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Overview  of  the Irish 
Beef Industry



Overview: DATABASES

2 Main databases in Ireland for Cattle
(a) Department of Agriculture - CMMS
• Regulation of farming practises, e.g. stocking rates  
• Monitoring of cattle movements – Traceability
• Animal Health – Veterinary purposes

(b) ICBF – IRIS
• Nightly update from CMMS
• Ancestry & Data recording
• Increase the profit generated from Cattle breeding



Overview: Suckler Beef Population
• 1 Million suckler cows

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

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

• Remainder (Commercial Suckler)
– Ave. 17 cows/herd
– But 40% in herds <10 cows
– Predominantly crossbred 
– Replacements heifers:

• 32% 1st cross from dairy herds (1.1 million)
• 68% 2nd cross from suckler herds

• Substantial movement of animals
• >90% product is exported either live or 

first slaughtered in Ireland



Overview: Profile of Calf Combinations

• Suckler Beef Herd combinations in Grey
• Dairy herd combinations in white, Purebred births in yellow 

• Large use of Beef Sires on the dairy herd
• Large level of crossbreeding in the Suckler herd



Overview: Profile of Calf Births

• Seasonal aspect  to 
calving

• High usage of beef 
sires in dairy herds at 
end of breeding 
season



Overview: Profile of Cattle Movements

1,637,777 (68%)

n = 2,423,756

785,979 (32%)

• High level of 
movement of 
cattle in Irish 
systems

• Seasonal aspect 
(beef from dairy 
herd in spring, 
beef from suckler
herd in Autumn)



Beef Sired Cattle Movements by Month & Age

0

10000

20000

30000

40000

50000

60000

70000

80000

90000

100000

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Month

N
um

be
r o

f M
ov

em
en

ts

0-6mts
6-12mths
12-24mts

Categories of interest for Suckler Beef Genetic Improvement: 

150-300 days: weaning weight, maternal weaning weight, calf quality

300-600 days: liveweight



Overview: Profile of Cattle Movements
D

Munster: Mainly 
dairy herds

Connaught & 
Ulster: Mainly 
suckler herds

Leinster: Mainly 
feedlot/fattening 
herds 

u Slaughtered in Ireland 
(69%)

Live Export (15%)

Ulster

Connaught

Munster

Leinster

Replacements (15%)



The ICBF cattle breeding database



Industry Expectation
Many levels with different expectations

• Commercial farmer: Breed/Sire selection, traditionally 
poor selection at cow level 
– Low level of cattle making top 2 grades E,U <25 %
– Was many info sources: AI centres, Dept performance test 
– Very low level of sire ancestry recording <10% 

• Pedigree farmer: linear traits, direction regarding 
maternal traits, indexes on imported animals
– Was within breed BLUP evaluation on linear traits for 4 breeds  

• Breed Society: Interests of members, increased market 
penetration, highlight the attributes of breed

• AI companies: Index promotion to increase market share 
of their AI sires and testing program

• Department of Agriculture: Transfer of cattle breeding 
responsibility to ICBF



ICBF Strategy for Cattle Breeding

• How?
• Maintain a comprehensive database of Irish 

animal performance information
– IRIS database (developed by CR-Delta)

• Development of genetic evaluations and 
indexes to cater for all relevant breeds and 
traits

– Economic Values: Peter Amer, Abacus Biotech, Teagasc
– Genetic Evalutions: Roel Veerkamp, M. Pool, ID-Lelystad



Industry linkups Data Flow



Pedigree Data on ICBF database



Data Collected

• Meat Factories 
• Carcass grading done using mechanical grading machines
• DAFF exclusive access to computer
• File of data 3 times/year sent to ICBF

• Livestock Marts 
• Links only established recently with 10 marts on board
• 90 marts in 2005
• Automated update being discussed



Tully Performance Centre
• Data from 1976 onwards
• All breeds, predominantly CH, LM, SI, AA, HE
• 1976 - 1982: Weight recording
• 1982 – 2004: Weight and Feed Intake
• 2004 - 2007: Weight, Feed intake, Linear type 

and Ultrasound measurements 
• Farmer retains ownership with sale at end of 

test
• N = 3300 with Feed Intake 





Suckler Beef Value
Overall SBV is constructed based on the 
expected proportions of calves born which 
are:

• Sold at weaning for live export (PE) =0.15
• Retained for slaughter in Ireland (PS) = 0.62
• Sold or retained as replacement females (PR) =0.23

