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CHAPTER 1 ASSESSING THE STATE OF AG R I C U LTURAL BIODIVERSITY 
IN THE FARM ANIMAL SECTOR IN IRELAND

Ireland is a small island country situated in the north-west of Europe between 51.5° and 55.5° north 
latitude and between 5.5° and 10.5° west longitude. The country comprises a central lowland relieved
by low hills and mountains, with discontinuous coastal mountains. The climate is mild and moist with
temperatures fairly uniform over the whole country. Average winter temperatures are 4°C to 7°C while
summer temperatures are 14°C to 15°C. Average annual rainfall is 1,000 mm which is fairly evenly
distributed throughout the year. The mild temperate climate favours the growth of a wide range of crops
- grass, cereals and roots, vegetable and fruit, as well as forest. Ireland’s landscape has been greatly
modified by a long history of human activity, principally animal husbandry. The historical development
of animal genetic resources used in Ireland has been closely connected with developments in Britain.

The land area of Ireland is 6.9 million hectares, of which 5.05 million hectares are used for agriculture
and forestry. Of these 5.05 million hectares, 70% is devoted to grass (pasture, silage, and hay), 10%
to rough grazing, 8% to crop production and 12% to forestry. Ireland has a long history of pastoralism,
in particular cattle production. There are 143,900 farm holdings in Ireland, almost all of which are
family farms. Average farm size is 29.3 hectares. However, 47% of Irish farms are less than 20
hectares. 

The agri-food sector remains one of the most important components of the Irish economy. It accounts for
9.9% of gross domestic product and employs 9.7% of the workforce. Milk and beef production account
for 60% (30% each) of gross agricultural output at producer prices. Pigs, sheep and poultry account for
6%, 5% and 3%, respectively, of gross agricultural output at producer prices. 

Ireland is self sufficient in all the major meat products. In 2000 Ireland had a self-sufficiency level of
1,034% in beef, 165% in pig meat, 257% in sheep meat and 99% in poultry meat. Ireland is also self
sufficient in milk products with a self-sufficiency level of 942% in butter, 443% in cheese and 790% in
milk powder.
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1.1 Description of Ireland’s agricultural industries 

Ireland’s agricultural industries expanded significantly during the 20th century. Livestock numbers have
trebled since the 1800’s and this change was accompanied by a reduction in the importance of 
indigenous landraces. In the later decades of the 20th century developments in reproductive 
technology coupled with the liberalisation of trade enshrined in EU legislation, facilitated the movement
of genetic material between Member States and has led to increased genetic diversity of farm animal
species within Ireland. 

1.1.1 Dairy Industry

The dairy industry is one of Ireland’s main agricultural industries. Milk quotas, introduced in 1984, limit
Ireland’s level of milk production to approximately 5,000 million litres. There are approximately 1.23
million dairy cows in Ireland compared with 1.49 million in 1985. Dairy farming is found countrywide
but the bulk of milk output comes from the south and east of the country. About 29,000 farmers are
actively engaged in the dairy sector, which represents a significant reduction since 1985 when there
were about 75,000 dairy herds. The average size of the dairy herd has increased from 20 cows in
1985 to slightly over 40 cows in 2000. Of all farms with dairy cows, 85% are specialist dairy farms.
The number of dairy farmers is predicted to continue to decline by approximately 1,000 per year for
the next 10 years. 

The farming co-operative movement played a major role in the transformation of the dairy industry over
the past century and co-operatives hold a substantial share of the dairy processing market. Irish 
farming co-operatives are multi-purpose in nature. 

The production of milk in Ireland is based mainly on summer grass and conserved fodder, giving rise to
a highly seasonal supply pattern (80% of dairy cows calve in the months January to April). The level of
concentrate feed used is low (< 700 kg per cow per annum).  Approximately 10% of Irish milk output
is consumed domestically in liquid form. The balance is used in the manufacture of dairy products 
(mainly butter and cheese), of which about 85% is exported. The value of these exports in 2000 was
m1,999 million.
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At the start of the 20th century the Shorthorn breed was the principal dairy and beef breed in Ireland.
This breed was crossed with British Friesian cattle during the 1940’s and 1950’s. During the late 1980’s
the Friesian cattle were crossed with higher yielding Holstein-Friesian cattle from Continental Europe and
North America. Today almost all dairy cattle in the country are Holstein Friesian type. 

1.1.2 Beef Industry

The beef industry accounts for approximately 30% of gross agricultural output. About 90% of beef 
output is exported either live or in carcase form. Beef production is practiced throughout the country.
There are approximately 1.2 million suckler cows in Ireland that are kept with the sole objective of 
producing and rearing calves for beef. The suckler-cow population has increased significantly since
1985 (0.44 million cows). The dairy herd also produces a significant proportion of beef-type animals.

