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A comprehensive maternal testing system run by 
a cooperative of French AI centres provides the 
backbone of maternal breeding values for French 
Limousin breeders.

The testing station was established some 40 years 
ago by the French breeding institute to performance 
test the the best young bulls in the Limousin breed 
for growth and feed efficiency, with the best bulls of 
the year selected to participate in a progeny test to 
measure the bulls’ beef and maternal traits. 

This process takes a total of five years to complete, 
from the time the young bull is selected for test 
to the time that the final results of his daughter’s 
maternal traits have been analysed, explains Irish 
Limousin Cattle Society chief executive Ronan 
Murphy.

The system, run at Lieu-dit Moussours, Uzerche, is 
undertaken on behalf of Creálim and takes in young 
bulls selected at the Lanaud testing station, which 
arrive at 14 months old and spend five months at 
Moussours.

In France only 6% of the total Limousin females are 
pedigree registered. This significantly limits the pool 
of animals which can be tested, he adds.

“On arrival the young bulls spend a month 
aclimatising to their new surroundings and the 
DuLaval automatic feeding station, eating a 
commercial creep ration and molasses treated straw. 

“Bulls are fitted with transponders on arrival which 
link to the feeding stations and are grouped in to test 
batches of six. At the end of their first month, bulls 

In-depth testing for French sires
Station de Moussours, Lieu-dit Moussours, 

Uzerche, France.
are moved in to groups of 12 and are then tagged 
according to their age, with tag one for the eldest 
and 12 for the youngest,” he explains.

Each group is then feed ad-lib for the remainder of 
the test period, being weighed regularly throughout 
the testing process and again at the end of the test 
period, adds Mr Murphy.

“Docility testing at the station is undertaken by 
a field agent from the French Ministry. This is 
a comprehensive procedure with five different 
steps for evaluating the animal’s docility. Pelvic 
measurements are also recorded for all heifers and 
bulls,” explains Mr Murphy.

Beef trait selection
Selection criteria for the 36 young bulls entering the 
individual performance test at Moussors are strict 
and bulls must come from dams within the top 5% of 
the Limousin breed in France, with further selection 
based on each bull’s own performance for selected 
traits.

This includes calving ease, growth, conformation 
and docility, with all of these measures applied up to 
weaning age, explains Mr Murphy.

“Once admitted to the test centre evaluations take 
place over a five month period, with bulls monitored 
for growth, feed efficiency, docility, pelvic opening.

“Linear scores are also given for size, bone and 
muscular traits, with genomic information used 
along with this physical data to select the best 10 
bulls at the end of the five month evaluation period.

“The animals on test 
are fed a relatively low 
specification ration to best 
reflect the commercial diet 
they and their progeny 
would receive on farm.

“

“
High performing genetics are the building 
blocks for the quality beef production 

chain and as we approach the Autumn sales season, 
the genetic advantages delivered by the Irish 
Limousin breed continue to play a central role in the 
sustainability and profitability of the quality Irish beef 
production sector.

As the economy recovers following the disruption 
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic and as the 
operational impact of Brexit becomes clearer, Irish 
beef producers continue to focus on producing 
efficient, high quality beef in harmony with the 
environment and Ireland’s sustainability targets as 
set out in the current CAP reform policy and Ireland’s 
Food Vision 2030. 

Limousins have proved a highly versatile beef breed 
performing for both farmers and processors. At the 
ILCS the Society’s primary objective is to maintain the 
Limousin as the number one beef breed in Ireland, 
delivering for commercial farmers and pedigree 
breeders. 

The Irish Limousin breed improvement program 
is tailored to three main markets; producing 
replacement females for the suckler farmer, 
producing terminal bulls and producing beef from the 
Irish dairy herd. 

The Limousin’s reputation for easy calving, high 
milk production, exceptional mothering ability 
and supreme calf quality are central to the breed’s 
reputation as the leading ‘easy care’ beef cow in 
Ireland. 

