
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

IRELAND’S RARE BREEDS 

A CASE STUDY 



 

Ireland’s Rare Breeds  
What are Rare Breeds? 

Rare breeds are a breed of livestock or poultry that have a very small breeding population left. Due to their 
small population numbers, the conservation status of the rare breed can be identified as high. 
Organisations have been/ are set up devoted to the conservation of these rare breeds, protecting and 
promoting the breed to help save it from extinction.  
Some indigenous, native or rare breeds associated to old Ireland are:  

 Equines (Horses), such as the Connemara Pony, the Kerry Bog Pony and the Irish Draught;  

 Bovines (Cattle), such as the Irish Moiled cattle, Kerry Cattle and Dexters; 

 Ovines (Sheep), such as the Galway Sheep.  
 

How do these breeds become rare? 

After the war Ireland’s farmers sought to become more efficient in their farming practices. New breeds 
were introduced at the expense of Irish indigenous (native) stock. Farmers became aware that with the 
introduction of more profitable/ efficient breeds – e.g. the Holstein-Friesian – that native breeds such as 
the Irish Moiled became undisputedly viewed as a highly unprofitable breed in comparison to the high milk 
yield of the Holstein-Friesian. 
The introduction of ‘selective breeding’ during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries improved the 
genetic characteristics of animals, such as their weight, milk yield, leanness and speed of maturity in order 
to improve profit. As a result of this, many Irish breeds became extinct and only a few native breeds remain 
today. 
 

Animal breeds that were native to old Ireland and 
have become extinct are: 

 Ulster Large White Pig    

 Irish Greyhound Pig 

 The Claddagh Sheep 

 The Old Irish Cow  

 The Cushindall Pony. 
Notably, there are no native Irish pig breeds left in 
Ireland, both becoming extinct because of more 
profitable genetics/breeds that were introduced to 
keep up with the growing demand for produce.  
 

Ulster Large White Pig     
The native Ulster Large White Pig was the 
predominant breed in Northern Ireland until the 
1930’s. The breed was suited to the traditional 
bacon curing industry, where pigs were killed on 
farm. The skin of the Ulster Large White was very 
thin and susceptible to damage during live 
transport. The Ulster Large White became 
unfavourable due to the demand for leaner bacon 
and particularly its delicate skin which made them  

 

 

unsuitable for live transport.  After the Wiltshire 
curing industry was established from 1934 
onwards, the Large White Pig, originating from an 
Old Yorkshire breed and most suited to the 
Wiltshire curing industry and gained popularity 
over the Ulster Large White.  By 1939 a grant 
became available and premiums were introduced 
which insured the extinction of the Ulster Large 
White Pig.  

 
Image Source: BritishPigs.org 

 

 



 

Irish Greyhound Pig 

The Irish Greyhound Pig was a descendant of the 

European wild pig that had roamed Irish forests 

since prehistoric times. It was first domesticated in 

Ireland during the Neolithic period. In the early 

middle Ages there was not much distinction 

between the wild pig and the domesticated pig - 

the domesticated pig was fed on acorns and beech 

mast like its wild cousin, and it remained a lean, 

narrow-backed and rough-bristled creature. There 

are no records suggesting when the wild pig died 

out in Ireland but it was probably around the 12th 

Century soon after the arrival of the Normans, 

when the ongoing deforestation of the land would 

have gradually reduced their natural habitat.  

The Irish Greyhound Pig was thought to be rough-

bristled, long-legged, had a long head and was 

usually a blackish colour like their wild European 

counterparts at that time. 

 
Image Source: The variation of animals and plants under domestication 

 

Why is it important to protect these rare breeds 
from extinction? 

