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GENETIC DATA IS THE KEY TO EFFICIENT 

SELECTION 
Tuesday, September 12th, 2017  

Grasping the opportunities offered by superior quality genetics will open the door to enhanced growth, carcase 

grades and returns, according to Promar Regional Manager for the North of England, Andrew Suddes, who also 

believes the red meat industry must continue to take a leaf from the book of monogastric producers. 

Genetics has the potential to play a huge part in the red meat supply chain, but this potential remains largely 

untapped compared to the pig and poultry sectors, which have revolutionised productivity in their industries.  The 

modern broiler will reach slaughter weight in less than 60 days, while the modern sow is capable of producing 30 

pigs per year compared to just 20 in the 1970s. 

The key to unlocking these opportunities often lies with using reliable data rather than looks when selecting bulls 

or tups.  For both sheep and beef, Estimated Breeding Values (EBVs) are available for traits that directly 

influence productivity. 

An animal’s genetics are the building blocks of its lifetime performance. Animals with poor genetics will not finish 

as well or as quickly without costly inputs, affecting returns from the farm enterprise.  Investment in better 

genetics can be the foundation of a more profitable flock or herd. 

When buying tups, it will pay to purchase from recorded flocks, where you can look at EBVs affecting terminal 

traits including those that influence growth, such as eight-week weight and scan weight; and those affecting 

carcase quality, specifically muscle depth (mm) and fat depth (mm). 

Prioritising these traits will influence returns by reducing days to slaughter due to improved growth rates, and 

improving carcase traits, meaning a higher number of carcases meet market specifications. 

There is considerable evidence that the genetic potential of sheep in recorded flocks is progressing faster than in 

unrecorded flocks.  The graph shows the rate of gain in Suffolk lambs from recorded and unrecorded flocks for 

the key traits affecting carcase quality. The genetic gain achieved by recorded sheep is significantly higher for 

growth rate and for muscling. 



 

In addition, the development of specific breeding initiatives has resulted in even faster genetic progress and 

commercial advantages.  For example, genetic gain for growth rate in the Meatlinc breed has increased at more 

than double the rates previously achieved, at around 0.75kg/annum.  The Innovis Project that evolved from work 

initially carried out at Aberystwyth University has focussed on developing terminal sires with exceptional growth 

rates and carcase charactaristics. 

The RamCompare project, a supply chain initiative managed by the AHDB that is being mirrored by activities 

carried out by individual breed societies, represents a new development, generating EBVs from commercial 

carcase data, evaluating a range of traits that together assess the total value of the carcase – the amount of 

saleable meat.  The use of CT and VIA technologies will provide new data on lean meat yields. 

The same principles apply to the beef sector, although there are differences, primarily in the greater availability 

of proven AI sires and the fact that many beef animals being bred from dairy cows where there is a disconnect 

between the breeder of animals being finished and the finisher. This can manifest itself in the loss of valuable 

data on sires when bred calves are sold at market to finishers. 

Artificial insemination for both suckler beef and dairy beef producers opens up the opportunity for farmers to 

have access to a far wider choice of sires and to superior genetics. However, for farmers using a bull, EBVs 

should still be sought before buying him. With EBVs produced for multiple traits affecting growth and 

conformation, it is possible to focus on those sires that will pass on the potential for superior development. 

The relatively fragmented nature of the beef supply chain has limited both the industry’s ability to capitalize on 

better genetics and genetic progress itself.  To start to address this issue, it is important to focus on the target 

market and specifically the target carcase weight and specification, breed requirements and any other specific 

requirements like farm assurance and movement numbers. 

All the above are key to knowing your customers’ needs and will have a big impact on the price received, but 

once you have an end point in mind you can more easily select the right genetics. 



Suckler producers, producing store cattle, should be aware of the end customer, but how many actually know 

where their cattle end up and what supply chain they go into? 

For dairy producers, producing beef cross calves, again, it is important to know what the end market is for their 

calves.  The dilemma is balancing their requirements.  As dairy farmers, they will want to select sires for calving 

ease and gestation length to help ensure cows calve in well and settle into lactation.  As suppliers of animals into 

the beef supply chain, they should be looking at traits that have impact beyond the dairy unit. Terminal traits 

such as growth rate and conformation will influence calf sales that are a vital income stream. There are now 

many beef on dairy AI sires that have short gestation length, ease of calving and excellent growth and carcase 

traits. 

Consider supply chain integration.  A close relationship between dairy producers and beef finishers can help 

ensure the beef producer gets the genetics required, while having potentially significant health benefits too, and 

the dairy producer has a known market for beef cross calves. 

