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Marking the Trust’s 40th anniversary, the launch of the 2013 RBST Watchlist became a royal 
occasion when it was honoured with the presence of HRH Prince Charles, the Prince of Wales, 
RBST Patron of 27 years standing.  His Royal Highness attended the presentation, presented 
the Marsh Christian Awards and then joined guests at a private reception.

A Royal Occasion for RBST

Following an introduction by 
RBST Chairman Martin Anderson, 
Managing Director Rob Havard gave 
a presentation that highlighted 
some of the many successes 
achieved to date, outlined the 
key points of this year’s Watchlist 
and looked to the future and the 
need for the Trust’s vital work to 
continue.  In his introduction, he 
said it was “a little daunting and 
quite inspiring” to look back over 
the past 40 years.  Of the many 
achievements, he highlighted 
the purchase of Linga Holm, the 
importation of pig genetics from 
Australia to help with genetic 
diversity and, most particularly, the 
establishment of the Gene Bank, 
which he described as a safety net 
for all native breeds.  

Commenting on this year’s Watchlist, 
which he described as “a great barometer 
showing where we should target our 
work”, Rob said:  “We have some good 
news this year; it is a great credit to the 
Shropshire Sheep Society whose tireless 
work to get the breed off the Watchlist 
shows what can be achieved when you 
find a special niche for your animals.  
Among the other positive changes is 
the improvement of the situation for 
Native Aberdeen Angus, fantastic forage 
converters which are becoming more 
and more relevant in today’s environment 
where a low-input/pasture-fed movement 
is growing all the time and there is an 
increasing market for the breed’s genetics 
across the world.  

“It is not all good news though.  
The Large White has fallen to under 
1,000 breeding females.  If anyone 
had said, 10 years ago, that this 
breed would come onto the Watchlist, 
no one would have believed them, 

but this iconic breed which was arguably 
the foundation breed of the British pig 
industry is losing out to large-scale 
commercial genetics.  Similarly the Border 
Leicester; this is the breed that produced 
the crossing sire for breeds that have 
been the mainstay of commercial flocks 
yet there are less than 3,000 of these 
ewes left.  This shows why we must keep 
monitoring the native breeds listed in 
category 6 of the Watchlist.”

Looking to the future, Rob talked 
about the opportunities – and significant 
challenges.  He talked about the 
importance of working in partnership with 
a range of diverse organisations to ensure 
the future for our native breeds and ways 
in which our native breeds can be taken 
forward.  He concluded by saying that we 
must ensure that native breeds still play 
a key part in our agricultural landscape 
and that we must fight for our agricultural 
heritage.

His Royal Highness Prince Charles 
then spoke, beginning by saying that it 
was an enormous pleasure to join in, in 
person, to celebrate the 40th anniversary 
and present the Marsh Christian Awards.  
He said that his admiration for the 
organisation and its volunteers was 
“utterly boundless” and praised the Trust’s 
founding fathers, including Lawrence 
Alderson and Andrew Sheppy, who were 
among the guests, and Joe Henson, 
remarking how good it was to see Joe’s 
son Adam flying the flag for rare breeds on 
Countryfile every week.

Prince Charles addresses 
the Watchlist audience.

Prince Charles talks to Katharina Augustin 
and Catherine Gazzoli of Slow Food with 
Colin Murton of the Goose Club looking on.

Eric Freeman receiving his award 
from Prince Charles with Brian Marsh 
OBE and Rob Havard looking on.
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A Royal Occasion for RBST

Marsh Christian Award 
honours ‘turn-to’ expert

The Prince spoke knowledgeably 
and eloquently about his own interest in 
rare breeds and in support of the work 
that RBST does.  He referred to the way 
in which current ways of farming are 
becoming increasingly unsustainable, 
with the effects of climate change, 
growing demand for grain and its effect 
on prices, and the desire of the Chinese 
to adopt a more western diet making it 
necessary that we produce more food 
at home.  For this, he said, we need to 
re-discover the genetic traits of native 
breeds, which include animals that can 
flourish on even the bleakest land.    He 
said that it was important that the wider 
public understands why RBST’s work is 
so vital, as the ability to farm sustainably 
will depend on the genetics of our native 
breeds.