Rare breeds often have many genetic traits which 
are beneficial. It is important to protect and 
conserve these rare breeds as we don’t know the 
potential there genetics might hold, which may be 
useful for breeding or other scientific 
breakthroughs in the future.  
It is often thought that rare agricultural breeds are 
non-profitable and non-viable to keep. 
Improvements in genetic information has shown 
times over that rare breeds which are deemed 
useless, just might have a genetic trait, that if 
targeted could potentially have added benefits or 
essentially become a game-changer for the 
agricultural industry.  
‘Selective breeding’ of traits has already led to 
major advances in agriculture. Selective breeding 

over centuries have produced hens that lay more 

eggs than they can hatch. Some of this progress 

was by ancient, most occurring after 1900’s. In 

1900, the average egg production per hen per year 

was 83 eggs. In 2000, through selective breeding 

the average egg production/hen per year is 

approx.300 eggs.  

In the early 1990’s a very important discovery was 

confirmed in relation to litter size in pigs. The 

Chinese Meishan Pig, native to South China, 

displayed traits of slow growth and high fat 

content, due to its growth inefficiency it was a 

back yard pig on the brink of extinction. The 

Meishan pig best known for its litter sizes of 15-16 

piglets. US researchers imported to the breed in 

the late 1980s. Geneticises identified a particular 

gene present in the Chinese Meishan Pig which 

was not present in the European Large White. It 

was confirmed that the Chinese Meishan Pig breed 

had a litter size three or four piglets greater than 

the Large White breed. Through selective breeding 

programmes, utilising the fecundity (large litter 

size) gene of the Meishan Pig crossed with the 

Large White, litter size has now increased per head 

of sow in the Large White which has significantly 

increased output on commercial farms.  

 

Humans have interfered with livestock diversity 

for thousands of years since domestication began. 

The modern world is faced with huge challenges, 

including a growing population, changes in 

consumer demand, climate change and emerging 

diseases - conserving rare breeds could therefore 

be a key resource in responding to these emerging 

demands.  

 

 

Image: https://www.openpr.com/news/1224846/Animal-Genetics-

Market-Professional-Research-By-Experts-2018-To-2025.html 



 

What are the Department of Agriculture Food & 

the Marine doing to conserve rare breeds? 

Under the current Rural Development 

Programme 2014-2020, the Green Low-Carbon 

Agri-environmental Scheme (GLAS) there is an 

option to choose rare breeds as part of the on 

farm GLAS Plan. Currently there are 49,119 active 

GLAS participants, just 2% of farmers active in 

GLAS have selected the rare breed option for 

their GLAS plans. 

The objective of this action is to retain - and 

where possible increase - populations of specific 

rare breeds to ensure long term survival on the 

breed.  

The eligible livestock species are: 

Cattle Horses & ponies Sheep 

Kerry 

 

Connemara Pony Galway 

Dexter 

 

Irish Draught  

Irish Maol/Moiled Kerry Bog Pony  

 

Under the GLAS scheme the maximum number of 

livestock units that can be claimed for annual 

payment is 10. 

The livestock units for consideration for payment 

are calculated as follows:  

Bovines six months to two years 

 

0.6 LU 

Bovines over two years 

 

1.0 LU 

Equines over six months of age 

 

1.0 LU 

Ewe (+/- lambs at foot) 

 

0.15 LU 

Ewe lamb (six months – one year) 

 

0.10 LU 

  

The unit equivalents apply when an animal is kept 

within the herd for a full year. 

Example Herd 1: Kerry Cows & Calves 

  (5 Cows x 1.0 = 5LU) 

    (5 Kerry Calves x 0.6 = 3LU) 

    (4 Kerry yearlings x 0.6 = 2.4LU) 

Total LU in Example Herd 1 = 10.4 LU  

Total payment €2000/year 

 

Example Herd 2: Galway Ewes & Irish Moiled (IM)  

  (20 Galway x 0.15 = 3 LU) 

  (4 IM yearlings x 0.6 = 2.4LU) 

  (3 IM 2years+ x 0.1 = 3LU) 

Total LU in Example Herd 2 = 8.4 LU  

Total payment received €1680/year 

 

Example Herd 3: Galway Ewes & lambs 

  36 Galway Ewes x 1.2 lambs each  

  (36 Ewes x 0.15 = 5.4 LU) 

  (43 Lambs x 0.1 – 4.32 LU) 

Total LU in Example Herd 3 = 9.82 LU  

 

Total payment received €1964/year 

 

The maximum livestock unit’s (LU) payable under 

GLAS is 10 LU at an annual payment of 

€200/LU/year. The maximum payment any sample 

herd can receive for the rare breed’s action is 

€2000/year for the 5 years of the GLAS scheme.

