really is the cornerstone of the breed and 
it means that the buyers can have the utmost 
confidence in the accuracy of figures such as 
EBVs.”

The rise of Bonsmara in 
Australia 

First introduced to Australia in 1998, the 
Bonsmara breed was identified as being highly 
suited to Australia due to similarities between 
local and South African climatic conditions.

Australian Bonsmara breeder Tony 
Berry said both South Africa and northern 
Australia experience high parasite loads, 
high temperatures and regular periods of low 
nutritional value across grazing lands.

He said it’s the ability of the Bonsmara to 
adapt and thrive in a wide range of conditions 
that makes them so well suited to the tropics 
and sub-tropics.

“Both South Africa and northern Australia have 
areas of very hot, hard country where grasses 
with lower nutritional value grow,” he said.

“They both also have high external parasite 
loads such as ticks, fly and other biting insects, 
and it is the ability of the Bonsmara to not only 
cope but thrive in these conditions that have 
made them so popular in South Africa.”

Mr Berry said the Bonsmara breed had to 
compete against many well marketed breeds in 
Australia but he believes the breed is gradually 
gaining momentum.

“Northern Australia is not an easy market to 
be playing in because there are so many big 

breeds, such as the Brahmans and Santas, that 
are very entrenched in the north,” he said.

“Our job is to ensure that only bulls of the best 
quality are marketed each year and at times that 
has meant we have castrated some very good 
males.”

“The advantage of that is that we have now 
managed to attract the attention of some big 
names in the northern beef industry who have 
been impressed by the performance of our bulls 
in the north.”

“We are now experiencing good, solid 
demand for our bulls and more beef producers 
are coming to recognise the benefits of using 
Bonsmara genetics, particularly in crossbreeding 
programs.”

The Bonsmara breed is also enjoying strong 
growth in Brazil and the United States.

Mr Berry visited Brazil for the Bonsmara World 
Congress in 2011 and said the breed is fast 
gaining favor with local beef producers.

“There are around 20,000 Bonsmara cattle in 
Brazil now and they are growing in number every 
year,” he said.

“The Bonsmara breed is also doing very well 
in the US, largely thanks to a producer in Texas 
who has 5000 purebred animals.”

“Research has been undertaken at the Texas 
A&M University into the tenderness of Bonsmara 
beef compared to breeds such as Angus.”
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BOESMAN EI 9880, Afrikaans for Bushman Stud EI9880, is a leading South African Bonsmara sire and winner of Bull of the Year. His genetics 
feature prominently in Australian Bonsmara herds.

Bonsmara Fast Facts
The Bonsmara breed…
- is a tropically adapted Bos taurus breed 

comprising 5/8 Afrikaner, 3/16 Hereford 
and 3/16 Shorthorn

- was scientifically developed in South Africa 
in the 1940s

- is currently the largest beef breed in South 
Africa 

- was introduced into Australia in 1998 and 
has continued to grow in numbers

- is ideally suited to crossbreeding programs 
across central and northern Australia 

The genesis of the Bonsmara, a unique pictorial genealogy from the beginning of the breeding 
work until the new breed was established.  Extract from Born to Breed, Born to Lead.


