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Introduction

Today’s Open Day on the farm of Brian Nicholson will provide an opportunity to see a

grass based sheep system that is undergoing significant expansion. Brian is a progressive

farmer who has a positive attitude towards improving his sheep system. Since joining the

Teagasc BETTER Farm Sheep Programme in 2012, a number of significant changes are

being implemented on this farm. Firstly, he has undertaken a flock expansion to increase

ewe numbers to over 1000 mature ewes, in the process increasing his stocking rate by 50%.

Secondly, Brian has switched from purchasing his replacements to now producing them

from within his own flock. Brian has focused on adopting technologies in the areas of

grassland management, breeding, parasite control among others will improve productivity,

efficiency and ultimately profitability of his sheep enterprise.

For today’s event there are a total of 5 stands where we would encourage you to engage

with the speakers on a variety of topics that can influence the performance of the sheep

enterprise. In addition to the Teagasc staff there will be speakers from the Department of

Agriculture regional veterinary laboratories present to discuss flock vaccination

programmes. In total there are 5 stands covering areas including breeding, grassland

management, genetic improvement and flock health. We would encourage you to actively

engage with the speakers on a variety of topics that can influence the performance of your

sheep enterprise.

This is a national qualifying event for the Sheep Technology Adoption Programme (STAP)

and we would encourage participants to ensure they register at the start of the event.

Registration is on site.
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Farm Details

 Farm size:

o Grassland 108 ha farm (100ha adjusted )

 2 Main grazing blocks (split by road)

o Forestry 16 ha

 Sheep only system

 Ewe flock

o 550 ewes (Mule & Texel X Mule )

o 300 replacement ewe lambs (Texel & Belclare crosses)

 Rams

o Texel, Belclare & Ill De France (for ewe lambs)

 All lambs sold directly to the factory

 All straw-bedded housing

 Round bale silage used

Farm Plan

 Increase stocking rate

o Target flock size of 1050 ewes + 275 ewe lambs

 Breeding policy

o Produce replacements within flock (2012 onward)

o Focus on maintaining high levels of ewe output

o Continue mating ewe lambs

 Delay lambing date

 Focus on improving grassland management

o Reseeding

o Increase number of paddocks

o Address soil fertility issues

 Improve housing and handling facilities
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Flock Performance

Table 1. Ewe flock performance over the past 2 seasons

Year

2012 2013 Target

Ewes joined 474 551 1050

Litter size 1.96 1.93 > 1.9

Ewes lambed (%) 93.9 91.5 > 94

Lamb mortality (%) 9.5 8.8 < 10

Lambs weaned per ewe joined 1.66 1.67 > 1.6

 Traditionally purchased Mule ewe lambs each year

 High levels of output being achieved

 Potential to increase further

 Autumn Shorn

 With increase in ewe numbers potential to produce an extra 900 lambs

Table 2. Yearling flock performance over the past 2 seasons

Year

2012 2013

Ewes joined 210 300

Litter size 1.39 1.37

Ewes lambed (%) 47.1 62.3

Lamb mortality (%) 20.8 7.8

Lambs weaned per ewe joined 0.47 0.79

 Replacement ewe lambs mated each year

 Managed as a sub flock & Autumn Shorn

 Ill De France rams used

o 2012: Mule & Texel-x ewe lambs

 Toxoplasmosis Problem

o 2013: Texel-X & Belclare-X (purchased)

 Unforeseen losses (dogs)

 Significantly increased flock output
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Lamb Performance

Table 3. Lamb performance up to weaning during the past 2 seasons

Year

Birth type 2012 2013

Single 289* (37.7) 278 (33.2)

Twin 268 (30.3) 254 (28.8)

Triplet 264 (29.9) 248 (28.2)
* growth rate (g/day) and weaning weight (kg)

 Focus on producing lambs from a grass based system

o Good management is essential

 2012 & 2013 Grass based production in difficult grazing years

 Potential for further improvement

 Lambs sold directly for slaughter

 2012: average carcass weight was 19.2 kg
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Figure 1. Lamb drafting pattern for the 2012 season (cumulative %)
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Figure 2. Lamb performance from weaning until sale in 2012 (g/day)

Grassland

 Focused on improving performance from grass

 Weekly measurement

o Recorded using Teagasc Pasturebase programme

o Enables better grazing management

o Aids in identifies underperforming paddocks

 Reseeding programme implemented

 Increasing number of grazing divisions
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Figure 3. Average farm grass growth rates during 2013
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BETTER Farm Sheep Programme- Results To-Date

Ciaran Lynch1, Michael Diskin1 & John Cannon2

1Animal and Grassland Research and Innovation Centre, Teagasc, Mellows Campus,
Athenry, Co. Galway. 2Teagasc, Letterkenny, Co. Donegal.