  



 

Ireland’s Equine Rare Breeds 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Connemara Pony 

The Irish Draught Horse  

The Kerry Bog Pony  



 

 

The Connemara Ponies place in Irish History  

The Connemara Pony in Ireland’s only native 
breed, with a history that some believe dates back 

to the ancient Celts. The Celts, who’s who were 
skilled horsemen, developed the Pony from 

Scandinavian ponies that the Vikings first brought 

to Ireland. 

In old Ireland before tractors were used on farms, 

the ponies were used to cart home the seaweed 

from the shore for fertilising the potato ridges, or 

pull paniers full of peat for the winter fuel. 

Image Source: Connemara Pony, Stephanie Brooks 

The Connemara Pony Breeders’ Society was 

founded in 1923, for the purpose of taking steps 

that would lead to the preservation and 

improvement of the Connemara Pony. The herd 

book was established in 1923 also. The group 

formed the Connemara Pony Breeders Society 

with the sole purpose of promoting the best of 

these mares. In an effort to improve and 

invigorate the breed, the Society selected the best 

stallions from the area and persuaded local 

farmers to only use the services of those stallions. 

Today’s Connemara is gaining popularity 
throughout the world as both an adult and 

children’s pony. Its temperament and adaptability 
makes it well suited to a variety of disciplines, from 

jumping to dressage to endurance. 

 

Year 1983 1991 2000 2012 

Population 

Size 

>1305 2668 1600 - 

2000 

7000- 

10000 

Figures from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 

 

Connemara Ponies Characteristics  

Height Males Females 

14.2 Hands 12.2 ½ Hands 

Colour Grey, black, Bay, Brown, Dun with 

occasional Roan & Chestnut. 

History Composite of Native Pony, Arab and 

Celtic Pony 

Year of 

Origin 

17th Century 

Adaptably to 

environment 

The breed is resistant to wind and 

rain. 

Special 

Qualities 

These are hardy animals surviving on 

low quality vegetation. 

Herd book 

Established 

1923 

Information from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 

Image Source: Connemara.galway-ireland.ie 

 

Image Source: HorseBreedPictures.com 

 



 

The Irish Draught’s place in Irish History  

The Irish Draught’s history lies as much in battle as it 
does in agriculture. The Anglo-Normans arrived in 

the Twelfth Century with their strong war horses. 

Later, in the Sixteenth Century, trade between 

southern Ireland and Spain brought a strong mix of 

Spanish blood to the native horses. The Irish Draught 

had been exported in huge numbers into the armies 

of Europe since the middle Ages. As recently as the 

First World War the Irish Draught served on the front 

lines in there thousands. 

Image Source: Derrtnagarra Irish Draught Horses 

The hundred years from 1850 to 1950 probably did 

the most to shape the Irish Draught as we know it 

today. Agriculture in Ireland was mixed, with less 

demand for the heavy draft breeds popular in the 

rest of Europe. Instead, the Irish farmer needed a 

horse that could work the land but would also pull 

the dog cart. The hunting farmer wanted a horse 

that would go all day and jump anything he faced. 

Over a century of ‘selective breeding’ a very sound, 
sensible animal with good bone and substance, great 

stamina and an uncanny jumping ability was 

produced. It is these qualities that, when crossed 

with the Thoroughbred, produced the world 

renowned Irish Hunter. This cross is now known as 

the Irish Sport Horse, and representatives are 

winning gold medals and grand prix all over the 

world. 

