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Thank you Chairman.  Ladies & Gentlemen, firstly, let me offer my 
personal congratulations to all of today’s winners.  Today you have 
joined an elite group of breeders recognised for the very special 
attributes possessed by your animals. 

What I want to do, in the limited time I have today, is to highlight 
recent developments in Irish cattle breeding and how these can 
play an important role in finding the future champion of 
champions.  The challenge for cattle breeders has never been 
greater and the tools available, and becoming available, never 
better or easier to use.  Irish farmers want you to breed a very 
special animal for them.  What is this animal?  How can you breed 
it?  

…    
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To answer this, I am going to address just two questions:

What do Irish farmers want cattle to do for them?

What tools can Irish farmers, and breeders, use to find the best 
cattle to breed from?

I will finish with a short summary.
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This was one of the first questions that ICBF addressed when in 
started operations in 1998.  It turns out that the answer is very 
simple.  

Dairy farmers want cattle that will generate the maximum income 
from the minimum cost.  Or in other words they want cattle to 
maximise the profits they can make from farming.  Either increases 
in income: – milk, meat, surplus young animals – I call them 
weaners – and breeding stock, or reductions in costs: feed, 
replacements, reduced health costs or reduced labour costs.  Or a 
combination of both increased income and reduced costs.  In any 
case increased profits are what they want.    Click

Not surprisingly, it turns out that beef farmers want the same from 
a remarkably similar set of traits, albeit with different emphasis on 
some of the traits.  This presents a serious challenge to us cattle 
breeders.  Farmers want a balance, not just any balance, but the 
one that generates the greatest profits.

Getting the balance right is one of the most important aspects of 
cattle breeding.  Will the extra kg milk protein generate more 
income than it costs to produce?  Will the extra kg live weight in 
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the weanling generate more income that is costs to produce?  

The principles for dairy and beef are remarkably similar.  Many of the 
income and expense traits are in common.  
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Now, how can you find the best cattle to breed from.  In simple 
terms, what you need to do is to rank candidates on the merit of 
their future progeny, or ideally the progeny that will result if you 
used them to breed in your herd.

The range of potential candidates is enormous as it is possible to 
access animals from many other countries world-wide.  In practical 
terms, most farmers and breeder,s are restricted to the bulls 
available through AI or for use as stock bulls in Ireland.  On the 
female side the restrictions are even greater – most farmers are 
limited to the cows and heifers in their herd.  They can, of course, 
buy-in replacement females but in doing so expose themselves to 
considerable disease risk.

Obtaining information on the merit of future progeny has 
undergone a major revolution in Ireland and this is the heart of 
what I want to cover with you today. 
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Firstly, the bulls currently available in AI are in the Active Bull Lists 
on our website – www.icbf.com - under the Genetic Evaluation 
services heading of the home page.  Click

Click on the “Active Bull Lists” and that will bring you to this page.  
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There is a Dairy and click Beef “Current List”.  These lists are “live” 
in that they are maintained by the AI Centres.  As new bulls enter AI 
they are added and when semen stocks run out the bulls are 
removed.  Let me know if you find a bull on the list for which 
semen is not available.  These current lists have replaced the 
previous “static” lists.

Lets go to the Beef list.
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This is the start of the beef active bull list.  I have magnified the 
top left corner so you can see the detail a little more clearly. Click

The information is self explanatory – VPH is the AI Code for the AA 
bull – Belvin Patriarch the second highest Angus (AA) bull on SBV 
currently (Friday 26th November) available through AI in Ireland.  
This bull is five stars for suckler beef value (within breed) placing 
him in the top 20% for the Angus breed.

The active bull list contains (as of Monday 29th Nov) 342 beef bulls 
that Irish AI companies have available for sale.  That is a lot of 
bulls.  

Just before we dig a bit deeper – click notice that you can “View as 
Excel” – click on this and the entire list of bulls is loaded to your 
computer as an Excel Spreadsheet – you can sort and summarise as 
much as you like.  Think about this – here are the 342 beef bulls 
currently available through AI in Ireland – you can look for the bulls 
with the traits that are most important to you – SBV – weanling 
export – beef carcass – daughter milk – daughter fertility – calving 
difficulty – docility – and then you can dig deeper.

Notice how his code VPH is underlined.  This means you can click 
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on this to get more information.  Do this and you come to this page.
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This page gives the latest, and complete, genetic evaluation for 
VPH.

The €uro-Stars are a very quick, and simple, way of getting a quick 
appreciation for the strengths and weaknesses of this bull.

If you want more information then click one of the buttons – eg
Calving Traits (he is one star within the Angus Breed for calving 
difficulty.  Where did this come from?

Lets have a look.
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At this level you can see, in more detail, the information used in 
the calving trait evaluation for this bull:

1. No. of births and number of herdmate births – the basis for the 
comparison of this bull with other bulls.  Click

2. % Male births and 1st, 2nd and 3rd parity birth – sex ratio and was 
he mated to just heifers? Click

3. The breed of the dams that the bull was mated to – mostly AA in 
this case Click

4. The details on gestation length etc.

So, if you are going to tackle the challenge of, breeding cattle that 
commercial beef producers can make the most profit from, here is 
one incredibly valuable resource to start with.  The beauty of this 
system is that it is based on the performance of animals on Irish 
farms and in Irish meat factories.  It is not perfect, and never will 
be, but you can be assured we are working our butts off to make it 
the best we can!

