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Test investment

pays genetic dividends
Genomically testing heifers has taken one Lancashire-based herd’s
breeding programme to the next level. We spoke to a family of early
adopters to find out more.
TEXT RACHAEL PORTER
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Next generation:
heifers are in the
UK’s top 1%,
ranked on £PLI

magine breeding heifers that are in the top 1% of the
UK population, ranked on £PLI – and selling surplus
replacements that would also leave 60% of the UK herd
well behind. This is the position that Richard Eastham,
who manages his 370-cow dairy unit in partnership with
his father John, is in. With help and encouragement from
his brother – vet and Nuffield Scholar Neil Eastham – all
replacement heifers (there are 260 on the unit at any one
time) are genomically tested, as calves, to allow for more
targeted breeding decisions.
Neil, from Bishopton Vet Group and RAFT Solutions,
has always had an interest in the link between breeding,
genetics and dairy health. And this led to his scholarship
to study genomically testing heifers.
“We were early adopters with genomically tested sires,
so it was a natural progression to extend that to females.
“And this takes dairy breeding – particularly for health
traits – a step further,” he says, adding that it didn’t take
much persuasion to get Richard and John on board.
“Particularly when they started to see the results in the
milking herd.”
Walmsley Fold Farm, near Preston, is home to the

pedigree Holstein Samlea herd, which is currently
averaging 10,507kg of milk, at 4.29% butterfat and
3.24% protein, with a SCC of 116,000 cells/ml. The
Easthams have long been into breeding good cattle
and their breeding objectives are aligned with the
requirements of their milk contract, an appraisal of the
herd’s genetic merit (using AHDB’s Herd Genetic Report),
and a review of herd health issues that could be in part
improved through breeding.
The main breeding objectives include: improve Profitable
Lifetime Index (PLI); increase milk yield, but not at the
detriment of fat and protein percentage where they
target 4% and 3.2% respectively and improve fertility
and udder health. Avoiding extremes in stature is also
an important goal.
“The whole herd, which is housed and calves all year
round, is fed a flat-rate TMR, comprising potatoes,
brewers’ grains, meal, protected fat and grass silage. “So
excellent fertility is paramount to avoid late lactation
cows getting fat,” explains Richard.
He adds that they ‘run a tight ship’ and problems with
health and fertility are few. “But we do recognise that
there are further improvements to be made through
management and breeding.”

Heifer selection
Prior to genomically testing females, they were selecting
replacement heifers based on traditional parent average
predicted transmitting abilities (PTAs), as well as
looking at dam milk records, health performance and
classification data. But since 2015 the entire heifer crop
has been genomically tested and, so far, more than 650
heifers have now been tested. “We were among the first
UK herds to genomically test all our females,” says Neil.
“In 2015 we had the opportunity to use Zoetis’ Clarifide
test. We now use Clarifide Plus, by taking an ear-notch
sample before heifer calves are weaned, so we have
the results back in time to make timely selection,
management and breeding decisions.”
The test, which is supplied to vets in the UK through
NMR, includes the dairy wellness profit (DWP) index.
This is a selection index that’s similar to PLI but with
more emphasis on health and wellness traits. “It ranks
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COMPANY PROFILE
Herd size 370 cows, plus 260 followers
Average yield	10,507kg milk, at 4.29%
butterfat and 3.24% protein
SCC 116,000 cells/ml
Heifers tested so far 650 head
Heifer ranking on £PLI top 1% in UK)

Preston

From left to right: Neil, John and Richard Eastham

the heifers accordingly and tells us exactly what we want
to know,” adds Richard.
“We do compare the heifers’ DWP index to PLI and we use
a combination of the two indices to rank the heifers.”
Based on the ranking, the top 80% are bred to sexed
semen and the bottom 20% are bred to a beef bull. The
aim is to have a 10% surplus of heifers, which are sold,
privately before calving. Such is the herd’s rate of progress
that heifers are in top 1% of the UK national herd for £PLI
and the genetic merit of surplus heifers sold still places
them in the top 40% of the national population for £PLI.

Breeding strategy
When it comes to the cows, 65% of the adult herd are
bred to beef (British Blue) compared to 40% prior to
genomic testing. And 35% are bred using sexed semen,
versus 10% prior to genomic testing. Genetic data shows
that these cows rank higher than some heifers, so the
Easthams look to use the best to breed replacements from.
“It’s safe to say that female genomic testing at our unit is
now tried and tested,” says Neil. Completed first-lactation
performance data, from more than 200 tested heifers,
shows that those in the top quartile, ranked on their
genomic PTA for milk (gPTA), produced 1,300 litres more
in their first lactation than those in the bottom quartile.
“And those ranked in the top quartile based on their gPTA
for fertility, or Fertility Index, had a calving-to-conception
figure some 16 days shorter than those ranked in the
bottom quartile for fertility. This is particularly impressive
given that the top animals were bred to sexed semen
while those at the bottom went straight back to beef.”
Neil adds that it’s very much a tool for commercial herds:
“It helps producers to ensure that they’re milking and
breeding from the best cows and heifers in their herds.
This will go a long way to maximising the overall
efficiency of the business – in terms of health, fertility
and productivity.”
He argues that some pedigree producers are actually
sticking their heads in the sand when it comes to the
technology. “I think some are afraid of how their herd’s
results might read. We’re pedigree and we have had
some surprising outliers – at both ends of the spectrum.
It can be disappointing and rewarding. But it’s better to
know what’s going on.”
Neil says that key to the success of genomically testing
females is having a plan. “If you’re going to do it, you
must use the data that it harvests. If you don’t, it’s a
pointless exercise and a wasted investment.”
His Nuffield scholarship, which he undertook in 2018 and
saw him travel to US, Canada and across Europe, focused
on exploring how producers could realise a return on
investment with genomic testing. “And it’s very much
about having a plan of action when using the data. It’s not
just about selecting the top females either – it’s also about

‘deselecting’ the lower end and making sure you only
breed replacements from your best animals.”
Neil adds that one of the toughest but quickest lessons
they learned was to take the emotion out of breeding
decisions. “We can’t have favourites – we have to judge
cows and heifers by their figures. If the test shows that
she’s not going to produce much milk, or meet our other
breeding criteria, then we have to put her to a beef sire.”
But Richard and John were soon on board when they saw
the results in the tank – and in the improvement of the
all-round performance of the herd.
The Easthams are proud of their herd’s ‘block and
whisker’ graph, which shows the PLI of cows in each
lactation. “The block is the average PLI for cows in each
lactation and, if improvements are being made, this will
move upwards as we head from older to younger cows.
“The whiskers show the range in PLI for each lactation
group. We’d look for the whiskers to get a little shorter,
as the genomic programme allows us to target the best
heifers to breed from and breed a more uniform herd.”
As well as continuing to test heifers and further
accelerate their herd’s rate of genetic gain, the family
is also looking to increase milking cow numbers, up
to around 400 head, during the next 12 months.
“We’re just in the process of putting up a new shed, that
should make space for another 50 cows,” says Richard.
“And we know we’ll be filling those spaces with good
cows – the best we can breed. We’ll be getting maximum
milk yields from healthy, fertile cows that will remain
the in herd for many lactations. This certainly helps us
to feel more secure about our investment – in buildings,
facilities, genomic testing, heifer rearing and, in fact,
the entire dairy business.” l

Ear-notch sample:
heifer calves are
tested early
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