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Introduction.

As breeders of large white turkeys have made genetic improvement in body size
and conformation, problems in managing breeding males have become accentuated.
The main problem is one of obtaining semen from large, broad toms. There are some
reports in the literature in which studies have been conducted to determine the effect of
reduction in body size of males on subsequent semen production. Voitle et at. (1972)
found that feeding turkey males a growing feed lower in protein than normally used
definitely had an effect on body weight. In this instance, however, there was no diffe-
rence in fertility between the restricted and non restricted males. The use of lysine res-
triction has been tested by Muller, 1973, and he found that this caused a delay in sexual
maturity of from 5-7 weeks. Krueger et al. (1977) reported that males maintained on a
daily feed restriction of 50 p.100 of feed consumed by full-fed males had a 30 p. 100
reduction in body weight at 30 weeks of age. Restricted males maintained on 15 hrs of
light as well as full-fed males maintained on either 8 or 12 hrs of light produced increas-
ing volumes of semen from 32-62 weeks of age. Full-fed males on a 15-hrs day were
reported to show a decline in semen production. Hens inseminated with semen from
restricted males had higher fertility than either of the other groups in this study.

The present study consists of four experiments conducted in four separate years
examining various procedures of reducing body weight in turkey males as well as
studying some interactions with lighting regimes.

Procedure.

Experiment 1 (R030065). -Atotal of 260 males hatched June 14, of the Nicholas Lar-
ge White Male Line (Line 50) were brooded for this experiment. The design of the expe-
riment is shown in table 1. Dietary content and calculated composition for feeds used in
this, and all subsequent experiments, are given in table 3. At 2 weeks of age half the



birds were kept on full feed while the other half went on the restricted regime. At
20 weeks of age the number of toms was reduced by selection for physical characteris-
tics to 96 toms (24 per treatment). At 25 weeks of age additional selection by physical
characteristics was made and the number reduced to 48 toms (12 per treatment). The
criteria for selection is described in the Breeder Management Manual of Nicholas Tur-
key Breeding Farms, Inc. (1978). The toms were mated to hens that had been main-
tained on a similar feeding regime. Eggs were set biweekly, and candled at 7 days
of incubation and fertility was determined over a 20-week production cycle. At each
insemination semen volumes were obtained on individual males. All toms were

weighed at various ages throughout the period from 2-55 weeks of age.

Experiment 2 (R030057). - Toms used in this experiment were of a two-way cross
Large White Nicholas experimental male line. A total of 200 tom poults hatched
June 24, were started in the brooder house. The experimental design for this experi-
ment is shown in table 2. At 18 weeks of age the number of toms was reduced to 67. At

25 weeks of age a further reduction of tom numbers was made reducing the number to
48 toms or 24 per experimental group. Hens to which the toms were mated were main-
tained on feeding regimes similar to the toms. Fertility was obtained through an 18-week
production period and eggs were set at biweekly intervals. Semen volumes were

obtained on a per tom basis at each insemination. Body weight measurements were
made at each change of feed during the growing period and at various stages during
the holding and breeding period.

Experiment 3 (R030058). - A total of 825 Nicholas Large White Male Line toms
(Line 50) were started in the brooder house on June 30. At two weeks of age the birds
were randomized into three groups and started on the experimental regime shown in



table 4. The low protein program was started at 3 weeks of age and continued to
17 weeks. At that point this group of males went on the regular holding feed. The birds
in the restricted group were maintained on a regular program until 18 weeks of age.
From 18-30 weeks of age they were maintained on a program of skip the weekend

feeding. This regime was designed to study body weight reductions at two different

periods in the bird’s life. At 20 weeks of age the number of toms per treatment group p
was reduced to 28. A further reduction of tom numbers occurred at 24 weeks of age at



which time there were 21 toms per experimental group. Data on body weight, semen
production and fertility were obtained as in the previous experiments.

