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INTRODUCTION 
The French ministry of agriculture and fisheries realised a census about the structure of French 
agricultural holdings, from the beginning of November 2000 to the end of February 2001. The 
last one had been made in 1988. It was a good opportunity to assess the hierarchy of the cattle 
breeds used in the French farms, and to analyse its evolution regarding the context of technical 
progress and agricultural policy in European union.  
 
MATERIAL AND METHODS 
Organisation of the census. In each French department, the lists of farmers were checked 
before the beginning of the census and teams of interviewers were constituted. The interviews 
realised for the census began in November 2000 and finished at the end of February 2001. The 
data collected were recorded in each department statistical service of agriculture and 
transmitted to the central level in Toulouse where they were aggregated and computed. 
 
Questions about livestock cattle. In this census, farmers were asked questions about animal 
productions, especially livestock cattle. As in the 1988 census, a question was asked about the 
cattle breeds exploited in the herds, besides the traditional questions of this type of survey. The 
classification and the codification were defined according to those used by the French national 
herd-books, which identifies 52 racial types of bovine and several types of crossbreeding. The 
dominant breed of cows was determined considering the number of cows for each “canton” (a 
French administrative subdivision) in order to process the map presented below. 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The results of this census showed 282,000 of the 664,000 French farm holdings were involved 
in cattle production. They also confirmed the long diminution trend of the number of dairy 
cows and the increase of the number of suckling cows (Fraysse and Roux, 2000). Compared to 
the 1988 census, these new results showed the evolution of the French cattle breeds diversity 
and the changes in its map (Schreiner and Fraysse, 2001).  
 
Between 1988 and 2000, the evolution of the importance of cattle breeds stayed under the 
influence of the common agricultural politics in Europe (Fraysse, 2002). The number of 
French farms owning cattle decreased from 1,1 million in 1970 to 282,000 in 2000. This 
diminution represented 80 % of the total decrease of the French agricultural holdings (Fraysse 
and Roux, 2000). It was related with the decline of dairy cattle and dairy farms. Only one dairy 
farm out of  eight active dairy farms in 1970 is going on in 2000. Herds grew up and the small 
ones disappeared meanwhile bigger units were spreading out. In 2000, herds with suckling 
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cows only account for half the farms owning cows versus 18 % in 1970. The proportion of 
farms owning both suckling and dairy cows increased from 10 % to 14 % (Fraysse and Roux, 
2000 ; Schreiner and Fraysse, 2001). The decrease of the number of dairy cows and the 
progress of suckling cows modify the hierarchy of races used in French herds, compared to 
1988. Spreading out up to 1975, the French livestock cattle started a long decreasing 
movement, strongly marked by the European Union policy of “milk quotas” since 1984. As 
shown table 1, the strong regression of dairy cattle (5.7 million cows in 1988 to 4.2 million in 
2000) is not balanced by the increase of the suckling cows number (3.5 million cows in 1988 
to 4.3 million in 2000).  
 
Table 1. Evolution of the number of farms, bovine, dairy and suckling cows since 1979 
 

 Number of farms (thousands) Number of animals (million of heads) 

