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Teagasc Hill Sheep Conference 2019
Venue: Glendalough Hotel, Glendalough, Co. Wicklow

Date:  Tuesday 19th February 2019

Conference Outline
17:30 KT Sign-in
 Chairman Ger Shortle, Regional Manager, Wicklow, Carlow Wexford Advisory 

Region

18:00 Conference opening
 Professor Gerry Boyle, Director, Teagasc

18:15 The control of sheep scab and other external parasites
 Peter Bates, Veterinary Medical Entomology Consultancy (VMEC), UK

18:45 Improving hill farm performance
 Bobby Lennox, Shantron, Luss, Alexandria, Scotland G83 8RH

 Marketing of hill lambs
 Discussion Leader. Darren Carty, Irish Farmers Journal

19:15 A view of the hill sheep industry in Kerry
 Dan McCarthy, Manager, Kenmare Mart, Co. Kerry

19:30 Hill sheep farming and marketing of lambs in Connemara and the 
West of Ireland – are there new opportunities?

 Brendan Joyce, Orrid, Recess, Connemara, Co. Galway

19:45 Marketing of hill and hill crossbred lambs
 James Smyth, Irish Country Meats, Navan, Co. Meath

20:00 Panel Discussion: Linking the farm and the market
 Dan McCarthy, Brendan Joyce and James Smith

20:15 Close Conference
 Michael Gottstein , Head of Sheep Programme, Teagasc, Macroom, Co. Cork

 Tea/Coffee, Sandwiches & finger food served

Organising Committee:
Michael Diskin, Philip Creighton, Damian Costello, Michael Gottstein, Fiona McGovern, 
Frank Campion, Ciaran Lynch & Noel Claffey
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Foreword

The latest published sheep census statistics (Dec 2017) shows that there were 35,777 flocks in Ireland a decrease 
of 536 or 1.5%. The 2.65 million breeding ewes produce a high quality product of which about 81% is exported. In 
2018 almost 3.23 million sheep were processed in Irish lamb processing plants, producing 69,000 tonnes of sheep 
meat valued at ~ €390 million. A total of 55,800 tonnes of sheep meat, valued at €315 million, were exported 
representing a 15% increase in the value of exports over 2017 values. Over the past decade we have seen greater 
market diversification occurring, with over 50% of sheep meat shipments, by value, destined for markets other 
than France and the UK in 2018, an increase from 47% in 2017. Diversified, high value markets such as Belgium, 
Germany and Sweden, which now account for 29% of export values, (up 3% on 2017) continue to outperform 
other markets both in value and volume growth. New markets, particularly in Canada and Switzerland continue 
to be developed, though currently small, are welcome. Overall, this is an excellent performance, notwithstanding 
weaker sterling and the pressure it is putting on Irish lamb on both the British and Continental Europe market. The 
increase in the value of output and the continuing development of new export markets for Irish sheep meat is most 
welcome. These markets will become increasingly important in the context of Brexit. 

The Irish Hill Sheep sector plays an important role in the economic health of rural economies and the maintenance 
of the natural landscape in many of Ireland’s most scenic areas. Low output and often depressed markets for 
male store hill lambs has resulted in low margins for this sector. Notwithstanding this, the Cheviot and Scottish 
Blackface hill ewes are very hardy and resilient breeds and are hugely responsive to improved nutrition. The hill 
ewe, irrespective of breed type, has a significant untapped potential both in the hill environment and as the dam of 
prolific cross bred ewes for the lowlands. This Teagasc Hill Sheep Conference focusses on, maximising the potential 
of the hill sheep industry in Ireland, addressing disease threats, marketing of hill and hill crossbred lambs. I look 
forward to hearing the success story of marketing hill lambs from the West of Ireland. Brendan Joyce’s paper 
illustrates what is possible by initiative, leadership, the use of new knowledge and all different sectors of the 
industry coming together to improve the quality and marketing of hill lambs. There is undoubted potential for 
much more of this. Notwithstanding the physical and land quality issues that operate in the hill areas, it is clear 
from the results emerging from the Teagasc BETTER Farm Hill sheep programme that significant improvements 
in productivity and profitability are possible from relatively small changes in the main drivers of productivity. The 
results emerging from on-going BETTER Farm studies here in Wicklow, and studies with finishing of hill lambs in 
Teagasc Athenry, also provides a clear roadmap for increasing the value of the hill lamb crop. 

I welcome the continued focus of this year’s Teagasc Sheep Conference on Take Home Messages. It’s only when 
knowledge is applied at farm level that you see the benefits in terms of efficiency, productivity and ultimately 
profitability. Over the years significant amounts of new information is presented at these sheep conferences and 
this year is no different. Continuous generation of new information is critically important and the incorporation and 
application of this information into on-farm production systems must be the on-going goal of sheep farmers. There 
are a number of important take home messages from each of the papers. Farmers should focus on implementing a 
number of these messages on their farms. This booklet collates and summarises a significant body of knowledge on 
technical issues in sheep production and should prove an invaluable reference to sheep producers. I would like to 
thank all of the speakers, the Teagasc Staff who assisted with the organisation of the National Sheep Conferences 
and especially the organising committee without whose efforts we would not be here today – they are; Michael 
Diskin, Michael Gottstein, Phil Creighton, Ciaran Lynch, Fiona McGovern, Frank Campion, Damian Costello and 

Noel Claffey. I also acknowledge the help and input of local Teagasc advisory staff. 

Director, Teagasc.
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The control of sheep scab and other external parasites

Peter Bates
Veterinary Medical Entomology Consultancy (VMEC). UK.

