
I feel like I am repeating myself every other 

year but yet again we have had a terrible 

spring with incessant rain and relatively poor 

grass growth over the late autumn/winter 

period. Grass shortages have not been helped 

by an inability for most farmers to spread any 

fertiliser at all in late February or the first half of 

March (time of writing). The following are 

some useful tips to help you to manage grass 

supplies until growth rates exceed demand and 

grass starts to accumulate on your farm. 

1. Have fertiliser in the yard and machinery 

ready to spread once the opportunity arises 

(if this has not already happened). 

2. Blanket spread the entire farm. 

3. Group up ewes and lambs as soon as 

possible to reduce the amount of grazing 

groups on the farm.  

4. Split larger fields to protect regrowth. 

Maximum residency period in the field 

should be five days in adverse weather 

conditions (ideally three days in good 

grazing conditions). 

5. Continue to supplement ewes with some 

concentrate where grass supply is tight or 

ewes are grazing low covers (e.g., 4cm or 

less). Feed from 0.5-1kg per head per day 

depending on conditions and outlook for 

growth to reduce demand. 

6. Avoid re-grazing fields. Allow at least 35 to 

40 days between your first and second 

grazings. 

7. Graze silage ground (or a part of it) for a 

second time and delay closing up for silage 

by three weeks if grass supply is tight.  

8. Do a grass budget. Your advisor will help 

you to get up and running on this if you do 

not know how to do it. 
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Parasites  
Two parasites that show up in April are: 

nematodirus – the first nematode that lambs 

become infected with (usually around five weeks 

of age); and, coccidiosis – a parasite that results 

in blood-stained scour and usually affects lambs 

between four and eight weeks of age. 

 

Nematodirus 
Look out for the Department of Agriculture, 

Food and the Marine (DAFM) nematodirus 

forecast, or for signs of lambs scouring. Faecal 

egg counts are not reliable indicators for 

infection of either nematodirus or coccidiosis. 

Consequently, we recommend that you treat for 

nematodirus first if you see lambs scouring, and 

if they don’t dry up in a few days then treat for 

coccidiosis. Only use a white drench (a 

benzimidazole-type drench) for nematodirus. 

There is no known resistance of the nematodirus 

parasites to white drenches in Ireland.  

 

Coccidiosis 
For treatment against coccidiosis use a 

coccidiostat or medicated feed for lambs that 

are being creep fed. Early intervention is 

important, as delaying treatment can lead to 

death in young lambs and permentant damage 

to the digestive system of badly affected lambs, 

which will subsequently fail to thrive.  

 

Do not treat adult ewes for worms unless there 

is a demonstrated need (advised by your vet 

due to underlying health issues).

Lambing review  
Work out how many lambs you scanned and 

then compare that figure with how many are 

out with the ewes now. Every lamb lost is a 

cost/loss to your system in terms of lost 

revenue. What causes these losses on your farm? 

Identify the main causes and then put in place a 

plan to reduce losses next year. We can only 

improve by analysing our performance and then 

making plans to improve next year. 

Hogget ewes 
There is a strong price (at the time of writing) 

for sheep. It might be an opportune time to 

have a look at your replacement dry hogget 

ewes and cash in ones that are not up to the 

mark or continually lame. The same applies to 

ewes that have lost lambs, etc. Replace them 

with a ewe lamb in the autumn instead. NB – 

make sure you keep enough ewes to meet your 

requirement of the Sheep Welfare Scheme. 

Grass tetany 

Scan the QR code 

with your 

smartphone camera 

and it will bring 

you to a podcast 

covering grass 

tetany in sheep.

Silage ground  

All silage ground 

being used to harvest 

silage for sheep 

should be rolled to 

minimise soil 

contamination during 

mowing/tedding. 
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Smart grazing 
decisions 
 
FRANK CAMPION of AGRIC, Athenry, Co. Galway 
reports on how with inclement weather, the 
BETTER farms are carefully considering how best 
to graze their holdings. 

The flock in Co. Roscommon lambed a small 

proportion of the ewes in early January and 

these lambs were weighed at the start of 

March, with an average daily gain (ADG) to 

eight weeks of 325g/day and a liveweight of 

24.0kg. These lambs will be monitored 

carefully from late March/early April to begin 

drafting for sale at approximately 42kg 

liveweight. Given the costs associated with this 

system, it will be important to draft lambs as 

soon as they are fit to be drafted.  

