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Wagyu cattle were originally 
used as draught animals for 
cultivating rice paddies, so were 
selected for physical endurance. 
Over the centuries, this natural 
selection favoured animals with 
more marbling, which provided 
a readily available energy source 
for this demanding work. 

There are four strains of 
Black Wagyu: Tajima, which 
has excellent marbling 
ability but is small-framed, 
Shimane, Tottori and Kedaka. 
The Kedaka is known for its 
superb quality marbling but 
also for its large frame and 
good milking capabilities.

The Wagyu Society of South 
Africa (Wagyu SA) has 
held two strategic planning 

sessions over the past three years 
and has reached consensus on 
the goals it wishes to achieve over 
the next five years. Its mission 
is to make the South African 
beef industry as profitable 
as possible, and ensure that 
consumers demand and enjoy 
the premium eating experience 
provided by Wagyu beef. 

Wagyu beef also offers a health 
advantage; it has been shown to 
to contain twice as much oleic 
acid (healthy fat) as palmitic 
acid (saturated fatty acid). 

This healthy fat is what makes 
Wagyu unique and a bestseller. 

Red and black Wagyu
As can be seen at many 
agricultural expos, Wagyu is 
managed very differently to 
other breed societies or livestock 
businesses. Consumers queue up 
to taste Wagyu burger or biltong.

Whilst Wagyu breeders are 
proud of their cattle, it is the 
product that ultimately sells the 
genetics. The genetics matter 
because they are associated with 
high levels of marbling in the meat, 
and marbling correlates with 
juiciness, taste and tenderness. 

ABOVE LEFT 
AND ABOVE: 
The dominant 
Black Wagyu (left) 
tends to have better 
marbling than 
the Akaushi, also 
known as the Red 
Wagyu (right). The 
latter is usually 
larger-framed.
Supplied

This article, the first in a series of five, examines the Wagyu Society of South Africa’s strategic 
plan, and explores the ability of the Wagyu value chain to supply premium quality beef in sufficient 
volume to meet demand. It also looks at the difference between fullblood and purebred Wagyu.

Wagyu: the origin and 
advantages of the breed
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Black Wagyu originate from the 
dry region of Tottori in Japan, 
and thus outperform other black-
hided breeds in tropical climates. 

Akaushi, also known as Red 
Wagyu or Japanese Brown, are 
well regarded for their abundant 
marbling and growth. With 
Simmentaler and South Devon 
as part of their genetic makeup, 
they are larger than cattle from 
the dominant Black Wagyu strain, 
with higher weaning weights 
and shorter finishing times. The 
females provide plenty of milk. 

The Akaushi strongly resembles 
South Africa’s typical red beef 
cattle. Its smooth coat and thick, 
loose skin are also attributed 
to its origin in Kumamoto, 
one of Japan’s hottest and 
most humid provinces.

The Black Wagyus tend to 
marble better than the Akaushi 
but the latter grows better on 
the veld and the cows have 
more milk. At this early stage 
in Wagyu’s development in 
South Africa, it is difficult to 
predict which will be the breed 
of choice in years to come. 
Some pundits speculate that 
the Akaushi, with its high 
marbling potential, will have 
more than adequate meat 
quality for the local market, 
and that most of the carcasses 
from Black Wagyu will be 
exported. Some breeders are 
also developing composite 
Wagyus that are a cross 
between fully pedigreed 
Black Wagyu and Akaushi. 

diffeRence betWeen 
fullblood and PuRebRed
Purebred Wagyu cattle are 
obtained after four generations 
of breeding. Fullblood animals 
trace their lineage, uninterrupted, 
directly back to an ancestor in 
Japan. They have 100% pure 
Wagyu genetics and are thus 
considered to be part of ‘the 
original stock’. In the Wagyu 
seedstock industry, there is 
still a significant monetary 
value associated with being a 
breeder of fullblood Wagyu 
cattle. This was also the case 

with British and European 
breeds exported from Britain 
and Europe at the turn of the 
previous century. Aberdeen 
Angus, for example, was 
exported from Scotland to the 
US, and Simmentaler to Africa.

Australia is the largest source 
of fullblood Wagyu outside of 
Japan. In Australia, Wagyu sires 
are put to 100 000 cows annually.

The US has the largest 
population of purebred Wagyu.

fullblood heRd
To breed a fullblood herd, 
a producer can use either a 
fullblood Wagyu bull or  
semen straws on fullblood 
cows. The alternative is to use 
an embryo transfer programme 
with normal commercial 
cows as recipients. Fullblood 
embryos can be sourced from 
an embryo station or imported 
directly from countries such 
as the US or Australia. 

Embryo stations in South 
Africa are well equipped to 
assist with procuring embryos 
and help prospective producers 
with their embryo and artificial 
insemination programmes.

PuRebRed stud 
To start a purebred herd, a 
breeder’s first option is to  
buy purebred females from 
another breeder. These are 
often in calf from a purebred or 
fullblood bull. The advantage 
of this option is that one starts 
breeding purebred Wagyus 
from the first calf crop. 

The second option is a 
grading-up programme. This 
is a commonly accepted and 
probably cheaper way to ‘breed 
up’ to a purebred herd. The 
process will take four generations 

of breeding if the breeder starts 
from scratch with commercial 
cattle. Only registered fullblood 
or purebred bulls can be used 
for breeding, either via natural 
mating or via the use of semen 
of approved bulls on cows in 
the upgrading programme. 

The progeny of such bulls  
from commercial cows are 
eligible to become first- 
generation (F1) animals, while  
the progeny of qualifying  
bulls and F1 heifers or cows 
are eligible to become second-
generation (F2) animals. Similarly, 
the progeny of qualifying bulls 
and F2 females are eligible to 
become third-generation (F3) 
animals. Finally, the progeny of 
F3 females can be used to breed 
what is known as purebred 
animals (in theory, F4s). 

By definition, a purebred 
Wagyu can never be 100% 
fullblood, but will produce 
Wagyus that are 93% or more 
pure by the fourth generation.

commeRcial Wagyu heRd
A significant proportion of 
producers worldwide breed 
commercial animals and 
reap the benefits of breeding 
Wagyus without the additional 
effort to register the animals. 
To breed a commercial herd 
requires a fullblood or purebred 
bull (or semen of such bulls) 
to obtain the F1 progeny.

Commercial producers can 
then decide themselves if they 
want to breed F2 and F3 animals 
for the feedlot market. It is also 
strongly recommended that 
the commercial producer be 
part of the Certified Wagyu 
Beef programme (CWB). 

The definition of a CWB animal 
is any animal that is sired by a 
Wagyu SA-registered sire, has 
a minimum marbling score 
of 3, and is hormone-free. In 
addition, if male, it should be 
castrated prior to five months of 
age, and ethically produced as 
per the CWB protocol that also 
ensures complete traceability.
• Phone Wagyu South Africa on 
051 492 1852, or visit wagyu.org.za.

Wagyu beef 
contains 

tWice as much 
healthy fat 

as saturated 
fatty acid


