Livestock in Belgium and France: a historical and current status
The primary source for information on the current status of livestock in Belgium and France, the two primary countries where the Belgian originated and developed, is the School of Veterinary Medicine Hanover, P.O.Box 71 11 80, D-30545 Hanover, Germany. This is the depository of all data regarding EU members and livestock. Currently, there are 11 different breeds of cattle kept in Belgium, 4 breeds of goats and 11 breeds of sheep. These reflect ONLY the registered purebred animals, not the unregistered or mixed breed animals. While Belgium does not have LARGE numbers of stock, it is a myth that there are none. France is more heavily agricultural, with 55 breeds of cattle, 10 breeds of goats and 61 different sheep breeds. In my discussion below, I'm not going to go over all the breeds in depth. You can find a pretty good description, usually with photos, at the Hanover site and also at the University of Oklahoma site.

None of the sheep breeds listed are of the "hair" type (Barbadoe, Kahtadin, St. Croix or Dorper). While these are breeds that one frequently encounters in herding trials (at least the first 3), they are not typical farm sheep. Their use in herding trials stems from several characteristics: 1. The Barbadoe and St. Croix were originally small sheep, which therefore required less feed. The Kahtadin and Dorper are much larger, and are attempts to find a commercially viable 'hair" type. 2. The lack of wool eliminates the need for shearing. This is a savings if you are not trying to sell wool. 3. For SOME, the concept that herding dogs were "better" if they could work reactive stock was a strong belief. This stems from the fact that the Border Collie, at least by reputation, works stock that seldom see a human or dog while they are out on pasture and consequently require a dog that works well off the sheep. Barbadoe and St Croix especially, are highly reactive stock that do not tame down well (the Oklahoma livestock site in fact makes a special note of this characteristic in the Barbadoe). The Kahtadin, which has the St. Croix as one of its 3 ancestors, is on average, significantly more reactive than any wool breed other than the Cheviot. The Dorper, a creation of Dorset/black headed Persian sheep, is not yet common enough to have a record of behavior, but many of the Dorpers in the US are sheep which have been bred to the first three hair types and often take their behavior from them. 

Nor does one find a number of wild or feral cattle. The original bovine, the auroch, probably existed in Spain/France and its domestication occurred long ago. The Spanish (and French) fighting bull and similar breeds do still exist, but dogs were never used to manage them. Nor were these breeds maintained as the stock of the peasant who raised cattle for draft, milk and meat. The common bovine of France and Belgium was one that was raised in constant contact with people and which therefore had to have a decent disposition. Most cattle are raised in enclosures, with the dog bringing "Bossy" in to be milked at night or assisting the plowman to manage his team of oxen. 

Belgians were created as a breed that worked commercial type stock, primarily sheep that were raised for wool, meat or dairy purposes. Their herding characteristics were selected for with that purpose in mind. While working hair sheep or difficult cattle is a demonstration of the amazing versatility of a Belgian, they are at their best working the kind of stock they were developed to work - medium to large numbers of sheep that were very accustomed to people and dogs and not necessarily respectful of either, and small to medium herds of cattle that were well accustomed to people and dogs and less likely to be as aggressive as a feral or semi-feral cow or bull. 

The sheep: So what breeds DO or did exist? There is the original "heath" type sheep. These are often termed "rustic", which is another way of saying they aren't competitive commercially. They are some of the oldest breeds. They have some similarities to the long wool breeds and some similarities to breeds such as the Navaho "churro" and Jacob sheep. Generally, these sheep are used in areas where the feed quality or terrain won't support other sheep. They generally flock well and are very hardy. Then there are the "long wool" breeds. These are the breeds which still are used for hand spinning and tend to have a lot of wool, but the wool is less fine than Merino. They are also used for meat as a secondary characteristic. Because their wool doesn't have the kind of lanolin that one finds in Merino/Ramboillet, the taste of the meat has less "mutton" flavor. Most of these sheep have moderate flocking ability. Some are used in transhumance. Then there is Merino and Ramboillet, who tend to be strongly flocking, have white wool and may not have a good carcass quality. Because lanolin is a necessary characteristic to obtain the fine wool that is desired in Merino and Ramboillet, these sheep generally have a strong "mutton" odor and flavor to their meat. Meat breeds such as the Suffolk and Hampshire tend to be less strongly flocking, may be much more inclined to challenge a dog's authority and are generally raised in enclosures rather than being used in a transhumance management technique. Crosstypes, such as the American breed the Columbia, may have characteristics of both - the Columbia is still often managed in a transhumance style and is a strong flocking sheep, but it is also a much larger and less cooperative animal than most Merino. In describing the existing Belgian and French breeds of livestock, I've tried to provide information as to what US breeds might be similar. I've listed all the Belgian breeds identified by the University at Hanover. For the French breeds, I've listed only those that were not listed as being present in Belgium but which ARE extant in the United States. 