There are approximately 67,000 beef breeding herds in Ireland. The average suckler-cow herd size is
17 cows. The Irish suckler-cow herd is predominantly crossbred and 32% of replacement heifers are 1st
cross beef from the dairy herd, i.e., a beef sire crossed onto a dairy cow, and the remaining 68% are
2nd cross beef from the suckler herd. In recent years there has been a substantial increase in the 
contribution of continental (European) breeds of cattle to the suckler-cow herd. The increased use of 
continental breeds is in response to an increased demand for heavy, lean, well conformed carcases,
which are suited to European markets.

There are approximately 7,000 farmers with pedigree beef herds. These herds are almost always found
on farms with cross-bred beef production enterprises. The average pedigree herd size is 4 cows. These
herds provide sires for use in the dairy and suckler herds either through natural mating or AI.

1.1.3 Sheep Industry

Sheepmeat production is a small but important sector of Irish agricultural output involving 
approximately 39,000 producers. This sector underwent considerable expansion during the 1980s,
when ewe numbers rose from 1.68 million in 1980 to 4.76 million in 1992 before the introduction of
the CAP Reform measures but has declined to approximately 4 million at present. 
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Average flock size is about 110 ewes. Production of early and mid-season lamb, based on 
cross-breeding using specialised meat breeds as sires, is the principal enterprise of lowland sheep 
producers. Recent decades has seen the introduction of continental breeds of sheep to Ireland.  Upland
and mountain sheep farming is based on flocks of pure-bred Scottish Blackface and Wicklow Cheviot
ewes. Some older ewes culled from the hill flocks are used for cross-breeding on the foothills and 
lowlands to produce replacement ewes for the lowland flocks. 

Domestic consumption of sheepmeat (about 30,000 tonnes per annum) accounts for only about a 
quarter of production. While Irish lamb is exported to almost all EU Member States, France is by far the
main market, accounting for 75% of export sales.

1.1.4 Horse Industry

The horse industry in Ireland may be broadly subdivided into the racing (thoroughbred) sector and the
non-thoroughbred (sport horse) sector. The total population comprises around 80,000 animals.
Traditionally the racing and sport horse sectors have been run separately and financed differently.

1.1.4.1 Thoroughbred Sector

The racing industry in Ireland involves both “flat” racing and “National Hunt” (jump) racing. In addition
to National Hunt racing, ‘Point to Point’ race meetings, run by local hunts, are held from January to May.
Most breeders do not keep horses as their main enterprise and the number of mares per breeder reflects
this. The majority (86%) of thoroughbred breeders own 1 or 2 mares and fewer than 30 breeders (<1%)
own more than 20 mares.

1.1.4.2 Sport Horse Sector

Show jumping is by far the most popular discipline in this sector with approximately 4,000 horses and
2,500 ponies competing each year in 2,200 competitions. Eventing is the next most popular discipline
with on average 1,200 horses per year registered to compete. There are approximately 40 events run
annually, with an additional 13 international events consisting of seven 3-day events and six 1-day 
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events. For dressage there are approximately 500 horses registered for competition with over 90 shows
run per year. There is an overlap between the horses registered for eventing and dressage as many
eventers will compete in dressage during the winter prior to the eventing season. There are
approximately 15,000 (full and part time) people employed by the sport horse industry.

1.1.5 Pig Industry

The Irish pig industry is a modern, highly efficient industry. There are approximately 175,000 
breeding females in Ireland; they are essentially all hybrids emanating from international breeding 
companies and based on pure-bred stock held by those companies. There has been a significant
increase in pig numbers since 1985 when there were approximately 100,000 breeding females. Pig
production is concentrated in large units. The major part of production comes from approximately 440
producers of which 380 account for 95% of production. These 380 producers have integrated units,
i.e. they carry the pigs from birth to slaughter weight in the same unit. The rest are produced on 
specialist breeding units which sell directly to specialist finishing units. Ireland is 160% self-sufficient in
pigmeat leading to a high level of exports mainly to the UK markets. 

1.1.6 Poultry Industry

During the early part of the last century and indeed right up to the late 1950s/early 1960s domestic
poultry were kept on most farm holdings in Ireland. Breeds of poultry selected for the production of eggs
and fat cockerels were favoured. Turkeys and limited numbers of geese were produced almost entirely
for the Christmas market. Starting in the late 1950s more modern specialised hybrids were introduced,
from USA initially, and within a relatively short period an integrated and more specialised poultry
i n d u s t ry developed. Today a relatively small number of international breeding companies 
supply the specialised hybrid stock necessary for a modern competitive industry. During the 1960s and
1970s all the older breeds gradually disappeared and it is only in the last 10 to 15 years that they were
introduced for a “Fancy” or “Show” purpose. About 500 people are involved in poultry keeping for
show purposes, of which 245 are members of The Irish Society of Poultry Fanciers. There is no breed
register but standards, where applied, are as set out in the “British Standards” requirements.  A list of
the various breeds involved are given in the Appendix.
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The commercial poultry industry can be divided into egg- and broiler-production sectors. There are
approximately 1.8 million commercial laying hens of which 1.4 million are in intensive units with the
remainder in “Free Range” production. A small percent of layers are produced from local parent flocks
but the majority are imported either as hatching eggs or day old chicks. Ireland is only 75% self 
sufficient in egg output with the shortfall in requirements being imported from Northern Ireland. 

