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Lambing in the spring capitalizes on the reproducfat cover at the time of marketing. Some grain supple-
tive efficiency of a spring-lambing flock and takes mentation is usually required to produce the high qual-
advantage of spring, summer, and fall forages for lamity lamb carcasses demanded by the ethnic markets.
production. Spring lambing reduces the capital outlaySlaughter lambs should weigh at least 100 Ibs when
required for labor, facilities, and purchased feedsmarketed and possess the potential to grade a minimum
Studies comparing fall-lambing, winter-lambing, andof USDA Choice. Slaughter lambs may be marketed
spring-lambing production systems found spring lambdirectly off forage, but they usually require some grain
ing to consistently be the most profitable productionsupplementation before slaughter. Lambs may be fin-
system of the three. The higher profitability of springished to slaughter weight in the fall by using a combi-
lambing is attributed primarily to improvements in nation of resources such as fall permanent pastures,
ewe fertility and prolificacy. Because of the seasonalaftermath hay fields, fall annual forage crops, grain
ity of breeding inherent in most breeds of sheep, fewesupplementation on forage, and feedlot finishing on
ewes lamb in the fall and winter, with fewer lambs bormigh grain diets. Budget analyses have shown that the
per ewe lambing. production of slaughter lambs weighing 110 to 125 Ibs

Spring lambing occurs during the months of March dénerates more income than the production of lighter
April, and May. Lambs graze with their dams in thelambs. However, if significantly higher prices can be
weaning, lambs remain on pasture until marketed ae difference in gross value may be similar.
slaughter lambs or feeder lambs in the late summer and
faII.dGrazmg mlanagelzmetr;t, m':(errjal parasn_e CO”‘f‘Breeding Stock
predator control, and lamb marketing strategies are k€Y o oscphred ewes are recommended for commercial
elements essential to a successful spring-lambing pre

Th fthi blication is to d ibe th pring-lambing flocks. Because of hybrid vigor, cross-
gram. The purpose otthis publication 1S to describe iy o\yes wean more pounds of lamb than the average
management and marketing practices that are used

enhance the general well-being and overall profitabili-(t)? the purebred ewes th?t make up the CroSs.
ty of a sheep flock on a spring-lambing program Numerous breeds and_ their crosses are avalla_lble.
' Breeds commonly used in commercial spring-lambing
flocks include Suffolk, Dorset, Hampshire, and Ram-
Lamb Production bouillet. Unless producers have the time and facilities
The production of feeder lambs, lambs for ethnicrequired for artificial rearing, the incorporation of
markets, and slaughter lambs are all viable options fdrighly prolific breeds of sheep, such as Finnsheep and
a spring-lambing program. Feeder lambs are marketéddomanov, into crossbred spring-lambing ewes should
at weights of 60 to 80 Ibs in the fall to be finished tobe avoided. Ewes have their highest lambing percent-
slaughter weight by lamb feeders using a variety of forages in the spring. Therefore, breeding programs that
age and grain feeding techniques. Feeder lambs shouldgther enhance prolificacy create a management hard-
possess the genetic potential to reach weights of 120 ghip in the form of excessive triplet and quadruplet
125 Ibs with .3 inches of backfat or less. Lambs probirths. Suffolk x Rambouillet crossbred ewes imported
duced for ethnic markets weigh 40 to 80 Ibs and ar#o Virginia from southwest Texas, commonly referred to

expected to carry a uniform, but low, degree of outsidas “western ewes,” have been used extensively for
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spring lambing. When managed properly, westerrsorting, and feeding at lambing time.
ewes have the potential to produce a 170 percent or

greater lamb crop in the spring. A three-year researc .
study conducted in Virginia showed 9 percent of West-r‘ 2‘21[?1 ;nsg( VI\\IQS(Q %gfoermfn?bfng owes should be

ern ewes having triplet-born lambs in the spring com- X )
pared to 38 percent triplet-born lambs from 1/48upplemented with .5 Ib of whole corn per head daily

Finnsheep x 3/4 western ewes. Although the breed hd8" the prevention of pregnancy disease. At four weeks
been used very little in Virginia, the conditions underP€fore lambing, grain supplementation should be in-
which the North Country Cheviot was developed make Créased to one pound per ewe daily and ewes should be
it a potentially attractive breed for spring lambing. Theirvaccinated for overeating disease and tetanus. These

lambs are vigorous at birth, and the ewes reportedly maR&ccines provide immunity to baby lambs through the
good mothers. ewes' colostrum until they can be vaccinated at 4 to 6