Not interested in using AI, or you want to know what pedigree 
cattle are available then there is another place you can go.
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Irish Limousin
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Irish Belgian Blue
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Irish Charolais
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Irish Simmental

14



Presentation Notes - RDS

Go to any of these and this is what you find.  The “animal enquiry” 
– it is a place where you can find most any animal is the herd book.

The search is as simple or as complex as you want it – in my 
example I am looking for recently born (less than 1 year old) 
pedigree Limousin bulls (males) located in County Cork, in the top 
1% on SBV,  and this is what I found ….
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You can do this yourself – as long as you have access to the 
internet – remember it is breed specific and you need to go to the 
website for the breed you are interested in.  A possible place to 
start is with the herd book members of ICBF – all the website links 
are there -

Sort the animals by clicking on the column heading – I clicked 
(twice) on Suckler Beef Value – see the down arrow showing the list 
is sorted on this column.  I could have sorted on any of the 
columns.

Click

To get more details on each animal click on it – and this is what 
you will get … 
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Here is the top half – which contains the Owner (and Breeder if 
different) – click the owner to get a phone number and address.  I 
clicked on trait to get the €uro-Star rating for this bull – the other 
options are Ancestry and Progeny (which is useful is you are 
looking at older bulls or older cows) –

The within breed €uro-Stars are high for this bull, as you would 
expect – he is the highest SBV young (<1) Limousin bull in Country 
Cork as of 29th Nov – when looking at indexes always have a look 
at the data reliability – 30% to 40% is a good reliability for a young 
bull – he needs to have many progeny to get a high data reliability.

The second half of this screen contains individual trait information 
…
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The traits are grouped according to the €uro-Star index that they 
contribute to - …

18



Presentation Notes - RDS

You can repeat this step as many times as you like for the animals 
on the list …

However, this is not all.  There are two other sources of information 
that are now routinely available to all beef cattle breeders.  There 
are also dairy versions of these.

Firstly, there is the catalogue page for which there is a pedigree 
version and a commercial female version …
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Any pedigree breeder can obtain this page through their Herd Book 
or directly through logging-on.  If you are buying a pedigree 
animal you can expect this information to be available.  If it is not 
available you should ask why.  The page comprises five key 
elements:

1. Animal ID and owner

Click

2. Three Generation Ancestry and SBV for the first two generations

Click

3. €uro-Star indexes 
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4. Other Key traits, and 

Click

5. GROW linear Score evaluations and BLUP composites

This catalogue is the result of a major collaborative effort involving 
Herd Books and ICBF.
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For the Herd Owner, who avails of the ICBF HerdPlus® there is also the 
Suckler Cow Report.  This also has five blocks of information:

1. Animal ID details      Click

2. Ancestry details        Click

3. €uro-Star indexes     Click

4. BLUP composites     Click

5. The details of each calving and the fate of the resulting calf – seven 
calvings here (last was a set of twins)

I hope this has given you a feel for the information that is now available to 
help you find the best animals for producing future profits for commercial 
breeders of suckler cattle.  

Similarly high quality, comprehensive information is available for dairy 
cattle.  
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Here is the dairy cow report for today’s dairy champion of 
champions.

What you have seen here today is the result of a partnership 
involving Herd Books, AI Companies, Recording Organisations, 
DAFF, Teagasc, Farmers and ICBF.  Few if any other countries in the 
world have such high quality information for cattle breeding – dairy 
and beef.  Your challenge is to make good use of it to breed the 
future champion of champions – judged on their ability to improve 
the profitability of cattle farming in Ireland.

Before I finish I want to cover one other subject, which will have a 
major impact on your ability to breed more profitable cattle. 
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Genomics is a new tool that first impacted on cattle breeding in 
Ireland in the spring of 2008.  In the two years since then it has 
already become a key tool for dairy cattle breeders.  The benefit of 
genomics is that a DNA test, now costing less than €60, on a new 
born calf, gives as much information as 15 to 20 progeny of that 
animal.  With this information major breeding decisions can be 
made much earlier in the life of the animal.  For example in spring 
2010 40% of all AI inseminations of dairy cattle in Ireland were 
made to bulls selected on the basis of this genomic test.

The accuracy of genomic testing is improving with larger training 
populations, better methods and refinements based on experience.  
This is leading to a revolution in dairy cattle breeding – costs are 
reduced and genetic gains increased.  Ireland is one of the leaders 
in using this technology.

Click

The use of genomics in beef cattle breeding is not as advanced but 
research is now well underway.  While we need DNA from more 
animals that are accurately proven, we already have enough to get 
started.   The first results are expected in 2011.

What does this means for the breeders of the future champion of 
champions – for profitability – you will be able to get an earlier 
assessment in the animals life – low index bulls can go straight to 
the factory and high index bulls can be used by farmers with 
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greater confidence.  

These are exciting times for Irish cattle breeders.
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In summary:

• Irish cattle farmers want to breed more profitable cattle.

• Ireland now has a world-class system for finding cattle with the 
greatest genetic potential to increase profits.

• Genomics is fundamentally altering the way we breed cattle.  The 
revolution is well underway for dairy and we expect it to start in 
2011 for beef.

Thank you and once again congratulations to today winners.  I look 
forward to seeing you back here in the future with even more 
profitable cattle.
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