Ireland is essentially self-sufficient in the production of poultry meat. Elite and grandparent flocks for this
production are not maintained in Ireland thus requiring the importation of parent stock and to a 
lesser extent of day old chicks and hatching eggs. Some 65 million broilers and 3.6 million turkeys are
produced each year.

1.1.7 Other Industries

1.1.7.1 Goat Industry

Goat production has never been a major farm enterprise in Ireland. Accurate data on the total number
of goats or goat farmers are not available. However it was estimated that there were 6,000 holdings
with goats in the early 1990’s with approximately 17,000 goats. However many of these are small goat
herds of 2 to 5 goats producing milk for private consumption and not for sale. It is estimated that there
are approximately 70 dairy goat herds involved in commercial production of milk, cheese and yogurt.
Many of the females used are crossbred involving predominantly the Saanen and Toggenburg breeds
with the Anglo Nubian and the Alpine breeds used to a lesser extent.

1.1.7.2 Deer Industry

There are three species of deer in Ireland – red deer (Crevus elaphus), sika deer (Cervus nippon) and
fallow deer (Dama dama). The red deer is represented by two distinct types – the Killarney type which
is considered to be descended from ancient introduction and red deer descended from more recent 
introductions (since mid 1800s). There is also a substantial population of hybrids derived from red-*-
sika crosses. All five deer types are found in feral, captive and farmed conditions. Only the Killarney
red deer and Japanese sika deer are of significant genetic conservation value. Some fallow deer 
populations may have historical and hence some genetic conservation significance.
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Commercial deer farming started in Ireland in the early 1970’s. The number of deer on farms and the
number of deer farms were small until the mid 1980’s. Deer farming has undergone a rapid increase,
decline and partial recovery over the past 20 years. There are approximately 300 deer farmers in
Ireland. Of these, 70% are farming Red deer, 25% Fallow deer and 5% Sika deer. The approximate
numbers of breeding females involved are 12,000, 6,000 and 500, respectively.

1.2 Description of Ireland’s Farm Animal Genetic Resources

The details on Ireland’s farm animal genetic resources are summarised in the Appendix (Tables 1 to 6)
based on available data from a variety of sources. The information gathered in this report refers to 
animals that are registered by breed societies in Ireland. Exceptions were made for deer and for the
Irish Maol and Dexter cattle (native Irish breeds) whose breed societies are located outside Ireland.
There are other purebred non-registered farm animal genetic resources in Ireland whose details have
been omitted from this report because there is no source of accurate information regarding population
data and number of breeders.

There are a number of native breeds that are endangered. These include the Kerry, Dexter and Irish
Maol cattle, the Connemara pony, the Irish Draught horse and the Galway sheep. Information relating
to the conservation programmes in place for these breeds is also detailed in the Appendix. 

1.3 Assessing the state of utilisation of farm animal genetic resources in Ireland

1.3.1 The State of Use of AnGR

Farm animal genetic resources are used primarily for meat and milk production. However, horses are
used for leisure purposes. In the past the donkey played an important role in Irish agricultural activity.
This role has almost entirely disappeared. While donkeys are still kept by fanciers throughout the 
country there is no statistical information available and no breeding organisation exists.
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Breed use patterns are dictated by the economic contribution that a breed can make to a particular 
production system. Breeds unable to compete commercially were replaced by breeds considered more
suited to an increasingly competitive environment and these forces are still operative. Policies related to
agriculture and the creation of a single market within the EU have directly affected the commercial 
viability of some breeds and consequently changed use patterns between breeds. This situation has led
to the formulation of a number of policies to support the use of breeds in danger of extinction. 

Ireland has the capacity, the systems and the technologies to use and to develop further our AnGR’s.
Artificial insemination and embryo transfer techniques are available and used throughout the farm
animal sector. DNA typing is used to confirm pedigree information particularly in the cattle and horse
sectors. Advancements in technologies, for example molecular genetics, have the potential to affect the
future use of AnGR in Ireland. Future identification of genes affecting production and health traits has
the potential to significantly change the use of AnGR. This will provide more accurate information on
the economic potential of particular breeds and lines within breeds. This could lead to a narrowing of
the genetic variation and ultimately threaten the diversity of certain AnGR.

There are a number of institutes and organisations that enable and support the use of farm animal 
genetic resources in Ireland. 

