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The short-tailed breeds native of an area 

from Russia to Iceland

• Spread by Norse vikings to several 
countries – late 8th century to mid 11th 
century A.D.

• Primitive type, Soay sheep resembling the 
wild Mouflon sheep

• Great genetic diversity

• The best know breeds of this group 
internationally: Finnsheep & Romanov

• Common feature – fluke shaped and 
tapered, short tail, normally 8-10 vertebrae 
compared to 16-18 vertebrae in long-tailed 
sheep



Questionnaire survey

• Distribution of breeds
• Countries of origin and other countries
• Purebred populations of breeding sheep
• Economic importance of the breeds
• Incidence of crossbreeding – breeds involved
• Priority ranking of products – meat, wool skins and milk
• Endangered populations – conservation breeds –
landscape management

• Information on 34 breeds presented in the following 
tables:



































In summary, the results of the 

survey show that:

• The total purebred population of North 
European short-tailed sheep is 872 
thousand, mainly in Northern Europe and 
North America

• The population size:

< 1.000 = 12 breeds (endangered)

1.000 – 10.000 = 13 “

10.000 – 100.000 =  7 “

> 100.000 =  2 "



• Economic importance in countries 
of origin (number of breeds):
little = 26
considerable = 3
great = 3
vital = 2

• Incidence of crossbreeding:
none = 1
low = 28
considerable = 3
high = 2

• First priority of products:
meat = 20
wool = 9
skins = 5
milk = 0



Conclusions

• Most of the purebred populations 
of North European short-tailed 
sheep have been declining, 
several endangered

• Should not be looked upon as 
relics of the past; rich in genetic 
diversity

• Can improve efficiency of 
production

• Fit well into grassland-based, low-
energy input and easy-care 
systems



• Future role in organic farming and 
other sustainable systems

• High quality products – contribute 
also to rural communities through 
landscape management, 
conservation grazing and as a 
tourist attraction

• Need continued breed 
conservation efforts – already 
some endangered breeds saved

• More research may reveal a larger 
number of valuable traits in these 
breeds

• Discuss utilization, both in pure-
and crossbreeding ; short- and 
long-term perspectives



The authors are indebted to 
all who provided 

information on which this 
review is based

Thank you !


