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THE USE OF NATIVE OR NON-NATIVE GRAZING ANIMALS

 A REVISED DISCUSSION DOCUMENT 

3rd November 2004.

At a meeting in November 2003 the GAP Executive considered issues surrounding the ‘pros’ and ‘cons’ of using ‘native’ or ‘non-native’ species and breeds of grazing livestock for the management of nature conservation sites in the British Isles. This subject has cropped up repeatedly in many recent discussions, and consideration is likely to continue in many quarters, not least in connection with the ‘Freshwoods and pastures new’ research project, which looks into maintaining and creating rich mixed landscapes on a large scale by using free-ranging cattle and other large herbivores.  
Following the GAP meeting in 2003, a discussion document was pulled together and circulated for comment to the GAP membership via GAP News. Five responses (mostly from the equine sector) were subsequently received and have been taken into account in this version of the document. Further edits have been received from some of the Representatives.

This paper considers the generic issues involved in choosing native or non-native stock, rather than trying to identify native/non-native specific attributes in relation to effective conservation grazing. This is because, for use in conservation grazing, livestock need to be assessed on a site by site basis according to factors such as site characteristics, conservation objectives, and grazing scheme objectives (e.g. sustainability).  The Breed Profiles Handbook was an important first step in making information available, but there is still much to learn about different impacts of different stock types.  Therefore, site managers are also encouraged to consider the more generic issues discussed below. 

Relevant issues:

1. Achieving nature conservation objectives:

Conservation managers need to use the best animal to achieve ecological and conservation objectives.  This means assessing livestock attributes to identify the animals that have the most potential to achieve the required environmental impact, while ensuring that animal welfare standards are met. Factors such as background, age, sex and bloodline can be as important as breed in this respect.  Therefore livestock may be chosen according to one or more of these criteria as well as breed.  After a careful assessment of conditions and clear identification of ecological objectives, some managers may choose non-native stock in preference to native stock (but see paragraph 2).   In reality, livestock shortages mean that site managers often use whatever stock they can find, and are not necessarily in a position to choose between native or non-native breeds.

2. The conservation of native breeds

The conservation of native breeds of livestock is important in nature conservation where these breeds have attributes that will help achieve conservation objectives (see also paragraphs 3 and 4 below). Native breeds are also important in their own right as part of holistic conservation programmes - see Convention on Biological Diversity and the Higher Level of the new Environmental Stewardship agri-environment scheme: "To assist in the conservation of native, locally-adapted, hardy and rare breeds of sheep, cattle, goats, pigs and ponies through grazing with a recognised local breed that is well suited to the local climatic conditions, the terrain and the sward composition of the specified areas."  Conservation of Farm Animal Genetic Resources is a specified secondary objective. It is likely that financial incentives will be available for native breeds (and especially for native breeds at risk) in future schemes. The importance of conserving genetic diversity as part of overall biological diversity is recognised, as is the important potential role of the conservation community in promoting native breeds through their use on nature reserves throughout the British Isles. Selective breeding for conservation purposes could also result in a wider availability and geographical distribution of individuals with particularly suitable characteristics for conservation grazing. The use of imported species and breeds increases the risk of introducing diseases to which the native breeds may be less resistant. In this respect native breeds should be used as first choice where their attributes are appropriate to the grazing scheme.

3. Cultural and historical factors

Native breeds appropriate to the region form an intrinsic part of cultural semi-natural grazing systems.   If such systems are to be re-established in their own right, we should seek to use regional breeds, and only use non-natives if this is not possible. However, this begs the question of what snapshot in time we are trying to preserve – if we want to establish natural (rather than semi-natural, agriculturally based) grazing systems, it could be argued that sheep and goats should not be used, since they were not part of the post-glacial landscape in the UK. However, in most evaluations the most remote period considered has been 600yr BP. It would require a good deal of re-thinking if the objective is to be related to a pre-agricultural period. It is probably more useful to use history to inform future decisions, not necessarily to determine future action (parklands may be an exception). 

4 Which are truly native breeds?

Paragraphs 2 and 3 above highlight the need for more advice on just which are our truly native breeds, and how subjective is the ‘native breed’ argument? The simple definition of a native breed is one developed in its country of origin. Therefore, an Exmoor Pony is native to England, a Connemara is native to Ireland, a Camargue native to France, etc. However, what geographical and time scales  should we consider? If a particular type of stock is chosen (cattle or ponies in particular), there may not be a breed native to that region – only native to the UK . How “native” are continental descendents of the undomesticated herbivores that once roamed Europe? It is interesting to consider the historical wild grazing fauna in relation to breeds available today, for example:

 a) The now extinct Tarpan (the close ancestor of the Konik) probably roamed Britain historically, according to evidence from cave deposits in Staffordshire and Derbyshire dated at 10,590 BP and from sites near Wicken Fen in Cambridgeshire and Thatcham, Berkshire. Although Konik ponies may be more closely related to Tarpan than other breeds, they are not, in any sense, the true wild ponies of NW Europe;

b) Aurochs are extinct and whatever their other attributes Heck cattle are no more genetically related to aurochs than other breeds;

c) European bison have survived (just) and could be re-introduced if desirable.

d) The Norfolk Horn became officially extinct, and then the breed was ‘reconstituted’ - this breed is recognized by the rare breeds society as a native breed.

e) Red Deer certainly reached our shores without human help (recorded at Starr Carr 9500BP) whereas Sika were a deliberate introduction.

