
Sheep Breeding Systems

Every sheep breeder follows some form of breeding system to produce quality offspring and 
maintain flock standards. Within the Valais Blacknose community, several recognised 
systems are used to balance genetic diversity, breed integrity, and animal welfare.

Breeding decisions should always align with the principles set out in the Animal Welfare Act 
2006 and the Code of Recommendations for the Welfare of Livestock: Sheep, which 
emphasise responsible breeding practices that promote animal health and avoid welfare 
compromise.

Pure Breeding
Pure breeding is the mating of rams and ewes of the same breed. A purebred flock can 
typically be managed as a single group, as all animals share similar genetics and breed 
characteristics.

The primary aim of pure breeding is to improve and maintain breed standards, producing 
superior-quality rams and ewes for use as seedstock by other breeders. This approach is 
central to the conservation and development of the Valais Blacknose Sheep in the UK.

Within pure breeding, there are several recognised mating systems:

Outbreeding
• Outbreeding involves mating animals of the same breed that are not closely related, 

generally with no shared ancestry within four to six generations.
• Outbreeding is the recommended practice for most purebred Valais Blacknose 

breeders, as it:
o Helps preserve genetic diversity within the population.
o Reduces the risk of recessive genetic defects.
o Supports long-term flock health and fertility.

Linebreeding
• Linebreeding is a controlled form of inbreeding designed to retain the desirable traits 

of an outstanding ancestor while avoiding the negative effects of close inbreeding.
• This system arranges matings so that a prized ancestor appears more than once 

within the pedigree, but relationships are not closer than half-sibling or cousin 
pairings.

• A lamb is considered linebred if more than 50% of its genetic makeup originates from 
the same ancestral line. While linebreeding can help consolidate positive traits such 
as conformation or fleece quality, it must be managed carefully to prevent a rise in 
inbreeding coefficients and associated welfare or fertility issues.

Important: The Code of Recommendations for the Welfare of Livestock: Sheep (DEFRA, 
2023) advises that breeding practices must not compromise the health or welfare of either 
parent or offspring.
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Kinship Analysis
Kinship analysis helps breeders assess genetic relatedness between animals before mating. 
The Grassroots registry offers a free kinship service, which uses up to eight generations of 
pedigree data to calculate the inbreeding coefficient of prospective offspring.

This analysis provides a probability estimate of how closely related two animals are, helping 
breeders make informed decisions to:

• Avoid excessive inbreeding.
• Maintain genetic diversity within the UK Valais Blacknose population.
• Support conservation-focused breeding strategies.

Note: Many Valais pedigrees are currently only four to five generations long, and some 
contain incomplete records. In these cases, kinship figures may appear lower than the true 
genetic relationship, so results should be interpreted with care.

Responsible Breeding Practices
While genetic data and kinship analysis are valuable tools, they should never replace visual 
and health-based assessments. Always prioritise:

• Sound physical health and conformation.
• Adherence to the Valais Blacknose breed standard.
• Good temperament, fertility, and mobility.
• Compliance with UK breeding welfare regulations.
• Breeders should maintain accurate flock records and registration documentation in 

accordance with the Welfare of Farmed Animals (England) Regulations 2007, which 
require that all breeding practices safeguard the health and welfare of animals under 
human care.

Useful References
• Animal Welfare Act 2006
• Welfare of Farmed Animals (England) Regulations 2007
• Code of Recommendations for the Welfare of Livestock: Sheep (DEFRA)

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/45/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2007/2078/contents
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63d298018fa8f53fead8ee8c/Code_of_recommendations_for_the_welfare_of_livestock_-_sheep.pdf