• The Department of Agriculture & Food is a Department of State. It’s mission is to lead the 
development of a competitive, sustainable and consumer-focused agri-food sector and a vibrant 
rural economy and society. In carrying out its mandate the Department undertakes a variety of 
functions, a number of which enable and support the use and effective maintenance of animal 
genetic resources. The Department has responsibility for the discharge of legal and administrative 
functions required by national and EU law, policy advice and development in relation to AnGR, 
representation in international, especially EU, negotiations in relation to AnGR, development and 
implementation of national and EU schemes in support of AnGR, monitoring and direction of state 
bodies engaged in research, training and advice, market development and promotion, industry
regulation and development.

• An Advisory Committee on Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture, with a small annual budget,
was set up by the Minister for Agriculture & Food in 1996 to identify and advise on the conservation
of genetic resources. Funding has been provided for the conservation of Irish Genetic Resources 
including identification, evaluation, characterisation and conservation. Funding is also provided to 
promote public awareness and support for genetic resource conservation management strategies.
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• Dúchas, the Heritage Service of the Department of Environment and Local Government is responsible
for protecting and conserving Ireland's natural and built heritage. This ranges from prehistoric burial
sites and monastic settlements to medieval castles and historic houses as well as large national parks
and smaller nature reserves. These parks and nature reserves are well known for their native natural
habitats and species. The Department is responsible for policy formulation in relation to conservation of
natural heritage including biodiversity and for co-ordinating the initiation of a programme of actions to
conserve biodiversity. The Department, services the Convention on Biodiversity at the United Nations
and other biodiversity issues at European level.

• Teagasc is a semi-state organisation providing integrated research, advisory and training services for
the agriculture and food industry in Ireland. Teagasc plays an important role in relation to the use and
development of AnGR across all farm animal sectors.

• Irish universities play a role in relation to the use and development of AnGR and have received 
funding under various State and European programmes for research related to the use of AnGR. 

• The Irish Cattle Breeding Federation (ICBF) is a co-operative Society established to achieve the most
effective genetic improvement in the national cattle herd for the benefit the dairy and beef industries.
ICBF comprises herd book associations, AI organisations, milk recording agencies together with farm
organisation representatives. With the aid of funding from the Advisory Committee on Genetic
Resources, ICBF have recently established a Centre for Cattle Genetic Conservation. 

• The Irish Horse Board (IHB) is a co-operative society whose objectives are to promote the Irish Sport
Horse, to maintain the Irish Horse Register and to operate schemes to improve the quality of equine
genetic resources. 

• There are several breed associations/organisations who are responsible for the maintenance of
herd/stud/flock books. These associations play a pivotal role in the use and improvement of AnGR.

• Irish farmers are represented by a number of organisations concerning issues that concern them, both
in Ireland and in Europe. These organisations are involved in negotiations at Government and EU level
on many issues and in a wider international context.

• A number of Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) also play an important role in the context of
genetic resource management and conservation. These include The Royal Dublin Society, The Irish
Genetic Resources Conservation Trust and The Irish Rare Breeds Society.
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1.3.2 The State of Development of AnGR

Animal genetic resources are well developed in Ireland. The Government, under national policy 
frameworks, funds the development of AnGR. These policies are outlined in National Development Plans
(NDPs) (1989-1993; 1994-1999; 2000-2006). These plans aim to achieve greater economic and
social cohesion in Ireland. In each of these NDPs, operational programmes direct funding towards 
agriculture and rural development. Some of the measures under the operational programmes are
co-funded by the EU and some are funded by the State. Under the current NDP, significant funding has
been provided for the development of AnGR. 

1.3.3 Obstacles, Opportunities, and Needs for Use and Development of AnGR 

International co-operation between countries can effectively enhance the use and development of AnGR.
Ireland fully supports the objectives of the European Regional Focal Point (ERFP) and along with other
countries provides financial support to the organisation. Ireland sees the main benefits of the ERFP in
assisting, enhancing and co-ordinating AnGR activities within and between European countries and
organisations and the provision of contacts and exchange of relevant information in the AnGR field.

One of the obstacles in developing AnGR, especially in the case of endangered or threatened breeds
of farm animals, is the lack of strategies to develop markets for products derived from such breeds.
Further research and additional characterisation are required to identify opportunities for the improved
use and development of these resources. Health, product quality attributes and effects on the 
environment should form part of such additional characterisation work. Care needs to be taken that the
results from such characterisation do not undermine the maintenance of within-breed genetic diversity.
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1.4 Major features and critical areas of AnGR conservation and utilisation in Ireland

As a member of the EU, Ireland receives funding to promote rearing of endangered breeds of farm
animals. The European Commission approved the Rural Environmental Protection Scheme (REPS) 
introduced in Ireland in 1994. This scheme is the main mechanism for providing financial support
towards the in situ conservation of endangered native breeds. 

There are well established breeding programmes for all species. These programmes are operated by
private companies (pig and poultry sectors) and by organisations representing the breed associations
in conjunction with the Department of Agriculture & Food, Teagasc, the Irish Horse Board and ICBF.
Probably the most comprehensive programme is that operated by the ICBF for bovines. Databases from
the Cattle Movement Monitoring System (CMMS- the national database identifying all bovines), 
herdbooks and milk recording agencies are linked to their central evaluation database.  