Introduction
Sub-clinical sheep scab is not noticed through obvious clinical signs and easily introduced to a flock. It is safe to 
assume that all sheep introduced to a flock have sub-clinical scab. Consequently, non-chemical methods including 
well maintained fences and effective quarantine strategies are effective in preventing scab entering a flock. If 
infested sheep enter a flock disease will progress slowly and it may be months before sheep scab is suspected. 
By this time scab could be embedded in the flock, constituting a serious and costly welfare problem. Diagnosis, 
essential in order to administer the correct treatment, has traditionally been through microscopic examination 
of skin scrapings, which can be time consuming and unable to detect early disease. New serological methods of 
diagnosis are now available capable of detecting, early, sub-clinical disease. Non-chemical prevention can be difficult 
regarding common grazings, there is therefore a reliance on chemical control, plunge dipping (in organophosphate 
(OP) or synthetic pyrethroid (SP) formulations) and macrocyclic lactone (ML) injections. However, these must be 
used effectively in order to prevent drug resistance in scab mites and non-target parasites. Scab resistant mites 
could also be generated through the use of unauthorised methods of control, such as shower dipping. 

Sheep Scab – the Disease
Sheep scab (Psoroptes ovis) is an allergic dermatitis elicited by allergens contained in the mite’s faeces. These 
allergens initiate an inflammatory response, causing seepage of serous exudate at the site of mite activity. Mites 
feed on this exudate, which gradually dries forming a scab. Mites graze around the moist edge, the scab increasing 
in size as the mites reproduce and increase in numbers. Antibodies are also produced against these faecal allergens, 
which can be utilised in developing alternative methods of control (e.g vaccines) and methods of diagnosis (e.g. 

Take Home Messages

= Sub-clinical scab has no obvious clinical signs and easily introduced to a flock and months 
can go by before disease is suspected and becomes a serious and costly welfare problem and 
a major threat to the sheep industry

= Well maintained fences and effective quarantine strategies are effective in preventing scab 
entering a closed flock and hill flocks while in bye. 

= Diagnosis, through microscopical examination of skin scrapings or through a blood tes 
(ELISA) is essential and the correct treatment administered.

= Administration of an incorrect treatment can be costly and may select for resistance in non-
target parasites.

= Non-chemical prevention can be difficult where many flocks share a common/hill grazing so 
there is a reliance on chemical control (plunge dipping or macrocyclic lactone (ML) injections) 
which must be carried out effectively.

= In the UK scab mites have developed resistance to synthetic pyrethroids (SPs) through 
ineffective plunge dipping and have now shown resistance to MLs through ineffective 
injections.

= Macrosysilic lactone (ML) resistant mites can be controlled by plunge dipping in 
organophosphate (OP) or SP formulations.

= Scab resistant mites could also be generated through the use of unauthorised methods of 
control, such as jetters or showers.
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serological tests). Early sub-clinical lesions (below 100 cm2) can last undetected for weeks, months, even years 
and are generally asymptomatic. Any observed signs can easily be confused with other ectoparasites, particularly 
chewing lice (Bovicola ovis). Eventually the disease progresses to a point where obvious clinical signs can be seen. 
These can be extreme, with a progressing scab lesion, excessive rubbing, soiled and stained areas of wool, violent 
head tossing, open bleeding wounds, epileptiform fitting and loss of condition. Wool loss can occur, but only in 
the later stages of disease. Severity of disease and presentation of clinical signs can also vary with natural host 
resistance, host age, fleece length, parasite virulence, previous exposure/acquired immunity and host susceptibility. 
Sheep can also be simultaneously infested with more than one ectoparasite, confusing the clinical picture. 

Sub-Clinical Disease
Sheep with sub-clinical scab look perfectly normal and can be easily purchased and transported around the country 
without suspicion of being infested. Studies have shown that 70% of scab outbreaks in Great Britain are the result 
of animal movement. These movements can be through infested strays (34%) or buying/selling sub-clinically 
infested stock (36%). Sheep can also be infested while in transit, with residual mites/lice in lorries or trailers that 
have previously transported clinically infested sheep. 
 
Prevention
Disease can be prevented in closed flocks through well maintained fences (double fencing 1m apart if possible). 
However, this is not always possible and costly. Electric netting is mobile and can provide cheaper effective temporary 
solutions. It is wise to assume that ALL sheep coming into a flock have scab! Stock introduced or returning to the 
main holding could have come in contact with scab and should be quarantined according to Strategic Control of 
Sheep Parasites (SCOPS) guidelines ((www.scops.org.uk). Facilities must be fit for purpose, holding a few tups on 
loan to several hundred newly purchased store lambs or ewe replacements. 
Weeks to months after introduction of a sub-clinically infected sheep mite numbers on these animals become large 
enough to pass onto other sheep. In time these sheep will pass mites onto other sheep and eventually the numbers 
of sheep with signs of infection are sufficient enough to warrant action. This is often too late! The longer the sheep 
remain untreated the more damage the disease can inflict. Once the first obvious signs of infestation are observed 
between 8% to 60% of sheep have been shown to be infected. Mites can be transmitted via direct sheep to sheep 
contact or indirectly via mites deposited in the environment. 