. . weeks of age. Shearing the ewe flock 3 to 4 weeks
The breed of ram used for spring-lambing flocks dey,etre |ambing results in a cleaner, higher quality wool

pends on the type of lamb marketed. Lambs expected, .a,ses ewes to seek shelter at the time of lambing,
to reach slaughter weights of 120 to 125 lbs should b§nd creates a healthier environment for new-born

sired by heavy muscled Suffolk, Hampshire, or Suffol ambs. Shelter must be available for at least one week

x Hampshire rams. Lambs produced for ethnic marketgﬂer shearing to protect shorn ewes from freezing pre-

or lambs expected to reach slaughter weight at 100 tQ .. _.. ; -,
110 Ibs should be sired by rams of earlier maturin (?lpltatlon. Also, shorn ewes require additional feed

. .- rn ri f low environmental temperatures.
breeds such as Dorset or Cheviot. Attempts to flnls%ju g periods of low environmental temperatures

lambs on forage alone should be limited to lambs sired Barn-lambing, pasture-lambing, and, most common-
by rams of earlier maturing breeds. Lambs sired byy, a combination of barn- and pasture-lambing are
rams of later maturing breeds will not consistently pro-used in the spring. Both assisted- and unassisted-lamb-
duce an adequate degree of finish from forage aloné)gs are practiced in Virginia. Assisted-lambing
even when carried to heavier market weights. involves frequent observation of the flock at lambing
time and the movement of ewes and their lambs to indi-

: vidual pens after lambing. Weather permitting, ewes
Breedlng Man agement with single lambs and ewes with strong, well-claimed
Sheep are seasonal breeders. Most breeds and tht

crosses begin to cycle in late summer and show the‘\a,\l,lin lambs spend little, if any, time in the lambing
highest fertility in the fall. On average, ewes eXhibitHens. Assisted lambing establishes the milking status

. . of the ewe and the general health and well-being of her
heat every 17 days during the breeding season. Trlle bs. Th : | of isted lambing i -
estation period (length of pregnancy) for sheep rangeg.m s € major goal o aSS'S.te amoing 1 to mini-
g Mmize lamb death loss. Unassisted-lambing generally

from 143 to 150 days. All lambs should be weaned b¥1 . . .
geurs during late spring when weather is less of a fac-

the start of the breeding season. Ewes and rams S'hOL‘for and is used on farms where few facilities are avail-
have a moderate degree of condition before breedin i o
ble for lambing and labor is limited. Ewes are left to

Starting two weeks before breeding and continuing tw b i ith - ¢ ist id
weeks into the breeding season, ewes should be flush on pasture with a minimum ot assistance provid-
Because flock lambing percentages are highest

by feeding one pound of whole corn or barley per hea
y g P y P uring the spring, lamb mortality rates are greater with

daily. The practice of flushing improves lambing per-
y P gmp gp unassisted lambing. For this reason, unassisted-lamb-

centages by 10 to 15 percent. Jae
ing is discouraged. Budget analyses have shown that
For lambing to start on March 1, the rams need to bgther than market price, the percentage of lamb crop
turned in W|th the bl‘eeding ﬂOCk on OCtOber 7. A rammarketed annua”y haS the greatest impact on prof_
to ewe ratio of 1:25 for rams under one year of age angqpility of production. Therefore, it is to the producers'

1:35 for yearling rams and older is generally recomygyantage to provide assistance whenever possible.
mended. To monitor breeding activity, rams should be

equipped with a marking harness. The crayons should )