The main objective of the Teagasc BETTER Farm Sheep programme is to provide focal

points to facilitate the improvement of technology adoption at farm level. The Programme

began with the recruitment of 3 hill flocks in the Autumn of 2008 with lowland flocks

recruited thereafter. Currently, there are 6 Lowland flocks in counties Donegal,

Roscommon, Offaly, Kilkenny, Wicklow, Wexford and Kerry and 3 Hill flocks in counties

Donegal, Sligo and Mayo involved in the programme. While each of the farms operated

under different constraints, the focus on each of the farms was the same: highlight how

productivity, efficiency and ultimately profitability could be improved though adopting

technology.

A 3 to 5 year plan was developed on each of these farms with the help of the farmer, local

adviser, sheep specialist and research staff. The plan identified key areas where

improvements could be made and highlighted how the use of certain technologies could

facilitate this. The areas addressed are equally applicable to any commercial farm. Many of

theses technologies and messages presented today relate to: flock size and stocking rate,

breeding policy, breeding management, ewe management, grassland management, lamb

performance, parasitic gastro-enteritis (PGE) control.

To quantify the progress made on the farms a comprehensive account of animal and

financial performance on each farm was maintained. To date, relative to the first year of the

project the 2008/09 season the number of lambs weaned per ewe joined in the lowland

flocks has increased by 0.27, due to an increased litter size (+0.22) and increasing the

percentage of ewes lambed (+4.4%) as summarised in Table1.

Table 1. Lowland Flock Performance

Season

Variable 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12* Target

Litter size 1.71 1.77 1.86 1.93 1.9

Ewes lambed per ewe joined (%) 90.2 93.8 97.3 94.6 >94

Lambs reared per ewe joined 1.43 1.53 1.66 1.70 >1.6
* Original 4 lowland farms only
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Similarly, for the hill flocks, the number of lambs weaned/ewe joined has increased by

0.14, due to a combination of increased litter size (+0.17) and a substantial improvement in

percentage of ewes that lambed (+5.3%) as summarised in Table 2.

Table 2. Hill Flock Performance

Variable 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2010/11 Target

Litter size 1.18 1.29 1.32 1.35 1.3

Ewes lambed per ewe joined (%) 88.2 79.5 95.9 93.5 >92
Lambs reared per ewe joined 0.96 0.92 1.1 1.1 1.1
The aim for the flocks was to improve lamb performance from a grass based diet and

reduce the reliance on concentrate supplementation. For both the lowland and hill flocks

lamb performance improved substantially during the first 3 seasons (Tables 3 & 4).

Table 3. Lamb weaning weight (kg) in Lowland flocks
Birth type 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 Target
Single 36.5 37.2 37.7 35.6 >38
Twin 31.7 32.5 32.8 30.3 >33
Triplet 30.5 31 32 29.8 >32

However, the 2012 grazing season proved extremely difficult and as a result there was a

reduction in performance. Despite this setback the farms were still able to maintain high

levels of output due to improvements in management gained during the period.

Table 4. Lamb weaning weight (kg) in Hill flocks
Birth type 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 Target
Single 23.9 28 27.6 26.8 > 25
Twin 20.9 24.1 24.4 21.9 > 21

Each of the flocks completes an E-Profit monitor each year. A number of the key financial

variables for the Lowland flocks and Hill flocks is presented in Table 5, also included is the

chance relative to the first year in the programme.

Table 5. Financial performance of the flocks
Lowland flocks (€ per hectare) Hill flocks (€ per ewe)

2012 Change (%) 2012 Change (%)

Gross output 1314 + 53 53.35 + 25

Variable costs 644 + 13 19.68 - 14

Gross margin 670 + 131 33.66 + 70

Despite a difficult season in 2012 the financial gain relative to the first year of the

programme is substantial and reinforces the benefits of implementing a farm plan.

Take home message
 Real gains in productivity and profitability have been made in the BETTER Farm

Sheep Programme.
 Every sheep enterprise has the potential to improve productivity and financial

margins.
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 Every farmer should adopt a targeted 3 to 5 year plan focusing on 4 key areas: Ewe
productivity (litter size), grassland management, stocking rate, and parasite control.

