Ewe efficiency — Something else to think about during
lambing

By Alan Marshall, Tectra Regional manager - Canterbury Nelson
Marlborough

Without taking the eye off the ball at or about lambing time, quietly
take a look at your flock during lambing and see if you
can identify the most efficient ewes in your flock.

This ideal ewe could be a medium framed ewe at, say, 60kg live
weight (mating weight) condition score 3.5 at lambing, with a

vigorous suckling set of twin lambs that have full tummies. She’s given
birth in cold conditions during the night, in a good

sheltered spot and looks as though she will take to you if you go near
them.

How many have you got?
Ewe efficiency is the way we have to think going forward.

We all know that increased production efficiency can come from
increasing outputs and/or decreasing inputs. In the past

emphasis has correctly been focused on increasing outputs per ewe
(more, heavier lambs from bigger ewes).

Can we keep this up knowing that outputs per head are
approaching some limits?

Is there now potential to increase lamb production by reducing inputs
per ewe or, in other words, small more efficient ewes?

This was the question Dr Alistair Nicol from Lincoln University has
been looking at for the passed three years, with some

really interesting but practical work at Ashley Dene Farm. This work
has been funded by Meat and Wool Innovation (now Meat

and Wool New Zealand).

In summary what did they find?
These 300 to 400 ewes were screened from nine commercial flocks
(mainly Coopworth);

Large framed ewes (70kg average) were 10kg heaver than the small
to medium (moderate) frame ewes (60kg average). All sheep
were of average condition score;

When ewes were run separately (small frame from large frame) from
lambing to weaning, their relative stocking rates were

directly proportional to live weight, eg. 16 to 18% more small framed
ewes were carried per ha.

Fertility:

Lambs weaned to ewes joined: large ewes 1.50, small 1.47. Not a lot
in fertility. Smaller ewes responded to increasing live

weight and large ones did not.



Birth to weaning

Pre-weaning live weight gain of lambs from large framed ewes was
significantly greater than the small and this combined with

the slightly higher birth weight to large ewes resulted in average lamb
weaning weight 8% heavier for the large framed ewes.

Total litter weaning weight was 12% greater for large framed ewes,
however, when this is expressed as a proportion of the ewe

live weight at weaning, small framed ewes weaned slightly more
lamb/kg maternal liveweight than the large frame ewes.

Per ha:

IN SUMMARY:: None of the advantages to the large frame ewes in
productivity are as great as their disadvantages, in terms of

live weight and therefore relative stocking rate. This means that
outputs weaning wt, wool wt and carcase weight (if the

lambs are finished) per ha was greater for small framed ewes than
large farmed ewes. (Table 1)

On a per ha basis, the extra income from small ewes at weaning is not
great (+4%) but the advantage of the 14% increase in

the number of lambs per ha is captured when these extra lambs are
slaughtered (+13% greater for small than large frame ewes).

While Alistair had to estimate the extra cost of running the additional
small frame ewes and the extra lambs to weaning, on

the basis of the figures used in the exercise, the $ margin could be up
to $72/ha greater for small framed ewes when their

lambs are taken through to slaughter.

Table 1: PERFORMANCE of SMALL AND LARGE FRAMED EWES
on EQUAL LIVEWEIGHT/HA:

Key: Small/ Large/ Small-Large

Stocking Rate (ewes/ha): 10/8.6/ 1.4

Lambs weaned: 15/13 /1.8

Weaning weight: 403 /390/13.0

Carcass weight (tonnes): 245 /217 /28.4

Wool (kg): 34 /31/3

EXTRA INCOME:

Key: Small-Large

Weaning weight ($1.75/kg): $23
Wool ($2.00/kg): $6

TOTAL: $28

OR

Carcass weight ($3.60/kg): $102
Wool ($2.00/kg): $6

TOTAL: $108

Extra costs ($10/ewe): $14
Extra costs (Lambs $20): $35
Extra Margin to Small Ewes: ($/ha)
- Weaning: $15

- Slaughter: $72



Where to from here?

Alistair’s task now (given funding) is to start thinking about novel but
practical ways commercial farmers can go about

identifying and selecting these efficient ewes from within their flocks.

On the ram side with ram breeders we have SIL which I’'m sure will be
looking at this area of ewe efficiency in their Breeding
Values estimation.

Watch this space.