Critical to the conservation of AnGR are accurate data regarding population numbers of pure-bred 
animals. At present, there is no systematic approach to collecting these data in Ireland. Data are
collected on a need-only basis. Provision should be made to set up a national database with links to
international databases, e.g., FAO-DAD-IS and EAAP-AGDB. This national database should be 
updated regularly for non-threatened breeds and annually in the case of endangered breeds.
International databases should be automatically updated from this information. In establishing a 
national database, issues regarding what data to collect (e.g. pure bred non-registered animals, 
specific crosses etc) and data definitions, (e.g. breeding females) will need to be clarified. Involvement
in the international working groups should provide a mechanism in establishing uniformity between
databases across countries. Once established, a national database would provide an early warning 
system if population numbers were approaching critical status and/or breeding practices were likely to
reduce genetic diversity. This early warning system should form part of a national strategy for 
conservation of AnGR. The CMMS database goes someway towards meeting this objective in the case
of bovines as the breed of sire and dam are recorded for all individuals.  
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CHAPTER 2 A N A LYSING THE CHANGING DEMANDS ON NATIONAL 
L I V E S TOCK PRODUCTION AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS FOR
FUTURE NATIONAL POLICIES, STRATEGIES AND 
PROGRAMMES RELATED TO AnG R

2.1 Review of past policies, strategies, programmes and management practices as related 
to AnGR

While there has been no documented loss of indigenous AnGR in Ireland in the past century there have
been dramatic changes in the profile of the breeds used in all livestock sectors. These changes 
reflected market realities and more recently national and EU economic policies and support mechanisms
for agricultural production. A particular example has been the effect of the milk quota policy and the
almost exclusive concentration on high-producing Holstein dairy cattle. Legislative reform in the EU
removed trade barriers between Member States that facilitated inter-country trade of genetic material.
As a result new breeds introduced to Ireland put pressure on native breeds of animals and on other long
established breeds and ultimately marginalised some of them. The introduction of the REPS programme
in Ireland included policy measures to counteract these pressures. 

The first REPS programme (REPS 1) ran from 1994 to 1999.  A total of 35,000 farmers participated in
REPS 1 but only 239 availed of payments under Supplementary Measure 3 (SM3-support for 
endangered breeds). Thus, 99% of the participants in REPS 1 choose not to avail of the SM3 element
of the programme. In addition, there are over 100,000 farmers operating outside the REPS framework
and there is no other support mechanism available to this group for the rearing of endangered breeds.
Consideration ought to be given to modifying the current REPS programme to encourage greater uptake
of SM3. In addition, policies should be devised that would exploit the potential contribution farmers
operating outside REPS could make to the maintenance of genetic diversity.

National policies for the support of AnGR conservation preceded the introduction of REPS. These 
included support for the in situ conservation and promotion of the Kerry cattle which have been 
ongoing for most of the last century. Several organisations have been involved in the conservation and
promotion of the Kerry cattle. In the early years the Royal Dublin Society, in addition to maintaining the
herd book, also located high-class premium bulls in Co. Kerry. In 1925 an Act was passed designating
a special area known as the “Kerry Cattle Area” in which only bulls of the Kerry type were permitted 
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to be used. At that time the Department of Agriculture & Food also assumed responsibility for locating
high-class premium Kerry bulls in the area each year and these arrangements continued up to the
1970s. In 1982 special efforts were initiated to conserve the Kerry breed in response to a serious
decline in the number animals being registered in the herdbook. The Department of Agriculture and
Food  introduced a “Scheme of premiums for maintaining pure bred Kerry herds in Ireland”. A grant of

76 per calf registered is paid to owners of five cows or more that are bred to pure Kerry bulls. The
Office of Public Works is obliged to maintain a herd of Kerry cattle in the Bourne Vincent Memorial Park
in Killarney and is also committed to keeping a number of Kerry cattle in other national parks (Glenveigh
and Doneraile). 

In the 1960’s Shorthorn cattle were widespread in Ireland. By the 1970’s numbers of Shorthorn cattle
had fallen significantly due to competition from more productive cattle breeds. In 1970 a Shorthorn
Scheme was introduced by the Department of Agriculture & Food which provided money to owners of
Shorthorn cattle to identify, register and propagate superior Shorthorn cattle. 

Two publicly funded schemes, the “Young Connemara Broodmare Scheme” and the “Premier
Broodmare Scheme for Irish Draught Horses” encouraged the production and registration of pure-bred
progeny of these endangered native breeds.

In the past, improvements in AnGR were focussed primarily on improving individual animal production
traits with little or no attention to welfare, health, longevity or environmental issues. This reflected the
economic environment in which agricultural production was operating.

