
The provision of accurate and factual information is one of ICBF’s services to the
cattle breeding industry.  In this publication we have attempted to assemble a set
of industry level statistics relevant to cattle breeding in Ireland.  We have taken
up on the lead given by Irish Dairy Records Co-op and the Department of
Agriculture, Food & Rural Development, in their publication of information in
earlier years. By bringing together all of the relevant information into one single
publication , we believe the Irish cattle breeding industry will have better
information upon which to base its planning and operational decisions.

This report is based on information drawn from many sources.  We wish to
acknowledge contributions made by:
• Department of Agriculture, Food & Rural Development (Sections 1 and 4)
• Irish Dairy Records Co-op (Section 3)
• Herdbook Associations (Section 2)
• Irish Farmers Journal (Photographs)

Without their co-operation it would not have been possible to assemble the
information herein.  

Whilst we have made every effort to ensure the information in this first ICBF Irish Cattle Statistics report is complete
and correct, I have no doubt that we will be able to make further improvements to the report in the future.  Therefore,
we would greatly appreciate any feedback on the information contained in this publication.

The statistics are provided as part of ICBF’s overall mission of:
“Achieving the greatest possible genetic improvement in the National cattle herd for the benefit
of Irish farmers, dairy and beef industries and members”.

_____________
Brian Wickham
Chief Executive
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Table 1 .1 Cattle Population Figures (1990-99)

source: Department of Agriculture, Food & Rural Development 1999
* Includes suckler and dual purpose animals

source: Department of Agriculture, Food & Rural Development 1999

Fig 1 .1 Trends in number of breeding females (1990-99)
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Table 1.2 National Bovine Calf Registration Figures (1997-99)

1990      1991      1992      1993      1994      1995      1996      1997     1998      1999

Dairy Cows �
�



		� �

��

		� �

��
�		� �

��
�		� �

��
�		� �

��
�		� �

�

�		� �

��
�		� �

��
�		� �

�	
�		

Other Cows* �
�
�		��� ��

�		��� ���
�		��� �
�
�		��� ���
�		�� ���
�		� �
	�

�		� �
���
�		� �
���
			� �
��

�		

In calf Dairy Heifers ���
�		��� ���
�		��� ���
�		��� ��

�		��� 
	�
�		��� 
�

�		��� 
�	
�		��� 
��
�		��� 
��
�		��� 
	�
�		

In calf Other Heifers ��
�		���� �	
�		��� ��

�		��� ���

		 ���� ��
�		��� ���

		��� ��� 
�		��� �
�
�		��� �	�
�		��� �		
�		

Total Cows 

	��
�		� 

	��
�		� 

���
�		� 


	

�		� 



�
�		� 


��
�		� 

���
�		� 

�	�
�		� 

���
�		� 

���

		

Total In calf Heifers 
��
�		��� 
�


		��� ��	

		��� �	�
�		��� �	�
�		��� ���
�		��� ��	
�		��� ���
�		��� �
�
�		��� �	�

		

Total Breeding Females 

�
�

		� 

���
			� 

���
�		� 

�	�
�		� 

��	
�		� 

�	

�		� 

���
			� 

���
�		� 

���
�		� 

���
�		

Bulls 
�
�		 ���� 
�
�		���� ��
 �		���� �


		���� �

�		���� ��

		���� ��
 �		���� �� 
�		 ���� � �
�		 ���� ��

		

1997    1998    1999

January 
��
���� 
�	
���� 



�	�

February ���
���� �
�
�	�� ��	

��

March ���
�
�� ���
	��� ��	
�	�

April ��	
��
� ��

���� ���
���

May 
�	
���� 
��
���� 
��

��

June �	�
����� �

����� �	
���

July ��
����� ��
����� �	
�	�

August �

����� ��

���� ��
��


September ��
��
�� ��
����� ��
	��

October ��

���� ��
����� ��
���

November ��
����� ��
��	�� ��
���

December ��
�
��� ��
����� ��
	��

Total 2,385,16 2,425,528 2,208,16

0

500000

1000000

1500000

2000000

2500000

3000000

Total Breeding Females Dairy Breeding Females Other Breeding Females

(i) Cattle population statistics

• 2.4% drop in number of breeding females in 1999

The number of breeding females (in-calf heifers and cows) in
the National cattle herd declined by 2.4% (67,400 females) in
1999 compared to 1998 (Table 1.1). This decline in breeding
female numbers was consistent for both dairy (29,300) and
beef/dual purpose sectors (38,100). The decline in breeding
female numbers for the National beef herd is against recent
trends in this sector, which had shown considerable expansion
during the past number of years, from 820,700 breeding
females in 1990 to 1,232,700 females in 1998, an increase of
over 450,000 females (Figure 1.1). However, the decline in dairy
female numbers in 1999 is consistent with recent trends in this
sector (1996-1998), although the decline does appear to be
greatest in the in-calf heifer population, which accounts for
some 75% of the overall drop in number of dairy female
numbers.