The increased use of on farm mechanization and the 

worldwide demand for hunters and sport horses 

brought the Irish Draught breed to the brink of 

extinction. It was more profitable for the Irish farmer 

to supplement his living by breeding his good 

Draught mare to a Thoroughbred than to breed her 

to a purebred stallion.  

Source: International Museum of the Horse. 

 

Year 1983 1991 2000 2012 

Population 

Size 

1500 3000 3700 - 

5500 

4000 - 

5000 

Figures from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 

Irish Draught Characteristics  

Height Males Females 

15.3 -16.3 

Hands 

15.1 – 16.1 Hands 

Colour Predominantly grey, speckled by bay 

and chestnut. 

History Composite of Norman (France), 

Spanish (Spain) and Thoroughbred 

(United Kingdom). 

Year of 

Origin 

19th century 

Adaptably to 

environment 

Thrive on marginal land. 

Special 

Qualities 

These are hardy animals, no cold-

blooded horses, basis for work, 

transport & leisure for farming 

community. 

Herd book 

Established 

1972 

Information from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 

 

Source:  rideirishhorses.com  

 

 



 

The Kerry Bog Pony’s place in Irish History  

The Kerry Bog Pony is a small mountain and 

moorland type pony. The breed originated in Kerry 

but it is now found all over Ireland. Up to the 1960s 

these ponies had been used for taking milk to the 

creameries, bringing turf in from the bog and 

harvesting seaweed. Increased mechanisation and 

changes in farming practice meant that the ponies 

were no longer needed in their traditional role.  

Image Source: KerryBogPony.ie 

In the early 1990s John Mulvihill from Glenbeigh, 

Co Kerry became aware that these ponies had 

disappeared from view and were almost extinct. 

His searches found that in 1992 only 20 mares and 

6 stallions were known to exist. Dr John Flynn of 

Weatherbys DNA Laboratory at the Irish Equine 

centre heard John Mulvihill talking about the 

plight of the ponies on the radio. He became 

interested and offered to DNA type the surviving 

ponies to see if they were indeed a distinct breed.  

The most likely origin of the founding population 

is the north western region of Europe. The 

numbers however are very low and the breed is 

still critically endangered. The Kerry Bog Pony is 

extremely hardy, resistant to many equine 

diseases with great powers of endurance. Though 

an ancient breed, it was only officially recognised 

by the Department of Agriculture and the 

European Union in 2005.  

Year 1994 2005 2012 2016 

Population 

Size 

>14 100-

200 

350 - 

420 

800 - 

900 

Figures from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 

Kerry Bog Pony Characteristics  

Height Males Females 

11-2 Hands 10 – 11 Hands 

Colour Any strong whole colour is to be 

found, but colour is generally brown 

or brownish black and bay. Some 

chestnut, grey and dun colours are 

also to be found. 

History  Possibly descended from the Irish 

Hobby horse. 

Year of 

Origin 

 

Adaptably to 

environment 

Very hardy breed, adapted to survive 

in areas of limited grazing. 

Special 

Qualities  

Currently used as a driving or riding 

pony for small children. 

Herd book 

Established  

2005 

Information from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 

Image Source: KerryBogPony.ie 

 

Image Source: Kerry Bog Pony



 

Ireland’s Bovine Rare Breeds 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kerry Cattle 

Dexter Cattle 

Moiled Cattle 



 

The Kerry Cattle’s place in Irish History  

The Kerry is believed to be one of the oldest 

breeds in Europe. The skull is very similar in 

formation to the ancient aurochs of the Stone Age 

(Bos primogenus), though smaller in size. It is 

thought that the Kerry is derived from the Little 

Black cow, the Celtic Shorthorn, brought by 

Neolithic man in his migration’s northwards from 

the Mediterranean basin. There are close affinities 

with the Heren, the small black breed surviving in 

the high Alps, and with the fierce black bulls of the 

Camargue.  