If buying through a market, look for beef cross calves were the service sire is identified, otherwise you are in 

effect ‘buying blind’.  The strong looking calf at four weeks old may not have the genetics to produce a quality 

finished carcase.  Industry initiatives such as the “Who’s your Daddy ?” scheme, run by our own parent 

company, Genus ABS, are staring to improve the flow of data, helping add value to calves from higher merits 

sires. 

Once the end goal is known, then you can select the right sort of genetics for your system.  For suckler systems, 

it is key to make sure we are clear about the difference between maternal traits and terminal traits.  The genetics 

required to produce female replacements are very different from selecting terminal genetics to produce a 

finished animal. 

For terminal sires, there are lots of traits to select for, but those most directly impacting profitability would be: 

 Calving Ease Direct 

 200, 400, 600 day weights for growth traits 

 Carcase traits 

Producers should make full use of the data available on individual sires as there is significant variation. In the 

future, there will be additional traits that can have an impact on overall profitability, particularly traits that relate to 

feed efficiency.  Furthermore, the use of larger data sets such as slaughter data, will make it possible to have 

more accurate selection for carcase traits that can better impact carcase value. 

In summary, selecting the genetics that will deliver the quality carcase the market needs will positively affect 

profitability. Time spent using data to select the best genetics for your market will increasingly be the foundation 

of successful farm enterprises. 
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PROVIDING WHAT YOUR BUYER WANTS… 

Monday, June 19th, 2017  

Emma Thompson, Principal Consultant with agrifood consultants, Promar International, says there is a 

significant opportunity to improve returns from beef and sheep by forming stronger relationships with the 

customer and that grasping this opportunity will underpin future sector competitiveness. 

Although there is no formal published data, it is estimated based on feedback from industry sources, that in 

England and Wales, as many as 40% of beef cattle fail to meet the required product specification by customers. 

A significant proportion of sheep also fail to hit the specification.  Every animal not meeting the specification for 

the market it is supplied into is failing to achieve the best price.  Equally, if the animal is outside specification 

either as a consequence of age, weight or fat class, it will have incurred increased rearing costs, giving a double 

hit on margins. 

Animals outside of specification also affect the efficiency of the processor and their ability to meet their 

customers’ requirements, especially as markets become more prescriptive.  Specifications have become tighter 

for many of the elements that define carcase type – age, weight and fat class – as market demands, be it from a 

retailer, foodservice provider, processor or export market continuously evolve.  The potential for growth in the 

use of techniques such as Visual Image Analysis (VIA) could allow for further evolution in carcase assessment. 

Reducing the number of animals that fail to achieve optimum specification offers an immediate way to improve 

returns to farmers.  More importantly, a focus on hitting specification and developing the mind set to achieve it, 

will be important attributes as the industry moves forward. 

There are numerous reasons why this happens, but the over-riding factor is often a failure to really understand 

what the customer requires and then gearing the production system to meet those requirements.  For farmers, it 

is all about understanding different market and customer needs and their specific requirements. 

The key question is whether you ’market’ or ’sell’ your stock.  If you ’market’ animals, you will know where they 

will be sold and what the specification requirements are.  You can then tailor your production system to meet 

that market as cost effectively as possible, sending animals at the right age with the target weight and 

conformation class.  You can ensure price and margin are optimised.  Conversely, if you ‘sell’ stock, you will be 

less focussed on the end point, perhaps because if suits the farm to finish animals in a batch, rather than 

targeting a tight specification. 

Wherever possible, producing stock to a high specification should be a priority as well finished animals will 

always find a buyer. 

Already, more progressive farm businesses are engaging with their customer(s) to agree what will be produced 

and then allowing them to choose the appropriate breed and sex, and then manage it appropriately.  

Conformation comes from breeding, while fat class is a function of nutrition.  Both are manageable factors, and if 

you know the requirements this means the whole management system can be focussed on achieving the 

specification required to drive better prices and margins. 



There is no doubt that external factors will drive the need to work more closely with the customer when 

producing beef or lamb in the future.  The first is that the customer specifications are tightening with greater price 

penalties when animals are supplied outside these requirements. 

The second is that as we move to a different set of trading arrangements post Brexit, it is possible that 

negotiated deals will have stricter terms on the specification of animals to be supplied.  If domestic customers 

are prescribing higher standards, it should be expected that export opportunities may require the same. 

Finally, it will become increasingly important to drive costs out of production systems.  Supplying animals that 

are too old, too heavy or too fat means supplying animals that have cost more to produce.  If they have been 

produced off globally traded cereals and soya, the impact on margins will be even greater. 