 Make use of BETTER Farms to see the benefits of adopting technology first hand.

Irish Breed Comparison Studies – a Review

Nóirín Mc Hugh1 and Michael Diskin2

1Animal & Grassland Research and Innovation Centre, Teagasc,
Moorepark, Fermoy, Co. Cork. 2Animal & Grassland Research and Innovation Centre,

Teagasc, Mellows Campus, Athenry, Co. Galway.

Research has shown that substantial increases in ewe and ram productivity are achievable

through the right combination of breeds. However, the industry still lacks clear breeding

policy. This can be seen clearly in the replacement strategy of the BETTER farm data

where at least three different breed types were used on every farm and some were using as

many as five thus indicating that farmers are confused by the breeding choices that are out

there. The aim of this paper is to review some of the Irish studies that have been conducted

to date and to thus aid farmers in making breeding decisions.

Ewe Performance

Extensive breed evaluations have been undertaken over a 25 year period in Teagasc using

flocks in Blindwell, Belclare, Knockbeg and Athenry. This led to the development of an

efficiency index by Seamus Hanrahan. This index takes into account the number of lambs

weaned and ewe body size. Ewe body size was included to penalise against heavier ewes

that have greater maintenance requirements across their lifetime. The results for the main

ewe breed types is summarised in Table 1.

Table 1. Breed of sire ranked on an efficiency index with the Belclare cross ewe used

as the base (Hanrahan, 2010).

Breed type Litter size
Lambs

reared per
ewe joined

Ewe live
weight

(kg)

Efficiency
index

Belclare cross 2.00 1.70 63 100
Charollais cross 1.86 1.61 67 87
Vendeen cross 1.75 1.54 66 86
Blue Leicester cross 1.85 1.56 70 84
Bleu du Maine cross 1.75 1.50 66 84
Texel cross 1.70 1.49 67 83
Suffolk cross 1.80 1.51 69 82

Number of lambs reared per ewe has been identified as one of the main indicators of

profitability on farm; therefore a large amount of research conducted to date has focused on

increasing the prolificacy of the ewe flock through breed selection. Results to date show

that on average the Belclare cross ewe rears 0.1 more lambs than their nearest
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contemporary. If the Belclare cross ewe is compared to the dominant breed type of the

Suffolk cross ewe this figure increases to 0.2. Results from research conducted in Northern

Ireland have shown that the Blue Leicester crossed with the Scottish Blackface is also a

high prolific breed capable of producing 1.99 lambs per ewe lambed (Carson et al., 2004).

Ram Performance

The choice of ram used in a given flock can affect lamb growth rate, the number of days to

slaughter and the conformation classification. A comparison of the main terminal sire

breeds is summarised in Table 2. Overall results show that Suffolk cross lambs have the

highest weaning weight and this resulted in the progeny being drafted for slaughter at a

younger age. Texel cross lambs had the highest carcass weight at a fixed fat score but the

differences in kill out percentage between the breeds was quite small. A recent study

conducted by Hanrahan (2010) involving 45 pedigree Suffolk and 55 pedigree Charollais

progeny tested rams has shown that the rams genetic potential had little effect on the

progeny weight at 120 days with 80% of the rams tested progeny falling within ±0.5 kg of

the overall mean.

When compared to the traditional terminal breeds, Belclare sired lambs were significantly

lighter at birth and have lower although non-significant growth rates to weaning (281g/day)

compared to the traditional terminal breeds of the Suffolk (288g/day) and Texel (293g/day;

Hanrahan, 1999).

Table 2. Terminal sire breeds on their production performance with the Suffolk used

as the base (Hanrahan, 1999).

Sire breed
Weaning
weight

Sale
date

Carcass
weight

Carcass
conformation

Kill-out
rate

Suffolk 100 100 100 100 100
Texel 96 104 102 100 102
Charollais 97 102 101 100 102
Beltex 96 106 98 106 102

Dorset 99 100 100 91 100
Ille de France 95 108 101 103 103
Bleu du Maine 92 107 99 96 100
Rouge de l'Ouest 95 105 100 98 100
Vendeen 94 106 100 98 101

Therefore, in summary research to date has found little overall differences between the

main terminal sire breeds that are widely used in Ireland (i.e. Texel, Suffolk and

Charollais).

