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Summary

This case study combined subject matter expertise in animal genetics
and data science along with rich data sources and available web service
platforms to develop and deploy a trilogy of dairy-beef tools. A dairy-beef
Index and sire mating advice system were developed that integrate
genetic and non-genetic factors to optimise breeding decisions, ensuring
that dairy-beef calves are both easy to calve and valuable. The third tool
combines genomic and economic information to assign a monetary value
to the resulting dairy-beef calf based on its expected lifetime profit
thereby simplifying decision making for the purchaser. The impact of this
include:
« Greater integration between the dairy and beef sectors
« A more valuable crop of dairy-beef calves from the dairy herd without
a compromise in dairy herd productivity
 More informed purchasing decisions at sale providing a greater
alignment with calf price
* More efficiently produced higher-quality carcasses
« The industry and society gains through greater sustainability,
because the generated cattle are more efficient thereby reducing the
environmental footprint.

Globally, dairy farmers lacked effective tools for optimising beef sire selection, requiring them to manually gather and
analyse information on multiple traits to identify the best beef bulls. The task of appropriately assigning each candidate bull
to each dairy female was complicated. Furthermore, guess-estimating the potential performance of a (dairy-beef) calf at
several weeks of age to decide the appropriate price to pay put unnecessary pressure on beef farmers trying to make a
living. The trilogy of inter-connected, easy-to-use and easy-to-understand decision support tools developed in this case
study all powered from a centralised database has not only eased the mental arithmetic required, but also optimised the
decisions made. The impact of the high uptake of all technologies is of social, environmental and economic importance. All
three tools were all co-developed through both formal and ad hoc consultation with stakeholders and end users. The former
were predominantly through two technical advisory groups and three stakeholder groups while the latter was through
primarily engagement with tens of discussion groups. All three tools are regularly reviewed and updated as necessary
mainly as follow up from feedback from end users.
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The beneficiaries of this case study are dairy farmers who benefit from higher- e
value saleable calves; beef producers from having lower carbon footprint
higher quality cattle; meat processors and retailers because of the greater
availability of higher-quality carcasses and primal cuts; and consumers
because of improved meat quality with the reassurance of it being produced in
an economically, socially and environmentally sustainable manner.
Breeding companies are actively promoting their bulls on the developed dairy-
beef index. Farmers are actively using the dairy-beef index in their breeding
decisions, which is also reflected in the genetic gain achieved in the national
herd. This has contributed >€55m to the cattle sector. The government are
running a Dairy-beef welfare scheme providing financial aids to farmers who
use high dairy-beef sires to generate valuable calves.
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KEY STATISTICS

17,00

DAIRY FARMERS USING DAIRY-BEEF INDEX

895,000

CALVES DNA TESTED WITH ASSIGNED
MONETARY VALUES IN 2024

€55M

ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION TO THE IRISH
CATTLE SECTOR

3,800

Al BULLS RANKED ON THE DAIRY-BEEF
INDEX

DECENT WORK AND
ECONOMIC GROWTH

GLIMATE
ACTION

RELATED UN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
GOALS

The Dairy-Beef Index to rank beef bulls is now embedded as national
standard guiding bull selection for a reach of all 17,000 dairy farmers.
The national body responsible for genetic evaluations, the Irish Cattle
Breeding Federation (ICBF) rank over 3,800 beef artificial
insemination bulls using the index with the index available also on
several thousand natural mating bulls; this rank is available at the time
of purchase.
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Mean dairy beef index value of beef-on-dairy calves by year of birth (red line) along with the number of calves
born per year (green bars)

The developed sire advice mating system is available also through
individual farmer profiles via the Irish Cattle Breeding Federation HerdPlus
system — over 4,000 farmers run the service annually clearly
demonstrating its uptake signifying a considerable reach.

The transaction index value of a DNA-tested calves (termed the
commercial breeding value) is clearly displayed at the time of auction as
well as being available through an APP. This has a reach of >85,000
calves in 2024 with more expected in 2025. The index values aids
purchasers in determining the price payable for the animal to secure a
profit margin.

A key component to acceptance has been the range of validation-type
studies including through cross-sectional data analysis, experimental
studies but also notably through unofficial studies undertaken by
stakeholders which were then publicised through the media.

For more information contact:
vistamilk@teagasc.ie or www.vistamilk.ie
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