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Grassland
Opening covers this spring are good on the
majority of farms due to a relatively mild
spring. Those who haven’t gone with an early
nitrogen (N) application should consider
doing so as soon as conditions are suitable. An
application of 23 units/ac of urea will kick start
growth. Typical growth response on
productive swards is in the order of ten to one
from early N application. Higher-stocked farms
should aim to begin the second round of
fertiliser application in late March/early April.
Urea will still provide the cheapest source of
N, however some farms may choose to use a

Identifying problem ewes
One step to improve the efficiency of a flock
and reduce the labour input is to identify
problem ewes during the lambing period.
Culling problematic ewes (e.g., ewes with
prolapse or poor mothering ability, bottle

Ciaran Lynch,
Sheep Specialist
compound at this time depending on soil
fertility status.
Aim for a target of pre-grazing cover of 1,0001,200kg DM/ha (7-8cm) grazing down to a
residual of 3.5cm in March and early April. To
achieve this, particularly on heavier covers,
ewes will need to be grouped up as soon as is
practically applicable, particularly those
lambing in late February/early March. It is
important to establish a grazing rotation early
to allow for faster grass regrowth in order to
build covers for the start of the second
rotation when flock demand will be higher.

teats, etc.) will help develop a more
productive flock long term. Similarly for hill
flocks, problem ewes should be identified
and marked either for crossing with a
terminal sire or culled. No replacements
should be retained from these ewes.
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Colostrum
Getting colostrum into newborn lambs early is
vital. Firstly, it provides a dense source of energy
and nutrients; secondly, it acts as a source of
maternally derived antibodies that provide the
lambs with passive immunity; and lastly, it also
acts as a laxative to help clean the digestive
tract.
Lambs should receive 50ml of colostrum per kg
within the first six hours of life and 200ml per kg
within the first 24 hours of life. A guideline
amount for lambs is summarised in Table 1. The
birth weights are a guide to what the average
might be for each birth type. When stomach
tubing lambs, it’s important to ensure
equipment is kept clean and disinfected with a
suitable product between use – i.e., don’t
introduce infection.
Not all ewes will have sufficient colostrum.
Where possible, always try to ensure that each

Table 1: Colostrum feeding rates
for newborn lambs.

Birth
type

Birth weight
(kg)

First
feed

First 24
hours

Single

6

300ml

1,200ml

Twin

5

250ml

1,000ml

Triplet

4

200ml

800ml

lamb receives some of its own mother’s
colostrum to facilitate transfer of passive
immunity – another freshly lambed ewe would
also aid this process. Cow colostrum can provide
a substitute but it will need to be used at a
higher rate (30% more) than the recommended
sheep levels. In addition, it is recommended to
mix it from a number of cows to avoid anaemia.
Following this, there are a number of artificial
colostrum products on the market that can help
meet the requirements of the newborn lamb.

HEALTH & SAFETY
Work with your spine in mind
When workloads are high in
March, it is crucial to focus on
preventing musculoskeletal
injuries, particularly lower back
pain (LBP). Such injuries cause
pain, lost work time and can be
debilitating. An Irish study
indicates that 49% of Irish
farmers suffer from LBP. Injuries
are attributed to:
lifting/pushing/pulling (54%);

animal handling (16%);
trips/slips/falls (14%); and, using
machinery (mainly tractors), tools
and implements (11%). The key
to preventing LBP is to cut heavy
lifting, twisting and pulling by
workplace design and
organisation. Become conscious
of the dangers of musculoskeletal
injuries and think of alternatives Musculoskeletal injuries can
before you lift.
be debilitating.
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BETTER FARM UPDATE
Lambing and fertiliser
Frank Campion, Animal & Grassland Research and Innovation Centre, Athenry, Co. Galway reports on
how the BETTER hill farms are preparing for lambing; and the lowland farms for fertiliser application.