Diagnosis
It is extremely important that scab is accurately diagnosed and the correct treatment administered. Incorrect 
treatment may be ineffective, continuing animal suffering and repeat treatments would be necessary, increasing 
the time for disease resolution, which together with extended meat withdrawal periods (MWPs) could affect the 
financial potential of animals intended for the food chain. In addition, inappropriate administration of a macrocyclic 
lactone (ML) medicine could select for or augment existing ML resistance in non-target gastro-intestinal (GI) 
roundworms.
Diagnosis based on a combination of clinical observation and the microscopic detection of P. ovis in skin scrapings 
has been the Gold Standard for scab diagnosis for over 100 years. However, clinical signs are not always present, 
particularly when sub-clinical, so potentially infested sheep are not always evident. Even in those presenting with 
suspect clinical signs a lesion is not always located to take a scraping and examination can be time-consuming! The 
cryptic sites where mites are known to aggregate (external auditory canal (EAC), infra-orbital fossae (IOF) and 
inguinal pouches) also have to be examined, thus increasing the examination time. An ELISA blood test has now 
been developed by the Moredun Research Institute in Scotland, that can detect sub-clinical lesions, only two weeks 
old. This test is invaluable in screening a flock for scab. If no infested sheep are identified, blanket treatment would 
not be necessary. Veterinary costs of diagnosis are negligible compared to the effects and costs of misdiagnosis. 

Plunge Dipping
Plunge dipping has been used for scab control for over 150 years. However, there are issues over human safety and 
environmental toxicity. It can also be carried out ineffectively! Dip bath volume must be accurately determined 
using a water meter or counting the number of containers of known volume to fill the bath to its working level, 
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which must be marked on a calibration stick. The working level should comfortably hold the intended volume of 
dipwash plus the correct number of sheep to be immersed without any overflow. Dip concentrate is added to give 
the Initial Concentration (IC) and thoroughly mixed for at least five minutes to disperse the active ingredient (AI) 
uniformly. Sheep must be introduced to the dipwash slowly, against the lie of the fleece, and must be kept moving 
in the bath to displace air and allow for maximum penetration. Immersion for one minute is essential: 50% less 
diazinon is absorbed after 20 seconds and 38% less after 40 seconds. Dipping for under one minute can result 
in a 60% failure to cure active scab. The dipbath must not be crowded, as all sheep may not get fully immersed, 
particularly the shoulders (a major site for scab lesions). The head must be immersed twice in order to kill mites 
residing in the ear and IOF.

Dip is absorbed into the skin/wool grease while the sheep is immersed. Each sheep retains 1.0 to 4.5 litres (0.25 
to 1.0 gallon) of wash in the fleece. Consequently, the volume of the dipwash falls and the concentration of AI gets 
progressively weaker as successive sheep pass through (“stripping” or “depletion”). Therefore the wash has to be 
“replenished” through the addition of concentrate at set intervals throughout dipping to maintain an effective 
concentration. Water also has to be added to maintain the original working volume. For stripping dips (e.g diazinon 
based) concentrate is added at an increased concentration to compensate for stripping. For non-stripping dips (e.g 
cypermethrin based) the wash is replenished with concentrate at the same concentration and there is no need to 
wait for a specific drop in volume or a specified number of sheep and can be carried out when convenient (as long 
as there is enough dipwash to adequately immerse the sheep).

Three critical dipwash concentrations are recognised: i) the IC, ii) The Minimum Lethal Concentration (MLC) - 
the lowest concentration of AI in dipwash that is lethal to P.ovis and iii) the Maintenance Concentration (MC) - 
the lowest concentration likely to be maintained under field conditions when the label instructions are followed. 
Effective replenishment maintains the MC so the MLC is never reached! All currently available diazinon dip 
formulations are replenished after a defined number of sheep (Head Count Method).

As dipping progresses the dipwash becomes progressively fouled with organic matter (soil, faeces etc), preferentially 
absorbing diazinon, rendering it unavailable for fleece uptake. Dipwash can be fouled by 3.0 to 5.0% organic matter 
at the end of dipping with 5.0% fouling leading to 60% less fleece uptake of diazinon. Consequently the entire 
dipwash should be discarded after one sheep per 1.5 litres (3 sheep per gallon) of the initial volume of dipwash 
Fouling can be reduced by thoroughly cleaning the dip-bath and pens and races leading to the dip before use. Before 
each replenishment the collecting and draining pens must be swept regularly and kemp, fleece and faeces skimmed 
off the dipwash. Sheep should stand the draining pen for at least 10 minutes after dipping, allowing all excess 
dipwash to drain off and return back into the dipbath. Do not dip in the rain: heavy rain can add significant volumes 
of water to the dipbath via the draining pens, consequently diluting the dipwash to unknown concentrations. A 
minimum of 1.0cm of fleece is essential for effective dipping. However, dipping full fleeced sheep not only cures 
scab but also gives considerably longer periods of protection. 

Shower Dipping
Following the deregulation of scab in the UK in 1992 shower dipping became popular, primarily to circumvent dip 
disposal charges. Showers submit sheep to a deluge of wash, aiming to soak the entire fleece to skin level where scab 
mites and chewing lice live. However, this is rarely achieved as the function of a full fleece in winter (the peak of scab 
and lice cases) is to prevent wetting to skin level by cold, winter rain. Showers are considered more “eco-friendly” 
with only a few litres of wash remaining after treatment, as opposed to up to 2250 litres (500 gallons) for plunge 
dipping. However, the basic plunge dipping principles regarding the IC, MC and MLC and the theories and practices 
of replenishment still apply. In the UK there is no product licenced for use through a shower, relying on diazinon 
plunge dip formulations, only licenced for use according to the manufacturer’s instructions (i.e. plunge dipping), 
with no instructions regarding showers, particularly information regarding depletion and replenishment. There is 
no standard time for showering to achieve full saturation. This is dependent on wool length, body size, breed and 
the efficacy of the shower unit, which in itself is dependent on set-up, calibration and maintenance (engineering 
factors) and accurate make-up and maintenance of the dipwash (chemical factors). The latter deduced by “educated 
guesswork” as this is not on the product data sheet. For this reason many shower operators treat sheep for varying 
times, with little standardisation.
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Macrocyclic lactone (ML) Injections
ML injections offer a mobile, labour saving alternative to dipping, less stressful to the sheep, relatively safe to the 
operator and environment and with an apparent ease of use. However, compared to plunge dipping most have 
relatively narrow spectrums of efficacy, some require repeat treatments, others offer no residual protection against 
re-infestation by P.ovis and some have extremely long MWPs. ML injections are also widely used as anthelmintics 
and the increase in anthelmintic resistance in GI roundworms is a serious problem for the sheep industry. The 
overuse of ML injections for the control of P.ovis could easily select for or augment existing resistance to ML’s in 
non-target GI roundworms. 

