
The relatively high rainfall experienced over the 

last number of months has left ground 

conditions challenging on many farms. From 

both an environmental and economic viewpoint, 

significant drying out of ground is required 

before slurry or early nitrogen (N) applications 

can be considered in many situations. As well as 

suitable ground conditions, applications should 

be delayed until soil temperature is above the 

6ºC required for growth. Also keep a close eye 

on the weather forecast and avoid spreading 

before a severe drop in temperature or if heavy 

rain is expected. Slurry applications at a rate of 

1,500-2,000 gallons per acre should be targeted 

on the driest fields with low grass covers. The 

best response to early chemical N applications 

will be on swards with a high proportion of 

perennial ryegrass and where they have been 

closed up over the winter months, allowing 

good covers of grass to build up. Order your 

required fertiliser in plenty of time and have it 

sitting in the yard. You are then ready to apply 

25-30kg/ha (20-24 units per acre) of N once 

conditions are right.
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Sheep census  
 
The closing date for submitting your sheep 
census by post was January 31, 2020. Online 
submission is still possible up to February 14, 
2020 by logging into your www.agfood.ie 
account and submitting your sheep number 
details online. 

Upcoming event  
 
National Hill Sheep Conference 2020 
 
Jackson’s Hotel, Ballybofey, Co. Donegal 
 
Wednesday February 19, 2020 
commencing at 6.00pm 
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Over the coming weeks, midseason lambing will 
get into full swing. Planning and advance 
preparation goes a long way towards a smoother 
and less stressful operation. Make a list of 
essential lambing supplies and equipment that 
need to be purchased and stock up. Having these 
items at your fingertips when you need them will 
save lambs. Clean out and disinfect areas used 
for individual lambing pens well in advance. 

Have individual pens assembled, limed and 
bedded before lambing is due to commence. 
Focus on hygiene around the lambing shed. 
Ideally, individual lambing pens should be 
cleaned out and limed after each use. Don’t 
spare the fresh straw when bedding individual 
pens to ensure a dry and warm environment for 
young lambs. This also helps provide a barrier to 
potential sources of infection.

Advance preparation for lambing

Online survey  
 
Increasing the number of lambs reared per 
ewe joined is the main factor influencing the 
profitability of grass-based systems of prime 
lamb production. As the number of lambs 
reared per ewe joined improves, the incidence 
of ewes producing triplets has increased.  
Dr Tim Keady (Teagasc); Cathy Dwyer and 
Cathrine Erichsen (Scotland’s Rural College and 

the University of Edinburgh); and, Dr Sue 
McCoard (AgResearch – New Zealand) are 
determining farmer attitudes to, and 
management practices associated with, triplet-
bearing ewes and their lambs. We are seeking 
participation from all sheep farmers in the 
survey. The survey can be completed online at: 
http://edin.ac/triplet-lambs. 

February is when workload 

ramps up on farms. Keep on 

top of farm health and safety in 

this busy time. This involves 

attending to items that need 

fixing, along with using safe work 

practices and getting adequate rest. 

Have physical protection from a freshly calved 

cow when dealing with its calf. An Irish medical 

study described a blow from a cow as similar to 

being struck by a juggernaut! Do not drive on 

cattle slats – they could collapse. Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the 

Marine (DAFM) Targeted 

Agricultural Modernisation 

Schemes (TAMS) II grant aid is 

available for a wide range of farm safety 

items and infrastructure, including slat 

replacement. During the spring think about how 

to improve health and safety or reduce 

workload, with a view to making a grant 

application.

Manage workload
HEALTH & SAFETY

Don’t drive on cattle slats.
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RESEARCH UPDATE

Weeks pre lambing 

                            8-7                 6-5                   4-3                              2-1                       

                                                      Concentrates (kg/ewe/day)                                 Total 

Singles                   -                      -                     0.3                               0.5                   11.2 

Twins                     -                   0.30                 0.55                             0.85                  23.8 

Triplets               0.30                0.55                 0.75                             0.95                  35.7 

Table 1: Concentrate supplementation rates pre lambing.

