
The success story of the conservation of the 
endangered Norwegian cattle breeds
ERFP Assembly, Lyon, 27 August 2023
Nina Svartedal and Anna Holene, Norwegian Genetic Resource Centre, NIBIO.

Foto: Nina Svartedal
Photo: Michael Angeloff, NIBIO



Endangered cattle breeds native 
to Norway

• Herd books established appr in 1900. 

• The breeds merged with Norwegian 
Red Cattle (NRF) during 1960’s.

• The breeds were abandoned by 
Norwegian farmers 1960-1990

• The breeds almost extinct in 1990
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Breed Breeding cows in 1990

Western Fjord Cattle 49

Western Red Polled Cattle 52

Eastern Red Polled 11

Døla Cattle 25

Telemark Cattle 115

Black Sided Trønder and 
Nordland Cattle Appr 800

Field registration in 1990



Population sizes 
(breeding cows) 2022 

Black Sided Nordland and Trønder Cattle
 
    Telemark Cattle

Western Fjord Cattle

    Western Red Polled Cattle

Eastern Red Polled Cattle
    
           Døla Cattle  
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Endangered - 506

Endangered 307

Endangered - 350

Endangered – 2174

Endangered – 1292

Endangered - 574



Obviously, a success story – seven key factors for the success

1. Pedigree database “The Cow Register” 
2. Breeding societies
3. New ai-bulls every year – for genebanking and for use by the farmers
4. Sustainable breeding in small populations 
5. Breeding advice - available for free 
6. New areas of use
7. Production subsidies 
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The Cow Register – a pedigree 
database for the endangered 
native cattle breeds

• Established in 1990. 
• The hub of the conservation work.
• Owned and managed by Norwegian Genetic 

Resource Centre. 
• Includes all animals/owners of the breeds 
• It is voluntary and free of charge to register.
• Three important functions:

1. Monitoring population status and trends
2. Tool for the breeders in avoidance of inbreeding 
3. Control of grants for pure bread breeding animals 

(2021: 185 000 Euro)



1. finding animals for sale 
and bulls for ai-
production. 

Breed societies – important networks 

3. communicating “traditional 
knowledge” on adequate 
production systems.

2. communicating sustainable 
breeding practice in small 
populations. 



Ai-bulls in the gene bank

Breed
Tot number of ai-bulls in 
the gene bank 2021

Døla 55
Black Sided Trønder 
and Nordland

129

Telemark 90
Western Fjord 72

Western Red Polled 64

Eastern Red Polled 49



Recruiting of Ai-bulls, step by step
1. Breed societies recommend candidates based on

– Breed type of mother and calf
– Mother cow is typical and well-functioning 

2. Norwegian Genetic Resource Centre checks the calf’s 
kinship with the rest of the ai-bulls. 
Excample:
– The Døla bull calf Streifar is suggested as a new ai-bull.
– Kinship among all ai bulls of Døla is 0,096. 
– Streifar’s kinship to the ai bulls of Døla is 0,056. 
– Streifar is recommended as a new ai-bull. 

3. Geno – breeding association for NRF
– accepts the recommended bull calf
– cover all expenses for semen production
– Offers the semen for sale to the breeders



Sustainable breeding in small populations
Breeding goals:
• Increase population size
• Avoid high rate of inbreeding

How?
• Use “all” animals in breeding – both cows and bulls
•  Avoid close kinship matings



Simulated mating lists from the Cow Register – a tool for the breeders

Mating list 1) testing a farm bull a mating herd Mating list 2) testing a cow mating available ai-bulls



Documenting the effective population sizes 
based on pedigree information
Estimating the effective population sizes in 2020 in six native 
breeds with extremely small population sizes in 1990.  

NIBIO Brage: Inbreeding Trends in Norwegian Cattle Breeds 
at Risk (unit.no)

Breed Breeding cows in 1990
Western Fjord Cattle 49

Western Red Polled Cattle 52
Eastern Red Polled 11

Døla Cattle 25
Telemark Cattle 115

STN Appr 800

https://nibio.brage.unit.no/nibio-xmlui/handle/11250/2773619
https://nibio.brage.unit.no/nibio-xmlui/handle/11250/2773619


Effective population sizes 1990-2020
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The endangered native cattle breeds are traditional dairy breeds



The increase in population size is explained by increase in 
number of suckler cows 
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Financial support 
directly to the breeders 
2000-2021

Important 
acknowledgement and 
motivation for the 
farmers. 

Year
Subsidy per breeding cow or breeding bull 

per year, in Euro

2000-2001 62
2002-2003 56
2004-2006 88

2007 98
2008 118

2009-2012 127
2013 176
2014 196
2015 196
2016 216
2017 294
2018 319
2019 339
2020 339
2021 339
2022 371



Thanks for your attention!

Hjertros and her son Julius, a 
Døla cattle bull calf born 
April 12, 2023
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