Delivering to the customer specification should become the number one objective of every red meat producer, 

as it allows the best opportunity to optimise returns.  Working closely with the customer should be seen as a key 

part of the system. Increasingly, processors will be able to supply additional data to help fine-tune management, 

especially if VIA technology were to become more widely established.  This could be key to having a clear 

definition of what is being produced and allowing for breeding and management to be tailored to deliver the 

required specification cost effectively. 

For more information, please see the AHDB Beef and Lamb publication, “Marketing Prime Beef Cattle for Better 

Returns” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://beefandlamb.ahdb.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/BRP-Marketing-prime-beef-manual-2-190116.pdf
http://beefandlamb.ahdb.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/BRP-Marketing-prime-beef-manual-2-190116.pdf
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Meeting Farmer Jake 

Unlike my farm based colleagues at Promar International, I don’t spend too much time actually “on farm”, 
but I have always liked to think I still know a good one when I see it, be it a dairy farm in Cheshire, a walnut 
farm in Chile or a tomato farm in Ethiopia. And I have been lucky in my career that I have had the 
opportunity to meet plenty of good, and some very good, farmers around the world from Cumbria to China 
and back again. (John Giles, Promar reports on the IAgM visit to Overbury Farms) 

Last week, I met another very good one in Jake Freestone at Overbury Farms, an 8th generation estate based farm 
near Tewkesbury. This was part of the Institute of Agricultural Management’s Annual farm walk. This also saw me 
stand down as chair of the organisation after 3 years (best wishes to Martin Wilkinson in this role for the next 3 !) at 
the AGM which was run beforehand in the village hall. It was good to see a healthy turn out of almost 60 for this 
event from across the IAGRM membership & especially a good number of student members from Harper Adams. 
 
Jake is an interesting character. He comes from a non farming background and told us that the mid to long 
sustainability of the farm was at the very heart of its future development, along with the work of his team of 5 on 
the farm. The sustainability of the farm was seen as being just as, if not more important, than chasing profits for 
almost the sake of it. He actually sees the link between top class environmental practise and profit as going hand in 
hand, with one leading to significantly reduced input bills and the production of a top quality product – “healthier 
soils lead to more nutritious grains”. Management of soils, water usage and the environment are all key parts of 
lowering the carbon emissions of the farm. Good management of staff will also be the key to future success. 
 
Overbury has been a LEAF accredited farm since 2004 and a demonstration farm since 2012. Key customers for the 
farm are a combination of Kellogg’s and Molson Coors (who brew Carling lager). Jake and his team supply enough 
barley to help brew 15 million pints of the stuff  - as well as the supply of lamb to Sainsbury and oil seed rape to 
Unilever. So while Jake is a well known and sizeable farmer in his own right, his customer base means he is still 
relatively small in comparison.  He quoted to us that the 15 million pints of Carling he provides barley for is the 
equivalent of just one week end’s consumption in the UK! 
 
Jake has benefited from going on a Nuffield Scholarship where he had the opportunity to visit the US and NZ. He has 
spoken at both the Oxford Farming Conference and the so called Real Oxford Farming Conference.  Jake makes 
extensive use of social media in nearly all of its current forms to engage with a wide range of stakeholders, often like 
him, from a non farming background. This has all helped cultivate the image of “Farmer Jake” which has allowed him 
proactively “take the farm to the consumer”. 
 
He also uses social media to discuss technical/management issues with a group of like minded farmers. Use of social 
media has allowed him to build the Overbury brand, tell the outside world about what happens there, develops 
faster networking and has built a community of like minded growers and farmers. The farm receives visits from 
school children from Birmingham twice a year. He has worked with the likes of NIAB on joint R & D projects. 
 
He has adopted a farming system based around the use of low/zero tillage techniques, the use of cover crops and 
the development of rotations including peas, potatoes and beetroots. He admitted he is prepared to learn 
continuously and uses social media to do this as much as possible. He has developed the mantra of: “do it once and 
do it right” and then being prepared to “turn things upside down” (not least, as a result of his Nuffield experiences). 
His customers buy into what he is doing on the farm and like the idea they know where their raw materials are 
coming from. This all adds to the image of provenance and is part of a story to tell customers and consumers alike.  
 
So – a good day out, with plenty of learning for us all. And as always at these events, a chance to see a few old 
friends and contacts and make some new ones too. What could be better ? A top class farm, a host who was 
prepared to be as open and honest as he could possibly be, a good number of IAGRM members there - and it didn’t 
rain ! And another “very good farm” to add to the others I have had the pleasure & opportunity of visiting in this 
country and much further afield. There have been plenty.  Thanks to “Farmer Jake” for an excellent day out. 
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