Protection Against Re-Infestation
Scab mites (and chewing lice) can survive off the sheep for 17 days. Consequently, a treatment has to remain active 
longer than 17 days to prevent re-infestation. If not, treated animals must be moved to grazing or housing that 
has not held sheep for at least 28 days, whereas sheep treated with a product that offers protection can remain in/
on the same housing or grazing without any risk of re-infestation. Field studies have shown that diazinon dipwash 
made-up and replenished according to the label instructions, is guaranteed to give 21 days protection against scab 
on both unshorn sheep or sheep with 1.0 to 1.5 cm of fleece. However, all unshorn sheep and 75% of recently shorn 
sheep remained protected for over eight weeks.

Resistance
The development of resistance in P.ovis to any anti-scab product poses a serious problem to the British sheep 
industry. Resistance to synthetic pyrethroid (SP) dips (Flumethrin and Cypermethrin) was first recorded in Britain 
in 1994, probably through use of ineffective SP pour-on treatments for (undiagnosed) chewing louse infestations 
and/or ineffective plunge dipping in SP formulations for scab control (following scab deregulation in 1992). In 1995 
“resistance” to the OP propetamphos was recorded. However, this “resistance” was to concentrations below the MC. 
Consequently, if dipping had been carried out correctly this population would have been eradicated. Studies also 
demonstrated that dipping in diazinon was 100% effective. Exposure of scab mites to sub-lethal concentrations 
of diazinon via ineffective shower (or plunge) dipping may select for diazinon resistance. This will increase the use 
of ML injections for scab control, significantly increasing the selection pressure for the MLs as an antihelmintic, 
creating a significant health and welfare problem for the British sheep industry.
In 2017 the first cases of scab resistance to ML’s was recorded in Britain. Although a serious problem to the sheep 
industry, the good news is that options are less limited compared to ML anthelmintic resistance. Plunge dipping 
in diazinon is still a viable option and if carried out correctly will eradicate ML resistant mites from the flock and 
ML treatments could once again be administered in the future. It is important that ML’s for scab control must 
also be administered to the same SCOPS principles required for administration as an anthelmintic (e.g. accurate 
weighing) to prevent under-dosing. It is important that any suspected cases of ML resistance are reported to the 
manufacturer of the product and to the Veterinary Medicines Directorate (VMD). To prevent the development and 
spread of anthelmintic resistance (including ML resistance) SCOPS advise a targeted treatment strategy, treating 
only sheep presenting with the clinical signs of worms (e.g scouring) or those in poor body condition, leaving a 
population of susceptible worms available to dilute the resistant population. However, for scab it is advised that 
ML based injections should be administered to ALL sheep presenting with clinical signs and ALL contact sheep.

Integrated Parasite Control
Resistance in non-target GI roundworms to MLs administered for scab control and in scab mites themselves 
highlights the fact that controlling sheep ectoparasites is a multifaceted operation. Considering not just efficacy 
against target external parasites, but also the effects on non-target parasites, the sheep, human and environmental 
toxicity, economic losses to finished stock through excessive MWPs and, specific to plunge dipping, the costs of 
training and disposal. 
An integrated parasite control plan must be adopted, detailed in a flock health plan. Ideally the use of anti-parasitic 
medicines must be reduced and then only used strategically. Vaccines and biological control agents, offering safe, 
environmentally friendly treatments with no meat withdrawal, are currently being investigated and (hopefully!) 
should be available in the future.
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Sheep Scab on Common Grazing
Sheep scab can be embedded on common land, where many flocks share the same grazing. Disease is generally sub-
clinical, due to the endemic sheep breed, many ewes may have had scab before and subsequent infestations would 
be subclinical and some strains of scab mite have very low virulence, taking a long time to present with clinical 
signs. Sheep scab is a form of allergic dermatitis with severity related to the immune status of the individual sheep. 
Tick Borne Fever (TBF) suppresses the immune system and thus may also render scab sub-clinical in areas where 
TBF is endemic.
Initial control on common land involves eradication of chronic scab from the flock while in-bye and the application 
of the closed flock principles (particularly quarantine of incoming stock). However, cooperation of all commoners is 
essential, particularly with frequent clearances (keeping sheep off the common for 21 days). During this time all feral 
sheep must be treated or killed and all flocks should be treated with a product that offers long term protection such 
as plunge dipping in diazinon or injections with long acting moxidectin, before turn-out back onto the common. 
Winter treatment is ideal, with the lowest number of sheep (less treatment used), more tolerable MWPs and a 
full fleece is ideal for plunge dipping. Wherever possible all flocks on the common should be gathered (when full 
fleeced) and plunge dipped simultaneously, not only providing the best protection against scab mites on untreated 
sheep and in the environment, but also peace of mind that they are also protected against chewing lice (B.ovis), 
blowfly strike, ticks and keds (Melophagus ovinus) with no problems regarding anthelmintic resistance. However, 
history shows that scab eradication on a common grazing can be difficult – all it takes is – “one bad apple!”