Early March provided a small bit of relief in 

weather conditions and allowed some of the 

farms to get out with fertiliser (protected urea 

at half a bag/acre). Ground conditions and the 

changeable weather meant some of the farms 

have still been unable to spread fertiliser as of 

mid March. Grass supplies on the farms at the 

start of lambing are generally good, but wet 

weather is making it difficult to utilise the 

grass that is available. 

In order to manage wet ground conditions, the 

temptation for the farms will be to spread ewes 

and lambs across the farm to reduce poaching 

and increase grass utilisation. However, long 

term this will be counterproductive, as a large 

proportion of the farm will be grazed at the 

same time, reducing the benefits of what grass 

growth is taking place. At the moment the 

plan on the farms is to increase the grazing 

area ewes are going to where necessary, i.e., 

not sub-divide paddocks and where possible, 

start grazing lighter covers first. This will 

hopefully increase grass utilisation and reduce 

potential damage to land.  

All of the lowland flocks started lambing in 

late February or March and no major issues 

have arisen yet, but weather conditions are 

making it difficult to get ewes and lambs out 

at times. 

Early lambing flocks 
Wean your lambs if you are tight for grass. 

Once lambs are weaned, ewe intake and 

requirement for grass reduces dramatically 

(by 50%). Lambs can be weaned onto good 

grass from 12 weeks of age without any loss 

in performance. Where lambs are being 

creep fed, weaning can take place as early as 

five weeks, provided lambs are eating at least 

250g of creep per day without any loss in 

performance. Remember that high levels of 

concentrate feeding require high levels of 

performance and high lamb prices to justify 

the cost of the feed. 

BETTER FARM UPDATE

Grass utilisation is crucial on sheep farms this year.



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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RESEARCH UPDATE

Lambing progressing nicely 
despite inclement weather 
Lambing commenced in the 

INZAC flock on February 

24, 2020. Having our 

ewes synchronised prior 

to AI in early October 

means that our lambing 

spread has been quite 

compact, with 64% of the 

ewes lambed at the time of 

writing (March 10). Lamb 

mortality is running at approximately 

10% on average. Lamb birth weights are 

ranging from 6.00kg for singles, 5.10kg for 

twins, and 4.30kg for triplets. The body 

condition score (BCS) of our ewes dropped 

slightly from scanning to lambing; however, 

colostrum supplies have been good. The 

importance of colostrum cannot be 

underestimated, as it provides nutrients and 

vital antibodies to the newborn lamb, while 

also acting as a laxative. Every effort was 

made in our flock to ensure that lambs 

received ewes’ colostrum through suckling or 

via hand milking and stomach tubing within 

the first two hours of birth. Data 

recording takes up a lot of our 

time at lambing but we find 

it pays dividends as the 

year progresses. In 

addition, recording 

information on problem 

ewes is crucial when 

making culling decisions 

later in the year. The grass 

cover across the farm is 

higher than usual this year, with 

the increased over-winter grass 

growth. Our current average farm cover is 

much lower than in 2019 at 600kg DM/ha, 

while grass covers on the first paddocks being 

grazed are between 6cm and 7cm (800-

1,000kg DM/ha). As weather conditions to 

date have been quite mixed, with a lot of 

rain, we are trying to get ewes and lambs out 

to grass at every opportunity. As you are 

reading this, we will have 350 ewes lambed 

and hopefully out at grass. Early nitrogen (N) 

in the form of protected urea was applied at a 

rate of 28kg/ha (half a bag/ac) on all 

paddocks at the end of February. 

INZAC and breeding flocks at 
Teagasc Athenry 
 
FIONA McGOVERN, Animal & Grassland Research and Innovation Centre, Teagasc 
Athenry, Co. Galway reports on lambing at Teagasc Athenry. 
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HEALTH & SAFETY

We have had an extremely long winter and a 

particularly wet spring. Slurry and fertiliser 

spreading are high-risk jobs in April. Always pick a 

windy day, open all doors and outlets and keep all 

persons away when agitating and handling slurry. 

Take care when working around slurry tank 

openings and close when not in use. Make sure 

that the power drives of spreaders and agitators 

are fully covered. Always stay well clear of 

machine moving parts. Pay particular attention to 

the safety of persons in farmyards and roadways, 

as tractor and machine movements can kill as a 

result of knockdowns.  

Slurry and 
machinery safety

Protect slurry openings.


