
Help!  My bull died…now what do I 
do? 
 

The death of a prize bull doesn’t mean that all is 
lost…if you act quickly!  The development of 
adequate protocols for sperm cryopreserva�on and 
storage has made it possible to use high-value 
livestock animals more effec�vely including post-
mortem.  The retrieval of the epididymal sperm 

(from the testes directly)  from deceased animals, cryopreserva�on, and later in vitro fer�liza�on are 
helpful techniques to save gene�c material that would otherwise be lost.   This is true whether it’s 
from  high value animals or even from endangered species. 

Let’s take a quick minute to discuss the tes�cular structure and why this is possible.  The epididymis is 
the last stop before sperm is ejaculated. Epididymal sperm have par�al maturity through the epididymis. 
The epididymis con�nues to suppress sperm mo�lity up to ejacula�on. But, when we recover it, it can be 
frozen and used similar to a regular sperm collec�on. 

Epididymal sperm can be collected from slaughtered or dead bulls. A�er death, testes are immediately 
removed (scrotal sac and all).  Be careful not to nick or otherwise damage the tail of the epididymis (the 
pointed area at the botom of the scrotal sac).  Package it in a styrofoam cooler and ship it (or somehow 
transport it) to a laboratory that can do epididymal recovery.  In the lab, the caudae epididymides are 
separated from the tes�s and dissected free, rinsed with saline and placed into a dish and mul�ple 
incisions are made in the tubuli to release the semen. Semen is recovered in buffer solu�on and sperm 
suspended to a final concentra�on of 50 million per milliliter in freezing extender containing 
cryoprotectant agents. The suspension is packed in 0.25 mL straw, cooled down to 5°C and frozen.  

 

 

Mo�lity and survival a�er freezing and thawing of epididymal sperm are expected to be lower than 
ejaculated sperm, but mo�lity and viability of frozen epididymal bull sperm can be higher as 60% a�er 
thawing 4. However, intrinsic characteris�cs of epididymal sperm among bulls can determine differen�al 



tolerance to cryopreserva�on 5, termed “freezability”, resul�ng in a wide range from 10% to 70% of 
mo�lity and survival a�er cryopreserva�on. 

Frozen-thawed epididymal bull sperm s�ll retain enough fer�lity poten�al to produce viable bovine 
embryos under in vitro condi�ons, and some�mes with regular AI. Fer�liza�on and embryo 
development rates a�er in vitro fer�liza�on using epididymal sperm can reach averages values as high as 
65% and 80% respec�vely. The outcome of fer�liza�on and embryo development is similar or lower 
when compared to frozen-thawed ejaculated sperm used as control 1,6. This varia�on is explained by 
several factors such as epididymal sperm quality, differences in sperm processing and sor�ng, oocyte 
quality, and laboratory exper�se. 

Did you know that epididymal collec�on can also be used during castra�on, assuming the young animal 
is sexually mature?  This is a way to preserve gene�cs that you might find to be useful later.  Remember, 
the best insurance is to have frozen sperm in the tank! 

MPTI can help with recovery of gene�c materials from your bull, or any other intact male.   Give us a call 
and we’ll provide specific instruc�ons. 

 

Want to know more?  Here are a few references that you might want to read.  
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