be checked for wear every 2 days, and the color of theorazing Management

crayon should be changed once every 17 days. A large Spring lambing gives producers the opportunity to
proportion of ewes that are two years old and oldetake full advantage of the inexpensive gains attained
should be marked within the first 17 days of breedingfrom grazing lambs on spring, summer, and fall for-
If not, care should be taken to evaluate the health arapes. Lambs born in March, April, and May graze with
nutritional status of the rams and ewes in the breedintpeir dams in the spring and throughout most of the
flock. Recording breeding dates after the ewes arsummer. Research conducted in Virginia has shown
marked provides useful information for planning, clearly that lambs gain approximately .15 Ib more per
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day when left on the ewe through late August versuand it is a common cause of lamb deaths. Contrary to
weaning in July and grazing ewes and lambs separatstatements that rotational grazing helps control internal
ly. After weaning, lambs are left on pasture until theyparasites, research has clearly demonstrated that inter-
are marketed as slaughter lambs or feeder lambgal parasite larvae are capable of surviving on pasture
Retention of feeder lambs to graze fall pastures, aftefor more than a year. Therefore, most short-duration
math hay fields, or fall and winter annuals before mov+otational grazing programs (rest periods of 15 to 30
ing them to a feedlot for grain finishing is consistentlydays) are not beneficial for the control of internal para-
more profitable than marketing lambs as feeders in thsites; in fact, such programs may make the problem
late summer and fall. worse. An effective internal parasite control program

After lambing in the spring, lactating ewes are Se,[_should not rely solely on the use of anthelmintics. Use

stocked (not-rotated) at the rate of four to six ewes anaf d_rugs as thg o_nIy methoq of control oﬁen res_ults in
their lambs per acre until mid- to late June. Set-stockdn increased incidence of internal parasite resistance.

ing gives ewes and their lambs the opportunity to bé{Vhenev?r possible, sheep ShO.UId b_e placed on “clean
more selective in their grazing behavior, which IC)m_pastures to slow the rate of reinfection. Examples of

motes more desirable levels of milk production andflean pastures include: 1) fields that have been without

greater lamb gains. Set-stocking at relatively higtSN€€p for more than a year; 2) ﬁEId_S that were cut for
stocking rates in the spring helps to control the sprind!@/ Since sheep last grazed there; and 3) fields that
flush in forage production, while allowing approxi- Were grazed by cattle before sheep are allowed to

mately one-third of the spring pasture to be fenced offa2€: Critical times for treating sheep for interne_ll par-
for hay production. Rotational grazing programsas'tes are: 1) for ewes, three We.eks before lambing, or,
designed for the movement of sheep every 10 to 18t the very Ie'ast, right aftgr lambing; 2) for ewes, every
days are instituted in late June and July to improve botfi Weeks during the grazing season; and 3) for lambs,
pasture and lamb production. More intensive rotation€Very 3 to 4 weeks during the grazing season.
al grazing systems, in which higher stocking densitied 'éatment dates should be marked on a calendar to
are used, promote more complete forage utilization, beduce the risk of losing sheep from a failure to treat on
they also require greater input costs in the form ofime. Underdosmg of anthe_lmlntlcs result_s in acceler-
fence and water. They also may result in higher leveldted rates of resistance by internal parasites. Because

of internal parasitism, increased risk of coccidiosis, an@nthelmintics are administered on the basis of body
impaired lamb performance. weight, it is important to weigh a representative sample

_ _ of the sheep being treated so that proper dosage rates
For improved late-summer performance, spring-borm.n pe calculated.

lambs should be sheared by early July. In a Virginia

study, average daily gain was .05 Ib greater for shorn

versus wooled lambs over a 90-day grazing period duredator Control

ing the summer and early fall. Even though shorn and The risk of predation is greater with production sys-
wooled lambs were slaughtered at the same live weighttgms that have pasture-lambing and (or) lamb grazing
shorn lambs had higher carcass dressing percentages @anponents. Winter-born lambs usually remain in dry-
a more desirable fat cover than carcasses from woolddt or confinement through marketing and, as a result,
lambs. An economic analysis taking into account there less susceptible to predation. For this reason, a
additional costs of shearing still showed a clear advarmumber of producers use winter lambing as a tool to
tage for summer shearing of spring-born lambs. minimize their losses from predation. Sound predator-
._control strategies must be developed and in place for
gfarms with a spring-lambing program. Predisposing

fﬁ:ﬁoﬂh Ina?vteer;zreg,;amrt;)g?rigfe?xcgg ?b'egrlzgeirnd?mfgctors to losses from predation include: 1) poor fences;
pring, ge app Y. P y %) failure to monitor the flock frequently at lambing

and August, and are approximately .40 |b per day in th . )
fall. In late summer and fall, lamb gains can beﬁme, 3) failure to locate and remove dead lambs from