Belgian Sheep breeds (some also exist in France):

· Belgian Milk (Mouton Laitier Belge, Belgisch Melkschaap) : related to the Friesian and the Dorset. 

· Bleu du Maine: this is a "long wool" breed and therefore similar to the Border Leister, Cotswold, etc. It is in fact, partly descended from the Blue faced Leicester (United Kingdom). 

· Entre-Sambre-et-Meuse: a rare breed described as a "heath" type. 

· Hampshire (also Hampshire Down): primarily meat breed. 

· Houtland sheep (Houtlandschaap, Ardennais tacheté (fr.)): primarily identified as an old type meat breed. 

· Ile de France: this is a sheep out of the "merino type" Kempen Heath, Mouton Campinois (also called Kempens Schaap). Identified as a "heath" sheep crossed with Merino. 

· Lakens Kuddeschaap: a very rare breed. Local selection of the dynasty herd from 1890 (Domain Laken). Identified as a meat breed with brown colored wool. 

· Merinolandschaf: developed from the German Merino. 

· Suffolk: this is the primary meat breed in the US. 

· Texel: identified as a meat sheep. The photos rather resemble a barrel on stubby little legs. It is likely these sheep behave similarly to the Southdown, which is of a similar type and has a similar purpose. 

· Vlaams Kuddeschaap: identified as an original sheep from the Flanders area. 

· Vlaams Schaap: a native breed selected for wool production. 

· Voskop: identified as developed from the old native Ardenne sheep, it is a meat breed. 

French Sheep breeds not found in Belgium but found in the US: 

· Clun Forest: originally from Britain, this is a member of the "short wool" group such as the Dorset. 

· Dorset: one of the more common meat breeds in the US. They are also used as a milking sheep in some countries. 

· Finn sheep: primarily used to increase the numbers of lambs in other breeds, this is a 'coarse-wool" breed related to other "heath" sheep. 

· Merino/Ramboillet: the sheep most used for wool production. These sheep have a strong flocking characteristic and are one of the transhumance breeds. The meat quality varies. The original sheep had very poor meat quality and the lanolin necessary for good wool quality imparts the typical "mutton" flavor that most people find objectionable. 

· Romanov: originally from Russia, this is another "heath" type sheep used to increase fertility. It is rare in the US, but can be found. 

· Southdown: one of the short wool down sheep from the UK, this breed is known in the US. Essentially a fat, broad-headed barrel on short legs. They have a gentle disposition and strong flocking instinct, but they are not a transhumance sheep as they have not got the build for it. 

Belgian Goat breeds: 

The following breeds are listed for Belgium. Most American goats are of milk type breeds. Boer, however, are a meat breed, as are "Spanish goats". There are also goats bred for their wool (actually hair) such as the Angora. Goats tend to not group as easily as sheep and are more likely to try to outwit the dog or challenge the dog. All of the breeds listed for Belgium are of the milking type. 

· Anglo-Nubian: these are the drop eared goats you will find in the US. 

· Belgian Fawn (also called Chamoisee, Hertkleurig): related to the Alpine goat, which is in the US. 

· Campine (also called Blanche, Wit): similar to the Saanen which is the white breed of goat one will find in the US. 

· Toggenburg: you will find "Toggs" in the US as well. 

In France, there are a number of breeds that don't occur in the US. The Angora apparently was present in France, but is not listed any longer. The Creole is listed as a meat breed, but all the others are milk breeds. 