Email: pgj.bates@ntlworld.com
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Improving Hill Farm Performance

Bobby Lennox
Shantron, Luss, Alexandria, Scotland G83 8RH

Background
Along with my wife Anne we farm Shantron Farm,  a hill farm on the west side of Loch Lomond in Scotland. Our 
family have been tenants there since 1750.The farm rises to  2275ft with an average rainfall of 100 inches. We have 
1500 Scottish Blackface breeding ewes, and 20 out-wintered suckler cows with lambs sold fat, and calves  sold as 
store at approximately 15 months of age. The day to day running of the farms managed by myself and Anne with 
help drafted in for gathering. 

Breed improvement
We have focused on improving the ewe flocks since I took over the running of the farm. Following a young farmer 
exchange to New Zealand in 1979, I seen the benefits of breeding for easier care traits in sheep. From then on I 
started notching for any problems and started to build up information on every ewe. All ewes have been recorded 
for easy-care traits since 1980, and a nucleus flock of 400 ewes have been recorded by Signet since the mid 80’s. 
I was one of the Founder members of of the Blackface Sire Reference Scheme. This developed into the Maternal 
Sheep Group, which was established in 2012 to expand to share technical experience with other recording maternal 
sheep breeds. We work together with group members and others to improve farm profits.
Aside from easy-care traits we also began back fat scanning in 1990 through the Signet recording programme. 
Using this information we were able to carefully select the sires we used. The effect of this was an improvement in 
lamb carcass quality. In the early 90’s around 50% of lambs finished graded O, over a 10 year period we managed to 
reduce this to just 12%. From the nucleus flock we select 10 to 20 rams for sale each year. These are generally in the 
top 5% of recorded rams, these are sold at home and through a sale organised through the group. 

Improving output and efficiency
All lamb not retained for breeding are sold fat to improve returns from the flock. We aim is to finish all of the lamb 
to a 19 to 20 kg carcass weight. We have seen an improvement in lamb weight gain resulted in greater numbers 
reaching our target carcass weight. As already mentioned there has been a substantial improvement in carcass 
quality with the vast majority of our lambs finishing in-spec. We aim to make use of the in-bye land to finish 
lambs. We rent grazing during the winter and finish any remaining lambs indoors. We’re looking at dividing up the 
grazing areas further to make better use of the land available which will, in turn, hopefully improve output and 
performance. 

Looking at the alternatives
We began looking at alternative ways of making the business more viable for the next generation which is a topical 
issue in the Highlands. Currently, we operate a bed and breakfast on a dwelling on the property. We have also 
looked at the possibility of establishing a Glamping business on the property as another means of income. 

Take Home Messages

= Being involved in flock recording has produced a more profitable sheep with a significant 
improvement in carcass conformation 

= In-bye and rented land along with concentrates are used to finish all lambs at carcass weights 
of 19-20 kg

= Alternative, non-farming enterprises are currently being investigated to improve the viability 
of the farm for the next generation 
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Industry involvement
I have always been involved in the industry, recently the farm featured in the first series of BBC2’s  “This Farming 
Life”. We regularly host visiting groups of pupils from local schools as well as visiting groups of farmers. In 2017 we 
were recipients of the NFU Scotland and NFU Mutual ambassador award in 2017. I have served as Vice Chairman 
for the maternal producer group and I am a past Chairman and immediate past President of the SAYFC, and a 
regional advisor to the Moredun Foundation. I served for many years on the NFUS LFA committee. I have always 
felt it important to be involved in the industry and promote what we do to the wider community outside of our 
own farming circle. 
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A view of the hill sheep industry in Kerry 

Dan McCarthy,
Manager, Kenmare Mart, Co. Kerry

Introduction 
I am a part time farmer running a flock of approximately 200 ewes. They are a mix of Cheviot and Scottish Blackface 
ewes which are crossed with Suffolk and Charollais rams. I sell all my lambs as stores through the mart. I also 
keep a few dry cattle, bullocks which I sell as stores and heifers which depending on market conditions are sold 
for breeding or in-calf. I started my working career driving a bread van and part-time farming and got involved in 
Kenmare Mart committee in various roles throughout the 1990’s and early 2000’s. In 2004 the mart advertised 
for the position of a Mart Manager. I applied for the position and was appointed manager on the 1st March 2004. 
Kerry has the fourth largest number of breeding ewes according to the Department of Agriculture’s annual sheep 
census 2017, with 245,290 ewes in 2,445 flocks. Of these 58% (142,290) are classified as mountain ewes with 
another 28% (67,724) being categorised as mountain crosses. Therefore, over 86% or just over 210,000 ewes in 
Kerry are categorised by their owners as mountain or mountain crosses. Consequently, farmers in Kerry produce 
a lot of store lambs and it is our role as a livestock mart to find markets for these lambs. We estimate that we have 
over 50% of the market share of lambs being sold in Kerry, making us the biggest sheep mart in the County. 

Throughput
In 2004 when I took up the position as Mart 
Manager the Mart was selling approximately 
25,000 sheep per year and about 5,000 
cattle. Kenmare Mart serves a big catchment 
area attracting livestock from throughout 
Kerry, West Cork and up into mid and north 
Cork. We pride ourselves on the service 
that we provide to farmers and the rural 
community. I am always available to meet 
or speak to customers seven days a week. In 
2018 we sold 54,500 sheep and 8,500 cattle 
through the mart. We currently employ two 
full time staff and 16 part-time staff in our 
business. Most of our store lambs are sold 
to fattening farms in the midlands and east. 
We have diversified our business to include 
a commercial premises which is leased to a 
tyre centre and we have parts of the mart 
leased to an animal remedy supply company, 
Men’s Shed and an agricultural consultant.

