
Genomic selection is not genetic 

Selecting which cattle to breed 
using genomic information is not 

but was never used in livestock 
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Since ancient times, farmers have 
been selectively breeding animals 
characteristics, like an animal’s 
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advanced statistics to turn data 
and siblings into ‘breeding values’, 
which are then used to make small 
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inheritable traits, without knowing 
how all the individual genes 
breeding to select cows which 
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traits are easier to change, what 
commercial, welfare or social 
by retailers, market forces, 

Democs Info cards 2.indd   9 17/03/2023   15:48:08

For some years, advanced 
statistics has enabled more traits 
to be included than just getting 
new knowledge about cattle 
genomes will enable more 
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yield, milk quality, udder health, 
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Historically the same breeds were 
last century distinct breeds were 
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Changes in one trait might lead to a 
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understanding the cattle genome 
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how best to maintain minority 
qualities, such as making artisan 

Some of these qualities might also 
be introduced into mainstream 
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has tended to decrease their 

genetic basis for why these factors 
solutions?
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select for a wider variety of traits at 
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system

ways such as large, mostly indoor 
dairy units, medium sized family 
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where cows are indoors most 
may be monitored electronically 
to maintain better health and 
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animals more access to outdoors 
facilities are used for milking and 
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milking for 3 years once they start 
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may also be fed residues from food 
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cattle convert their feed into meat 
cost to the farmer and the carbon 
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advantages like better tolerance 
to hot or cold climates, resistance 
to diseases, or suitability for 
niche markets like local cheese 
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is ‘5 Freedoms’ which an animal 

Hunger and thirst
Discomfort
Pain, injury and disease
Fear and distress
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many factors of health, well being, 

is a matter of ethical values, which 
will vary among stakeholders and 

Democs Info cards 2.indd   43 17/03/2023   15:48:08

infections, dermatitis, or cuts and 
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Farmers use antibiotics to treat 
bacterial infections in cattle, or 
but are advised to use them only 

Democs Info cards 2.indd   47 17/03/2023   15:48:08

cattle can take into account a 
cow’s tendency to conditions 
like mastitis and lameness, and 
increasingly resistance to diseases 
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Cattle manure is rich in nitrogen 
and makes good fertiliser, 
it is leached into rivers it leads to 
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ways to reduce methane emissions 

breeders to select cattle emitting 
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Cattle naturally emit methane in 

which contributes to global 

 equivalent’ but this may 
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of EU carbon emissions, about half 

involves clearing forests to graze 
cattle or grow feed, these have 
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in the animal’s genome directly, 
without needing to add ‘foreign’ 
in cattle are being reviewed 
by regulators, but none are in 
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Young dairy calves usually have 
them injuring each other or their 

hornless dairy cows, using a natural 
gene variant found in some beef 
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genome of cattle better, they may 
where desirable changes can be 
made by genome editing that 
would be hard or slow to do by 
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methods inserted genes rather 
randomly into cells, followed by 
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methane emissions can make 
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