Hill flocks

Lowland flocks

Scanning for most of the hill flocks in the
programme was completed at the time of
writing, with the results summarised in Table
2. Scan results are variable for the flocks.
Scanned litter sizes were high in some cases,
but pregnancy rates were lower than desired
in the flocks. For the Donegal flock, this issue
has been traced back to an infertile ram. In
the Kerry flock, low BCS at mating is most
likely the primary reason, while for the
Wicklow flock the cause is still being
investigated. The relatively mild winter has left
ewes in good BCS, with the hope being this
can be maintained in the run up to lambing.

Fertiliser, mainly in the form of urea, was
spread by nearly all the farms in February
and grass covers are good throughout as
lambing commences. Clostridia booster
vaccines were given in the last couple of
weeks, while the opportunity of having ewes
in a race was also used to separate out
thinner ewes for preferential treatment
where necessary. For the Roscommon flock,
where a small number of the ewes were
lambed in early January, the last few weeks
have been very kind to lambs outdoors.
However, an outbreak of coccidiosis has
meant a slight check on growth.

Table 2: Ewe scanning results from BETTER hill farms.

Farm
Location
Scanned litter size
Scanned pregnancy rate
Scanning rate

Dunne
Wicklow

Fitzgerald
Kerry

Gonley
Sligo

McLaughlin
Donegal

1.20
88.4
1.06

1.53
88.1
1.34

1.39
94.8
1.32

1.32
85.9
1.13

Reducing losses
Recent studies in Teagasc have shown that
38% of lamb mortality is due to infection.
Keeping on top of hygiene during lambing is
vital, particularly towards the latter half. It is
important that lambing areas and individual
pens are kept clean and dry. Regular cleaning
of lambing pens, combined with the use of
lime or alternative disinfection is one way to

reduce disease burden. Efforts should be made
to identify the cause of abortions or losses in
the flock through submissions to the regional
veterinary lab. In the case of abortions there
are alternative means of diagnosis – swab kits
and blood samples may provide useful aids in
determining the cause. This information will
help you plan for the following season to
reduce losses.
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RESEARCH UPDATE
Scan rate back to normal
Philip Creighton of the Animal & Grassland Research and Innovation Centre,
Teagasc Athenry, Co. Galway reports on preparations for lambing on the
Sheep Research Demonstration Farm, Athenry.

Lambing is due to commence on
March 5. Ewes were scanned in early
January. Preliminary analysis shows
an overall scan rate of 1.97. When
broken down into medium (Suffolk
x) and high (Belclare x) prolificacy
potential ewes, the scan rates are
approximately 1.8 and 2.1 respectively.
This is back to where we would normally be
following last year’s reduction. We had a barren
rate of 4% after a five-week mating period. Ewes
are in good body condition score (BCS),
averaging 3.4 BCS at scanning. Ewes are now
being offered grass silage (73 DMD) and have
been grouped according to scanned litter size
and lambing date as predicted by raddle colour,
which was changed weekly during mating, and
are being offered concentrates as shown in Table
3. Ewes received their clostridial booster in mid
February. The over winter grass growth rate has

been very strong, averaging 9kg
DM/ha/day. The first paddocks
closed now have covers of
~1,200kg DM/ha (~7.5cm). N in
the form of urea (23 units/ac) was
applied in mid February in ideal
conditions. Average farm cover is
800kg DM/ha (6.5cm), so we are
where we need to be for our average
stocking rate of 12 ewes/ha with approximately
26 days ahead at present. A ewe in early lactation
will eat approximately 2.5kg DM/day. If we
multiply 2.5kg DM by 12 ewes/ha, our daily
demand will be 30kg DM/ha. Dividing this into
the average farm cover of 800kg gives us our 26
days ahead. Daily grass growth rates in March
can be expected to be around 15kg DM/ha, so
this will add another 10-15 days grass, allowing
us to complete our first grazing rotation of
around 40 days in mid April.

Table 3: Concentrates per ewe per day prior to lambing (kg/ewe/day).

Singles
Twins
Triplets

0.2

Weeks pre lambing
6-5
4-3
2-1
Concentrates (kg/ewe/day)
0.1
0.35
0.35

0.3
0.55
0.65

0.6
0.8
1.0

Total (kg)

15
24
30

For further information on any issues raised in this newsletter, or to access other
enterprise newsletters, please contact your local Teagasc adviser or see www.teagasc.ie.
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