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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Genetic diversity of farm animals is a key factor in addressing some of the challenges posed by climate 
change. The variability of genetic resources underpins sustainable agriculture and food security and 
provides a broad spectrum of farm product quality characteristics [1]. Moreover, diversity contributes to 
the achievement of several UN Sustainable Development Goals, such as Zero hunger and Life on land. 
Finding profitable ways to utilize native livestock breeds is one of the biggest challenges in conserving 
rare livestock breeds. This may suggest that these rare breeds are underutilized [2]. Traditionally, native 
Nordic sheep were raised as multi-purpose breeds, giving both wool, meat and milk. A combined 
production of these products can reduce the total climate impact compared to the production of only one 
product [3]. During evolution, native animals have adapted to their environment and the available 
resources have been optimally utilized for different biological processes to maximize the animal’s fitness 
in that environment [4]. Sheep producers in the Nordic countries are paid based on the European carcass 
classification system EUROP [5]. Most of the slaughterhouses favour carcasses of a specific weight range 
with high EUROP conformation class and medium fatness. Often, the small-sized and early maturing 
native breeds do not reach the minimum carcass weight and carcass conformation for obtaining the best 
payment before the animal has deposited too much fat leading to an inefficient production. This study 
aimed to compare the traits age and weight at slaughter, and EUROP conformation and fat scores of 
Nordic native and commercial sheep breeds. 
 
II. MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
Five years of data (2014-2018) describing Swedish ewe lamb carcass characteristics (average daily gain, 
carcass weight, carcass conformation and fat EUROP scores) from commercial (Dorset, Suffolk, Texel; 
n=47.272) and native (Finull, Helsingefår, Klövsjöfår, Ryafår, Roslagsfår, Värmlandsfår, Åsenfår, Dala 
pälsfår, Gutefår, Gestrikefår;n=6800) breeds were collected from the Swedish herd book Elitlamm.  
 
III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Compared to the commercial breeds, the native breeds where older at time of slaughter and had lower 
carcass weight (Tab. 1). According to the EUROP scale, the native breeds had lover conformation and 
fatness scores (Fig. 1), but the variation within this category is large. This indicates that some of the native 
breeds investigated have comparative advantages in an extensive production system based on forage 
and marginal grasslands. They may also succeed better in the value-added markets than in mainstream 
lamb meat production, as they cannot obtain premium prices settled by EUROP classification and carcass 
weight. 
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Figure 1. Breed based Means for Age at slaughter (months), Carcass weight (kg), EUROP conformation and fat 
scores of ewe lambs of commercial (dotted bars) or native (solid bars) breeds. 

Table 1. Differences between Commercial and Native breeds in average carcass characteristics 

Trait Commercial 
Breeds Native breeds Students 

t-test 

 Means Std-
deviation 

Means Std-
deviation P-value 

Age, months 6.8 0.86 8.1 1.18 0.001 
Carcass weight, kg 19.1 0.81 13.9 2.79 0.001 
EUROP conformation score (15 classes) 8.8 1.24 5.5 1.02 0.003 
EUROP fat score (15 classes) 7.2 0,76 5.7 1.12 0.014 

 
IV. CONCLUSION 
 
The slaughter characteristics of the native breeds underpins that they are challenged compared with the 
commercial breeds in the present commercial payment model. The conservation of these native breeds 
should rather be addressed through their potential in more extensive production systems and through 
exploration of the value-added markets.  
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