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We tend to think of analytics as something that has come into fashion recently, but it has played a 

crucial role in shaping the dairy industry from the middle of the last century. 

You can find historical background on this site. In a nutshell, William A. "Bill" Weeks developed a 

breeding guide long ago based on what he observed for the sake of his own cows. In 1950, he began 

offering his analysis to other dairy farmers under the name Analyzed Holstein Friesian Cows. He then 

expanded his work to cover additional breeds. By 1953, his analysis had a registered trademark, aAa 

(Animal Analysis Associates). 

Increased dairy production has dovetailed over the years with the use of analytics for breeding. 

According to research from the US Department of Agriculture's National Agricultural Statistics Service, 

the average annual milk production per cow in 1950 was 5,314 pounds. By 2000, it had more than 

tripled to 18,204. By 2011, as the graphic below shows, it had topped 21,000. 

 

We hear about the effects of hormones, but the huge increase in milk production is also a result of 

decades of selective breeding. The gene variation is kept down by the small number of breeding bulls in 

the US. Forbes reported two years ago that just 500 bulls are used to artificially inseminate 9 million 

Holstein cows. 

Over the past 60 years, the dairy industry has kept careful records of pedigree, the Atlantic reported in a 

piece published this month, “The Perfect Milk Machine: How Big Data Transformed the Dairy Industry.” 

To optimize production of milk with the preferred amount of fat and protein, breeders concentrate on 

“relatively small [in number] and easily measurable” traits, making the industry a natural candidate for 
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data analytics. And given that a cow produces milk for only three to four years, farmers really have an 

incentive to get the most bang for their breeding bucks. 

One major difference between the analytics applied today and what was applied in the 1950s is the size 

of the data. The modern dataset takes into account a vast number of genomes and enables far more 

accurate predictions about the genetic fitness of cows. Before 2009, when a company called Illumina 

created the BovineSNP50 DNA Analysis BeadChip gene tool, genetic fitness predictions (based on the 

analytics of pedigree) were accurate only 50 percent of the time, Forbes reported. With the ability to 

map more than 50,000 genome markers, the new gene test “is 70% accurate -- and it can be used to test 

bulls before they produce any sperm and calves before they produce any milk.” 

In 2009, a bull known as Freddie earned the distinction of the best breeding candidate in the country on 

the basis of his DNA alone, the Atlantic reported. If his progeny follow the same path as other star bulls 

(which had great granddaughters in the millions), his impact on the gene pool will be significant. 

His performance as a breeder also will likely have a significant impact on animal analytics. “We’re in the 

midst of a radical transformation in the animal breeding industry brought about directly as a result of 

sequencing the cow genome,” Harris Lewin, director of the W.M. Keck Center for Comparative and 

Functional Genomics and the Institute for Genomic Biology at the University of Illinois, told Seed 

Magazine. 

And that's certainly something to chew over as you drink your milk. 
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