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Grazed grass accounts for over 90% of the annual food intake of the ewe and her 

lambs. It should be remembered that whilst grazed grass is the cheapest feed available 

for sheep production it is expensive to produce.  Hence it is essential to maximise 

lamb performance from grazed grass.    In prime lamb production, other than grass 

and their dam’s milk, concentrate is the only other food source offered to lambs.  

Currently concentrate costs approximately 250% more than grazed grass. The aim of 

this paper, using data from research studies undertaken at Athenry, is to outline 

strategies to maximise lamb performance from grazed grass. 

 

Autumn closing date 

One of the main factors influencing grass availability in early spring is the date of 

closing the previous autumn.  The data presented in Table 1 clearly illustrate the 

effects of autumn closing date on subsequent herbage yield and that the effect is still 

clearly evident by 1 May.  Previous studies at Athenry have shown that for each one 

day delay in autumn closing date herbage dry matter yield in spring is reduced by 22 

kg/ha.  Consequently, delaying sward closure by one week in the autumn would 

reduce grass dry matter availability the following spring by 154 kg/ha, which is 

equivalent to 50 ewe grazing days.  Therefore to ensure grass availability for ewes at 

lambing, paddocks should be closed from early November onwards.  Producers 

should now walk their paddocks and evaluate for themselves current grass availability 

on paddocks that were closed at different times during the autumn/winter period.  This 

should clearly illustrate the impact of autumn closing date on herbage yield. 

 

Sward Height 

Sward height (herbage mass) and leafiness are the major factors affecting lamb 

performance pre weaning.  To manage grass effectively it is essential to match grass 

availability with demand.  As lambs get older grass demand increases, until weaning.  



At the same time grass growth rate varies dramatically.  For example typical daily 

grass dry matter growth rate in March, April, May and June is 10, 40, 90 and 50 

kg/ha, respectively.  Consequently, to maintain pasture quality the area available for 

grazing needs to be varied as the season progresses.  This is achieved by removing 

land for silage production or increasing stock numbers (e.g. cattle) on the grazing 

area.  The easiest way to manage grass is to measure sward height.  Many studies 

have been undertaken at Athenry on the impact of sward height post grazing on lamb 

performance.  A summary of these studies is presented in Table 2.  It is essential to 

graze the pastures bare early in the season to maintain herbage quality as the season 

progresses.  If swards are grazed laxly (under grazed) in April and May, grass plants 

produce seed heads and stem, this reduces grass digestibility and intake 

characteristics, leading to declining lamb performance during the last 6 weeks prior to 

weaning and in the post weaning period.  In a rotational grazing system pastures need 

to be grazed tighter than in a set stocking system. 

 

Grazing management at Athenry 

Pastures at Athenry were closed in rotation last autumn, the first paddocks were 

closed in early November and all sheep were housed by mid December. The effects of 

autumn closing date on sward heights on 29 January and 20 March are presented in 

Figure 1. Earlier closing resulted in higher sward heights at each time of 

measurement. Furthermore swards closed in early November had the same sward 

height on 29 January as swards closed on 28 November had on 20 March. All grazing 

ground received N at 33 kg/ha in mid February.  Lambing commenced on 1 March 

and the majority of ewes had lambed by 20 March.  The ewes rearing singles and 

twins and their dams will receive no concentrate supplementation post lambing.  Ewes 

rearing triplets will receive 0.5 kg concentrate for 5 weeks post lambing and their 

lambs will have access to 300 g creep feed per lamb daily until weaning.  All ewes 

and lambs will be managed similar to last year.   

 

It is essential to achieve high levels of performance from birth to weaning.  Each 1 kg 

increase in lamb weaning weight reduces age at slaughter by approximately one week, 

as lambs gain approximately 150 g daily post weaning. 

 

 



 

Grazing management in 2008 

Last year the stocking rate was 14 ewes per hectare.  Grazing involved a rotational 

system and only lambs reared as triplets received creep feed. 

 

Swards were managed to achieve a target post grazing sward height.  At Athenry pre 

grazing sward heights are measured immediately prior to the flock entering a paddock 

and post grazing sward heights are measured immediately the flock leave a paddock. 

Sward heights pre and post grazing are presented in Figure 2.  Post-grazing sward 

height was less than  4 cm for all of April (average 3.5 cm). Post-grazing sward height 

declined to as low as 2.6 cm in mid April (during good weather) due to grass scarcity. 