 

 
Image Source: 1StopCountyKerry.com  

The Kerry has the distinction of being the first 

breed developed primarily as a milk producer. 

While prehistoric man in Asia, North Africa and 

Europe was selecting and breeding cattle for 

draught and meat, the Celtic civilisation in Ireland 

was producing a breed of cattle for milk and dairy 

produce. The diet was based on milk and milk 

products; meat was rarely eaten. Records have 

been found which show that milk was preserved in 

various forms including cheese and butter. It was 

also treated with herbs and kept in jars 

underground. With the mild climate and long 

grazing season milk was produced almost all year 

round. 

 

 

Year 1982 1991 2009 2016 

Population 

Size 

>143 >574 1200 - 

1250 

500 - 

800 

 

Figures from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 

 

Kerry Cattle Characteristics  

Height Males Females 

1.4 meters 1.25 meters 

Weight 570 Kg 360 Kg 

Colour Black, sometimes with a little white on 

the udder. 

History The Kerry is believed to be one of the 

oldest breeds in Europe. Comprised of 

the Celtic Short-horn and a The Heren, 

a black breed from the Alps & bulls 

from Camargue. 

Description 

of specific 

usage 

Cows enjoy a long useful life, calving 

regularly at 14 and 15 years of age.  

Extremely hardy, will out winter quite 

happily, growing a good coat of hair 

which keeps the cold out.  

Agility allows safe travel over rough 

ground with little damage to pastures. 

Due to size a 3:2 ratio Kerry: 

Continental. Easy Calving. Take 4 to 6 

months longer to fatten than other 

breeds. 

Suitable for fresh milk, cheese and 

yogurt production.  

Adaptably to 

environment 

The breed is well adapted to live in the 

wet hilly country. 

Herd book 

Established 

Vol 1: published 1879 

Information from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 

Image Source: Irish Farmers Journal, George Kelly, Co. Kerry,  

 
Image Source: British Kerry Cattle Society 



 

The Dexter Cattle’s place in Irish History  

The Dexter originated in the south western region 

of Ireland. Like the Kerry, they are descended 

from the predominately black cattle of the early 

Celts. The frequently espoused theory that the 

Dexters are a comparatively new breed is a 

complete fallacy as the breed is fully described 

and mentioned by its proper name in a report on 

Irish cattle written in 1845 by Mr. David Low.  

 

From this publication we learn that the breed 

owes its modern appearance, name, and 

probably its qualities too, to a Mr. Dexter who 

was agent to a Lord Howarden who came to 

Ireland in 1750 and made his home in Co 

Tipperary. David Low stated that a Mr. Dexter 

had produced his curious breed by selection from 

the best of the hardy mountain cattle of the area, 

and to have succeeded to a very high degree.  

 

 

The Dexter was sometimes nicknamed ‘The Poor 

man’s Cow’. However, they can be quite efficient 

despite their miniature stature, with excellent 

milking qualities and beef production abilities.  

The existence of Dexters was first reported in 

Ireland in 1776. Dexter’s are a hardy, dual-purpose 

cattle, producing excellent beef and milk, an ideal 

suckler cow for conservation grazing. The dual-

purpose breed usually has a black coat, but can 

often come in red and dun colours. They weigh 

only 350kg at most, and stand at about 1 metre in 

height. 

Year 2004 2009 

Population 

Size 

10 - 

100 

250 - 

350 

 

Figures from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 

Dexter Cattle Characteristics  

Height Males Females 

1.1 meters 0.9- 1.1 meters 

Weight 350 Kg 300 -325 Kg 

Colour Predominately black, but also red and 

dun 

History Like the Kerry, they are descended 

from the predominately black cattle 

of the early Celts. 

Description 

of specific 

usage 

Dexter cows are extremely maternal 

and due to their dual purpose 

qualities will milk well. Dexters are 

noted for their longevity and should 

breeder regularly for 14 years or 

more. Dexters are naturally hornless 

(polled). 

Adaptably to 

environment 

Dexters are very versatile and will suit 

and thrive in a number of 

environments. 

