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Overview

• Overview of Irish beef industry
• ICBF, ICBF database & Animal 

Events 
• What are genetic evaluations?
• New beef indexes
• Other Benefits to better breeding
• Breeding program.



Beef Cattle Industry in Ireland
• 1 Million suckler cows

– Ave. 17 cows/herd  (Suckler)
– But 40% in herds <10 cows

• 67,000 beef breeding herds
• 7,000 Pedigree beef herds

– Provide sires for dairy herds (AI & Stock)
– Ave 4 cows/herd (Pedigree)

• Predominantly crossbred 
• Replacements heifers:

– 32% 1st cross from dairy herds
– 68% 2nd cross from suckler herds



Irish Suckler Beef Industry

1 million suckler cows calving each year

840,000 terminal

150,000 
exported 

(15%)

160,000 progeny 
become 

replacements (16%)
690,000 

slaughtered 
(69%)



ICBF Strategy for Cattle 
Breeding

• Encourage farmers to focus on genetic 
improvement as a tool for improving future 
profit on Irish cattle farms

• How?
– Maintain a comprehensive database of 

Irish animal performance information.
– Use this data to develop genetic 

evaluations for all relevant breeds and 
traits

– Provide farmers with profit indexes to 
select their better cattle for breeding

– Help set-up an efficient breeding scheme 
to identify better AI and stock bulls for 
Irish herds
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The ICBF cattle breeding database
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1. Data Flow
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i. Animal Events

• Launched in beef in 2004

• 1.1m calf births in 2006 
(50% of total births)
– 530k with known sire.

– 425k with calving survey

• Starting point for beef breeding improvement.
– Sire of cow, dam of cow…..

– Marts, factories, on-farm (pedigree data)….

– Calving dates…..

• New DAF suckler cow welfare initiative.



9

White Card for calf Registration



AE Book for calf Registration
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0 5 1 2

0 6

IE12345678910 CHX

IE12345678

42345 IE234567891CH

John o Brien 0 5/1 2/06

Same as white card. Enough for blue card from Dept.

calving details

pedigree registration

Other events: Insemination, Weights, Dry off,   
Treatments, Culling reason, castration, weaning

IE2345678910 5 1 2 HBULL

0 6 1 2 IE12345678910 LMX 42346 HBULL

sire
Rename sire

CH



Breeds and Crosses in ICBF database



What type of information is stored?

• New information constantly flowing into database

• Main reason for loss of useable information is lack of    
pedigree data  



What do we do with this information?

• First: Need to sort out what is genetic and what is not!

• Performance in mart or factory depends on genetics but also 
management of the herd such as feeding, age at slaughter, sex  
i.e. bulls or bullocks etc.

• Heritability of a trait gives a measure of how it is passed on 
Carcass traits are 40-60% heritable 

Fertility traits such as pregnancy to first service are 
only 2-5% heritable

•Next step is to take the heritable part of the trait and rank 
animals for their genetic merit or value for the trait

-Called genetic evaluations



What are genetic evaluations??
Herd A Herd B

Carcass 
weight

(kg)

380

360

340

320

300

280

260

System: Bull beef

15-20 months at slaughter

System: Bullock beef

25-30 months at slaughter

Average age = 18 months

Average weight = 290 kg

Average age = 27 months

Average weight = 360 kg

+5kg +1kg

age

(mts)

30

27

24

21

18

15

12

+10kg



Indexes to identify the best.
•Putting value on improvement in all traits affecting profitability
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Suckler Beef Indexes



MATERNAL INDEX PATHWAY

Maternal Cow
•Ability to breed early
•Calve regularly
•Survive in herd
•Calve easily
•Plenty of milk 
•Good cull cow value

Maternal Calf
•Subsequent Feed intake
•Subsequent growth traits
•Subsequent carcass traits
•Subsequent calving 
ability as  bulls or 
replacement heifers

Index describes 
influence 2 
generations 

later

84%
Bull calves 
and surplus 
heifers 16%



Key profit data: CF52
CALVING = -€20
Calv Diff = (+7.2) 8% 
Gest Length = 288 days (+1.1)
Mortality = 3% (+0.4)
BOTTOM 10-25% of
CHAROLAIS BREED 
(difficult)

EXPORT = €123
Wean weight = 329 kg (+27)
Price = 2.22/kg (+67)
TOP 5% OF THE BREED

MATERNAL COW = -€148
Mat Wean wt = 322 kg (-12)
CI = 416 days (+8)
SURV% = 73% (-2.2)
BOTTOM 1% OF BREED

MATERNAL CALF = €351
TOP 5% of CHAROLAIS 
BREED

SLAUGHTER = €154
Carcass weight = 383 kg (+42)
Carc conf. = 9.4 (R+) (+1.9)
TOP 1% of CHAROLAIS 
BREED

• Same principle for all animals; AI bulls, stock 
bulls, cows, pedigree, commercial…….

SBI = €145

Rel =98%

Top 5%



Key profit data: LWF
CALVING = -€12
Calv Diff = (-3.7) 4% 
Gest Length = 284 days (+0.4)
Mortality = 2% (-0.8)
TOP 5% of ANGUS 
BREED (Easy)

EXPORT = €20
Wean weight = 306 kg (+3)
TOP 25% of ANGUS 
BREED

MATERNAL COW = €155
Mat Wean wt = +15.4
CI = 357 days (-1.3)
SURV% = + 0.8
TOP 5% of ANGUS BREED

MATERNAL CALF = €126
TOP 1% of ANGUS BREED

SLAUGHTER = €31
Carcass weight = 314 kg (+13)
TOP 1% of ANGUS BREED

• Same principle for all animals; AI bulls, stock 
bulls, cows, pedigree, commercial…….

