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Time to Wean the Lambs

I can tell we are getting close to the time to wean the lambs because they are picking the ewes’ back ends up off the ground when they nurse.  The lambs were born in mid-April so they will be about 90 days old when we wean them in mid-July.  The ewes with lambs have held their condition well but are starting to show some rib as the lambs get bigger.  Weaning will require the lambs to be inside – at least until they are over their moms.  It is possible to put the weaned lambs back on the pasture to grow some more on grass if an appropriate set-up with high quality forage can be worked out.

We sell many of our lambs at 70 pounds and there will be some that wean close to that weight at 90 days.  We are lucky to have a walk-on scale so the lambs can be weighed every week.  It sure facilitates marketing when you know exactly what you have.  The first time we weigh the lambs it is a chore because we have to push them on and they are still blatting for their mammas.  We also re-apply their paint numbers which takes a lot of skill.  You have to hit a moving target in the right place while reaching through the scale.  After several weighings the lambs get better at going on the scale by themselves.

The information we get by weighing the lambs every week or so really helps us figure out what is going on in the lamb pen.  Last summer is became clear after a couple weeks that the big lambs were growing well and the little ones were not getting to the grain.  That told us that we needed to add more feeder space or separate the lambs by size.  A lamb that loses weight or doesn’t gain usually isn’t feeling well and that lab can be checked and treated before it gets behind on gain.

Earlier I mentioned that we sell many of our lambs at 70 pounds for about $90.00 picked up at the farm.  Vermont Quality Meats is looking for lambs in the 90-100 pound weights for $1.80 a pound.  This got me wondering if I could put 30 pounds on a lamb and come out ahead.  At $1.80/lb a 100 pound lamb would bring $180.00 so I had $90.00 to get that 30 pounds on the lamb.  I am using 0.6 lbs gain/day.  That would be typical for our white face sheep at the Extension Farm and a little high for my hair sheep at home.  At that rate it would take about 50 days to reach 100 pounds.

So let’s say the lambs get three pounds of grain per day – hopefully a good quality grain, with fermentable fiber and balanced to your forages.  At $300 per ton that would be $22.50 for grain.  I figured two  pounds of hay per day per lamb either eaten or wasted.  Hay prices vary quite a bit but for this example let’s use ten cents a pound.  That figure adds $10.00.  Let’s allow $5.00 for bedding and $2.00 for de-wormer or meds.  So far the total is $39.50 so we are still making about $50.00. 

The lambs would have to be delivered at least halfway to the other side of Vermont so let’s figure 120 miles and then home again for 240 miles.  At current mileage rates that would be $120.00 – wow, that would put us way over.  If we just figure gas used (at 20 miles/gallon) it comes out to about $34.68.  How about chores?  You will have feeding, maybe fence moving if you are grazing, bedding the barn, water, de-worming, etc.  Let’s average that to15 minutes per day.  That adds up to twelve and a half hours.  Even at $7.00/hour that’s $87.50.  That doesn’t include your time trucking.

If you ignore your time and only count cash costs – and you have the room and enough feed – then feeding out the lambs could be profitable.  If you have plenty of high quality pasture for forage and could feed less grain or corn and minerals or even no grain but take a little longer it might be profitable.  Parasites and predators should be considered in the grazing plan.

Volunteers Getting Animal Experience On Farm
Last week three wonderful volunteers (Amanda Brady our summer intern, Kevin Mace, a long-time volunteer, and Lara Clemens who is getting some large animal experience for future vet school needs) helped me vaccinate, FAMACHA check, body condition score and tooth check the ewe flock.  We put our equipment panels together in a chute formation and it worked quite well.  The only problem was that none of the panels folded down so I could reach over to vaccinate.  Therefore I had to work in the chute.  Most of the ewes were very cooperative but a few of them were nasty and my shins look like I played hockey with no shin guards.

We de-wormed 18 ewes out of 75.  All of those were nursing lambs and if they were questionable I de-wormed them.  26 ewes scored a 3 (de-worm or not depending on the situation) or 4 (de-worm!).  There were no 5’s (you should have de-wormed last week) and most ewes had a score of 1 or 2 which means they are not anemic and don’t need de-worming.  All ewes received the CD/T vaccination for overeating disease and tetanus.  