• Suckler Beef Value (SBV) =
• (PE)*(Weanling Export Index)+
• PS*(Beef Carcass Index)+
• (PE+PS)*(Calving Traits Index)+
• (PR)*(Milk & Fertility + Calf Quality)



Beef in the Dairy EBI (2005)
Sub-index Trait Economic Relative Relative

Weight Emphasis Emphasis
Milk -0.085 -13%
Fat 0.96 5%
Protein 5.36 24%
Calving interval -10.87 -24%
Survival 10.51 13%
Calving difficulty direct -3.26 -3%
Calving difficulty maternal -1.95 -1%
Gestation -6.85 -4%
Calf mortality -2.85 -1%
Cull cow 0.04 0.2%
Carcase weight 1.38 4%
Carcase conformation 10.32 2%
Carcase fat -11.71 -2%
Lameness 1.13 0.4%
Udder Health -55.48 -5%Health 5%

Production 42%

37%

9%

8%

Fertility

Calving

Beef



Evaluations – (1) Calving Performance

• Model - Sire- MGS Model Across Breed, bi-variate analyses
• Software - ASREML 
• Breed - All breeds and crosses, pedigree groups
• Minimum of 5 animals in a herd x year x season contemporary 

group 
• Fixed effects: herd x year x season (Crump et al. 1997), Dam 

breed*parity, Dam breed*sex, recombination (cow and calf), 
heterosis (cow and calf)



Evaluations – (2) Beef Performance

• Model - Multivariate Animal Model Across Breed (15 traits)
• Software - PEST 
• Breed - All breeds and crosses, Pedigrees groups, Different herd x year

x season contemporary groups for each trait
• Minimum of 5 animals in a herd x year x season contemporary group 
• Fixed effects: sex*age, herd x year x season (Crump et al. 1997), previous 

hys (carcass traits) scorer (linear type traits), recombination, heterosis, 
• Calf Quality: age, weight, num_subs, mart x wdate, herd x year x 

season,  recombination, heterosis



Evaluations – (3) Maternal fertility

• Model - Animal Model Across Breed, 4 traits
• Software - PEST 
• Breed - All breeds and crosses, pedigree groups
• Minimum of 3 animals in a herd x year x season contemporary 

group 
• Fixed effects: age, hys, heterosis, recombination



Evaluations – (4) Maternal weaning wt

• Heritability of 0.04 for maternal weaning weight
• Model - Sire-MGS Model Across Breed, 4 traits
• Software - ASREML 
• Breed - All breeds and crosses, pedigree groups
• Minimum of 3 animals in a herd x year x season contemporary 

group 
• Fixed effects: sex*age, herd x year x season, previous hys (carcass  

traits) recombination, heterosis,



Useable data for genetic evaluations

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

and small numbers of records per herd



Evaluation November ‘06



Genetic Variation in Calving Traits

Calving Index (€)
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Genetic Variation in Weanling traits

Export Index (€)
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Genetic Variation in Carcass traits

Beef Carcass Index (€)
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Genetic Variation in Maternal traits

Maternal - Milk & Fertility Index (€)
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Maternal CALF Index (€)
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• Naming & 
presentation of new 
Indexes.

1. Standard template.
2. Simple terminology
3. €uro-star approach

• €uro (profit) value
• Star rating.

• ***** = Excellent (Top20%)

4. Within & across breeds.
5. Reliability of information



Loin Dev

Dev HQ

Thigh Width

Height Withers

LenBack

LenPelvis

Whips

Fleg-Front

Hleg -Side

Hleg -Rear

Loco

-0.40 -0.20 0.00 0.20 0.40 0.60

Linear Score Scale

NUP

Width behind withers

Width at withers

Poor
Hocks In
Straight
Turned Out
Narrow
Short
Short
Small
Narrow
Narrow
Low
Narrow
Narrow

Good
Hocks Out
Sickle
Turned In
Wide
Long
Long
Tall
Wide
Wide
High
Wide
Wide

Linear Type Traits for Pedigree Breeders



Future developments 
•Female Fertility: Expand CIS to later lactations
• INTERBEEF: develop an across country evaluation 

for  common breeds and traits
• Conversion: formula in interim period
• Software: Testing with MIX99 to facilitate 

maternal components - ID-Lelystad
• Linear Type: Rollout of linear type trait evaluation 
• Tully Use of indexes in selection of bulls
• Herd Reports: Rollout to pedigree and commercial 

farmers
• Sire advice: Commercial & Pedigree farmers
• PhD work: on genetic parameters within breed,
• Individual Cuts: Digital carcass images stored 