5. Socio-economic issues: 

There is increasing awareness of the need for farmers to be able to graze and market animals in a way that gives a proper financial return on their livestock operations and that supports the local economy. If such animals can be native breeds which are saleable locally for a premium then conservation grazing can help both the rural economy and the sustainability of the grazing regime (see GAP’s Local Grazing Scheme Guide and LGS Marketing Guide). If the grazing animals are also attractive or interesting to look at (as are many adapted/local/rare breeds) this can both increase public acceptance (e.g. if they are grazed on public access sites), and achieve real engagement in understanding the ecology of the countryside – the ‘eat the view’ positive feedback loop. Specialist meat marketing schemes primarily are based on local breeds (e.g. Traditional Breeds, Devon, Lincoln Red, etc.). A further consideration is that many native breeds are relatively cheap to buy. This paragraph could be extended considerably but we will leave it at that for now!

7. Evidence-based decision-making:

Part of the problem with the current debate over the use of native/non-native breeds is that people may be attracted to novel/popular breeds, which may not necessarily be appropriate for their circumstances. Evidence-based decision-making may have application to this issue. We need more information, for example through accessing site managers’ experiences with different stock. The Breed Profiles Handbook will be regularly reviewed and updated on the GAP website and FACT / GAP are working closely with Bill Sutherland from UEA and Andrew Pullin from Birmingham University on their joint ‘evidence based’ project (www.conservationevidence.com, www.cert.bham.ac.uk/research/cebc.htm).

GAP’s position:

We feel that the role of GAP is to present the information and options and encourage awareness and discussion. It is for local managers to decide what is most appropriate and what will best deliver their objectives taking all the factors into account. GAP endorses the policy of prioritizing native breeds for conservation grazing, as part of a holistic concept of conservation, where these will deliver the required site objectives. We provide a worked example in the Annex of the thought process that has occurred on one case study. This might be helpful to bring the issues back down to the ground and prevent it becoming too much of a purely philosophical discussion! 
( 27th October 2004 Document subject to revision).

----------------------------------------

Annex 1: Reconciling use of native breeds vs non-native breeds – a worked example. 

(With thanks to Sandie Tolhurst, ANPA Rep on the GAP Executive, and who works for the Broads Authority).

This is an example of a thought process that conservationists might go through when faced with a fairly equal choice in terms of grazing ability between a native and non-native breed at a specific site. Konik ponies and Welsh Mountain ponies have both been grazed successfully on fens in the Broads since 1996 and 1997 respectively. Welfare and grazing issues affect both breeds, but these issues are different for each breed and may be a reflection of the differences between the non-native Konik and the native Welsh Mountain pony. 

In the Broads, the advantages of the Welsh Mountain pony are:

· The breed is well-adapted to grazing fen vegetation, having a long history of being used on the Welsh fens.

· It is relatively lightweight, and one of the lowest ground-pressure equines around – which is helpful in wet peat conditions.

· It is a highly domesticated breed, and even unhandled, our Welsh have adapted well into a highly useful ‘flying herd’.

The disadvantages in the Broads are:

· We have to ensure that they have restricted access to good upland grazing during the summer to avoid laminitis; this makes them less suitable for grazing larger habitat complexes which might incorporate grassland, fen, wood, heath etc – so we would be less likely to use them for ‘large area grazing’.

· The majority of the ponies require regular hoof trimming (2x per year);

· If not controlled with anthelminthics, their parasite burdens steadily increase.

· They do not eat woody vegetation.

In the Broads the advantages of the Konik are:

· Well adapted to grazing fen vegetation, taking large quantities of woody vegetation, particularly during winter months. Inventive and adaptive e.g. readily take leaves in spring and summer; seed heads in autumn; dig up roots in winter.

· Hooves have not required regular trimming. (In 7 years, we have had 3 hoof trimming occasions, two of which took place when individual animals were sedated for castration in any case and not because the farrier had recommended it). From our experience of Koniks we feel that this does make the animals suitable for grazing large areas where regular rounding up may be difficult and disruptive.

· None of our Koniks have ever been wormed. Their dung is analysed on a regular basis and monitored by University of Liverpool, who are leading research in equine parasitology. We have a good data set now which indicates that overall worm burdens are not increasing and that the animals appear to be self-regulating their parasite burdens. However, we cannot categorically say that this would be the same in all situations. Again, this is good for sites which are organic or where invertebrate populations are special; and reduce the need for disruptive rounding up and handling.

· Placid with humans and easy to check.

· Retain primitive ability for “compensatory growth”, not found in other equines. Allows weight fluctuations without damaging impact on overall growth or health. Again, useful in grazing regimes where low interference is desirable.

· Not known to suffer from laminitis, which is particularly relevant in fen grazing systems where the adjacent upland included within the grazing unit is often improved grassland.

· Laminitis is extremely uncommon in Koniks and so far, only appears to have occurred in the breed when kept on either unvaried sites for all or part of the year, or when ability to roam is controlled, so that, even seasonally, their dietary choice becomes restricted. 

The disadvantages in the Broads are:

· Not as adaptable to handling as Welsh, thus not so well suited to being treated as a ‘flying herd’. Although this might in part be due to the less frequent handling events.

· Instinctively wild if injured or attempts are made to handle. Having said that, they generally require less sedation than the Welsh ponies (weight for weight) if this is necessary. Very solid and strong.

· Heavier than Welsh – so likely to cause more damage to peat.

End.
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