: : the lambing pasture; and 4) failure to remove and treat
improved by .15 Ib per day by supplementing Onesick or weak lambs. The two primary predators in

pound of corn or barley per lamb daily. Depending . . " q q ; L f q
upon the time of marketing, these additional gains mgg' rginia are dogs anc coyotes. 1Losses irom dogs or
oyotes can usually, but not always, be distinguished

or may not be cost effective. based on the method of attack. Coyotes kill one to
) three animals at a time, and they typically kill their prey

Internal Parasite Control by grasping them in the neck or throat region. Most
Internal parasitism can dramatically affect grazingdogs kill for recreation, not for food. Their attacks are
lamb performance on spring, summer, and fall pasturesinpredictable and often devastating. Wounds are
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located on the hind legs, head, or behind the shouldergrofitability (Table 1). Another factor to consider when
Dogs may attack singly, but they usually attack inmarketing spring-born lambs is the historically low
groups. Losses from a single attack by dogs are greatgimb market in September and October of each year. If
than that by coyotes. However, over time, predatiofossible, producers should avoid marketing lambs dur-
losses from coyotes can be large. ing this period. Leaving lambs on fall pasture, grazing
Producers should work with their Extension agentgftermath hay fields, or supplementing grain on pasture
and (or) an employee of USDA Animal Damageduring the fall are all strategies that can be used to
Control to develop strategies that prevent predation bglelay the time of marketing. After all available forage
coyotes and dogs. Typically, measures that prevemésources are depleted, lambs are placed in a feedlot to
coyote predation will also control dogs. The impor-pe fed to heavier weights using a whole-grain feeding
tance of properly constructed fence cannot be overstagrogram.
ed as a tool for protecting sheep from dog and coyote
predation. Highly effective, safe, and inexpensive
electric fencing systems have made fencing for predafaple 1. Breakeven prices in dollars per hundredweight
tor control more practical. High-tensile, smooth-wirepased on an annual ewe maintenance cost of $50 and
electric fence is cheaper and easier to construct thgfe additional costs of feeding lambs to heavier

most traditional types of fences. Electrified bo”ndarX/veights.

fence is one of the most effective tools for predator

control, and it provides an opportunity to tie in tempo- Lamb Live Weight (Pounds)

rary electric fence to facilitate pasture subdivision. At Marketing

Boundary fence for sheep should consist of at least fivé Lamb Crop

strands of electrified high-tensile wire, with wire spac-Marketed 80 100 120

ings from the ground up of 6", 6", 8", 10", and 12"
Other forms of control include: 1) housing sheep atmo % $62.50 $53.20 $51.33

night; 2) creating a number of “safe pastures”; and 3) us&25 % $50.00 $43.20 $43.00
of guard animals such as dogs, llamas, or donkeys.

Producers experiencing losses from coyote predatio P0 % $41.65 $36.53 $37.44
should contact Animal Damage Control immediately for

additional assistance in controlling offending animals. . .
g g Additional Recommended Reading:

Lamb Marketi ng Strategies Virginia Spring Lambing Budget, Virginia Coopera-

M -y : _tive Extension Publication 410-011

ost lambs produced from spring-lambing pro

grams are marketed as feeder or slaughter lambs. InVirginia Winter Lambing Budget, Virginia Coopera-
general, the production of feeder lambs will not genertive Extension Publication 410-012
ate as much income as the production of slaughter . .
lambs. However, when managed properly, feeder lamb 9‘699 Manag_emeht Schedule, Virginia Cooperative
production still returns a consistent year to year profiEXtension Publication 410-365
for producers. Feeder lamb production is particularly sheep Grazing Management, Virginia Cooperative
attractive to new producers. After lambing, the onlygxtension Publication 410-366
major management input that remains until marketing o S
is the control of internal parasites. With feeder lamb Control of Internal Parasites in Sheep, Virginia Co-
production, profitability is highly dependent upon theoperative Extension Publication 410-027

percentage of lamb crop marketed. A goal of market- Control, Treatment, and Elimination of Foot Rot

ing a 150 percent lamb crop is not unrealistic anqrorn Sheep, Virginia Cooperative Extension
assures a breakeven price for producers of approxﬁublication 4’10-028

mately $.42/Ib. In general, heavier lambs at the time
of marketing compensate for a lower percentage Finishing LambsWth Whole Grain, Virginia Coop-
lamb crop marketed and contribute to higher levels oérative Extension Publication 410-024