Equally, the breed is renowned for its market leading 
beefing characteristics consistently producing high 
quality calves which grow and finish efficiently with 
exceptional feed conversion efficiency and average 
daily gain, killing out % and primal meat yields. 

The prevalence of the Myostatin F94L gene within 
the breed also contributes to the superior meat 
quality traits in Limousin beef ensuring a consistent, 
healthy and superior quality end product.  

2022 will be a special year for the Irish Limousin 
Cattle Society when the Society celebrates the 50th 
anniversary of the introduction of the first Limousin 
cattle into Ireland. The contribution of the breed 
to the profitability of Ireland’s suckler and beef 
production sector over the last five decades has been 
immense. 

The Society will be organising several events  during 
the year to mark the occasion and to highlight the 
future breed development initiatives across our 
terminal, replacement and dairy beef programs.

“
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“Muscle depth and back fat scan information is also 
included in this final assessment to provide a fully 
rounded picture of each bull’s performance and 
genetic potential,” he explains.

Semen from each of these 10 bulls is then used to 
inseminate 120 cows across France, with the testing 
centre buying back the progeny of these matings for 
further assessment. 

“Progeny are assessed for calf weight and calving 
ease. Any bull proving to be difficult calving is 
eliminated from the trial at that point.

“Then at eight to nine months of age 35 bull calves 
and 35 heifer calves by each trial bull are selected 
and enter the test station. Bull calves are fed to be 
finished at 16 months old, with growth and carcass 
yield assessed, as well as a profit figure calculated,” 
says Mr Murphy.

“The results from these 35 finished bulls are then 
used to formulate the beef merit index for each 
young bull.”

Maternal trait assessment
Meanwhile, the 35 heifer calves from each sire begin 
a detailed maternal test. Heifers are purchased for 
the test at the weaning heifer price, with this being 
the Italian price on the week of selection with a 
premium of €0.15/kg paid above this base price.  

“On arrival they are weighed and linear scored and 
go through the five-step docility test, with any bulls 
whose daughters perform poorly in the docility test 
eliminated from the test at this stage.

“On top of this, heifers by two of the 10 bulls are 
eliminated on the basis of having the lowest calving 
and docility indices, resulting in the daughters of 
eight bulls being maternally tested.

“At 13 to 15 months of age these young heifers 
are monitored to record how many are coming on 
heat at this stage to give a sexual precocity index. 
Following that, at 15 months old the heifers are 
inseminated with semen from easy calving bulls to 
calve at 24 months old. 

“The bulls with the highest number of heifers 
getting in calf to the least amount of AI straws get 
the highest fertility index. To ensure consistency 
across the test all heifers are inseminated by the 
same AI technician to eliminate any environmental 
differences between technicians,” says Mr Murphy.

Then at 18 months old heifers are pregnancy 
scanned, weighed and linear scored for size and 
functionality and also have ultrasound scans done 
for muscle depth and back fat levels. 

“This leaves the heifers from six bulls which remain 
in the test to finish the maternal element of the 
process. These are monitored 24 hours a day 
during the calving process, with scores giving for 
preparation before calving, length of calving, calving 
ability, calf weight and size, calf vigour, bonding with 
calf and colostrum quality,” he explains.

“Then at two to three days post-calving, each heifer 
has its udder scored and an internal pelvic opening 
score is given, with heifers weighed again and fat 
measurements taken.”

Heifers then have their milking ability recorded, with 
calves separated from their mothers morning and 
evening from day 60 to day 120 post-calving and 
weighed before and after suckling to establish the 

volume of milk produced by each heifer.

“Heifers are also fat scanned over this period to 
measure fat mobilisation for milk production, while 
calves are weighed every four weeks from birth to 
weaning to generate a full milk index for each bull. 
Calves are weaned at seven months old and are also 
linear scored for conformation and functional.”