Herd book 

Established 

There is no Dexter Cattle Society in 

Ireland, Irish Breeders can register 

with the Dexter Society in England. 

Vol. 1 herd book was published in 

England in the 1900’s. 
Information from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity Information 

System 

 

Image Source Irish Dexter Cattle Society Facebook 

 

Image Source Irish Dexter Cattle Society Facebook 

 

 



 

The Moiled Cattle’s place in Irish History  

The Irish Moiled is one of our most distinctive 

breeds of native cattle. It is a traditional Irish breed 

of ancient lineage with a long history as a dual 

purpose hardy animal, producing both high quality 

beef and milk. It is an economical producer being 

a resourceful forager, easily maintained on less 

acreage and less concentrate than most other 

cattle breeds. 

Image Source: http://www.irishmoiledcattlesociety.com/  

Maol Cattle are a hornless (polled) breed, red in 

colour and characteristically marked by a white 

line or 'finching' on the back and white under 

parts with red ears and red nose. But they can 

vary from white with red ears and nose to nearly 

all red. The face is often roan or flecked. The 

name Moile (or Maol) is derived from the Gaelic 

language and relates to the distinctive dome or 

mound on top of the head.  

In the 20th Century the breed declined in numbers 

as it was superseded by new more specialised 

breeds. The decline was so dramatic that by the 

1970's the breed had been reduced to less than 30 

females maintained by two breeders in Northern 

Ireland - David Swan of Dunsilly and James Nelson 

of Maymore. The Irish Moiled Cattle Society was 

formed in 1926 to develop and improve the breed. 

The Society has introduced a DNA testing 

programme to ensure validity of pedigrees and the 

integrity of this important gene pool. 

 

 

 

 

Year 2004 2009 2011 2012 

Population 

Size 

42 - 

100 

120 - 

180 

350 - 

400 

518 - 

550 

Figures from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System= 

Moiled Cattle Characteristics  

Colour Red in colour marked by a white line or 

'finching' on the back and under parts, 

but can vary from white with red ears 

to nearly all red. 

History Native 

Description 

of specific 

usage 

Irish Moiled bulls are hardy, alert with 

the herd, faultless servers from an 

early age and highly fertile. As with the 

moiled cow, foot and leg problems are 

practically unknown. Farmers with 

suckler herds who have tried the 

moiled bull on replacement heifers 

have learnt that supervised calving’s 
are a thing of the past.  

The breed has an unusually high 

resistance to foot problems Fertility is 

an exceptional feature of the Moiled 

breed Calves, whether pure or cross-

bred are immediately lively. They have 

an extremely high tolerance to scour 

and virus problems. Half-bred females 

are much in demand as suckler dams. 

All calves are naturally polled and this 

feature can carry down through 

several generations. Yields up to 5,000 

litres are recorded on very extensive 

systems. 

Adaptably to 

environment 

A low input animal well adapted to 

producing beef in extensive and 

conservation systems. 

Irish Moiled Cattle are easy to handle. 

They have superb temperaments, and 

their medium size and natural lack of 

horns is advantageous.  

Herd book 

Established 

1926 

Information from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 

http://www.irishmoiledcattlesociety.com/


 

Ireland’s Ovine Rare Breed 

 

Image Source: www.athenryparishheritage.com  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Galway Sheep 

http://www.athenryparishheritage.com/


 

The place of Galway Sheep in Irish History 

The Galway is Ireland's only native sheep breed 

and deserves to be conserved for historical, 

scientific, cultural and agricultural reasons. 

The Galway breed was the predominant lowland 

type in the middle of the present century, but 

declined in importance from the mid-1970s as 

Suffolk-cross lambs became more popular for the 

production systems and associated markets. By 

the 1980s the number of Galway sheep was in 

serious decline. Over the period from 1975 to 1992 

national statistics show that the percentage of 

Galway ewes, relative to all lowland ewes, 

declined from 61% to 8%, a remarkable change. 

