Ronan Murphy has hit the ground running as the newly appointed CEO of the Irish Limousin
Society. He spoke to Matt O Keeffe recently about the job and his ambitions for the breed.

Ronan brings a wealth of experience to the role: “My
background has always been genetics and animal
breeding. T graduated from UCD with a Masters in equine
reproductive physiology. I was initially employed with
Kilkenny-based pig breeding company Hermitage Genetics
developing the breeding programme and expanding the
commercial side of the business. I then became CEO at
Wetherbys Ireland and that involved working closely with
Wetherbys DNA Laboratory, which has responsibility for
Beef Data Genomics Programme testing for the ICBF
programme. From there I moved to the sport horse sector
as CEO of Sport Horse Ireland. When the opportunity
arose with the Irish Limousin Society, it was a natural

fit for me, back into animal breeding, genetics and breed
improvement, areas that I am passionate about.”

Breeding excellence
Ronan says we are fortunate in Ireland to have a world-
renowned genomic testing programme: “Since World War
two there has been a huge emphasis on the application
of science in animal breeding and particularly cattle
breeding. Assisted reproduction, frozen semen, embryo
transplants, sexed semen, breeding programmes and

progeny testing all contribute to making genetic gains

and making animal breeding more sustainable and
economically viable. Working in the pig sector was a great
grounding for understanding the application of modern
genetics and breeding programs to commercial animal
production and keeping that commercial focus all the time
is key. The pig sector survives in a free market without the
benefit of CAP supports, and science and technology are
crucial to that survival.”

The French connection
Originating in the Limoges region of France, the Limousin
Herd Book was established formally in 1886, with
Limousin cattle evolving originally as a dual-purpose
breed: “In more recent years, and particularly here in
Ireland, we focus very strongly on its beefing qualities.
Limousins were first imported to Ireland in the early
1970s with Paddy Clancy of the Clancy Brothers being ome
of the first pioneers of the breed.”
Ronan Murphy details the strength of the Limousin i=
the Irish cattle herd: “Today we have 2,400 breeders
accounting for 20,000 pedigree cattle. Seven clubs form
the structure of the Society. We have upwards of 1000




calves registered each year so it’s quite a vibrant pedigree
breed. It’s had a huge impact since its introduction into
Ireland and we consider it the number one suckler dam,
the number one beef sire, the number one continental
beef sire and number one AI beef sire. The breed has
performed well in the Irish cattle production system. We
haven’t got it all right yet and there are certainly areas
that we need to focus on, but we’re starting from a very

solid base with some of those early pioneers still involved.

William Smith, from the Millbrook herd in Oldcastle,
was one of the first Irish Limousin breeders and is still
on our Council today. Trevor Masterson from Wexford is
our current Society President. There is a lot of knowledge
collectively on the Limousin Council.”

beefing value in the carcass. That is an area that we've
been looking at, potentially selecting sires with additional
loin length, which will give more economic value to

the processor. Moving up the chain through not just

our primary producers, but our primary and secondary
processors, and our retailers and our consumers we are
looking at things like eating quality of Limousin beef.

In France, the Limousin Rouge label is a well managed
stamp of approval for Limousin meat. We know that the
Limousin breed has quite a dominance of the Myostatin
gene, particularly the Fo4L variant, which leads to higher
yield of muscle and also high-quality muscle and low
saturated fat, for example, which is a trait of the Limousin.
It’s something we’d really like to promote and market

"We launched our new dairy beef test sire selection program in
April, where we're specifically choosing bulls that are suitable for
easy calving with shorter gestation length for the dairy farmer”

The Limousin cross

With the increasing emphasis on dairy beef, it’s notable
that Limousin is a popular sire for beefing on dairy
cows. Almost 50 per cent of the beef produced in Ireland
is coming from the dairy herd. The Limousin Society
focuses on three selection indices, looking after sucker
dam production, beef sires, and dairy beef: “Areas we
prioritise include gestation length, particularly when
trying to tighten the calving interval in a grass-based milk
production system. We launched our new dairy beef test
sire selection program in April, where we’re specifically
choosing bulls that are suitable for easy calving with
shorter gestation length for the dairy farmer. We need
to also look at other traits that add value to that calf

- including feed conversion efficiency, average daily gain,
carcass weight, getting to slaughter weight earlier, which
is in line with our national sustainability objectives. The
Limousin ticks a lot of boxes and we feel it produces a
very commercial calf. That is reflected in the usage of
Limousin, with 400,000 calves born here every year with
Limousin genetics. Our objective is to continue building
on those figures. As a society, we’re responsible for the
breeding program, improving the breed, and also the
promotion and marketing of the breed. In doing that
we ensure the Limousin maintains a dominant position,
particularly for the commercial farmer, and that will
benefit our members and everybody who’s involved in
breeding pedigree Limousin cattle.”

Meeting market demands

Beef carcases have to be of a size and a consistency to
meet market demands, as Ronan explains: “This is an
area that we’re very excited about. The primal cuts on
the carcass are highly heritable traits, and they respond
very well to selection. We know from the data we have on
kill-out and dressing percentages, for example, that the
Limousin is an animal that produces an extremely high

as we go forward. The longevity of a beef breed is really
about its performance in the field. As Darwin says, it’s not
the strongest, or the fittest that survive, but the one that’s
most adaptable to change and we think that the Limousin
has the foundation to really respond to changing markets

_as we move forward.”

Innovative approach
The Limousin Society CEO outlines the novel
technologies being brought to bear on the beef sector:
“We have a complex stakeholder group in the Irish
cattle industry. ICBF for instance, collects data through
programmes such as BDGP that is shared with the breed
societies. That is very valuable to our members in making
breeding decisions. The Al centers disseminate the
genetics; the embryo transfer providers, veterinarians
are all stakeholders. I see our Society as a breeding and
genetic company, our primary role is to promote; develop
and improve the Irish Limousin. We don’t necessarily
have to have our own Al or performance testing stations.
But we need to collaborate with all these stakeholders to
bring that information and knowledge together on which
to base our decisions.
Within our own Council, we have tremendous breeders
and we're extremely passionate about improving
the breed. I think that’s a key driver. Our third level
institutions also contribute towards the development of
animal breeding and genetics. Ireland’s BDGP is the envy
of many countries around the world. It has demonstrated
what can be done.
We need to work within that framework to develop the
traits that we're interested in specifically for our breed. Of
course, we compete with the other pedigree breeds, and
that’s natural and normal. At the end of the day, we want
to use all those pieces of information and technology to (15
improve the Irish Limousin to maintain that our goal of —
being the top beef breed in the country.”
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