Experiment 4 (R030059). - The 210 poults of a Nicholas Large White Male Line
(Line 50) utilized in this study were hatched on June 28. The experimental design used
in this experiment was similar to that used in Experiment 3 with two exceptions. In the
low protein group from the period of 18-21 weeks of age an additional feed was
included in the regime (table 5). Also in the restricted group the toms were placed on a

tom breeder feed at 22 weeks of age and from 18-26 weeks of age the birds were

starved for 3 days. As in the other three experiments body weight measurements were
obtained at the point at which a feed was changed up to 22 weeks of age. From this
point to 30 weeks of age biweekly measurements were obtained. During the breeding
season body weights were obtained at four different intervals. Semen production data
and fertility information were obtained as in the other experiments.

Results and discussion.

Experiment 1 (R030065). - Body weight data from 2-55 weeks of age are shown
in figure 1. The greatest reduction in body weight was obtained by the R-R group. At
31 weeks of age this group was 89.6 p. 100 of the weight of the control. This reduction
in body weight is not as great as that reported by Voitle (1972), Muller (1973) or Krue-
ger et al. (1977).

All toms in this experiment and in experiments 3 and 4 were maintained on a



lighting regime which consisted of exposure to a natural day up to 22 weeks of age and
from that point to a 12-hour day with a light intensity of 0.5 f.c. This program did not
change for the remainder of the reproductive life. The semen production curves for
each of the four experimental groups as well as the average semen volume per tom per
ejaculate and the percent fertility are shown in figure 2. The group that had the severest

weight restriction, namely R-R, was delayed in reaching its maximum semen volume
by about 9 weeks. The groups R-F and F-R came into semen production somewhat
above R-R but below F-F. Groups R-F and F-R exhibited a gradual decline in semen
production until about 300 days of age, at which point both groups leveled off in semen
production. The full-fed birds (F-F) came in with the highest level of semen production.
They maintained this level until about 275 days of age, and then went throught a steady
decline. The average semen volumes per tom per ejaculate were very similar. Fertility



was numerically higher in the F-R and R-F groups, but not significantly so. The main
difference in this experiment was that the control birds came in with higher levels of
semen production, but did not hold this level of production near the end of the breeding
season. At 365 days they were the lowest semen producers. The lack of difference in
semen volumes agrees with the report of Krueger et al. (1977) who likewise did not find
a difference in average semen volume per ejaculate when comparing restricted and
full-fed males.

Experiment 2 (R030057). - The use of a low protein feeding regime during the
early growing period reduced body weight at 32 weeks of age to the point that the low

protein group was 75.7 p. 100 of the weight of the control (fig. 3). At the termination of
the experiment at 54 weeks of age the two groups were very similar in body weight.

The delay in reaching peak semen production in the restricted birds in Experi-



ment 1 was thought possibly to be an interaction with the low-light regime followed in
the experiment. In Experiment 2 groups of toms from both feed regimes were main-
tained on either 1 f.c. or 15 f.c. of light beginning at 22 weeks of age. Average semen
volume per tom per ejaculate, semen production curves and percent fertility for each
group are shown in fig. 4. The birds on the higher light intensity on both feed regimes
had lower semen volumes. Likewise the low protein group had lower semen volume
than the controls under either light regime. The semen production curve indicates
that the low protein group was slower coming into semen production and its peak
was lower than the control group under both light regimes. In all groups there was
a decline in semen volume near the end of the breeding season. Fertility was not
affected by either feed regime or light intensity to which the toms were exposed. The
findings in this experiment tend to corroborate those of Experiment 1 where toms
maintained on a program to reduce body weight showed a delay in sexual maturity.
This adverse effect was not reversed by increased light intensity. However, semen
produced by all groups in this experiment was capable of maintaining high levels
of fertility.

Experiment 3 (R030058). - The body weight graphs for each treatment group are
shown in fig. 5. At 32 weeks of age the birds fed a low protein diet during their early

growth period weighed 82.6 p. 100 of the controls. The restricted feed group, in which
the program was applied during the holding period, weighed 85.2 p. 100 of the controls
at 32 weeks of age. As in the other experiments all three groups were close in body
weight at the termination of the test.