 

Source: http://www.galwaysheep.ie/index.php?page=gallery 

The major decline in numbers of Galway sheep 

and especially the decline in the pedigree 

population raised the prospect that this sole Irish 

sheep breed and reservoir of the breed 

developments in this country from the 18th 

century onwards would be lost forever. 

Consequently, various steps have been taken to 

ensure that the Galway breed is conserved for 

further generations. In particular the Galway is 

now officially listed as a "breed in danger of 

extinction" and as such qualifies tor financial 

support under the supplementary measures 

of GLAS Scheme. This has encouraged sheep 

enthusiasts in various parts of the country to keep 

purebred Galway sheep and led to an increase in 

the number of registered breeders and in the size 

of the pedigree Galway population. 

Year 1983 1994 2004 2017 

Population 

Size 

>262000 >1240 700 - 

1000 

900 - 

1000 

Galway Sheep Characteristics  

Colour White 

History  Native 

Description of 

characteristics 

Head: Hornless; Back of head 

between and under the ears covered 

with short wool and showing a 

medium bob; Ears of good length and 

fine texture, and free from 

black/brown sports; Nostrils dark in 

colour and wide; Ram with bold 

masculine head of medium size. 

Neck: Thick, short & well set. 

Chest: Wide, deep & well forward. 

Ribs: Well sprung; Barrell deep, thick, 

long with straight underline. 

Back: Long and level, backbone not 

prominent. 

Rump, Tail, Hind Quarters: Rump, 

wide and well fleshed; Hind quarters, 

deep, full, broad. 

Legs, Feet, Hooves: Medium long, 

straight, square, well apart, good 

bone and covered with wool to the 

knees/hocks. Slight feather on hind 

legs below hocks permitted but not 

desired. Hoof black, with sound horn. 

Belly: Well covered with short thick 

wool. 

Fleece: White, moderately long. Fibre, 

wavy and fine textured; staple, broad, 

closely set and free from tips. Fleece 

in general as uniform as possible in 

fibre texture. 

The Galway ewe is a good producer of 

finished lamb when bred pure and is 

also used for crossing with Down and 

Continental lambs to produce early 

lamb. The Galway ram is a good 

producer of crossbred ewes from hill 

breeds, and the Galway Greyface 

(Galway X Blackface) is particularly 

favoured in Ireland - 

http://afs.okstate.edu/breeds/sheep

/galway/  

Year of Origin  1840 
Information from EFABIS – European Farm Animal Biodiversity 

Information System 
 

https://www.agriculture.gov.ie/farmerschemespayments/glas/
http://afs.okstate.edu/breeds/sheep/galway/
http://afs.okstate.edu/breeds/sheep/galway/


 

 

Rare breeds in Donegal- Case study 
Farming is one of the single biggest developments of Irish history. Farming began in Ireland around 4000BC 

with the domestication of goat’s sheep cattle pigs and the cultivation of a primitive form of wheat and barley. 
As agriculture advanced and progressed throughout the ages, so too did the plants and animals farmed. 

Traditionally in Ireland farms were self-sustaining small holdings. As management and farming techniques 

were developed these small holdings produced extra produce for sale. With the introduction of new genetics 

and more efficient breeds of animals over time some of Ireland’s indigenous species were lost while others 

were on the brink of extinction. Efforts have been made to revive these traditional species and some are still 

farmed today.  

The Irish Moiled (or Moiles) is a rare breed of cattle which is small, hornless, and usually red in colour 

speckled with white and a white line across its back. The Irish Moiled is a very docile, a very reliable milker 

or suckler and can have a life span of up to 20 years.  The Irish Moiled, otherwise known as Moiles, were a 

very popular breed in Ireland in the 1800’s, but by the end of the same century specialised breeds like the 

Shorthorn, a cow similar in size took over in popularity. In the 1970’s the Moile was on the brink of extinction 
with only two small herds known to exist throughout Ireland. Today the Moile still survives and is one of our 

rarest most distinctive cattle breeds.  