2.2 Analysing future demands and trends

Social, economic and environmental factors have always influenced the use and diversity of AnGR and
undoubtedly will continue to do so in the future. Issues like the World Trade Talks, EU Enlargement and
budgetary pressures within the EU will impact on the Irish agricultural industry. It is likely that the World
Trade Talks will lead to further liberalisation of trade and to further pressure on market supports.  As in
the past, liberalisation of trade puts pressure on AnGR and direct efforts will be required to protect these
AnGR in the future. There is also pressure to ‘de-couple’ direct payments from production. EU 
enlargement will provide potential markets for Ireland and at the same time significantly increase 
competition on European markets for most of our agricultural produce. All of these factors are likely to 
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generate an even more competitive agricultural environment. This may accelerate trends towards breeds
that are economically most efficient and thus impact negatively on genetic diversity. However, there are
also likely to be real opportunities for individual producers to devote resources to less common breeds
in the context of developing markets for niche products. National policy includes the maintenance of
rural communities and associated economic activity. This will also provide opportunities for the 
exploitation of animal genetic diversity.

The changes in international policy will be matched by changes in the food market. This market is 
continually changing in response to trends in consumer and retailer behaviour. Lifestyle changes have
resulted in an increased market for convenience foods in particular. Due to higher levels of 
participation in the labour force, higher income levels, generally busier lifestyles and smaller average
household size, consumers have less time and are less willing to prepare food themselves. Another main
factor influencing changes in consumer behaviour and demand is value for money. Lifestyle changes
and the value-for-money factor will both put pressure on traditional genetic resources.  

The specialty foods sector has experienced above average growth rates for the industry over the last
number of years and has emerged as an important contributor to the retail sector. Reasons for the growth
in specialty foods are the perceptions of superior quality, safety and health in these products and the
variety that they provide. The organic farming sector continues to be one of the fastest growing segments
of the European food market. These issues may provide opportunities for traditional genetic resources
but these must be evaluated to establish any beneficial effects.

Food safety is a key concern for consumers, and must be safeguarded at every stage in the food chain.
High standards of animal health are necessary in order to guarantee food safety, to protect public health
and to maintain consumer confidence in Irish food. Public interest in animal welfare issues will 
increasingly constrain the intensification of animal production and thus tend to moderate the 
competitive pressures on indigenous AnGR.

Advances in biotechnology continue to emerge and these advances pose enormous challenges and
opportunities for the Irish agricultural industry.
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There are concerns about the negative impact agriculture can have on water quality, greenhouse gas
omissions and reduced bio-diversity. These concerns have led to an increased emphasis on sustainable
agriculture at national, EU and international levels. This will impact favourably in the context of 
maintenance of diversity. EU legislation concerning the protection of waters against pollution provides
for designation of nitrate vulnerable zones or implementation of a National Action Programme.
Whatever the approach, it is likely that restrictions on commercial livestock farming will emerge.
Stocking density and fertiliser use will be reduced especially on more intensive farms (primarily dairy
farms). Output will be reduced and possibly income as well. Breeds efficient under high input systems
may not be the most suitable under less intensive systems and thus may be replaced by other breeds.
This may provide an opportunity for endangered breeds. Nationally, REPS encourages environmentally
friendly farming. Internationally we have a commitment to the Kyoto Protocol. This agreement places a
limit on the amount of greenhouse gas that countries may produce. The ceiling agreed for Ireland allows
an increase of not more than 13% above 1990 levels by 2008-2012.

Recent trends in breed improvement programmes worldwide may provide opportunities for breeds pre-
viously marginalized. Type, health and management traits are being included in selection indexes in
addition to conventional production traits. These changes may provide opportunities for diverse breeds
and should widen the genetic base.   

2.3 Policy and strategies for the conservation, use and development of AnGR

The conservation of AnGR is most effectively addressed in a trans-national context. The essential element
in the management of AnGR is reliable and thorough information on the population size and structure,
both national and international, for all breeds. This international database must include information that
will enable the analyses of trends in effective population size and breeding practices so that genetic
diversity can be adequately monitored. The national database for all breeds within its territory is an 
element of the international database. These databases should provide policy makers with the 
i n f o rmation necessary for decision-making in relation to conservation programmes and their 
effectiveness. The international database provides the information necessary for an early warning 
system where population numbers were approaching a critical point.
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The foregoing potential can only be realised through on-going analyses of the information in the 
international database. It is proposed that the country of origin of the individual breed take 
responsibility for the monitoring and on-going analyses of these data. This will require the appropriate
funding.

The information contained in the international database will enable an adequate assessment of the risk
status of breeds and inform the need for specific actions in relation to risk. These actions may include
in situ and ex situ measures. In situ conservation of AnGR is seen as the ideal and should be linked with
heritage and/or environmental programmes. Measures should be devised to encourage continued use
of endangered breeds in their traditional role. The current REPS programme is beneficial in this regard,
however, it should be supplemented with policy measures that encourage wider participation in in situ
conservation. 

