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Whilst grazed grass is the cheapest feed available on sheep farms, and accounts for 

over 90% of the annual food intake of the ewe flock it is still an expensive feed to 

produce.  Lamb performance post weaning is lower than pre weaning and a daily live 

weight gain  of between 150 to 200 g/lamb is required to reach drafting targets.  At 

weaning, forage intake is approximately 1.0 kg dry matter per lamb daily and 

increases to approximately 1.2 kg as the season progresses.  Forage intake is 

influenced by sward leafiness (digestibility), herbage availability (sward height) and 

clover content.  The aim of this paper, using data from recent studies at Athenry, is to 

outline strategies to optimise lamb performance from grazed grass.  Furthermore lamb 

performance during the 2009 season (up to early June) which was wet and cold is also 

discussed. 

 

Sward height 

To manage grass effectively it is essential to match grass demand with supply.  

Herbage demand post weaning decreases due to the sale of lambs and the reduced 

requirements of the ewes.  Herbage growth varies as the season progresses.  For 

example, typical daily grass production for June, July, August and September are 50, 

60, 50 and 40 kg dry matter respectively.  Consequently, to maintain pasture quality 

the area available for grazing needs to vary as the season progresses.  This is achieved 

by removing land for silage production or increasing the area of pasture for grazing by 

introducing aftergrass into the grazing rotation.  The best way to manage grass 

appropriately 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 1.  The results show that target post 

grazing sward height is lower in a rotational grazing system than in a set-stocked 

system.  If after grass is being introduced into the grazing rotation it should be grazed 

down to 5 cm during the first two rotations.  If the swards were laxely grazed pre-

weaning (i.e. post-grazing sward heights of greater than 4 cm, 4 cm and 5 cm in April, 



May and June, respectively) then for the first grazing cycle with weaned lambs 

increase the post grazing sward height by 1 cm and follow by grazing with ewes or 

topping down to 4 cm.  The subsequent regrowth can be managed similar to that of 

aftergrass. 

 

Post weaning grazing management at Athenry in 2008  

Last year the stocking rate at Athenry was 14 ewes per hectare.  After weaning all the 

lambs (single, twins and triplets) were grazed as a single flock and did not receive any 

concentrate supplementation.  None of the swards at Athenry have been reseeded in 

the last 20 years and do not contain clover. 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 leaves a paddock. The lambs were grazed 

to the target sward heights as shown in Table 1. Pre and post grazing sward heights 

for the lamb flock post weaning are presented in Figure 1. The dry ewes were used as 

follows in a leader-follower system (on swards which had not been harvested for 

silage) to reduce sward height by a further 1 to 2 cm thus eliminating the need for 

topping. The mean post grazing sward height for June and July were 5.1 and 6.0 

respectively.  Pre-grazing sward height increased from 6 to 10 cm as the grazing 

season progressed.  

 

Lamb performance in 2008 

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

2. The mean daily live weight gain for twin lambs from weaning to slaughter offered 

grazed grass without concentrate supplementation was 190g/day. The data presented 

in Table 2 clearly illustrate that high levels of lamb performance can be obtained from 

grass alone. Lamb performance was influenced by stage of grazing season, gender, 

and to a lesser extent, litter size.  From weaning (when 21% of the lambs were 

drafted) to late July, lamb live weight gain varied from 210 to 244 g/d for lambs 

reared as twins and triplets respectively.  In late July a further 23% of lambs were 

drafted and from then to early September mean lamb growth rate was 129 g/d and was 

not influenced by litter size.  In early September a further 25% of lambs were drafted 

and mean lamb performance thereafter to slaughter was 161g/d. All lambs were 

slaughtered by 4 November. 

 



High weaning weights are critical. Lambs that were 1.0 kg heavier at weaning were 

1.1 kg heavier in late July, whilst those remaining in October were 1.0 kg heavier. 

Consequently lambs that were heavier at weaning retained that advantage right 

through to slaughter even late into the grazing season. 

 

 At Athenry male lambs are not castrated.  The effect of gender on lamb performance 

post weaning is presented in Table 2.  Male lambs (entire) had higher daily live 

weight gains at all stages post weaning, by on average an extra 40 g/day relative to 

ewes lambs. After the early September draft, 70% of the lambs remaining were 

females as most of the males had already been slaughtered due to their higher growth 

rate. 

 

Performance of lambs born in 2009 at Athenry 

April and May this year were extremely wet and cold with reduced grass growth 

which impacted on grass supply and ground conditions.  The rainfall recorded at 

Athenry for April and May combined was 281 mm (11.2 inches) whilst the average 

rainfall during the last 10 years for this period was 150 mm (6 inches).  Because grass 

was scarce ewes and lambs were forced to graze swards down to between 3 and 4 cm 

for most of the period. The average pre- and post-grazing sward heights for March 

and April were 5.4 and 3.6 cm respectively. Nevertheless, even during extremely high 

rainfall, tight grazing was possible in paddocks grazed by ewes and their lambs. Only 

lambs reared as triplets received concentrate supplementation (300 g/lamb/daily) 

whilst those reared as singles and twins did not receive any concentrate 

supplementation. Ewes rearing singles or twin lambs did not receive any concentrate 

supplementation post lambing.  The performance of the lambs to 10 weeks of age is 

presented in Table 3. Lambs achieved good levels of performance even during tight 

grazing conditions as determined by low pre- and post-grazing sward heights until 

early May and during a time of high rainfall.  Lamb growth rate to 10 weeks of age 

(285 g/day for twin lambs) was slightly lower relative to that achieved in 2008. At 10 

weeks of age the lambs were on average 1.5kg lighter than their counterparts at the 

same age last year. However, it is expected, that the good grass quality, due to tight 

grazing earlier in the season (see post grazing sward heights in Figure 2), will support 

high daily live weight gains in the remaining period to weaning resulting in little 

difference in lamb weaning weight compared with 2008. 



 

 

 

Conclusions 

1. High levels of lamb performance (202 and 161g daily for ram and ewe lambs 

respectively) can be achieved post weaning from grazed grass offered as the 

sole diet. 

2. Higher weights at weaning are essential, as the weight difference at weaning is 

retained to slaughter. 

3. Entire male lambs grow faster and finish earlier than females. 

4. Manage grass to target sward heights, and clean paddocks either by using dry 

ewes, other stock or topping. 

5. In 2009, lamb performance is slightly behind at 10 weeks of age, but weaning 

weight (at 14 weeks) should be similar to previous years due to the availability 

of leafy high digestibility grass resulting in higher daily live weight gains.  

 

Table 1:  Post grazing sward heights for target lamb performance (cm) 

 Grazing system 

Month Set stocked Rotational 

June 7 5 

July 7-8 6 

August 7-8 6 

September 8 6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2:  The effects of litter size and gender on lamb daily live weight gain (g/d) post 

weaning at Athenry in 2008 



 Litter size  Gender 

Period 1 2 3  Male Female 

Weaning to late July 229 244 210  252 203 

Late July to early Sept 130 137 120  148 109 

Early Sept to early Oct 135 151 196  172 149 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3:  Lamb performance until 10 weeks of age at Athenry in 2009 

 Litter size 

 1 2 3 

Lamb weight (kg) - birth 5.9 4.7 4.2 

   - at 10 wks 29.6 24.7 24.2 

Lamb liveweight gain (g/d)    

 - birth to 5 weeks 351 279 292 

 - 5 to 10 weeks 327 292 278 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Fig 1. Pre and post grazing sward heights post weaning in 2008
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Fig 2. Pre and post-grazing sward heights preweaning in 2009 
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