Describing the foundation of a new 
Whitebred Shorthorn herd at Morrisons’ 
farm at Dumfries House, he said that he 
was delighted to be able to play “a small 
part” with an embryonic herd that will be 
bred pure for its qualities which are “good 
for the environment, good for the farmer 
and good for the consumer”.  He also 
said how pleased he had been that his 
charitable foundation had been able to 
support the expansion of the Gene Bank 
after the devastating effects of FMD in 
2001. 

He said that RBST’s success 
“depends on remarkable individuals” who 
understand the importance of genetic 
diversity for the health of our farmed 
animals and the future of genuinely 
sustainable farming .  He added that in 
40 years, RBST has been building for 

the country one of the most valuable 
insurance policies that it has, and that 
the Trust has shown “foresight, wisdom 
and utter determination”.  In concluding, 
he said that he was “enormously proud” 
to be the Patron of RBST and to have 
witnessed the extraordinary effect it has 
had, saying:  “You have a crucial role in 
our ability to produce high quality food in a 
truly sustainable way and I am enormously 
proud to be your Patron.”  Before going 
on to present the Marsh Christian awards 
which went to Eric Freeman, Robin Otter 
and Prof John Woolliams, Prince Charles 
finished by declaring:  “Keep breeding!”

The full Watchlist presentation 
can be viewed on Youtube by 
going to http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=qfusZXSPmRE

This year’s RBST Marsh Christian 
Award for Genetic Biodiversity went 
to Prof John Woolliams, a quantitative 
geneticist employed by the Roslin 
Institute, University of Edinburgh.

Prof Woolliams, nomination was proposed 
by Trustee Dr Richard Small, who described 
him as “one of the Trust’s ‘turn-to’ experts 
whenever advice on genetic matters is required.  
He said:  “His interest in the long-term genetic 
contribution of an ancestor has been of great 
value to the RBST’s use of Geneped analyses, 
changing the emphasis towards consideration 
of the relatedness of individuals (ie ‘kinship’) in 
the extant population.  His advice on how to 
measure and interpret such kinship analyses is 
now being passed on to breeders by RBST’s 
conservation staff, and many breeders are 
adopting the advice with consequent enhanced 
conservation of the genetic resource of their 
breed.”

Recognised as a world authority on the 
genetic management of breeds of farm livestock 
with small populations and the ‘unified theory of 
genetic gain and variance’, Prof Woolliams and 
his co-workers have developed applications for 
genetic conservation not just for rare breeds, 
but more widely in areas such as the genetic 
management of numerically abundant, but 
in-bred, populations such as Holstein-Friesians.

Prof Woolliams’ genetics research extends 
across many livestock species, including sheep, 
pigs, cattle and salmon, but always combines 
elements of genomics and genetics.  His 
interests also include the genetics of bovine 
TB and the identification and management of 
genetic problems associated with recessive 
genes.  His work on the RIDGENE programme 
to further DNA technology in identifying genetic 
conditions is important to breeds such as the 
Fell pony, in which Foal Immunodeficiency 
Syndrome (FIS) was a threat.

His work in general has significantly 
furthered understanding of DNA and genetics, 
particularly the mechanisms and implications 
of how linked genes are passed on in livestock 
populations, which is very important for 
conservation.  As well as RBST, Prof Woolliams 
has worked closely with many industry partners, 
including breeding companies and breed 
societies.  He has helped to advise breed 
societies on the risks of introducing undesirable 
characteristics, including genetic diseases, and 
of losing genetic variation.  He has also worked 
on several projects for FAO, primarily concerned 
with the writing of guidelines to support the 
management of animal genetic resources, 
spanning their conservation, utilisation, 
surveying and monitoring.  He is a member of 
Defra’s FAnGR Committee for his expertise on 

genetic conservation.
Accepting the award, Prof Woolliams 

thanked the Marsh Christian Trustees and 
said:  “This is a special honour because of the 
association with RBST who pioneered livestock 
conservation which now has international 
implications when facing the challenges of food 
security.  To meet the demand for security, we 
need diversity.”

‘Turn-to expert’ – Prof John Wooliams receives 
his Marsh Christian Award from Prince Charles

Robin Mortimer of Defra and 
Peter Titley with Prince Charles.

Lord Iliffe presents the ‘Big Give’ 
cheque to Rob Havard.

Prince Charles with Russ Carrington 
of PFLA and Paul Redmore, Bicton 
College Farm Manager.




