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In the late 1990’s Ireland decided to establish a new infrastructure 
for Cattle and more recently, in 2008, for Sheep breeding.

This is the story since with a particular emphasis on how 
international cooperation has been a key element in bringing 
Ireland to the fore front of animal breeding worldwide.  Any 
country can do this but not on their own.

My presentation will focus on cattle breeding and ICBF.  Please feel 
free to refer to our website www.icbf.com for more information.
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My presentation is in three parts – , …
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First element – a clear mission. 

ICBF is the Irish Cattle Breeding Federation Society Limited which

was established with an Interim Board in 1997.

I was the first employee, recruited from NZ, and began work on 1st 
March 1998, with the current structure being finalised in 2000.

The mission of ICBF is to achieve the greatest possible genetic 
improvement (in the economic sense) of the national cattle 
herd – dairy and beef.

There is no international element to this – Ireland decided for itself 
what is wanted to do in cattle breeding.  However, in coming up 
with this mission we benefitted from knowing the experiences of 
other countries in Europe, North America, Australia and New 
Zealand.  How did we find this out? We have been an ICAR and 
Interbull member for many years but importantly in my previous 
work, in NZ, I was very active in the establishment of Interbull.  
This gave me an extensive network of contacts actively working in 
cattle breeding worldwide.  
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The second is an organisation to deliver the mission.  This is ICBF.

ICBF’s members and owners are four groups of organisations:  

the artificial insemination (AI) co-operatives,

the organisations providing milk recording (MR) services,

the Herd Books (HB), and 

the Farm Organisations (FO) representing farmer interests.

The Board of 16 includes one from DAFF, 3 from each of the AI, 
Milk Recording and Herd Book groups and 6 from Farmer 
Organisations. The shares are held in three groups of 18%, (AI, MR 
and HB) and 46% by the Farm Organisations.

The stakeholders in cattle breeding control the decisions made by 
ICBF.



The 3rd element is an information system or database.

We established a shared database, which has become the jewel in 
the crown of ICBF.  The initial development was based on the IRIS 
system developed by NRS in the Netherlands.  IRIS was chosen in 
an International tender.  We also established a local team of 
software developers to customize the front-end, or data collection 
aspect, and back-end for information presentation.  Over a period 
of time, and a lot of local innovation & development to meet the 
needs of our industry, the database system became our own. 

The real key to our database is the data & information sharing 
agreement.  I do not have time to cover all the elements and will 
just highlight two of the most important parts – firstly the farmer 
(herd owner) controls access to the data for his/her herd and 
secondly, all data is readily available for research, albeit subject to 
a number of conditions to protect confidentiality and intellectual 
property.  
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All data of relevance to cattle breeding in Ireland is held in this 
system.  Data is collected from many sources.

Farms,

DAFF’s official system for calf registration and animal movements 
in accordance with EU regulations, 

Meat factories for all cattle slaughtered in Ireland, 

Marts for animals sold by farmers to other farmers and exporters 
of live animals, 

artificial insemination service providers, 

milk recording organisations, 

laboratories for testing milk, disease testing and genotyping, 

linear scorers (dairy & beef) and 

the genetic evaluation system is tightly linked to the database, 
sourcing data from it and storing results in it.
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Information from the database is provided to farmers through 
services from many organisations including those providing milk 
recording, herd book, artificial insemination (both stud and field 
services), farm advisors, veterinarians, milk processors and 
researchers.

Farmers also have direct access to the database, and the data and 
information on their own herd and animals through our HerdPlus® 
service.

The general public, and that includes everybody in this room, can 
obtain a wealth of information from our website, www.icbf.com.
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Over the years the level of participation by dairy and beef cattle has 
grown rapidly with the help of industry wide initiatives including, 
most recently, the suckler cow welfare scheme.  The result is that 
in 2010 some 90% of all dairy and beef cattle are participating in 
one or more aspects of the ICBF database.
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For an example of the sort of information that is available 
publically, go to our website and look up CF52.  This is what you 
will find.
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Element 4, of a successful cattle breeding program is a credible 
and comprehensive genetic evaluation system.  

Our system has been developed to identify the animals that 
generate the greatest profits for Irish farmers.  In developing this 
system we have made full use a wide range of international 
linkages and collaborations.  

For this Charolais bull the ancestry data has come from France. The 
performance data from Ireland.  The economic indexes were 
developed with a major scientific input from Peter Amer working in 
New Zealand.  The genetic evaluation software is MIX99 developed 
by MTT in Finland.  The genetic evaluation models have benefitted 
greatly from research conducted by Roel Veerkamp in the 
Netherlands.  Ross Evans is currently responsible for the beef 
production traits.  His PhD was partly supervised by Prof Dorian 
Garrick a New Zealander currently on the academic staff of Iowa 
State University in the USA.  The calving trait evaluations, for beef 
and dairy, are the responsibility of Francis Kearney who has studied 
at Purdue University in the USA and completed a PhD at Edinburgh 
University.

I am sure you get my point.  These easy to use evaluations for Irish 
farmers are the result of a major international effort involving 
contributions from many countries and institutions.
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Here is a dairy example for the bull GMI.
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The output is a simple index – the EBI.  This index, like the beef 
index, is the result of the genuine world wide collaboration.

However, it benefits from the unique and special organisation that 
is Interbull.  With the help of Interbull Irish dairy farmers are able to 
obtain an EBI for every dairy bull that has been evaluated in 30 
other countries, and to make an informed decision of the benefit of 
using semen for breeding replacements for the herd.  This is a 
perfect illustration of the power of international collaboration in 
cattle breeding.  It is worth many million € to Irish farmers but 
costs just €24,000 per year.  Any country for which dairy cattle are 
an important industry, big or small, is wasting a lot of money if it 
does not belong to ICAR and participate in Interbull.
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This brings me my fifth and final point.  The ability to evaluate and 
exploit new technologies in cattle breeding.
One of the greatest challenges to cattle breeders in any country is to 
evaluate and exploit new technologies.  We are in the midst of just such 
a challenge.  Recent developments in DNA technologies have made it 
possible to alter our dairy breeding programs so that the main selection 
decisions can be made soon after potential breeding animals have been 
born resulting is substantial cost savings while at the same time 
increasing rates of genetic gain.
Ireland is one of the leaders in implementing the use of genomic 
selection for breeding dairy cattle.  The key factors in achieving this 
position include:
• The sharing of genotypes with other countries to achieve a critical 

mass.
• International collaboration and participation in ICAR and Interbull 

forums where experience and knowledge is freely shared.
• A strong focus on the best interests of Irish farmers and the 

profitability of their business, and 
• An internationally trained, highly skilled, open minded team dedicated 

to delivering benefits for Irish farmer.
This graphs shows that the annual benefit, increased annual profitability, 
for the Irish dairy industry is projected at €236 million or some €236 per 
milking cow.  These returns are real and sustainable.  They are simply 
not possible without international collaboration and cooperation.  It took 
Ireland 12 years to reach this point.  How long will it take your country?
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I would like to extend a personal invitation to you to come to 
Ireland for the ICAR 2012 conference.  This will be held in city of 
Cork from 28th May to 1st June 2012.  I promise you we will share 
everything we have learnt over the last few years.

Thank you.
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