All of the data captured is then combined to give a 
maternal qualities index which is made up of 18 month 
size and weight, calving ability, milk, calf weight at 
120 days and weaning, calf muscle score at weaning 
and fertility. These traits are weighted to generate the 
overall index (see table 1).

Qualification
Mr Murphy says this extensive and detailed testing 
results in just three or four of each year’s bull intake 
qualifying as the champions of the year and being 
listed in the beef and maternal categorisation 
‘Recommande viande et elevage’.

Semen from these elite bulls is then made available 
worldwide, with this being the process that noted 
bulls Dauphin, Ionesco and Mas Du Clo all went 
through. Recently qualified bulls include the likes of JT, 
Grenache and Jurancon. 

“
Once these results are 
combined with those from 
the bull calves’ beef results 
the progeny from the 
lowest two ranking bulls are 
eliminated from the test.

“
Table 1 – Weighting of traits in maternal qualities index

SELECTION IN NUMBERS

36 36 bulls are in the initial 
evaluation group

5 5 years in total to complete 
maternal testing

6 6 bulls have daughters which 
complete maternal evaluation

1010 bulls remain at the end 
of the initial evaluation

3-43-4 bulls qualify each year
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Herd management is kept simple throughout 
the year with cows and heifers receiving no 
supplementary feed at any point in the year, 
grazing grass in a paddock system through the 
spring, summer and autumn and being fed high 
quality silage when housed in winter. 

The target is to graze the herd from mid-March 
to mid-November, keeping the winter as short as 
possible and housing cows in a slatted shed with 
silage fed behind a feed barrier.

“Calves receive some creep feed ahead of weaning 
to ensure they continue to thrive at weaning and 
don’t take a check. This is particularly important 
for the bull calves which are sold within a few 
weeks of weaning, with most being sold through 
markets to maximise the trade achieved. 

“The export market is the main target for the 
male calves, with a good number going to Italy 
and a number also heading to Northern Ireland 
for finishing too. Average prices over recent times 
have seen bull calves level at €1030-1040 over 
the last three years at 10.5 months old and 385-
400kg,” says Mick.

Heifers, highlights Mr Smith, are either retained 
for breeding or sold locally for breeding or 
finishing, with most going for breeding and a 
number of local suckler herds regularly sourcing 
their replacements from the herd.

Running a 50-cow Limousin sucker herd alongside 
a full-time job which sees him away from home for 
up to 12 hours a day means Oldcastle, Co Meath-
based Mick Smith needs a simple system made up 
of self-reliant cows.

Since switching to a predominantly Limousin 
herd nearly 20 years that is exactly what he has 
achieved, with cows mainly calving themselves 
and the only calving issues requiring assistance 
being malpresentations.

“I’m confident enough in my cows to say that if a 
calf is correctly presented the cow will calve itself,” 
he explains.

“I only have to help those where the calf isn’t 
properly presented and cows are long-lasting too, 
with cows still producing good calves at up to 15 
years old,” says Mr Smith.

Split in to three calving groups, an early spring 
group, a late spring batch and the final autumn 
calving group, Mr Smith targets the herd at 
producing weanlings for the export market as well 
as retaining homebred heifers as replacements.

“A split calving works well for a number of 
reasons, first and foremost because it spreads the 
workload across the year more evenly and with a 
full-time job that is an important consideration.

“Secondly, it means I have batches of calves to 
sell at various points in the year, helping me hit a 
number of preferential sale periods and spreading 
cash flow more evenly through the year,” he 
explains.

And while some may suggest Limousin cross 
cows put back to the Limousin bull could make 
for troublesome calvings Mick disagrees and says 
careful selection has aided in the development of a 
herd with a high percentage of Limousin genetics 
which is easily managed and highly productive.

“I prioritise maternal ability in the herd, selecting 
replacement bulls using calving ease and other 
maternal estimated breeding values and looking 
for milky bloodlines within the pedigree of bulls I 
buy.