(ii) National bovine calf registration statistics

• 9.0% drop in calf registrations
• 6,000 fewer cattle breeding herds
• Increasing influence of certain beef breeds

There was a marked decrease in the number of calves registered in
1999 compared to 1998 (Table 1.2). This could be due to a number
of factors; (i) the drop in number of cows in the National cattle
breeding herd, (ii) shifts in calving pattern and (iii) a lengthening of
the calving interval in our National dairy and beef cow populations. 
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source: Department of Agriculture, Food & Rural Development 1999

source: Department of Agriculture, Food & Rural Development 1999

source: Department of Agriculture, Food & Rural Development 1999

Table 1.4 Analysis of calf births, by breed of sire (1997-99)

Table 1.5 Analysis of calf births, by breed of dam (1997-99)
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Table 1.3 Number of Cattle Breeding Herds (1997-1999)
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Fig 1.2  Trends in Total Calf Births (1997-99)
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Fig 1.3  Analysis of calf births, by breed of sire (1997-99)
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Fig 1.4  Analysis of calf births, by breed of dam (1997-99)
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The decline in number of cattle breeding herds continued in 1999, with
108,812 herds registering calves this year compared to 114,669 herds in
1998 (Table 1.3). This represents a 5.1% drop in the number of herds
registering calves in 1999, compared to a drop of only 1.6% for the years
1997 to 1998.

The seasonal nature of calf births was again evident in 1999, with
74% of all calf births (over 1.6 million calf births) occurring in the
months of February, March, April and May (Figure 1.2)

The most dominant sire breed in 1999, was the Charolais breed,
with 22.6% of all calves registered, being by sires from this breed
(Table 1.4). Other popular breeds included the Holstein Friesian
(20.4% of all calves registered), Hereford (15.8% of all calves
registered) and Limousin (13.4% of all calves registered). 

The number of calves registered as offspring from Holstein Friesian sires has dropped considerably over the past three
years (Table 1.4), from 24.7% of all calves registered in 1997 to 20.4% of all calves registered in 1999 (a drop in total
calves born to this breed of about 140,000 during the three year period). These figures would appear to be consistent
with data from Table 1.1, suggesting a possible shortfall of dairy heifer replacements over the next few years. In
contrast to the Holstein Friesian breed, the influence of certain beef breeds as sires has increased over the last few
years, with Limousin, Angus and Belgian Blue breeds all showing a gradual increase in the proportion of calves
registered (Table 1.4 and Figure 1.3). 

The Holstein Friesian breed is by far the most dominant breed of dam in Ireland, with over 50% of the National cattle
breeding herd being of this origin (Table 1.5 and Figure 1.4). Continental beef breeds account for about 30% of dams
in the National cattle breeding herd, while the remaining 20% of calf registrations are almost exclusively from dams
originating from the traditional beef breeds (Hereford and Angus). 
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The most popular breed of sire in suckler beef herds in 1999 was Charolais, accounting for 41% of the total calves
registered to dams of beef origin (Table 1.7). This was followed by Limousin (19.6%), Simmental (14.8%), Angus (9.9%),
Hereford (9.8%) and Belgian Blue (4.9%). 

Table 1.6 Choice of sire used in dairy herds 1999
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Table 1.7 Choice of sire used in sucker beef herds 1999
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The influence of certain beef breeds in the National cattle breeding herd appears to be increasing over time with the
Charolais, Limousin, Angus and Belgian Blue breeds, all showing an increase in the proportion of calves registered to
dams originating from these breeds (Table 1.5 and Figure 1.4).

The most popular breed of sire in dairy herds in 1999 was, not surprisingly, Holstein Friesian, accounting for some 40%
(442,296) of the total calves registered to dams from this breed (Table 1.6). After Holstein Friesian, the most popular
breeds of sire in dairy herds were the traditional beef breeds, Hereford (21.9%) and Angus (13.0%), followed by the
continental breeds, Simmental (7.8%), Limousin (7.6%), Charolais (5.2%) and Belgian Blue (4.4%).
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(i) Calf registration and membership

•7% increase in the level of herdbook registration
• 8% increase in herdbook membership

A total of 75,773 calves were registered with 18 different breed associations in Ireland during 1999 (Table 2.1). This
represents an increase in total herdbook registrations of 4,872 (6.9%) compared to 1998. Herdbook membership
was also increased in 1999 (up 8%, from 11,008 in 1998 to 11,910 in 1999), indicating a steady growth in the
number of farmers registering calves with breed association herdbooks.