Health Traits

Breeding sheep that are resistant to certain health issues is now achievable; recent research

has shown that variation exists within and between breeds for resistance to nematode



11

parasites. In Ireland results have shown that Texel breeds are more resistant to nematode

challenges compared to Suffolk breed both as lambs and adult. Good et al. (2006)

concluded that the differences in resistance between the two breeds are most likely due to

genetic variation and the exploitation of this variation through breeding can be used as a

management tool in the future for the control of parasites.

What Breed is Right for My flock?

Unfortunately there is no one breed that fits all! The breed of animal used on your farm

should however be suitable for your production systems. For example the Belclare cross

ewe will lift the lambing output but this may not be suitable for all farmers due to the

greater labour requirements at lambing time and the subsequent rearing of triplets. Also the

type of ewe that is suitable for high stocking rate systems may not necessarily be the same

ewe that is suitable for low stocking rates. An important question to ask yourself is what is

my end goal in my production system and how can I achieve this most efficiently.

Summary

Although this article has focused mainly on breed comparisons it is important to

acknowledge that a new national genetic evaluation is operation for sheep in Ireland, the

Sheep Value Index. This index will focus in the future on across breed evaluations therefore

if farmers are selecting the best genetic merit animal with a high accuracy then selecting on

an individual breed will become irrelevant.

Sheep Vaccination

John Fagan, Athlone Regional Veterinary Laboratory, DAFM

William Fitzgerald, Kilkenny, Regional Veterinary Laboratory, DAFM

The sheep diseases which are commonly controlled by vaccines are clostridial diseases,

enzootic abortion of ewes, toxoplasmosis, pasteurella pneumonia, footrot, orf and more

recently Schmallenberg virus.

The main clostridial disease which are controlled by vaccination are Lamb Dysentery (Cl

perfringens type B);Blackleg (Cl chauvoei);Black Disease (Cl novyi); Malignant oedema

(Cl septicum); Tetanus Cl tetani); Braxy (Cl septicum); Pulpy kidney disease (Cl

perfringens type D); Struck (Cl perfringens type C); Bacillary haemoglobin urea (Cl

haemolyticum); Emphysematous abomasitis ( Cl sordellii). (Check that the vaccine you use

protects against the condition diagnosed).

Vaccination against clostridial diseases involves an initial course - two shots 4-6 weeks

apart and yearly booster of ewes 4-6 weeks before lambing to boost immunity in lambs.

Lambs may be vaccinated from 3 weeks of age. Many clostridial vaccines include a
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component to protect against pasteurella pneumonia, however this can also be done

separately. Toxoplasmosis is the most commonly diagnosed cause of abortion in sheep in

Ireland and can be controlled by vaccination. It is a live vaccine that has a short shelf life

and will be supplied to order.(Talk to your Vet) Only one injection is required for lifetime

protection and vaccination should be completed at least 4 weeks before tupping. Enzootic

abortion is being diagnosed more frequently in aborting ewes than heretofore. It is a single

shot vaccine which should be administered 4 weeks before mating, not given to pregnant

animals or animals on antibiotics.

Vaccination is an aid to the control of footrot in sheep. It should be used in conjunction

with footbathing, hoof-paring, culling and antibiotic treatment. It is delivered in a 1 ml dose

by subcutaneous injection into the anterior (front) half of the neck. Revaccination depends

on disease levels or housing conditions. A flock owner should tailor his vaccination

programme so that the immunity is boosted at high risk period.

Finally it is important to emphasise that there are other less commonly used vaccines (eg

Louping ill) and also that there is a mechanism for using vaccines not licensed for sheep in

special circumstances (eg in a case of an outbreak of salmonellosis). If such a situation

occurs on a farm, the farmer should discuss his options with his vet.

Schmallenberg virus

Schmallenberg virus (Schmallenberg virus) was first identified in Germany in 2011.

It is carried by midges, has spread across Europe and into the South and East of Ireland. It

causes a short illness in cattle which lasts for 5-6 days but also deformities of the skeleton

and brain in cattle and sheep foetuses. Deformities occur when infection occurs in early

pregnancy - 1-2 months (sheep) and 2-5 months (cattle). It does not affect humans or non

ruminants & it is not notifiable. It is considered a low impact disease - in general its effect

is small in most infected herds and flocks (2-5%). However instances have occurred where

30-40% of the flock have been affected.

In 2013 it is expected to continue its spread to the Midlands, West and North. Its effect is

likely to be greatest in herds with compact calving and flocks with synchronised breeding

programmes. Strong natural immunity will develop where there has been adequate

exposure. Immunity develops better in cattle than in sheep.

Vaccine available - single shot in sheep. Must be vaccinated prior to service.


