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Bovine population in Greece has changed rapidly during the recent 50 years. The main characteristic of all the actions for the improvement of the performance of the population is the crossbreeding to a great extent with foreign breeds, mainly Schwyz, Simmental, Charolais and Limousin, aiming at the increase of the body conformation traits and milk production. As a result a non-defined population of suckling cows grazing in herds on the semi- and mountain pastures has been formed. 
The above population, even if it produces only the 27% of the total beef meat consumption with a tendency to decline, is crucial for the country as their production system is in accordance with environmental friendly concept. For these reasons, a pilot project has been initiated in the Toroni area in Chalkidiki in order to compose the new type of the Sykia cattle well adapted to the pastures and climate and utilize the population for the production of quality meat in the specific region. The incentive was the new situation formed in the market after the nutritional crisis in the E.U. countries and the increase of demand for local quality beef meat.
The population is raised in the region of Toroni in the peninsula of Sithonia in Chalkidiki. The peninsula is semi mountainous with highest altitude reaching the 730 m, covered by coniferous forest in the central part and plain areas around the Sykia village, from which the name of the breed has derived. The climate is typical Mediterranean with low rainfalls, normally distributed along the year. 

The region of Toroni is a traditional agricultural area; one of the main activities for decades was the animal husbandry, mainly based in goats and cattle. The economic importance of the Sykia breed in the region has been pointed out very early. Until 1923 the Reproduction Center of Sykia breed was operating in the region, providing with draft animals and cows the Chalkidiki peninsula, including Mount Athos. During that period, the number of heads kept was about 13000, however after 1922, the distribution of the land and the expansion of the arable areas and the subsequently shrinkage of the area as for grazing resulted to a decline of the number of cows in the region. According to the Reproduction Center, in 1936, 1330 heads were counted. 

The cattle population has remained more or less stable during the following years, however some plans for improving their performance have been carried out, with dubious results. The first period, during the 50s and 60s, is characterised by the massive introduction of Schwyz for the grading up of the local population. Later the introduction of industrial crossbreeding schemes, using mainly Simmental, Charolais and Limousin and was applied in a rather inconsistent way. 

The resulting population is characterised by desirable properties but expresses high variability. However, the main characteristics, namely the lyra shaped horns and the grey coat colour have been retained.

In the last survey in Toroni, 55 farmers keeping about 1200 heads are counted, while an increasing trend is observed. The average herd size is 16 animals; the majority of the farmers own about 10 to 30 heads. 

The incentive for this project was the idea of the economic exploitation of the local cattle population and its utilization as a development factor of the region. This will be achieved by making use of the advantages of the different breeds used during the past and the adaptability of the local breed to the specific environment to produce quality beef meat. In this direction the introduction of performance recording has been initiated in order to select the most appropriate genetic material to form the modern type of the Sykia cattle population. The traits recorded are type and conformation traits, reproduction traits (fertility, calving ease) and longevity and carcass quality. Moreover breed characteristics (horns’ shape, coat colour etc) will be additionally taken into consideration. In the meantime a project for the characterisation of the quality of the beef meat has been initiated.  The concept of the project is to avoid the use of imported bulls and produce meat originated from calves born and raised in the area in subsequent generations. 
The project aims at the sustainable development of the animal production sector in the region targeting to the production of quality beef meat.  Hence, the project is expected to have multiple benefits, not only by the direct increase of the income of the farmers by producing high quality animal products, but also in the other activities (agrotourism) that are being carried out in the region, resulting in a more balanced development of the community. In this direction the organisation of a farmers association who will be responsible for the recording, the management of the herds, the normal supply of the market with meat and the promotion of the products are vital.
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