Table 2.1 Pedigree Calf registrations and number of registered members for all breeds

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999

Herbook Association Total % Female Members Total % Female Members Total % Female Members Total Female Members Total % Female Members

Ayrshire Cattle Society of Great Britain & Ireland 76 93% 23 67 100% 23 41 93% 23 73 99% 23 30 100% 23

Belgian Blue Cattle Breeding Society 407 51% 123 371 49% 103 389 51% 107 333 47% 127 369 49% 135

Jersey Cattle Society of Ireland 230 99% 16 167 98% 22 175 99% 16 156 99% 14 181 98% 15

Irish Aberdeen Angus Association 1167 49% 285 1390 48% 320 1479 49% 351 1623 46% 379 1649 47% 376

Irish Angus Cattle Society - - 450 - - 600 - - 700 3011 51% 850 2236 49% 933

Irish Aubrac Cattle Society - - - - - - - - - 15 47% 10 27 67% 14

Irish Blonde d’Aquitaine Breed Co-op Ltd 230 54% 74 247 55% 74 254 55% 84 187 53% 71 202 41% 78

Irish Charolais Cattle Society 5054 50% 1669 9222 53% 1757 7026 50% 1941 7689 48% 2124 8402 47% 2268

Irish Hereford Cattle Society 3370 45% 760 3755 47% 743 4196 47% 826 4448 46% 861 3837 45% 892

Irish Holstein Friesian Association 38,888 94% 3,531 40650 95% 3529 42793 95% 3435 45254 96% 3542 49797 95% 3630

Irish Limousin Cattle Society Ltd 2571 50% 713 2883 50% 780 3379 50% 878 3762 50% 984 4306 50% 1050

Irish Normande Cattle Society - - - - - - - - - 129 91% 20 122 98% 21

Irish Piemontese Cattle Society Ltd 33 54% 13 27 44% 13 22 59% 13 10 90% 13 37 40% 11

Irish Simmental Cattle Society Ltd 3428 46% 1580 3383 47% 1698 3694 45% 1793 3732 45% 1874 2772 46% 1957

Irish Shorthorn Breeders Association - - - - - - - - - - - - 1102 - 199

Kerry Cattle Society of Ireland - - - - - - - - - - - - 223 81.% 90

Meuse Rhine Issel Cattle Society 160 53% 57 149 56% 65 145 54% 71 126 68% 74 91 66% 80

Montbelliiard Cattle Society 97 58% - 181 67% - 174 64% - 353 62% - 390 65% 83

Saler Cattle Society - - - - - 17 - - 30 - - 42 - - 55

IrishRomagnola Cattle Society - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Overall Total 55,711 9,294 62,492 9,944 63,767 10,268 70,901 11,008 95,993 11,910

The largest registering herdbook in
Ireland last year was the Irish Holstein
Friesian Association herdbook,
contributing 49,797 of the total
pedigree calf registrations (65.7%).
This was followed by the Irish
Charolais Cattle Society, (11.1% of the
total herdbook registrations), the Irish
Limousin Cattle Society (5.7%), the
Irish Hereford Cattle Society (5.1%)
and the Irish Simmental Cattle Society
(3.7%). The Irish Angus Cattle Society
and the Irish Aberdeen Angus
Association each contributed 2.9%
and 2.2% respectively, while the other
12 herdbooks registered the remaining
3.7% of calves.

Fig 2.1  Proportions of registrations for a number of breeds 1999
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(ii) Participation in animal recording schemes

(a) Beef and dual purpose breeds

• Increase in level of beef linear assessment.
• Increased participation in Tully Central Performance test scheme

Linear assessment of animals is
presently being carried out by 4 of
the beef breed associations;
Limousin, Charolais, Belgian Blue
and Simmental (initiated in 1999).
Trends for linear assessment
indicate considerable uptake in
the level of recording within both
the Limousin and Charolais
breeds (Table 2.2). The level of
activity within the Limousin
herdbook is particularly notable,
with 65% of herds (682 in total)
presently participating in this
scheme.
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Fig 2.2  Trends in pedigree registration for a number of breeds 1995-1999
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Fig 2.3  Trends in registered members for a number of breeds 1995-1999

In terms of registrations by sex, almost all calves registered in the Irish Holstein Friesian Association herdbook were
of female origin (over 95%). This is in comparison to the beef breed association herdbooks, were there was little
difference in the proportion of male or female calves registered.

The largest breed association, in terms of overall membership in 1999, was also the Irish Holstein Friesian Association,
with 3,630 members. This was followed by the Irish Charolais Cattle Society (2,236 members), the Irish Simmental
Cattle Society (1,957 members), the Irish Limousin Cattle Society (1,050 members), the Irish Angus Cattle Society (933
members) and the Irish Hereford Cattle Society (892 members). 

