










Fast tracking 
genetic gain 
in sheep

Called the Ovine SNP50 BeadChip, this cutting-
edge technology will enable researchers to scan 
DNA samples from breeding animals for some 
50,000 genetic variances at once, rather than 
carrying out tedious separate tests for each.

Characterising these variances, called single 
nucleotide polymorphisms (SNP), will help 
pinpoint small genetic differences associated 
with commercially important traits in sheep, 
and offer farmers a faster path to breeding 
superior animals.

As part of a Meat & Wool New Zealand 
and Ovita initiative, AgResearch has joined 
scientists from 16 countries in the International 
Sheep Genomics Consortium (ISGC) to produce 
this BeadChip. 

The Consortium has worked in partnership 
with Illumina Inc, a global company with 
headquarters in San Diego, to launch the 
Ovine SNP50 BeadChip and help research 
groups around the world identify DNA markers 
associated with commercially desirable traits. 

AgResearch Senior Scientist John McEwan, 
who led the team that identifi ed the majority 
of the SNP, said the chip will signifi cantly boost 
selective breeding.

“The industry will now be able to more rapidly 
improve valuable but diffi cult to measure 
traits like disease resistance, meat quality and 
maternal ability.”

And the Consortium’s work is not stopping 
there. Key ISGC researcher Dr Brian Dalrymple 
says during 2009, as sequencing costs continue 
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to decline, the Consortium plans to complete 
the sequencing of six individual sheep 
genomes. 

“This will be really important as the availability 
of reference genome sequences will open up a 
range of possibilities.”

“For now, the Ovine SNP50 BeadChip will mean 
sheep breeders can expect to access improved 
ways to increase genetic gain in their animals.”

A video put together by AgResearch for the 
recent launch of the Ovine SNP Chip in San 
Diego, can now be viewed online. The video 
provides a short explanation of how the SNP 
Chip works and explains more about the 
international collaboration effort in which 
AgResearch played a leading role. 

To view the SNP Chip video online go to 
www.agresearch.co.nz/snp

AgResearch Senior Scientist John McEwan loading a new Illumina Ovine SNP50 BeadChip 
onto the machine that measures results. Scoring more than 50,000 DNA variations at once, 
the chip will enable farmers to breed better sheep, faster. Photo by Russell Smithies

AgResearch recently celebrated the lengthy 
careers of several Grasslands staff members 
– with around 400 years of serving New 
Zealand’s agricultural sector between them.

Longstanding scientists from left to right: 
Dr Syd Easton, Dr Derek White, Dr Mike Hay, 

Long-serving AgResearch staff
Dr Gerald Cosgrove, Dr Greg Lambert, Dr Bill 
Rumball and Keith Betteridge.

Those not present for the photo were Des 
Costall, Philip Budding, Kenyon Moore and 
Chris Mercer.
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