Mayo Mountain Blackface AGM-Breeding goals 
Following the Annual General Meeting of the Mayo Mountain Blackface Sheep Group, John Noonan, Group Chairman and Teagasc Advisor reports on the AGM and breed progress:
The Mountain Blackface breed has come under pressure over the last decade from factors such as destocking as a result of the framework plans, declining returns from the sector, and a natural reduction in numbers as farmers seek off farm employment to sustain incomes. The level of pure breeding is also in decline as farmers are increasingly using Cheviot and continental-type rams for cross breeding and factory outlets.
In 2005 a number of interested breeders, including John Noonan, established a breeding group based in Mayo, to promote the Mountain Blackface ewe through an annual breeding sale. Through showcasing the breed, the group encourages members and other breeders to improve quality. The group is now in its third year and the demand has been consistently strong for all stock presented, with exceptional demand for quality lots. 
As part of the AGM in January, the group invited Dr. Lewis McClinton and Dr. Steven Johnston from the College of Agriculture, Food and Rural Enterprise, Greenmount Campus to discuss their work on improving the Blackface breed in Northern Ireland. The numbers of Blackfaces in the north are also in decline as many farmers are crossbreeding to obtain enterprise efficiency gains by improving traits such as ewe fertility. 
The overall aim of the northern activities is to demonstrate how sheep farming can benefit through adopting new technologies such as:
1. A planned five family rotational breeding policy

2. Strict culling protocols based on recorded information
3. Recording performance and utilising Estimated Breeding Values
4. Ultrasonic scanning

The foundation for genetic progress within the 400 Blackface ewe flock at Greenmount Hill Farm, Glenwherry is a five family breeding structure. As the name suggests the flock is comprised of five families, with the best sons from one family moving to another but same family year after year. For example, the families are identified using different coloured tags, so year after year the best two blue tagged rams always go to mate ewes with green tags. The daughters always remain within their family of birth. 
Ewes are assessed for lameness, body condition and size during routine operations such as lambing and weaning and based on these records repeat offenders are culled or moved into the crossing flock where they may be mated with a Texel ram. 

The flock is a member of the Blackface Sire Referencing Company (www.bfelite.co.uk) and the stock is genetically compared with about 50 other Blackface flocks throughout the UK, five of which are in Northern Ireland. Blackface rams selected for breeding must be in the top 25% of the performance recorded Blackface breed as determined using Estimated Breeding Values and a hill index produced by Signet Breeding Services. They must also have a scrapie genotype 1 or 2 and be physically correct. Also these rams must have been born in the first cycle of mating, thereby reducing the likelihood of producing poor breeding daughters. Data from the flock suggests that ewes lamb within 2 to 3 days of a certain date annually and this trait is inherited by their daughters.
The Signet performance figures are made up of the performance records of the animal itself and those of its relatives. There are currently seven Estimated Breeding Values (EBVs) for maternal and carcase traits which are combined into an overall index. The carcase meat and fat composition are determined by ultrasonic scanning.
This system places greater emphasis on the maternal traits than the Lean Meat Index ( LMI) which focuses mainly on carcase traits.
Over the last 3 years the Blackface flock at Greenmount has achieved significant improvements in performance. Dr Lewis McClinton provided carcase data shown in Table 1. 
Table 1 Change in Blackface Lamb Carcase Classification between 2004 to 2006 (%) at Greenmount Hill Farm

	
	R2, R3 and U3
	O2,3,4L and R4L

	2004
	48
	52

	2005
	54
	46

	2006
	85
	15


The improvement outlined can be attributed to genetic improvement as management has not altered and days to slaughter remain at approximately 225 days. In 2004, 52% of Blackface lambs were penalised due to poor conformation (O grades) or fat classification (4L or 4H). In 2006, for the 181 lambs slaughtered to date, 85% of lambs graded R2, R3 and U3. Average carcase weight has also increased by 1kg per lamb to 19.2kg.
Dr Lewis McClinton also provided details on a “Profit from Performance” initiative in Northern Ireland which was attended by over 600 farmers in 2006. As part of the initiative there were farm workshops. The Blackface workshop occurred on the farm of the McCormick Brothers in the Glens of Antrim. Lewis selected three ewes of similar age, lambing date and suckling twins based on their Maternal EBV. The brothers, Eamon and Phil, then gathered the ewes and their lambs. Table 2 indicates the ewes’ maternal EBV and the weight of lambs reared by the ewe. This information demonstrated in spectacular fashion to those attending the efficiency gains to be obtained by selecting high genetic merit breeding stock.

Table 2. The information provided for three Blackface ewes on the McCormick farm in the Glens of Antrim.

	Ewe Identification
	Maternal Information
	Total weight of lamb reared by the ewe to 16 weeks

	
	EBV
	Breed benchmark
	

	0104
	1.34
	Top 5%
	47 kg

	A68
	0.65
	Average
	37 kg

	C18
	-0.30
	Bottom 10%
	30.5 kg


Farm visits.
Both technologists visited two hill farms the following day. Paddy Heraty Taobhnacroighe, Westport, farms on the slopes of Croagh Patrick, carrying a pure bred flock of Mayo Blackface ewes which spend 90% of their time on the mountain. Paddy, a well known judge of the breed, keeps all wether lambs on enclosed land and sells his lambs on the light trade in July to September with a carcase average of 11kg achieving 37-42 euros each in 2006. The majority are killed straight off the ewes in early July. Both technologists were impressed with the stock and commented on the hardiness and longevity of the ewes and that these traits should be retained in any future breed improvement programme.
James Lally, Durless, Kilsallagh keeps a lowland flock of 50 Cheviot and Texel cross Blackface along with 150 pure blackface ewes. James has more enclosed land with ewes spending over 50% of their time off the mountain. Only Blackface ewe lambs go to the mountain with all crossbred and Blackface wether lambs staying on inside land. All lambs are killed in the factory, and in 2006 they averaged 52 euros and just over 16kg carcase weight. The sale dates are from late July to the end of October with meal fed only to the last batch sold. A notable feature of both flocks is how little time is spent assisting ewes at lambing as maternal instincts are very strong within the breed. With part-time farming a reality in most situations, strong maternal traits are critical in the years ahead.
Conclusion.

The New Zealanders have moved away from the show ring when selecting rams. Over 70% of rams are selected on performance figures, which has dramatically improved industry productivity through increased carcase weights and litter sizes. The work on breeding  could be replicated  in the south  and provide real improvements in income for sheep farmers. We need action now, the competing industries such as dairying have moved on this years ago. Commercial sheep producers must start demanding more information from ram breeders on both the carcase side and the maternal side if we are to make improvements in the national flock. These improvements can be driven by the expertise of ICBF. Individual producers will need to be stricter on culling for barrenness, lameness, scour and poor mothers/producers. On the light lamb side , hill farmers are not rewarded for producing a top quality product. Offering farmers 3 euros /kg for a 10kg carcase is not sustainable longterm. Hill farmers need concrete imformation about markets , timing of supply, whether expanding or contracting and if so where new markets can be developed.  Bord Bia  have a major role to play in this area. The factories in turn will have to start working more closely with farmers and rewarding them for producing lambs at the right time and fitting the specification needed. 
Special thanks to Dr Lewis McClinton and Dr. Stephen Johnston for their advice .

Upcoming Sale
The annual sale of premium Mayo blackface ewes, hoggets and ewe lambs will held at Ballinrobe mart on Friday  the 28th of September.