Take Home Messages

= Regulations, EID are a challenge for marts and farmers

= Store lamb producers will need higher prices and supports if they are to continue to farm 
Hills and Mountains

= TAMS grants for sheep handling yards / units need to be improved and simplified to 
encourage more farmers to avail of them

Figure 1. Catchment area of sheep supplied to our mart on Monday 
4th February.
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Service
We run a weekly sheep mart every Monday from July until Christmas and fortnightly after that. We run a weekly 
cattle sale on Thursdays as well as a number of special sales throughout the year. We open the gates at 7.15am on 
every mart day and we aim to have all the sheep penned by 9.30am. The sale starts at 10am sharp every week. 
We allocate a pen to every buyer so there is no messing looking for batches of lambs at the end of the sale. This 
streamlines the process of getting sheep loaded when the sales are concluded. I do a two minute mart report on 
Facebook after each sale listing the prices that stock made on that particular sale. Apart from providing people with 
important information it also promotes what we do. Some of these posts have received up to 10,000 views.

Challenges for the Future
•	 Age profile and skills. Will the next generation of sheep go to the hill with ewes? Or will they simply farm 

the lower ground and let the hills grow wild? I would worry that some of the skills, simple ones like how to 
train a sheepdog will be lost as the older generation retire from hill sheep farming.

•	 Regulations / Red Tape. There is a more and more red tape coming down the line all the time. Take EID, 
even aside from the cost how can we as a mart read 3,000 sheep on a Monday morning between 7.15am 
and 9.30am. It’s just not possible to read them and divide them into the different lots and have the print 
outs right. For this reason we will probably not be able to act as a Central Point of Recoding from next June 
onwards. There needs to be some renewed thinking on these issues.

•	 TAMS. There is a big need to improve handling facilities on sheep farms. But the scheme that is in place is 
way too cumbersome and restrictive. It needs to be made simpler so that farmers can be encouraged to apply.

•	 Credit risks/running cost. We were one of the marts that took a hit when TLT went burst. Luckily we have 
been able to weather that particular loss as our finances are strong, but there wouldn’t want to be another one. 
The cost of insurance is also very high. 

•	 Prices. Hill sheep farmers need at least €70 per store lamb to justify putting ewes in lamb.

Positives for the Future 
•	 Expanding customer base. We are continually growing our customer base and getting positive feedback 

from both vendors and purchasers
•	 Community service. The mart is an important part of the local community where people can come not only 

to conduct business, but also as a social outlet for people to meet friends. 
•	 Support. The €10 per ewe that farmers are getting from the sheep welfare scheme is to be welcomed. However, 

in the longer term a system needs to be devised where farmers who go to the effort of keeping ewes on our 
hills and mountains need financial support. The sheep themselves are not leaving enough of a margin to 
justify the effort.

•	 Wedding. We have put the message out there that the mart is available for all kind of events. Even Weddings. 
However, we are still waiting for someone to take us up on this offer!.
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Hill sheep farming and marketing of lambs in Connemara 
and the West of Ireland – are there new opportunities?

Brendan Joyce,
Orrid, Recess, Connemara, Co. Galway

Introduction 
I farm a hill farm near Maam Cross in Connemara with my wife Fiona and two children Heather & Aonghus aged 
10. I am the 10th generation farming sheep in Connemara and the third generation doing so on our current farm. 
I am currently Vice President of the INHFA and I also chair the Teagasc Sheep Stakeholders Committee.

My farm system 
 The farm comprises of some improved grassland but the main part of the farm is a hill commonage with five 
shareholders of which four are actively farming. The commonage is made up of dry and wet heath and blanket 
bog. The farm is also in a European designated site for both SAC and SPA as well as being in a National designated 
site under the NHAs. We are a mixed sheep 
and suckler farm and currently manage about 
480 Mayo/Connemara type ewes and Black 
Galloway and Blue Grey (Black Galloway 
crossed with a Whitebred Shorthorn bull) 
suckler cows. We keep our Blackface ewes 
pure and don’t crossbreed and we have not 
bought a female sheep into the flock since my 
grandfather bought the current farm in 1951. 
As we do not have much quality in-by land it is 
very important that our ewes can survive year 
around on the hill and graze the full platform 
with as little inputs as possible.

Take Home Messages

= Ewes carrying twins are taken off the hill four weeks before lambing and supplemented and 
kept on in-bye land until lambs are weaned. 

= First time mothers and some very old ewes are taken off the hill before lambing and kept for 
a few weeks closer to home for lambing and returned to the hill shortly afterwards.

= Galloway or Blue Grey cows to help manage the stronger vegetation growth on a hill system 
and yet survive in a very tough climate year around with as little inputs as possible

= Currently, the ram lambs are sold under the Atlantic Hill Lamb brand at a carcase weight of 
10kg -15kg with a minimum fat score and carcase confirmation of O2 or better.

= Need for alignment of policy between what the NPWS see as good environmental practice 
under the Birds and Habitats Directives and what the Department of Agriculture see as good 
Agricultural practice. 

= Need for research into upland farming practices such as mixed grazing, controlled burning 
and its benefits. 

= Young farmers need education modules focused on upland management and hill farming in 
their Green Cert training.