SBI = €96

Rel =85%

Top 5%



22

AI sires across breeds

• Large differences in AI bulls, stock bulls
• More info to choose to suit your own system



Influence of a bull on your herd

20 suckler cows 

EXPORT 
INDEX:

€150
€150*10 = 

€1,500

SLAUGHTER

INDEX: 

€100
€100*10 =€1000

1. Calving index : -€40
Calv Diff = 8% 
Gest Length = 288 days 
Mortality =3%
-€40*20 = -€800

17 calves alive: 8 bulls, 9 heifers

Bull A Bull B
1. Calving index : -€10
Calv Diff = 4% 
Gest Length = 283 days 
Mortality =1%
-€10*20 = -€200

20 suckler cows 

20 calves alive: 10 bulls, 10 heifers

EXPORT 
INDEX:

€100
€120*9 = 

€1,080

SLAUGHTER

INDEX: 

€70
€100*11 
=€1,100

€1500 + €700 – €800 = €1,400 €1080 + €1100 – €200 = €1,980
Higher calving costs but 

higher calf value
Lower calving costs but 

lower calf value

If 3 dead calves are alive & 
exported:

€1950 + €1000 – €800 = €2,150
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Confirming indexes work?

• Based on top & bottom 5 bulls within each of 
6 main beef breeds.

• High index bulls; better weight for age, better 
conformation & more profit.

• Same principle for all four sub-indexes
• Indexes do work….

 
 BPSI Wean Cwt Cconf Age Wwt Age Cwt Cconf
Top Bulls €94 11.5 27 2.3 239 315 709 345 7.7
Btm bulls €15 -5.5 3.1 1.7 236 248 759 317 6.3

Genetic Indexes Raw data
€

Slaughter index
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Where to find new lists??

• ICBF website – Active Bull List

• Teagasc advisor

• Farming Press

• Breed Societies

• AI catalogues
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Other Benefits

• Carcass reports

• Beef Recording Service

• Linear Type Evaluations

• Involvement in breeding program 
for genetic improvement
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Carcass reports

• New reports from 
cattle breeding 
database - animals 
slaughtered.

• Reports generated 
periodically – as 
animals are 
slaughtered
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ICBF Beef Carcass Report (2005)

• 55 heifers slaughtered
• Average age at slaughter = 19.7 mths.
• 48 carcasses (87%)graded U3, U4L, R3, R4L.
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New on-farm beef recording 
service.

• Past approach;
– Within-breed.

– % useful data?

• Present & future approach;
– Weights (+type)

– 150-300 days

– All animals & breeds.

• New beef recording service launching in 07.

• Available to all beef herds (pedigree & 
commercial).
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New linear type evaluations

• Across breed
– Pedigree & commercial animals.

• 17 traits (not 3);
– 4 composites (muscle, skeletal, 

functionality & docility).
• Expressed with a mean of 100 & standard 

deviation of 10 (top bulls=110+)

– 13 linear type traits
• Expressed in units of measurement.

• Major step forward for breeders.
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New linear type evaluations

• All 
pedigree 
animals & 
breeds will 
have new 
linear 
proofs for 
all traits.

Breed No. Recs Musc Skel Func Doc
AA 26 752 91 98 103 101
AU 1 16 80 103 118 99
BA 3 39 101 114 98 96
BB 31 989 103 97 96 105
CH 176 18196 104 104 98 101
HE 23 591 88 103 100 105
LM 169 20844 101 103 102 96
SA 5 132 82 106 111 100
SH 1 12 85 103 109 101
SI 73 4346 97 107 104 100
Total 508 45917 100 103 101 100
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3. Breeding program
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3. Breeding Program.

• Breeding program that ensure best 
animals are parents of next generation.

• New program being developed
– Target genetic gain of €18/cow/year 

(€18m/yr) vs current gain (€3/cow/year)
– 3 elements; (i) elite cows, (ii) performance & 

progeny test, & (iii) elite progeny tested bulls

• Currently with DAF for consideration in 
2007-2013 development plans.
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i. Elite Females

• 2,000 cows in total (all breeds)
– 1,000 male calves generated per year.

• Selected on Suckler beef index, 
diversity & conformation.

• Responsibility of herd-book (in 
consultation with ICBF & AI orgs).
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ii. Performance & Progeny Test

• Top 300 bulls/yr selected for Tully test.
• Top 100 bulls selected for progeny test.
• Semen collected at end of Tully test.

– Test semen & additional semen.

• Bulls sold at 18 month as “elite test bulls”.
• Bulls progeny tested in targeted herds

– 1,500 herds * 40 cows (60,000 doses)

• Excellent farmer incentives 
– Co-ordinated program (inc synch package).
– Cash incentives (€250/female + €100/male).
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3. Elite progeny tested bulls.

• 20-25 elite progeny tested bulls (100 bulls).
– 5-8 bulls returned to commercial AI

– Remainder stock bulls.

– Always sufficient semen for pedigree cows to 
breed next generation of stock bulls (additional 
semen collected at Tully).

• Full proofs (250 calving records, 100 
slaughter records & 75 dau) after 4yrs.

• Excellent opportunity for breeders to get 
more involved in beef breeding. 
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Overall Summary

• Animal Events & database in place
– Excellent industry link-ups
– DAF suckler welfare initiative.

• New indexes rolling out.
– Focused on profit (€) for breeders &  

farmers (e.g., stock-bull @ €100)
– Identify strengths & weaknesses.

• New breeding program
– Accelerate breed improvement & profit.

• Great opportunities for beef breeding


