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Genomic testing has helped one Western Victorian 

dairy farming family better identify heifer calves with the 

characteristics they want in their future milking herd.

It’s also helped reduce the number of “dud” animals 

retained as replacements, something that’s saving the 

business money and time.

Jamie and Felicity Delaney and their children – Levi 11, 

Jude 10 and Luci 8 – own Heytesbury Holsteins, milking 

Data helps breeders pick  
their best from the rest

450 registered Holsteins at Heytesbury Lower near 

Timboon in Victoria.

The Delaneys started genomic testing calves three years 

ago when they increased the number of heifers they bred 

for replacements using sexed semen.

“We aimed to double our surplus heifers, if we needed 

100 heifers, we’d make sure we got 200 AI (artificial 

insemination) heifers, so we had a huge pool to pick from,” 

Jamie said.

“We use genomics to identify the characteristic that we 

want in the heifers and with a big pool to choose from, the 

genetic gain from what we keep should be higher.”

After supplying a DNA sample from each calf for 

DNA drives decisions: The Delaney family – Felicity and Jamie, with Jude 10, Levi 11, Luci 8 – from Heytesbury Lower, Victoria, started genomic 
testing to better understand what heifers they should retain as herd replacements.
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testing, the Delaneys’ genomic results are returned on 

a spreadsheet which ranks each animal’s Balanced 

Performance Index (BPI) with colour coding to identify 

strong and weak traits in each calf.

Jamie said he primarily focused on each animal’s ranking 

for components, milk and fertility when deciding which 

heifers to retain.

The Delaneys breed to produce a medium sized cow - 

about 500 kilograms – that has good components and 

milk, is fertile, strong, with a lot of “dairyness” and good 

teats.

Their herd produces about 8, 500 litres a cow a lactation or 

550 kg solids/cow/lactation.

Initially, excess heifers were sold to the export market, but 

in recent years Jamie and Felicity preferred to sell heifers 

to young local farmers.

Thanks to the combination of sexed semen and genomic 

testing, the Delany family has increased their livestock 

sales by 166% in the past few years.

Felicity – who also works off farm as an accountant – said 

this was a high level of livestock sales for a farm of their 

size, but it helped diversify their business.

“I think we have the potential to be a lot more profitable 

now,” Jamie added.

“(Livestock sales) is what got us through those tough 

years, yes, it is a lot of work to rear 300 calves a year, but it 

was worth it.”

Jamie and Felicity join all their heifers to sexed semen as 

well as “sticky” animals – the most fertile – which have 

generally been the youngest in the herd.

Mop-up bulls follow artificial insemination of the autumn 

calving portion of the herd.

For those that calve and are bred in spring, beef AI follows 

the sexed semen joining.

Prior to using genomics, Jamie and Felicity would 

occasionally sell heifers – those that were born later 

in the calving period or lighter weight animals. Mostly, 

they concentrated on breeding enough heifers for their 

replacement requirements. 

This approach meant they carried the risk of retaining 

more “dud” animals, Jamie explained.

“That’s the benefit of genomics, you can better identify 

lower genetic animals and you don’t have to carry them for 

a period of time and AI them,” he said. 

“We still get duds (with genomics) but of the 100 heifers 

we keep, there will be one or two in there ... instead of 

say 10. These would be heifers where perhaps their teats 

weren’t quite long enough, or just a few other small areas. 

Genomics minimises the risk of duds.”

DataGene Stakeholder Relations Specialist, Peter Thurn 

said easier recognition of animals that were genetically 

inferior to their herd mates was a benefit of genomic 

testing.

“A genomic breeding value created from DNA sample 

collected on-farm has approximately 75% reliability, while 

using parent average information to determine the quality 

of an animal has 35-40% reliability,” he said.

“To put it in perspective, the reliability of genomic testing 

of young heifers is the equivalent of having seven 

lactations of data, that’s a lot of genetic information 

to work with for a young animal when you are making 

decisions on-farm about what animals to retain.”

Heifers, genomically tested as young calves, have only just 

started to hit the Delaney milking herd.

Jamie and Felicity said it was too early to see what 

genomics has contributed to their business in terms of 

milk in the vat, but are confident with the decisions they 

made about the animals they’ve retained, thanks to the 

extra genomic information. 

They both stressed there was more to a profitable 

dairy business than genetics, but also understood the 

importance of breeding a cow that performs in their dairy 

system.

That’s where genomics comes in, to sort the “duds” from 

the top performers.