Fig. 1. My objective is to maximise the use of my hill 
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Mating and Lambing 
We mate the ewes on the 20th of November and scan in February. Approximately 10% of our ewes carry twins (which 
is not ideal in our system). These are taken off the hill four weeks before lambing and supplemented and kept on in-
bye land until lambs are weaned. First time mothers and some very old ewes are taken off the hill a few days before 
lambing and kept for a few weeks closer to home for lambing and returned to the hill shortly afterwards. The rest 
of the flock lambs on the mountain. Lambing mid-April onwards which is a traditional practice is very important 
as it coincides with forage growth on the hills. We could lamb earlier but this would require inputs in higher feed 
costs but moreover encourage the ewe to come off the hill herself the next year looking for feed which reduces her 
ability to effectively graze the full platform of the hill. In fact this is something we are seeing with ewes that has had 
twins and preferential treatment that they are quicker to leave their area of the hill and come back to the farmyard. 

Farming and the environment 
This is more of an issue when you consider that as a farmer farming some of the most environmentally friendly land 
in Europe our farming practice has to provide an environmental product, a public good as well as an agricultural 
product. This is also why we farm Galloway or Blue Grey cows to help manage the stronger veegation growth on a 
hill system and yet survive in a very tough climate year around with as little inputs as possible. Again we calf our 
cows in mid-April into may for a five week period only so as to be easily managed. This works well as these breed 
of cattle are very prolific. We find the cattle and the sheep complement each other well on a hill system and is 
something I see more and more interest from farmers in.

Marketing of Lambs 
We sell a lot of our ewe lambs directly off the farm to regular clients and the rest are sold through the Blackface 
breeding sale in Maam Cross Mart. The ram lambs were mainly sold as stores but with the last two years we in the 
INHFA has been trying to secure markets for the lighter carcase lamb. To this end we have supplied lambs to Kepak 
who have marketed them under the Atlantic Hill Lamb brand with the support of Bord Bia. It involves having those 
lambs with a carcase weight of 10kg -15kg with a minimum fat score and carcase confirmation of O2 or better. This 
particularly on the lighter lambs require some supplement feeding and to this end the trials carried out by Teagasc 
in Athenry has been very helpful in showing farmers what feed is required to meet the correct specification. I 
would like to thank Michael Diskin and the team in Athenry for the work over the last number of years they have 
carried out on the light lamb. This market is in its early stages yet but is certainly showing promise and farmers are 
enthusiastic at delivering a high quality product to the market place and this certainly adds to the job satisfaction. 
From last July to-date over 16,000 lambs have been marketed directly to the factory through this outlet.

Fig. 2. Increasingly more of the male lambs are marketed directly to the factory at 12-16 kg carcasses with a 
minimum fat score of 2. 
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Cross-breeding 
I could potentially cross breed and increase the number of lambs per ewe in the short term but I think profitability 
on a hill ewe cannot be judged in one year but rather over her lifetime. Ewe longevity, ability to graze year around 
on a rough grazing platform, rear one lamb each year with as little inputs as possible must be my clear focus when 
making decisions around breeding. As I mentioned earlier my farm has a number of environmental designations 
and like most hill farmers my through output cannot be measured in agricultural product alone but in its totality 
which includes environmental product provided and public good. To this end Hill farmers are without doubt some 
of the most productive farmers in Europe. We are also posed with many challenges in this regard as our farming 
activities have to also compliment the environment in which we farm. 

Challenges 
Our greatest challenge has being the alignment of policy between what the NPWS see as good environmental practice 
under the Birds and Habitats Directives and what the Department of Agriculture see as good Agricultural practice. 
The lack of research into upland farming practices such as mixed grazing, controlled burning and its benefits, 
suitability of particular breeds of cattle and sheep over a prolonged periods, the effects of supplement feeding of 
sheep off the mountain and their subsequent ability to effectively graze the full platform on the mountain are all 
areas that need more research work carried out in. The fact that hill farmers cannot receive organic status and even 
in the rare occasion where they do, rules on stocking densities works against them meaning that some of our best 
food cannot be marketed as organic. Our young farmers need education modules focused on upland management 
and hill farming in their Green Cert training, neither does our Agricultural advisors have much reference material 
other than their own experience to share with young farmers. 
These however should not be viewed as obstacles but rather as challenges for all our stakeholders to help solve so as 
to ensure a better future for hill farming going forward. To this end also educating the consumer into the benefits of 
smaller cuts from slow grown lamb or beef produced from a pristine environment is something we need continued 
support on from Bord Bia. In my own case as with most farmers I hope to farm for as long as I can and encourage 
and help the next generation gain the same understanding of the vocation that I was given from my parents.
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Marketing of Hill and Hill Crossbreed Lambs

James Smyth
General Manager, Irish Country Meats, Navan, Co. Meath

Introduction 
Hill lamb continues to be a key contributor to the overall Irish Sheepmeat industry. Whether sold straight from the 
hill for slaughter serving a customer requirement for light lambs, or being sold on to lowland finishers as a store, 
hill lamb contributes significantly to supporting the seasonal nature of Irish lamb. 

Sheepmeat Exports
Exports account for 70% of all Irish lamb output. The value of Irish sheepmeat exports continues to grow year 
on year with further processing adding value to the product. Strategic market diversification continues with over 
50% of Irish exports displaced from the previous anchor markets of France and the UK. Markets such as Belgium, 
Germany and Sweden, now account for 29% of export values 

Fig. 1. Growth Markets in Europe in 2018

Take Home Messages

= Prices for Sheepmeat were positive in 2018, with farm gate pricing seeing an increase of 
+27c/kg avg.

= Easter and Ramadan will have a significant influence on the supply of lamb to the market 
from 2019 to 2022.

= Bord Bia continue, with the support of the EU to promote Irish lamb.