Increased public awareness regarding, in particular, the in situ conservation of AnGR is an essential
strategy and could also enable the provision of funding of ex situ live conservation of endangered
breeds. Production of some breeds may be un-economic, nevertheless, they may have a cultural, 
historical or ecological role. Such breeds could be placed in open farms, nature parks or zoo’s.
National parks and State lands should be used as a resource for the maintenance of indigenous breeds
as a living genebank in addition to cryo-preservation of genetic material where the risk analysis 
indicates this as a necessity. In the context of international collaboration initial focus should be on native
breeds, however, provision should be made to support the conservation of endangered breeds not
native to Ireland. 

Policies should to be devised to take account of the risks associated with in situ conservation. The need
for such policies is underlined by the recent experience with Foot & Mouth disease. Such policies should
include an emergency reaction plan in relation to de-population of endangered breeds that might be
required in the face of a disease epidemic. In addition, policies should be formulated to ensure that such
populations are geographically dispersed. These policies should also consider international 
collaboration to reduce the risk further by establishing foci of the breeds in suitable environments in other
countries. 
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Advances in biotechnology will facilitate more precise evaluation of the diversity of genetic resources
and may identify new uses and roles for certain breeds in the future. The result of breeding programmes
in the past has been a narrowing of the genetic base. Genetic diversity software is available to 
identify animals whose genetic material should be used and stored so as to maintain the widest 
possible genetic base.

Ongoing characterisation of breeds in relation to beneficial health properties and other traits using the
latest research methods available is a crucial avenue to the development and future use of AnGR.
Research into the utilisation of environmental resources by AnGR will underpin their future maintenance.
Funding will be required to enable this policy to be implemented. 

The information required for the national database (and hence the international database) can only be
provided by the breeders. There is need to facilitate the flow of that information through aiding the 
development of the capacities of these breed societies tied to the provision of the information required.
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CHAPTER 3 REVIEWING THE STATE OF NATIONAL CAPACITIES AND 
ASSESSING FUTURE CAPACITY BUILDING REQUIREMENTS

3.1 Assessment of national capacities

Ireland has the capacities between its public and private sectors to manage the conservation, use and
development of AnGR. 

This capacity is underpinned by an education system that is substantially funded by the State. Numbers
in third-level education have grown from 18,500 in 1965 to more than 100,000 at present. This
increase reflects increasing retention rates at second level, demographic trends and increasing transfer
rates into third-level education. Presently, nearly half of all secondary school leavers advance to 
third-level, with around half of these taking degree-level programmes. Finance is provided through 
initiatives such as The Scientific and Technological Education (Investment) Fund to meet the current and
future needs of research and industry.

Modern tele-communications networks that provide multiple services for consumers and industry have
replaced networks once dedicated to the provision of a single service. There is legislative and 
infrastructure support programmes in place to develop the communications sector. These developments
facilitate the management of AnGR on a national and international basis. Breed societies should be
encouraged to develop the capacity to effectively exploit this infrastructure.  

As a member of the EU, Ireland abides by legislation in place governing the conservation, use and
development of AnGR and has accepted obligations under international conventions on conservation of
global diversity. All of these developments imply that Ireland subscribes to policies that impact
favourably on the conservation of genetic resources.
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CHAPTER 4 IDENTIFYING NATIONAL PRIORITIES FOR THE 
C O N S E R VATION AND UTILISATION OF AnG R

4.1 National cross-cutting priorities

Members of the National Consultative Committee (NCC) (see appendix) identified and agreed on
national priorities for the conservation and utilisation of AnGR. The areas that need attention are
specified below and have been discussed in detail in Chapter 2. 
• Development of an emergency reaction plan, which can be invoked in the event of a disease 

epidemic, for all endangered breeds (native and non-native).
• Establishment and maintenance of a national database for all breeds of farm animals with links to

international databases. This will require developing the capacities of breed societies to ensure
effective flow of the information required. 

• Modification of the REPS programme to encourage greater uptake of SM 3 and devise additional 
policy measures that encourage wider participation in the in situ conservation of AnGR.

• The use of National Parks and State lands as a resource for the maintenance of indigenous breeds 
as a living genebank should be a priority. This would also increase public awareness of the 
historical/cultural value of our native breeds and thus support for conservation.

• Establishment of a national genebank for ex situ conservation where risk analysis indicates there
is a necessity.

• Further genetic and molecular characterisation of breeds, especially those breeds that are
endangered, with particular reference to disease/health traits should be supported.

4.2 National priorities among animal species, breeds, country’s regions and rural communities

It is crucial that financial support continue to be made available to farmers who rear Kerry, Dexter and
Irish Maol cattle, Connemara ponies, Irish Draught horses and Galway sheep. In some cases, financial
support can be most effective if used to support breed utilisation in its traditional role. In addition, the
ex situ conservation programme already in place for Kerry cattle should be replicated for other 
indigenous breeds in danger of being lost to farming.
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CHAPTER 5 F O R M U L ATING RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ENHANCED 
I N T E R N ATIONAL CO-O P E R ATION IN THE FIELD OF FARM 
ANIMAL BIODIVERSITY

As a member of the EU, Ireland contributes to the development and implementation of Community 
policy in the AnGR field. Ireland has signed the Convention on Biodiversity and has recently published
it’s National Biodiversity Plan. Ireland participates in international working groups on AnGR and will
continue to fulfil it’s obligations in relation to the conservation, use and development of AnGR in the
future.