“Additionally, I’m particularly conscious of pelvic 
size in replacement heifers and ensure heifers are 
well grown before bulling.”

Replacement heifers are calved at 26-28 months 
old to get them in to the herd and productive at 
a reasonably young age. “We don’t quite calve at 
two years old, but I certainly don’t want them to 
get much older before they calve,” he adds. And, 
importantly, Mr Smith operates a zero tolerance 
policy when it comes to any issues within the herd. 
“I don’t carry passengers in the herd, any cow which 
causes a problem is culled, whatever age it may be.

Mick Smith
Limousin 50-cow suckler herd
Oldcastle, Co Meath

Other breeds have been used in the herd at 
times, but Mr Smith says it is the Limousin which 
performs time after time for him and delivers high 
value calves which help maintain herd profitability. 

“I can’t fault the Limousin breed for its ability to 
work in my system and leave a profit. The cows in 
the herd would now be heading for 7/8 Limousin, 
with many at least ¾ Limousin, but they retain all 
the abilities I want in a cow. 

“They’re docile, easy calving and milky. Their 
maternal characteristics are second to none 
and their fertility is also beyond question. I don’t 
believe many other breeds could perform as well 
as the Limousin does for me.

“It is the all-round abilities of the breed which 
make it the right fit for my herd. It’s a great mother, 
but also delivers premium quality calves with the 
ability to top the market,” adds Mr Smith.

Looking to the future he says he can’t see another 
breed replacing the Limousin in his herd, but the 
likelihood is he won’t increase cow numbers as 
the cost of land, either bought or rented makes it 
unsustainable to take on more acres.

“Land prices are beyond the scope of what I feel 
is justifiable and with a full-time job I am able to 
manage the herd at its current size without it 
impacting on my working week,” he adds.

“
“I’m particularly keen on 
temperament and ensuring the 
herd is easy to work with and 
doesn’t cause any unnecessary 
issues,” he explains.

“
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old and an average weight of 427kg, proving the 
potential in the genetics we’re using and the cattle 
we’re producing,” says Mr Kingham.

This year will see the herd stage its third production 
sale with the target being to offer between 150 and 
200 heifers on the day. “We don’t sell any heifers 
before the sale as we want to give every buyer the 
same chance to buy them at the sale. Every buyer 
counts for us whether they come for one heifer or 
they come for 40.

“While we do retain many of our own heifers for 
breeding, we are still in the market to buy heifers in 
too. We’re always looking for top quality heifers to 
add in to the herd and help us breed the best heifers 
we can to offer for sale,” adds John.

Producing top drawer breeding heifers for sale at 
their own on-farm sale is the mission for the team 
at Tateera and Rathmore Farms, Co Louth and Co 
Meath.

Managed by farm manager John Kingham who is 
assisted by three stockmen, the herd numbers 500 
calving females and has been developed over the last 
four years from a standing start.

“There was a suckler herd here when I arrived as 
manager, but I felt we could do things better and 
wanted to target the replacement heifer market 
which I knew could give us the chance to earn 
premium prices.

“So, we dispersed the original herd and started 
the process of building up a new one, seeking out 
the best heifers we could from across the island of 
Ireland and serving them with the right type of bull,” 
explains Mr Kingham.

A mix of breeds make up the herd, with Limousins 
a dominant force, alongside Simmental and Belgian 
Blue crosses too. 

As the largest suckler herd in Ireland, the herd runs 
across about 1000 acres, with calving split between 
spring and autumn and all cattle housed over the 
winter months. “The 200 autumn calvers which start 
calving at the beginning of October are housed from 
early September to allow them to settle in the sheds 
before they calve. 

“Meanwhile, the 300 spring calvers are housed in 
early October, having been weaned in the weeks 

prior to housing. Splitting the calving across spring 
and autumn is beneficial for a number of reasons, 
not least because it helps split the workload across 
the year. It also gives us a mix of ages of cattle to 
sell, giving buyers a choice when it comes to selling 
replacement heifers.”