We also body condition scored on a scale of 1 to 5 with 1 being a skeletal and 5 being really fat.  A three would be about normal although I graded some of the ewes with lambs as three’s even though they were on the verge of being thin.  There was one with a score of 1 but she had been sick.  There were seven “2s”.  They were mostly older ewes nursing multiples so they were working hard. Many of the ewes that will lamb this fall are actually bordering on too heavy just from grazing this summer.

I didn’t find any ewes without teeth or missing most of their front teeth.  It is always interesting to look into the mouths of the sheep to see the color of the gums and see what kind of shape their teeth are in.  Their teeth looked good but they really needed to floss!

Controlling Dog Bites and Parasites
Speaking of teeth, our new guardian dogs have put a few holes in some sheep.  They were playing with the sheep but they were doing real damage.  The maggots were adding to ours and the ewes’ misery as well.  The ewes surprisingly don’t seem overly alarmed at the dogs despite the injuries.  Jackie Church advised us to tie up our suspect at night when it is cool and he is more active.  So far it is working.  The dogs are about two years old but vary quite a bit in their maturity level. Dakota is goofy and friendly and very playful.  BJ is a little more reserved and doesn’t run after the sheep unless Dakota starts it.  After we started tying Dakota up at night, our old dog, Bear, was much better rested in the morning and we didn’t have any more “holey” ewes.  So far BJ is off the hook. 

We have had over two inches of rain in the last week, leaving the pastures soggy and ripe for growing flies and parasites.  Any sheep or goat with a small injury should be checked for maggots.  Any late lambing or kidding ewes or does that might have birthing fluids on them should be checked every day.  Any work done with an elastrator such has tail docking or castrating needs to be checked as well.

Wet weather means snails will be living in the pasture.  They are a secondary host for several parasites including liver flukes and also the deer worm.  Wet weather in general makes a good environment for growing worms.  Wet weather followed by hot weather is even worse.  Watch your animals closely and de-worm with the appropriate de-wormer.  Take our Integrated Parasite Management Course on July 17th at the Extension Farm.  Call me if you are not sure which de-wormer to use. I’m hoping that writing about all this wet weather will cause it to dry up!

Beware Hot Weather Stress

Hot weather can be stressful for both sheep and goats (and farmers, too).  Older animals and those nursing multiples will be looking for a cool place to lie down.  Try to open up your barn to provide good ventilation.  Keep things as clean and dry as possible to discourage flies.  Check the water tank and fill with clean water frequently.  Watch for pink-eye and sore feet.

Marketing News
There are many animals for sale.  See the classified section of the news.  There are several sheep buyers looking for lambs.  Dan Mangino and Matt Kyle are from Western NY and are looking for groups of 30 to 150 to make the trip to pick them up worth their while.  Dolans are looking for lambs as well.  Barb Rochat of Vermont Quality Meats (VQM) is looking for 90 to 100 pound lambs.  The price she quoted at the time of our phone call was $1.80 a pound.  They would meet someone willing to drive part way to Vermont.  VQM can also use 1 to 2 year old ewes that didn’t breed (in good shape).  They can take some smaller lambs and feed them but prices may vary.  You can contact Barb at bfrochat@gmail.com or 802-685-7717.  Call or email me for contacts for the other buyers.

ASIA On-Line Certification

The American Sheep Industry Association has several on-line courses you can take from their website www.sheepusa.org/online_education.  Most of the courses are an hour or two long.  You can now become Sheep Safety and Quality Assurance (SSQA) Level 1 certified from the comfort of your own home.   The Level 1 training is designed to educate producers on the basics of assuring safety and quality in American lamb products, to describe and define the safety and quality guidelines, and to assure that producers understand the concepts and reasoning behind the development of the guidelines and the importance of their implementation.  Maybe the North Country Shepherds could watch this presentation at one of our meetings.

Stockdog Group
The stockdog training club is starting up again.  Our first meeting went well and our first meeting with the sheep will be July 15th at 7:00 pm at the Extension Farm.  Call or email for more information.

Fall 2001 Dates to Save
September 17-19: Caprine Outing

October 23: Cornell Sheep and Goat Symposium in Ithaca

First Week of November: NNY Fall Sheep and Goat Week 