Ireland will encourage collaborative research with appropriate agencies in other countries on all aspects
of conservation and development of farm animal diversity. In addition, Ireland will actively seek to 
collaborate with other countries in the conservation of endangered breeds that are not indigenous to
Ireland. 

Ireland recommends that FAO explore the formulation of protocols to enable the acquisition of 
information on AnGR’s currently retained by international breeding companies so that information on
the conservation of AnGR’s encompasses all existing breed resources.  

Ireland recommends that the FAO facilitate the regional analysis of Country Reports as being essential
to enhancing international co-operation and in this context Ireland recommends that the country of 
origin of a breed should take responsibility for the monitoring and on-going analyses of these data. 
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CHAPTER 6 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Agriculture and food is one of the most important sectors of the Irish economy and livestock enterprises
account for about 80% of Gross Agricultural Output. Consequently AnGR are a very important resource
in Ireland. The agricultural industry expanded significantly in the last century and livestock numbers 
trebled since the 1800’s.  There has been no documented loss of indigenous AnGR in Ireland in the past
century although there have been dramatic changes in the profile of the breeds used in all livestock 
sectors.

Ireland has the capacities between it’s public and private sectors to manage the conservation, use and
development of AnGR. As a member of the EU, Ireland abides by legislation in place governing the 
conservation, use and development of AnGR. In addition Ireland has accepted obligations under 
international conventions on conservation of global diversity.  This implies that Ireland subscribes to 
policies that impact favourably on the conservation of AnGR.

Policy measures are in place for the in situ conservation of indigenous breeds and for the use and 
development of AnGR generally. However, the following recommendations are made to enhance the
conservation and utilisation of these resources:

• Develop an Emergency Reaction Plan to be invoked in the face of a disease epidemic and 
establish a national genebank for ex situ conservation of breeds where risk analysis indicates a 
necessity. Risk analysis must encompass the issue of genetic diversity within breeds.

• Establish and maintain a national database for all breeds of farm animals with links to 
international databases. This will require developing the capacities of breed societies to ensure
effective flow of the information required.

• Modification of the REPS programme to encourage greater uptake of the measures that provide for 
in situ conservation and devise additional policy measures that encourage wider participation in 
in situ conservation of AnGR.

• The use of National Parks and State lands as a resource for the maintenance of indigenous breeds 
as a living genebank should be a priority. This would also increase public awareness of the 
historical/cultural value of our native breeds.

• Financial support should continue to be made available to farmers who breed indigenous breeds 
of farm animals that are in danger of being lost to farming.

• Further genetic and molecular characterisation of breeds, especially those breeds that are
endangered, with particular reference to disease/health traits should be supported.

Agri Report-PDF.qxd  7/8/03 5:29 PM  Page 26



22

Ireland’s Farm Animal Genetic Resources

Since the conservation of AnGR is most effectively addressed in a trans-national context it is important
that Ireland continue to collaborate with other countries, both bilaterally and through international 
working groups in the conservation, use and development of farm AnGR. Within this context it is 
recommended that the country of origin of a breed take responsibility for on-going analyses of trends
in population size and genetic diversity.
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A P P E N D I C E S

Appendix 1: National Consultative Committee

Dr JP Hanrahan 1 Chairman 
Louise Byrne 2 Secretary
Ned Ryan Department of Agriculture & Food
PJ McArdle Department of Agriculture & Food
Tom Medlycott Department of Agriculture & Food
Kevin Kinsella Irish Farmers Association
Dr Rory Harrington National Parks and Wildlife Service
Dr Leo Curran Irish Genetic Resources Conservation Trust
Dr Brian Wickham Irish Cattle Breeding Federation
Maurice O’Riordan Irish Creamery Milk Suppliers Association

1 Dr JP Hanrahan is Head of the Sheep Research Centre, Teagasc
2 Lousie Byrne (Department of Agriculture & Food) is Ireland’s National Co-ordinator for Farm Animal Genetic Resources
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Table 7 Eligible species of farm animals and the criteria for determining the threshold of loss to 
farming of local breeds as set out in Commission Regulation (EC) No 445/2002.

Eligible farm animal species Thresholds under which a local breed is considered 
as being in danger of being lost to farming
(number of breeding females1)

Cattle 7,500
Sheep 10,000
Goats 10,000
Equidae 5,000
Pigs 15,000
Avian 25,000
1 ( ) Number, calculated for all EU Member States, of breeding females of the same breed available for purebred reproduction, 
included in a register recognised by the Member State (e.g. herd book or flock book).
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