It is this replacement heifer trade which is the 
bedrock of the farm’s system, with two on-farm sales 
held to date, one in 2019 and the second in 2020. 
“The first sale saw us offer 70 heifers from five to 
11 months old which averaged €1200. Then at the 
second sale we offered 152 heifers in the same age 
bracket and they averaged €1350.

“Limousin sired heifers would have been by far and 
away the greatest proportion of these and they 
were without doubt the heifers most buyers were 
wanting. At the second sale prices hit €4100, which 
says everything about the quality of the stock we’re 
offering.”

In a bid to maximise the number of heifers available 
Mr Kingham and his team synchronise between 150 
and 160 cows and heifers each spring and serve 
these to sexed semen. “This really helps us get a head 
start on heifer numbers on the ground and that’s 
vital for us. Conception rates to sexed semen are 
good and we use a range of breeds for this to help 
give a balance to the breeding programme.”

When it comes to bull selection Mr Kingham targets 
length and scope in the bulls he buys and uses by AI, 
with muscle and shape a secondary consideration. 
“That’s not to say that we don’t want shape, but we 
have to strike a balance and the longer type of bull 

suits our heifer breeding system better than the 
thicker more muscly type. 

“We also take calving ease into account, but don’t 
go to extremes as very often those bulls with easy 
calving figures breed heifers with smaller pelvic 
areas themselves and that is counterproductive,” he 
explains.

Bulls are sourced both from sales and off-farm, 
with health status a major consideration too. “We 
vaccinate the herd for IBR, Leptospirosis, BVD, 
Salmonella and Rotocorona to help minimise any 
health problems within the herd and ensure cows 
remain as productive as possible. We have to be 
careful with the health status of bulls we buy to 
ensure we don’t risk buying any disease problems 
into the herd.”

One bull making his mark in the herd is Ardlea 
Nemo, a bull purchased for €9500 at the Irish 
Limousin Cattle Society’s sale at Roscrea in March 
2019 when he stood junior champion. This son of 
Kilmactransa Karson, himself a junior champion at 
Roscrea in 2016, has so far bred heifers to €4000.

And with bull calves sold as weanlings and many 
going for export to southern Europe are creep fed 
calves to ensure these bull calves reach their full 
potential and earn the best possible prices. 

“The number of cows we run means we are able 
to offer exporters relatively large numbers of bull 
calves in one place which helps us earn the best price 
possible.

“They know they can turn up here and fill a lorry in 
one go, which isn’t always possible at many farms. 
Last year we sold one batch for export at 8-9 months 

Tateera and Rathmore Farms
500-head suckler herd, Co Louth and Co Meath

“
“The Limousin x Simmental 
females are great cows and 
we often put a Limousin bull 
back across those to produce 
heifers for sale and to retain 
for ourselves. They make 
super big cows, easy calving 
and with great milking 
ability,” he adds.

“
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“Crucially, I want a short gestation bull. The last thing 
I want as a dairy farmer is a bull with a long gestation 
with calves which get too big and cause calving issues. 
That impacts on the cows too much and results in lost 
milk,” explains Thomas.

Strong early growth is also important, he adds. “The 
quicker these calves grow the better, with natural easy 
fleshing also being a key consideration in ensuring they 
respond well to feed and forage inputs.

“I was using Limousin semen to AI cows before buying 
a sweeper bull and it was the quality of the calves 
coming from the AI bulls that convinced me it was the 
right move for me.

“Having a fit, mobile and fertile bull to cover any cows 
not holding to dairy AI takes some workload away and 
means I can leave him to get on with the job.”

What’s really noticeable about having Limousin cross 
cattle, says Mr Maguire, is that the longer you’re able 
to keep them the more value you can add to them. 
“With some breeds there is an optimal time to sell 
them to maximise value. However, with Limousin 
crosses you can almost guarantee to be able to sell 
them at any age and still be adding value to them as 
they get older.