Cattle: 
Like most countries, Belgium has 3 types of cattle. Those primarily for meat, such as the Belgian Blue, those that are intended to provide both meat and milk such as the Belgian Red, and those that provide mostly milk such as the Friesian/Holstein. Most of the breeds listed are new versions or new developments of older breeds. Some of these breeds also are present in the US (such as the Holstein and Charlois). None of the Belgian breeds are of the "longhorn" or Brahma type and none are managed by turning them loose on ranges to fend for themselves. This means that the cattle are well accustomed to people and, where dogs work them, the cattle are well accustomed to them. Consequently, it is not necessary to have a dog that can deal with semi-feral animals, which can be much more difficult to manage. There are some historical records of the cattle being taken to and from pasturage in the same manner as sheep (there is one account for Bouviers written early in the 1900s). While primarily a Belgian Shepherd was used on sheep, it is the practice of most livestock raisers that the larger, more aggressive dogs are put on cattle and the smaller, less aggressive dogs are put on sheep without discrimination as to breed. It is only as time goes on that "lines" become more or less specialized (or capable of both) and it is these "lines" that eventually become identified as breeds. Belgians are not designed to duck under the kick of a cow in the manner typical of an ACD, Australian Shepherd, or the Corgis. The larger Belgians do, however, overlap in size the smaller Bouviers, Rottweilers and similar breeds that managed cattle by working the head and shoulder. Consequently, in working a Belgian, it is more likely that the dog will come to the head or shoulder area to control the cattle, and use bark as a control method when working at the rear of the cattle. In observing a number of Belgian Sheepdogs, Tervuren, and Malinois working cattle over the years, I have seen only one that had a natural heel. 

Belgian cattle breeds: 

· Belgian Blue (also called Blanc Blue Belge): an extreme meat type. Calves often need assistance in being born. 

· Belgian Red (Rood van Belgie, Rouge de Belgique, Rouge de Flandre Occidentale): primarily a milk breed but also used for meat. Red Holstein from the U.S.A. were used to improve all the European Red Pied to a different extent. 

· Belgian Red pied (Pie-Rouge, Roodbont): primarily a milk breed but also used for meat. Red Holstein from the U.S.A. were used to improve all the European Red Pied to a different extent. 

· Belgian White & red (Witrood Ras Van Belgie, Blanc-Rouge de Belgique): primarily a milk breed but also used for meat. Red Holstein from the U.S.A. were used to improve all the European Red Pied to a different extent.. 

· Blonde d'Aquitaine: this is a breed that is related to the Spanish fighting bulls. It is a meat breed. 

· Charolais: this breed exists in the US where it is a meat breed. Charolais in the US have a reputation for being less willing to group and more willing to fight a dog than a Hereford. 

· Holstein-Friesian (Pie-Noire-Holstein): a milk breed, and one of the most common in the US. All breeds of this group were in-crossed by U.S. or Canadian HF-bulls to reach the high level of milk yield of today's production. A detailed investigation would probably show that the same bulls are preferred in different countries, and so relationships exist among the Holstein-Friesian populations. 

· Limousin: a meat breed, one of the oldest in existence. The write up on the Oklahoma site indicates these cattle were handled daily and were not kept in confinement (i.e. feedlots). These are relatively new to the US, having first been imported in the late 1960s. 

· Montbeliard: primarily a milk (cheese) and meat breed. Red Holstein from the U.S.A. were used to improve all the European Red Pied to a different extent. This breed has been used in transhumance type management. 

· Normande: primarily a milk breed but also used for meat. Holstein from the U.S.A. were used in this breed to improve the milking characteristics. 

· White Blue Dual purpose: a milk breed also used for meat. 

Cattle in France: 
In addition to the Belgian breeds listed above, these are the cattle that are listed as existing in France and which also can be found in the U.S. 

· Hereford: the most common beef breed in the US. The modern breed is actually SMALLER than the originals, which could hit 3,000 pounds. The breed has been in the US since 1817. 

· Jersey: a dairy breed, which has been around about 600 years. The average Jersey is 900 pounds, so this is not a large animal. Described by Oklahoma Univ. as somewhat more nervous in disposition than the other dairy cows, but also usually docile and rather easy to manage. 

· Salers: the breed is considered to be one of the oldest and most genetically pure of all European breeds. They are primarily considered a beef type, but have in the past been used for milk as well. Salers cattle are typically horned and dark mahogany red in color, however a growing number of polled and black Salers are available. 

· Simmental: this is a dairy animal. The Simmental is among the oldest and most widely distributed of all breeds of cattle in the world. Simmental were reported as early as 1887 in Illinois. They were used for production of milk, butter, and cheese; and for their use as draught animals. 
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