= SBLAS (Sustainable Beef & Lamb Assurance Scheme) – now a perquisite for Irish Retailers

= EID tagging to take effect in June 2019 

= CLP remains important to the industry. Everyone has a role to play
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Global Trends
Unprecedented weather conditions caused uncertainty in the market in 2018. In the UK it was reported that the 
2018 lamb crop was down one million head. The New Zealand sheepmeat sector is showing confidence as a result of 
strong global demand particularly from US and China. New Zealand are reporting a fall in breeding ewes. 
Notwithstanding the higher input costs incurred due to the adverse weather conditions in spring and summer 
2018, farm gate price returns have performed well. Achieving €5.04 per kg avg.

Figure 2 Average Sheep Prices

Australia and New Zealand continue to focus on Asian markets. In 2018 New Zealand utilised only 62% of their EU 
quota, in contrast to 10 years ago when they were utilising 100% of their quota. 

Figure. 3. NZ quota utilisation

Market Influences
Like any other market, sheepmeat is driven by a supply and demand dynamic. There are a number of factors 
affecting this dynamic.
 Weather conditions influencing lambing patterns and mortality rates 
 Timing of Easter & Ramadan - key drivers of demand 
= 2019 – 2 weeks between Easter & Ramadan

 Timing of Spring / New Season Lamb Supply 
 52 week requirement 
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Fig. 4. Demonstrates the convergence of Easter & Ramadan 

Quality lamb production.
In order to maximise the opportunities noted above, it is imperative that we continue to produce quality and in-
spec product for the market. By providing a lamb either direct to market or into the store / breeding trade with 
better confirmation and by increasing the lamb crop this will lead to higher margin for hill lamb producers. In order 
to maintain and improve the quality of Irish Lamb it is vital that processors, farmers and other stakeholders work 
in tandem to achieve this goal. Customers require a 52 week supply and a standard of quality throughout the year.

Quality Assurance
Bord Bia’s Sustainable Beef and Lamb Assurance Scheme (SBLAS) accreditation is a prerequisite in the Irish retail 
market. There is significant consumer recognition of SBLAS products in the Ireland and a study completed by 
Coyne Research in 2017 has shown that consumers are 56% more likely to purchase a product if it bears the Quality 
Assured mark, while 73% of consumers are willing to pay a premium on these products. SBLAS sits alongside the 
Origin Green Sustainability programme which reinforces the credentials of Irish food in the European and world 
marketplace. The industry challenge in this regard is that <40% of lamb producers are accredited. The development 
of the industry will require greater participation rates in the future to meet the demand requirements. 

Electronic Tagging
Previously sheep under one year and intended for slaughter have had a derogation from the EU’s electronic 
identification requirement. Sheep older than one year ie breeding ewes and rams required EID tagging. From the 1st 
June 2019, all sheep must be now be identified with an EID tag. This move will further enhance Ireland’s reputation 
as a source of safe and secure food. It will put Ireland on an equal footing with all other major EU exporters. 
Furthermore it will be a requirement for market access into the US & China. 

Clean Livestock Policy (CLP) for Sheep
Despite the initial confusion surrounding CLP introduction in February 2018, the continued focus and 
communication with all industry stakeholders has helped to deliver a significant step towards the ultimate ambition 
of the policy. Winter 2018 has been kind to the farmers and processors from a weather perspective in presenting 
clean sheep for slaughter. A continued focus needs to be maintained.
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Fig. 5. Clean Livestock Policy (CLP) categories for Sheep

Conclusion
Despite market challenges, difficult weather conditions and the disruptive backdrop of the potential Brexit, record 
sheep numbers have been processed for a second consecutive year. The stability of supply has allowed processors 
to continue to serve our European market base and with continued stability of future supply, will support the 
ambition of growth. Improved traceability through EID reinforces the credibility of Irish Lamb.  
Irish Lamb continues to be viewed very positively in the market. The key factors in maintaining the positive 
perception are 

=	Sustainability  

=	Availability – Strong 52 week balanced supply  

=	Traceability – Biosecurity & Food safety are essential to maintain our reputation 

Hill Lamb producers have an important role to play in sustaining the momentum of Irish lamb export growth. 
(2012 – 37,000t – 2018 – 55,000t) The single biggest challenge facing our industry is the increasingly seasonal 
nature of our production supply patterns. As an industry we need to collectively face this challenge and set in place 
a correction. With enhanced breeding programmes and improve progeny, hill lamb can strengthen its positon 
underpinning the seasonal supply requirements.  By getting into increased carcase weights, your output can go 
directly to market.
The increased output in recent years coupled with increased farm gate prices indicates a positive basis to be 
optimistic for the future of the sector.

Category A: Satisfactory
Sheep with a clean dry fleece that can be 
slaughtered without an unacceptable risk 
of contaminating the meat during the 
slaughter process, by using the standard 
hygienic dressing procedures routinely 
employed by the plant.

A – Animals similar to or cleaner 
than:

Category B: Acceptable
Sheep with moderate soiling of fleece that 
can only be slaughtered, without an un-
acceptable risk of contamination of the 
meat during the slaughter process, by 
putting in place additional interventions 
including extra defined dressing controls.

B – Animals similar to or cleaner 
than:

Category C: Unacceptable
Sheep with heavily contaminated fleece 
unfit for slaughter. These sheep must 
not be presented for ante-mortem in this 
condition and it is the responsibility of 
the Food Business Operator to take the 
required remedial action.

C – Animals similar to or dirtier 
than:



Teagasc Hill Sheep Conference 201922

Animal &
Grassland Research
and Innovation
Programme

Teagasc 

Hill Sheep 
Conference 

2019

 

Glendalough Hotel, 
Glendalough, Co. Wicklow.

Tuesday 19th February 2019

Printed by Naas Printing Ltd.

Contact:
Head Office: Teagasc, Oak Park, Carlow, Ireland
Tel: +353 (0)59 917 0200
Email: info@teagasc.ie
www.teagasc.ie


