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When it comes to breeding, Professor Mike Goddard hit the nail on the head when he said it's about “Assembling 

the ideal genotype for a particular task”.  This leads to two big questions for any breeder: 

• What is the particular task to be performed? 

• What is the ideal genotype to complete that task? 

The ‘task’ 

Every production system is slightly different, often with multiple income streams.  Therefore, the suite of genes 

that are needed to maximise profit will differ between properties.  By knowing where your profit comes from, as 

well as the main costs to your business, you can choose which traits are most important to you. 

When defining the ‘task’ that sheep have on your property, it is important to consider the relative contribution of 

various income streams to your bottom line (for instance, whether there is more of an emphasis on wool or meat, 

or a balance between the two).  This dynamic will determine the genetics you choose to use. 

Labour-saving traits  

Each sheep growing region has its own set of challenges, often closely linked to the climate.  Many of these 

challenges can be overcome with good management, but this often results in increased labour and other costs. 

While we often focus on the traits that are likely to increase the amount of product we can sell (for instance 

fleece weight and growth rates), there are a range of genetic traits that can be used to make sheep more efficient 

and less expensive to run (such as disease and parasite resistance). 

Matching your sheep to your region 

Breeding sheep that are suitable for your environmental conditions is important.  Genetic superiority or inferiority 

for some traits can only ever be seen when an animal is run under challenging conditions for that particular trait.  

For example: 

• Worms:  Sheep with excellent resistance to worms will not display this genetic superiority if they are run in a 

dry and arid environment where the worm challenge is low. 

• Dag:  Sheep with genetically low dag scores will not be able to express their superiority if run under 

conditions where scouring rarely occurs. 



Traditionally, ram buyers have approached this problem by buying rams from a similar production environment.  

With the development of across-flock EBVs, it is now possible to purchase rams from a different region with 

superior EBVs for the traits that are important within your own farming environment.  

The ideal genotype to complete the task 

In all livestock industries, it has been shown that the appropriate use of EBVs is a useful way to assemble the 

genes that are best for your business.  Across-flock EBVs allow commercial ram buyers to walk into a pen and 

combine the visual traits that are important to them with objective information that is directly comparable across 

a range of flocks. 

EBVs are available for most traits that either make you money or save you money.  The ones that are important to 

you will depend on your business.  For commercial producers, in particular, it is important to limit the number of 

traits you are trying to improve to a manageable number.  The use of EBVs is definitely not about single-trait 

selection; however, without some degree of focus, you run the risk of failing to improve any of the traits that are 

important to you. 

Setting a commercial breeding objective 

A breeding objective is the set of genetic goals you are focusing on in your flock.  Having well-thought-out goals is 

a really important step for all producers.  It helps to focus you on the things that matter most to your business in 

the longer term.  A breeding objective also helps you to make consistent decisions between years, which 

enhances the likelihood of genetic gain being realised in the flock over time. 

Of the many hundreds of traits that are heritable in sheep, some have significant contributions to profit, while 

others have little value or none at all.  Take time to assess the relative impact of different traits on your overall 

farm profit (taking into account both production and cost-minimisation), and focus on those that are having a 

major impact.  This needs to be calculated carefully to ensure that all of the costs and benefits of changing a trait 

are captured.  Investigating the correlations between traits (for instance, consulting resources like Estimated 

Breeding Values – A Guide for Ram Buyers) can help you identify the ‘free lunches’ as well as the issues to watch 

out for with genetic correlations. 

It is important to spend time making sure you get your breeding objective right and that you are happy with the 

direction you are taking.  We all know that breeding takes time, so look ahead towards the time type of 

production system that will continue to suit you and your property in the future, as well as the markets you would 

like to supply.  With a good breeding objective in hand, and by making the most of all the resources available to 

you, you can make excellent progress towards a better-performing sheep breeding enterprise. 
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