Looking at trends over the last five years for some of the larger herdbooks (Figures 2.2 and 2.3), indicates a general
increase in the registration activities of most herdbooks. The increase in activities has been most marked for the
Limousin breed which has a 67% increase in calf registration and 47% increase in membership for the five year period
1995 to 1999. Similar trends have been reported by the other major herdbooks (Figure 2.2 and 2.3) and many of the
smaller herdbooks over the last five years (Table 2.1).

Table 2.2  Participation in linear assessment schemes for the Limousin, Charolais and Belgian Blue Breeds
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(b) Dairy and dual purpose breeds

• 20% increase in number of IHFA herds participating in linear recording
• 63% increase in number of animals assessed in IHFA herds

Linear assessment of Holstein Friesian animals is presently carried out by Holstein UK and Ireland (HUKI). This
service is offered to members of Irish Holstein Friesian Association (Table 2.6) and to ICBF, for the purpose of
progeny testing. There was a 20% increase in the number of IHFA herds that participated in linear recording last
year. In addition, the number of animals assessed in
IHFA herds increased by 63%, up 4,991 from 1998.

Last year was the first year that the HUKI linear
assessment and genetic evaluation service was used in
progeny test herds, as previously, this service was
provided by the Department of Agriculture, as part of
the National progeny test program. In total, 3509
animals, in 638 herds were assessed last year as part of
the ICBF progeny test program in 1999. 

Information on milk recording activities for each of the
dairy and dual purpose breeds are given in section 3 of this report. 

Table 2.6 Participation in HUKI linear assessment scheme 1995-99
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Table 2.3 Participation in DAFRD weight recording
scheme for a number of beef breeds 1999
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Table 2.4 Participation in Charolais weight recording scheme 1997-99

���������	�
� 1
"�������($	"��� 1
"�������#��!�

���� ��
 ���

���� �	�� �
�	

���� ����6 �	��6

6�3�0�1�#)"!��0����)�5!"!0��$��!��0����$��0�'�"����8�"50��3!�!�5�
�1������3� !�����'!!��8!�#3!5�(!��

Table 2.5 Participation in Tully central performance test station for a number of beef breeds 1995-99
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An on-farm weight recording service is presently offered by the Department of Agriculture, Food & Rural
Development (DAFRD), to each of the breed associations (Table 2.3). In addition to the DAFRD weight recording
service, the Charolais cattle society offer their own weight recording service which operates alongside their linear
assessment service (Table 2.4). Some 1200 herds are presently involved in Charolais weight recording and linear
assessment schemes.

Participation in the Tully Central Performance test station has increased steadily over the past five years, from 167
bulls tested in 1995 to 210 in 1999 (up 26%). About 70% of the bulls being tested through the facility are either
Limousin (27% of bulls tested in 1999), Simmental (24%) or Charolais (20%). Breeds reporting an increased use
of the facility over the past number of years  include Hereford, Simmental, and Angus.
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(i) Participation in Milk Recording

• 1.6% increase in the number of cows in milk recording
• 2.4% increase in the number of herds in milk recording

There was a 1.6% increase in the number of cows
milk recorded in Ireland last year, from 386,611
cows in 1998 to 392,956 in 1999 (Table 3.1).
Likewise there was a 2.4% increase in the total
number of herds involved in milk recording (from
6,982 in 1998 to 7046 in 1999). Expressing these
totals as a % of all dairy cows (and herds) in
Ireland (Table 3.1), indicates that in terms of the
overall dairy population, 31% of cows are
presently milk recorded and 23% of all dairy herds
are participating in milk recording schemes.
Whilst it is reassuring to see the sustained
expansion in milk recording (the proportion of
herds milk recording is now 31% as opposed to
only 9% some years ago),  it should be noted  that

this figure is still somewhat behind the level of milk recording in other major dairying countries where the proportion
of cows milk recorded is often in excess of 70%.

Table 3.2 Herds and cows recorded by recording society (1999)
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There are presently 14 organisations offering a milk recording service in Ireland (Table 3.2). The largest of these
organisations in 1999 (in terms of total cows milk recorded), was Progressive Genetics accounting for over 31%
(122,817 cows) of all cows milk recorded. This was followed by Dairygold (25.1%), South Western Services (13.0%) and
Kerry Co-op (12.4%). Together, these four organisations account for some 80% of the total cows and herds milk
recorded in this country.

The most popular form of milk recording in 1999, was once again A4 (monthly intervals), with almost 60% of herds
participating in this type of recording method (Table 3.2).

Table 3.1 Total Cows and Herds recorded in Ireland 1990-99
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source: Irish Dairy Records Co-op 1999
* See Appendix for location of recording centres

source: Irish Dairy Records Co-op 1999
* Best estimate of total dairy herds





