
 

Feeding to produce high quality Merino wool 
By Robert Pattison, Regional Manager Otago 
 
Merinos are extremely good at surviving harsh conditions, but that doesn’t mean they 
thrive on them.  As with most livestock enterprises, the Merino responds to good 
management and feeding.    
 
Pasture management comes first 
Pasture management is not easy, and there are skills to be learned in measuring 
grass growth and managing pasture quality.  Good pasture management and 
controlled grazing are the keys to better quality Merino wool production and 
profitability.   
 
The tools for effectively managing and controlling pasture quality are; 

• good subdivision,  
• water supply and maintaining good water quality, 
• well fenced blocks or paddocks,  
• the use of electric fencing,  
• a set of scales for weighing stock, 
• rising plate meter or pasture probe for measuring kg DM per Ha, 
• a rain gauge,  
• a feed budget and a grazing plan for the year. 

 
These tools are essential for gaining information and knowledge about your property.  
Knowing how much pasture is available, along with pasture growth rates and the 
feed demand from different stock classes, you can plan and make informed decisions 
about: 

• When to graze and spell pastures so that they recover quickly, maintain 
quality and give greatest production. 

• Finding the appropriate stocking rate for optimum pasture production and 
utilisation per hectare. 

• Feeding your sheep for maximum lamb and wool production  
 
There are other benefits too, better weed control and better stock health. 
 
Feeding level and wool production 
With Merinos, the level of nutrition the animals receive has a direct effect on wool 
growth.  The critical time for good feeding and nutrition of pregnant ewes for 
maximum follicle development during foetal growth is from 60 days after conception 
to at least 70 days after birth.  If you get it wrong during this period, lifetime wool 
production and average fibre diameter of a ewe’s progeny will be effected.  There is 
often concern among Merino farmers that feeding Merino stock well will cause 
fleeces to increase in average fibre diameter, or as it is commonly referred to, 
“micron blow out”.   
 
The opposite of this is if Merino sheep are underfed, their fleeces will be finer, 
however the down side is fleece weights will be lower and the wool will be tender and 
poorer quality.  Cvd will also be higher.  These wools are termed “hunger fine” and 
can receive substantial price discounts.   
 
A drop in ewe liveweight, (as little as 2.0kg) is enough to cause wool tenderness.   
 
Condition scoring is a simple effective way of assessing whether ewes are gaining 
or loosing weight.  One condition score is equal to approximately 5kg liveweight 
between condition scores.  

 



 

 
If achieving a finer wool clip is one of your objectives, do it by “breeding” – not 
under feeding!!   
 
Remember that it is your rams that have the greatest influence in determining the 
average fibre diameter of your flock.  
 
Feed budgeting  (supply verses demand) 
Feed budgets can be done on a paddock-by-paddock (or block) basis for individual 
mobs.  
 
Feed supply 
The first step is to calculate the total feed supply, the amount of pasture available.  
To calculate this you need to know: 
• the paddock size or block area, 
• the initial pasture cover and grazing residual.  

e.g. Starting pasture cover  = 1200kg DM/ha. 
Grazing residual      =   600kg DM/ha 
DM available                =  1200kg less 600kg = 600kg DM/ha 
Paddock (block) area   =  50ha 
Total DM available       =  50ha x 600kg DM = 30,000 kg DM 

 
Feed demand 
The second step is to calculate feed demand (the total amount of feed required for a 
particular mob). This is based on the class of stock, their number and their daily feed 
requirements.  
 

4000 mixed age ewes, with an average body weight of 45kg, CS of 2.5. 
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Daily feed demand to maintain body weight will need to be around 1.0kg 
DM/ewe/day, or 10 MJME/day per head (early to mid-pregnancy) 

 
Total daily feed demand for whole mob will be 4000kg DM x 1.0kg/hd  
=   4000 kg DM/day.   

 
From both these totals the number of grazing days in the paddock can be calculated. 
 
Grazing days 

Total DM available      = 30,000kg DM 
Total daily feed demand     =   4,000kg DM 

 
Number of grazing days in paddock = 30,000kg DM, divided by 
4000kg = 7.5 days.  

 
 Ewe feeding in late pregnancy 

• Scanning allows single or multiple carrying ewes to be managed and grazed 
in separate mobs and fed accordingly.   A more efficient use of pasture and 
supplementary feed. 

• Single carrying ewes require 1.5 times maintenance e.g. 1.3 to 1.5kg DM/day 
or 13 to 15 MJME/day. 

• Twin carrying ewes require 1.75 times maintenance, e.g. 1.7 to 2.0kg DM/day 
or 16 to 18 MJME/day. 
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