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Irish research. This has caused some 
re-ranking of  animals but it has 

of  the economic value of  the genetic 
merit or index of  these animals. 

It is important to remember that 
indices will continually change as 
more information becomes available 
on the performance of  an animal or 
its relations. Therefore, as an animal 
gets older, and has more progeny, 

performance of  those progeny and 
their relatives. In most cases the 
changes will be minor, but occasion-
ally individual animals can fall, or 
rise, dramatically.

So why bother with indices if  they 
are going to change?

Teagasc research consistently shows 
-

able than low index animals. High in-
dex animals produce lambs that grow 

lower mortality and produce daugh-
ters that have higher litter sizes. The 
‘‘big money’’ items are reduced mor-
tality and increased lamb crops.  

By consistently selecting high-index 
rams over time the genetic merit of  

any individual ram’s index falling. 
The most rapid progress will be 
achieved where all rams used on the 
farm are high-index.

Genetic index
A genetic index is the best estimate 
of  an animal’s likely genetic merit. 
Selecting sheep with high accura-

will increase the probability that the 
index will remain relatively constant. 

Rams with lower accuracies are 
more likely to see changes as there 
is less information underpinning 
their evaluation. However, there will 
always be animals even at high ac-
curacies that will change when new 
information comes to light. The new 
information may  demonstrate that 
the original predication was not as 
accurate as the information available 
at that time predicted it to be.                                                                 

Data quality index (DQI) is a meas-
ure of  the amount of  information 

-
ing to the evaluation. Flocks that 
have low DQI percentages have only 
partially submitted data on all the 

submitted the information late. The 
higher the DQI, the better. 

July marks the start of  the ram sell-
ing season. Sheep farmers selecting 

visual and ram soundness examina-
-

sion based on the index of  the ram. 
Aim to select rams that are physi-

cally sound and have three or more 
stars on the overall index (terminal 
for lambs going for slaughter and 
replacement for lambs being retained 

a high star rating on other traits that 
are important to you, i.e. daughters’ 
milk, lamb survival, number of  lambs 
born, days to slaughter, etc. 

-

Sheep farmers who are 
purchasing rams should 

ensure that the ram comes 
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Genetic values are 
constantly improving, 
like the animals whose 
breeding merit they 

Michael Gottstein 
Head of Sheep Knowledge Transfer, 
Teagasc Animal and Grassland  
Research & Innovation Programme
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Understanding 
the art of sheep  
improvement
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