 
Image: NRN 

 

 

 



 

 

The National Rural Network met with Donegal farmer Mark McConnell at the recent Flavours of Fingal 

Agricultural Show. Mark and his family breed Irish Moiled Cattle, keep Old Irish Goats and traditional Irish 

Game Fowl.  Mark has a keen interest in the history and the preservation of Irish Breeds and is committed 

to the revival of traditional breeds of cattle which were close to extinction.   

Mark choose to keep Moiles because of their place in Irish heritage and the practicality of the availability of 

AI straws in Ireland for breeding. Mark farms 14 acres and keeps 6 breeding cows and has 3 stock bulls. ‘The 
breed went down to about 30 cows in the early 1980s, so the Moiles are all closely related, it’s important to 
match up certain bulls to certain cows and there are 6 Irish bulls available on AI at the moment.’ Mark works 
full time with the ESB and keeps 3 stock bulls for breeding to keep the genetic pool varied within his herd.   

Mark is a GLAS participant and rare breeds is an action which he has selected for his farm. Under the GLAS 

scheme Mark receives €200/LU. ‘Although the €200/LU is a help, featuring Rare Breeds as part of the scheme 
has perhaps got people thinking about rare breeds, ultimately the development of a market is the only way 

to encourage the farming of these animals.’ 

Mark who is also Chairman of the Rare Breed Society identified what needs to be done to raise the awareness 

of rare breeds. Anyone farming rare breeds tends to be farming in small numbers as it is not viable to farm 

these breeds on a large scale. Mark probed that the development of a market for the produce, where farmers 

are paid a premium is key to viability.  

‘The meat from the Moile and other primitive breeds, with marbling, has a better enhanced taste over 

commercial breeds. Stepping away from intensification methods, farming rare breeds would mean 

producing less and getting a higher price for produce but the establishment of the market is key to this 

success.’ 

The Moiled cattle will thrive off grass alone, the cows will all rear their calves while maintaining a good 

condition themselves. ‘The Moiled cow is very fertile, the harder you keep the cow and the less fat on them, 

the more likely they are to go in calf vs a commercial breed where you will have to maintain weights by 

feeding expensive concentrates.’  

 

 



 

 

Mark exhibited his year old Moiled bull at the Flavours of Fingal County Show on Saturday 23rd June where 

he got placed 2nd in the Class. Mark is pictured here with his prize winning bull, his son Conrad and daughter 

Penny.  

 

 

Mark also expressed the need for other native rare breeds to be recognised in future schemes.  

“The Clodoir sheep, Bo Riabach cattle, Bo Fianna cattle, Old Irish goats and of course Old Irish game fowl 
are entrenched in our heritage and their recognition will go a long way to helping the survival of these 

native animals”.  

Mark commented that while progress is slow, it is important to get the message of Rare Breeds 

conservation into the public domain. The DAFM acknowledgement of some of the Rare Breeds through the 

GLAS Scheme is a step in the right direction. 

Under the current Rural Development Programme 2014-2020, the Green Low-Carbon Agri-Environmental 

Scheme (GLAS) Rare Breeds was one of many options available to farmers. The objective of this action is to 

retain and where possible increase populations of specific rare breeds to ensure long term survival on the 

breed. The eligible rare breed species under GLAS are: 

 

Cattle Horses & ponies Sheep 

Kerry Connemara Pony Galway 

Dexter Irish Draught  

Irish Maol/Moiled Kerry Bog Pony  



 

 

 

The maximum Livestock unit’s payable under GLAS is 10 LU at a rate of €200/LU/year. The maximum 

payment any GLAS farmer can receive for the rare breed’s action is €2000/year for the 5 years scheme.  

The National Rural Network would like to thank Mark and his family for kindly showing us around their farm. 

It must be said that the work completed by Mark and the Rare Breed Society is crucial for raising awareness 

about the vulnerability of our indigenous species.

 