All INZAC ewes were pregnancy scanned in 

early January to assist pre-lambing 

management decisions. Preliminary results 

show an overall pregnancy rate to first service 

of 78%. Scan rates were 1.63 lambs per ewe 

joined to the ram for Irish low genetic merit 

ewes, 1.70 lambs per ewe joined for Irish high 

genetic merit ewes, and 1.84 lambs per ewe 

joined for New Zealand ewes. Immediately 

after scanning, all ewes were weighed and 

body condition score (BCS) was recorded 

before they were penned according to scanned 

litter size and lambing date. Overall ewes are 

averaging 83kg liveweight; however, more 

importantly BCS was good, averaging 3.35 for 

all ewes. Since housing in early December, the 

ewes have been offered grass silage (71DMD) 

ad-lib. Concentrate supplementation, with a 

20% protein nut as shown in Table 1, began at 

eight, six and four weeks pre lambing for 

triplet-, twin- and single-bearing ewes, 

respectively. The pre-lambing clostridia booster 

was administered at the end of January, ahead 

of a lambing start date of February 24. As you 

are reading this, we are approximately three 

weeks away from lambing. This time will be 

used to prepare for the busy period ahead, 

ensuring that all necessary supplies are in place 

on the farm, with checklists being created for 

equipment and medicines required. We carry 

out a significant amount of data recording at 

lambing; therefore, it is reassuring for everyone 

involved to refresh themselves on the traits we 

are recording, how recording is carried out and 

the equipment used.  

For our breeding research programme 2020 is 

a year of change. We are progressing our 

investigation of the elite New Zealand versus 

Irish animals and the efficiency of animals of 

varying genetic merit. In addition, we have 

started investigating methods of measuring 

methane in sheep systems, and we are 

currently developing a technique which will 

enable us to collect information on methane 

production from large numbers of animals over 

the coming years. 

Lambing season approaches
 

FIONA McGOVERN of the Animal & Grassland Research and Innovation Centre,  

Teagasc Athenry, Co. Galway reports on lambing in the INZAC flock.



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.

BETTER FARM UPDATE
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Scanning and silage quality 
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FRANK CAMPION of the Animal & Grassland Research and Innovation Centre, 
Athenry, Co. Galway reports on steady scan sizes on the BETTER farms.

The midseason flocks’ ewes were scanned in late 
December/January and a summary of the results 
is presented in Table 2. Scanned litter size this 
year is on average similar to last year, as are 
pregnancy rates. Ewes have now been penned 
by litter size and where possible, divided by 
raddle marks within litter size, to better manage 

ewe nutrition in the run up to lambing.  
Yearling ewes and the hill flocks will be scanned 
over the coming weeks, with farms reporting 
that hill ewes appear to be in good condition; 
however, scanning time will provide a good 
opportunity to properly assess how these ewes 
are doing on the hill over the winter. 

With nearly all the silage analysis results for 2019 
compiled, the results are summarised in Table 3. 

Silage dry matter, DMD and protein rates are 1-
2% lower than last year on average.

Farm

Location

Table 2: Mature ewe scanning results from lowland BETTER farms 2019/20.

Table 3: Results to date from silage quality tests on baled silage on the BETTER sheep farms.
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Scanned litter size                    2.11           1.88          2.03             2.00           2.07           2.14            2.04           1.81           1.65 
 
Scanned pregnancy rate         96.6           92.9          96.8             95.5           91.1           96.8            95.7           97.2           97.3 
  

Scanning rate                           2.04           1.74          1.96             1.91           1.88           2.07            1.95           1.76           1.60 

                                                 2019 mean                             Min.                                      Max. 
 
DM (%)                                         35.8                                   20.4                                       63.7 

pH                                                   4.5                                     4.1                                         4.9 

NH3                                                 5.1                                     1.4                                         8.9 

Protein (% DM)                            12.4                                    6.6                                        15.4 

ME (mj/kg DM)                            10.0                                    8.1                                        11.1 

DMD (% DM)                                70.1                                     65                                        76.5 