Census 1979 1988 2000 1979 1988 2000 

Dairy cows 520 269 128 7.3 5.7 4.2 

Suckling cows 233 228 167 2.8 3.5 4.3 

Total cows 673 450 236 10.1 9.2 8.5 

Total bovine 736 504 282 23.2 21.2 20.2 
 
Pursuing a movement begun in the seventies, the number of dairy cows decrease because of 
the fixing of milk production since 1984 and the continuous improvement of animals’ 
productivity by the genetic and technical progresses. In spite of its reduction, the French 
Holstein breed, formerly French Friesian breed, remains the main one in cattle farms : it 
accounts for one  French cow out of three and one dairy cow out of two (Fraysse, 2002). With 
7 700 kg of milk on average for 320 days from lactation to milk recording in 2000, it is the 
dairy cow reference of the French breeding. The Normande breed, which was still the third 
French breed in 1988, has been crumbling since the beginning of the seventies. From 1988 till 
2000, the Normande lost 500 000 heads, i.e. about half its cows. This breed corresponded well 
to the objectives of both good milking and beef abilities wanted by breeders in the sixties and 
at this time, it was the preferred cattle breed of the French farmers. But, along with an 
increasing specialisation and dairy quotas, breeders preferred using breeds with more marked 
milking abilities (Prim' Holstein breed). In a way, the Normande breed, with 5 500 litres of 
milk in 300 days of lactation, paid the price of its dual abilities. So, in 2000, the Normande is 
only the fifth cattle breed, behind the Montbeliarde, the size of which has resisted the best to 
erosion since 1988, among dairy cows breeds. Dominant in its region of origin, it supplies milk 
for producing  quality and origin-guaranteed cheese (“Comté”). This allows farmers to get a 
better price for milk than in the regions which produce milk for common consumption and 
dairy products. It contributed to the good resistance of Montbeliarde, compared to the other 
dairy cattle breeds. 
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Suckling cows breeds have been pursuing their almost continuous development started in the 
seventies. The European Union agriculture policy facilitated this movement. In the regions 
with both dairy and suckling cows, the decrease of dairy cattle released surfaces, which the 
expanding  cattle could exploit. In the centre of France, a suckling cows area, this increase was 
more connected to a greater orientation towards young beef production. Charolais (1.8 million 
heads), the second catle but first meat breed, maintained its prominance, increasing by about 
28 % since 1988 (Figure 1, Table 2). Between 1988 and 2000, a second zone developed for 
this race westward, outside of the origin zone, in “Pays de la Loire”. Limousin (900,000 
heads), the third bovine breed in 2000, took advantage of the suckling livestock expansion and 
spread around the South of the Central Massif, where it is used for the production of heavy 
slaughtering calves. “Blonde d’Aquitaine” (500,000 cows), Salers and Aubrac breeds also 
profited from this dynamics. The progression of pure breeds, at the expense of crossbreds 
between beef and rustic or dairy breeds, shows the pursuit of a homogeneisation process of 
herds directed towards meat production. 
 
Figure 1. French cattle breeds maps according to the 1988 and 2000 censuses 
 
  1988    2000 

  
 
From 1970 to 1979, there was a movement of concentration in a little number of breeds, while 
the other ones were declining, but it stopped in 1988. In 2000, the part of the six main breeds 
was nearly the same as in 1988 (86 %). Two thirds of the French cows were still concentrated 
in three breeds as in 1988, even if they were not exactly the same ones. Among the twenty 
main breeds, the nine first ones count over 100,000 heads and concentrate 90 % of the French 
cows. It looks like if it has not much changed since 1988, as only the hierarchy has been 
modified. If we compare with sheep livestock, the situation looks different. French sheep 
flocks are much more directed towards meat production than milk production, and the use of 
crossing breeds is very important in sheep production. Sheep breeds appear to be more 
diversified because it takes the total  number of ewes from the first  22 pure breeds to reach 66 
% of the French total ewes’ number for ovine production (Schreiner and Fraysse, 2002). 
Nevertheless, some cattle breeds with small numbers decreased only slowly between 1988 and 
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2000. Some of them, like the Parthenaise breed, have even known a certain increase since 
1988. 
 
Table 2. Number of cows in the main French cattle breeds (1 000 heads) 
 

Dairy cows breeds 1988 2000 Suckling cows breeds 1988 2000 
French Holstein 3 758 2 846 Charolais 1 429 1 835 
Montbéliarde 775 685 Limousin 563 907 
Normande 1 073 577 Blonde d’Aquitaine 256 483 
Abondance 67 55 Salers 164 205 
French Simmental 49 28 Charolais X other  338 199 
French Brown 42 24 Aubrac 54 105 
French Friesian X other 80 20 Maine-Anjou 87 57 
French Red Pied Lowland 40 18 Blonde d’Aquitaine X other 51 44 
Tarentaise 17 13 Limousin X other 63 42 
Normande X French Holstein 13 10 Corsican 42 24 
Normande X other 11 9 Blue White - 24 
 
CONCLUSION 
Since 1988, the cattle production sector has undergone changes under the effects of the 
common agricultural policy of the European Union. The regression of the number of dairy 
cows and the expansion of suckling cows modified the hierarchy of cattle breeds between milk 
or beef production and even inside a same speculation. The three main cattle breeds 
concentrate two thirds of the French cows and the nine first ones concentrate 90 % of them, 
which makes French cattle production looking less diversified than French sheep production. 
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