At that time it was estimated that there was only 5 grazing days ahead of the flock, 

consequently grazing severity increased as indicated by the low sward height post 

grazing. The most critical time for grass availability was mid April because demand 

was higher than supply and the flock was on the second grazing rotation. The policy 

at Athenry is not to feed sheep concentrate post lambing.  Consequently, if necessary 

post grazing sward height would be reduced to 3 cm for up to 2 weeks, before it 

would be necessary to consider supplementing the ewes with concentrate.  As the 

ewes were in good condition at lambing they can milk if necessary off their back.  

 

In May the mean post-grazing sward height was 4.5 cm, increasing from 3.9 to 5.8 cm 

between early and late May. This reflects the rapid increase in grass growth rate. 

Increasing post-grazing sward height enables the lambs to select the more digestible 

parts of the plants (leaf) and reject stem and dead material, consequently maintaining 

performance. Forcing lambs to graze tight from mid May restricts herbage intake and 

consequently lamb growth rate. To maintain sward quality, paddocks must be 

removed from the grazing rotation once grass supply starts to exceed demand. On 8 

May last year paddocks were removed from the grazing cycle and closed for silage, as 

indicated by higher pre-grazing sward height, and consequently increased grass 

supply. At Athenry when it is estimated (using sward height), that there are 14 to 16 

grazing days a head of the flock, paddocks will be removed for silage production.  

The exact timing of removing paddocks for silage production depends on prevailing 

weather conditions and consequently grass growth rate.  For example if there are 15 

grazing days ahead of the flock and growing conditions are good, paddocks are 



removed.  However if grazing conditions are poor, removing paddocks for silage may 

be delayed a week.  Also the strongest paddocks are removed for silage production. 

This maintains the best swards for grazing and also enables silage to be harvested 

earlier, thus returning paddocks with after grass for grazing post weaning. 

 

In June, up to weaning, average post-grazing sward height was 5.8 cm. In early June 

grass supply, as measured by pre grazing sward height started to decline.  As weaning 

occurred in mid June, the ewes were tightened up post weaning, resulting in more 

grass being available for the lambs.  Also 27% of the lambs were drafted to slaughter 

at weaning. 

 

 

 

Lamb Performance at Athenry 

The pre-weaning performance of the lambs at Athenry last year is presented in Table 

3.  Only lambs reared as triplets received any creep feed. (The swards at Athenry have 

not been reseeded in the last 20 years). The data presented in Table 3 clearly illustrate 

that high levels of lamb performance can be obtained from grass alone.  Lamb 

performance is influenced by the number of lambs reared per ewe.  For flocks with 

low litter size (e.g. 1.5) the target weaning weight is 35 kg whilst for flocks with 

larger litters the target weaning weight is 33.5 kg. Lambs which were reared as triplets 

and offered up to 300g creep feed per lamb daily were a similar weight to twins at 

weaning.  At weaning 27% of the lambs were drafted for slaughter and drafting rate 

was influenced by litter size.  For example 53% and 21% of the singles and twins 

were drafted at weaning.   

 

Conclusions 

1. High levels of lamb performance can be achieved from grazed grass. 

2. Need to close paddocks in November to ensure adequate grass for early-March 

lambing ewes. 

3. Walk your paddocks now to see the effect of autumn closing date on sward 

height 

4. Target weaning (at 14 weeks) weights of 38, 33 and 33 for lambs reared as 

singles, twins and triplets, respectively. 



5. 27% of lambs were drafted at weaning in Athenry last year without 

concentrate supplementation.  

6. Graze tight by (i.e. post grazing sward height of 4 cm) early in the season. 

7. Increase post grazing sward height as the season progresses. 

8. Maintain sward height by removing paddocks for silage production. 

 

Table 1.The effect of closing date on subsequent herbage dry matter yield (kg/ha) 

 Closing date 

Grazing date 5 Dec 19 Dec 2 Jan 23 Jan 

 3 April 610 337 175 62 

 17 April 1810 1443 1156 846 

 1 May 3570 3323 3015 2462 

(Keady and Hanrahan 2008) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2.  Post grazing sward height (cm) for target lamb performance 

 Grazing system 

Month Rotational Set-stocked 

April 4 5-6 

May 5 6 

June 6 6-8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.  Lamb performance until weaning at Athenry in 2008 

 Litter size 

 1 2 3 

Lamb weight (kg) – Birth 5.8 4.9 3.8 

   - Weaning 38.5 33.4 33.2 

Lamb live weight gain (g/d)     

  birth to 5 weeks 386 306 311 

  5 to 10 weeks 367 331 348 

  10 to 14 weeks 245 229 204 

  birth to weaning 337 292 296 
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Figure 2.  Sward heights in Athenry in 2008

 

Figure 1.  Grass height 2009
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