“Buyers know the quality a Limousin will give 
them, either as a finished animal or as a breeding 
replacement and are willing to pay significant 
premiums for them,” he adds.

As a small dairy herd this added value from Limousin 
cross calves is an important extra income stream for 
Thomas. “I could expand the milking cow numbers, but 
don’t currently plan to and the store cattle are making 
a good margin on top of the milk income.”

And while the dairy herd is paddock grazed and moves 
on a daily basis Mr Maguire tends to set stock the 
store cattle, moving them less frequently to ease the 
workload. “They tend to get a block for a week to 10 
days and then move on after that.”

Stores are sold via Mr Maguire’s local market, 
with many of the heifers in demand as breeding 
replacements for suckler herds, while the steers are 
equally well sought after for finishing. 

“The last batch sold achieved €1270 at 520kg. That’s 
a price that reflects the quality of the cattle and the 
extra shape and conformation the Limousin adds to 
these dairy cross stores.

“I don’t believe another breed brings the same benefits 
and ability to add value to our system as the Limousin 
can. Calves are easily born and then thrive right from 
the start, really rewarding any investment we make in 
them,” he says.

As a suckler cow Mr Maguire believes the Limousin 
cross from the dairy herd is hard to beat. “She has the 
shape and style needed to produce top quality calves, 
with the milkiness to rear them well and make a great 
job of them.”

When it comes to bull selection he says he focusses on 
a bull with plenty of shape without being too tall and 
with a good bit of length too.

“We have good size in our cows, so we don’t 
necessarily need that in a bull. What we want is a bull 
to add shape and carcass to the calves to ensure they 
catch buyers’ eyes in the market.

It is the Limousin breed’s ability to provide a return on 
investment which makes it the number one beef breed 
choice for Crosserlough, Co Cavan-based dairy farmer 
Thomas Maguire.

Milking 75 cows in a spring block calving system Mr 
Maguire says he’s tried other beef breeds, but none 
of them produce calves with the ability to deliver 
premium prices week-in, week-out and produce a 
return on the inputs they receive.

“Whether the calves are grazing or inside over the 
winter you know the inputs you’re putting into them 
are being used to add value to the stock. They are 
efficient, economic cattle which earn good premiums 
at market,” he explains.

Calving from early February until Mid-May Mr 
Maguire uses a Limousin sweeper bull after initially 
AI’ing to dairy sires. “We average about 10,000 litres/
head across the herd and are selective about which 
cows we breed replacements from, some will get more 
than one chance of being AI’d to a dairy sire, whereas 

others will only get one AI and then be put to the 
Limousin bull,” says Thomas.

The great thing is we know there is a ready market for 
our Limousin crosses which we sell as store cattle at 
15-16 months of age having grazed for their second 
summer.

“Calves are on milk replacer for 10 to 12 weeks, before 
being weaned and turned out to grass. With meal 
fed at about 1.5kg/head/day until housing when they 
move into a slatted shed and are fed good quality 
silage and meal at about the same rate.

“Then come spring they’re back out to grass as soon 
as ground conditions allow and run at grass until sold 
later in summer.

“Both steer and heifer calves receive the same 
management, with the aim to grow them efficiently 
and economically and they run as one group from 
weaning onwards,” he adds.

Thomas 
Maguire
75-cow dairy herd 
Crosserlough,
Co Cavan
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•  No 1 beef breed • No 1 for dairy herds • Premium prices • Efficient response to feed • Add value to calves •

Venue Sale date
2021

Roscrea Bank Holiday Mon. 25th October

Elphin - Premier Sat. 13th November

2022

Elphin Premier Bull sale Sat. 12th March 2022

Thurles Sat. 2nd April 2022

Athenry Thur. 14th April 2022

Roscrea Premier Bank Holiday Mon. 2nd May 2022

Roscommon Sat. 21st May 2022