Semen production curves, the average semen volume per tom per ejaculate and
fertility are shown in fig. 6. In this experiment the birds on the restricted program
had the greatest delay in sexual maturity. In all three groups there tended to be a cons-
tant rise in semen production, up to about 320 days of age. At that point both the low
protein and the restricted groups tended to show a reduction in production. The control
continued an upward trend. There was, however, no significant difference in the



average semen volume per tom per ejaculate in any group. Also there was no signifi-
cant difference in fertility. This experiment agrees with the findings of both Experi-
ments 1 and 2 in that the reduction of body weight in males tends to delay the onset of
semen production. The greatest difference appears to be in toms in which body weight
reduction is attempted during the holding period. When done during an early age
the effect on semen production is not as great. A problem with reducing body
weight during the growing period is that it creates difficulties in making phenotypic
selections of males at the standard ages of 16 to 18 weeks.

Experiment 4 (R030059). - This experiment was basically a repeat of Experiment 3
with the minor exceptions noted in the procedural section. As occurred in Experiment 3
the greatest reduction in body weight was attained by the low protein regime during

the early growing period (fig. 7). At 30 weeks of age this group weighed 80.1 p. 100 of
the controls. At that age the restricted feeding group weighed 81.9 p. 100 of the



controls. As in the other experiments the body weights were quite similar at the termi-
nation of the experiment.

Semen production as measured by average semen volume per ejaculate per tom
and fertility for each of the three groups is shown in fig. 8 and indicates as in other

tests no difference between the treatment groups. There were, however, differences in
the onset of semen production. The controls in this instance were slower reaching their
peak production than in the other tests, however they were still above the levels
attained by the low protein and skip the weekend groups. In both the low protein
and skip the weekend groups semen production continued to rise until 304 to 320 days
and then began to decline. In the control group the peak production was attained at
244 days with a slight drop and then a constant level from 274 to 374 days of age.

The fact that in all four experiments birds that went through a program to reduce
body weight were somewhat slower in attaining their maximum semen production
can have important practical complications. Under most commercial insemination pro-
grams hens are inseminated three times in the first 10 days of lay. This puts a great deal
of pressure on the tom during that early period and any delay in sexual maturity would
result in a shortage of semen at that time.

Figure 9 is a summary of semen production in all four experiments where controls
were combined and all groups in which body weight reductions were attained were



also combined. This shows that reducing body weight does have an effect on early
semen volume. It also shows that later on there tends to be higher semen volumes in
males that go through a body weight reduction program. From a practical standpoint
the higher semen volume later in the season is probably not significant because at that
time some culling has taken place in the hen flock and therefore the semen required is
not as great. The results of this study tend not to agree with those of Krueger et al.
(1977) who did report that the use of feed restriction tended to result in superior repro-
ductive performance. Unfortunately, in that work there was no indication ofwhetheror
not semen production was delayed in restricted toms during the early semen production
period.

Conclusions.

The use of both lower than normal protein during the growing period (2-18 weeks)
and of feed restriction during the holding period (18-30 weeks) reduced body weight in
Nicholas Large White Male Line toms. Semen production was altered in that early in
the production period the birds with reduced body weight were lower than controls,
but later in the breeding season the reverse occurred. At the end of the season in each
of the four experiments, there was no difference in average semen volume per tom per
ejaculate. Fertility was not affected by reducing body weight.

Workshop on « Avian male reproduction »
’ 

Nouzilly, France, June 1980.

Résumé. Dans la souche de dindons Nicholas Large White, l’utilisation de régimes ali-
mentaires restreints en taux protéique de 2 à 18 semaines d’âge, puis en quantité totale dis-
tribuée de 18 à 30 semaines d’âge, conduit à une diminution de la croissance corporelle. La
production de sperme est, elle aussi, diminuée pendant son début, mais se trouve augmentée
plus tard. Il n’apparaît pas d’effet sur la fécondance du sperme.
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