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The lambs are learning the rotational pasture pattern.  It is quite amazing to look out and see all the ewes grazing and all the lambs with their heads down in the grass, too.  The lambs are about a month old and we should have about 70 out there.  We lost one more since the last news because a tree fell on her!  Who would have guessed we had to watch out for trees…and here I was worried about the coyotes.

The grass is growing well considering how dry it has been.  Today the sheep went back out to the front pastures and I was not sure there would be much re-growth.  I was pleasantly surprised to see lush grass and clover.  Quite a bit has headed but there was a lot of new growth.  The front pastures are very nice for visibility but can sometimes cause near miss traffic accidents when people are trying to get a glimpse of the lambs.  Speaking of lambs, sometimes they sleep very soundly.  I was moving the group to a new pasture and they were eager to go and making lots of noise so I let them in and then closed up the fence.  I looked back and saw a white lump on the ground and was disappointed – thinking we had a dead lamb out there.  I walked over and poked the lamb to see if it was warm and it jumped up and ran blatting for its mother.
Protection from Coyotes

We have some new coyote protection at the farm.  Thanks to a network of shepherds and dog lovers we were able to find two Maremmas, BJ and Dakota, in a shelter in Boston (MSPCA.org).  An employee of the shelter wanted these dogs to have a home so badly that she drove them to Montpelier, Vermont where I met her and brought them home.  Thankfully they were good riders because they are two years old and about 110 pounds each!

For those of you wondering what a Maremma looks like, it is large and white and quite a bit like a Great Pyrennees.  The coat is different – not as fuzzy – and they tend to keep closer to the flock (and therefore in the pasture).  These dogs (whose official Italian breed name is "pastore maremmano-abruzzese") are believed to have originated in the Apennine mountains of the Abruzzo region of Italy two thousand years ago where early shepherds used the dogs to drive off wolves.

After arriving home after dark with these dogs and going through an acclimation process (during which I thankfully had Jackie Church of Gouverneur coaching me) I have an appreciation of what is involved.  Although the dogs were free there are quite a few expenses and a lot of time invested.  I tried to keep track of some of them.  I drove 400 miles to pick them up or about $200 in mileage, bought canned food for a few days to mix with their dry to get them eating ($12.00), bought new cables and stakes ($60), and new lead lines ($16.00).  Their food costs $22.50 a bag.  I measured a new bag and found that it holds about 30 scoops (about $.75 each) and they eat a good scoop per day if not a little more.  Over a year that will be about $275.00 per dog.  At the moment we have three dogs but our old “Bear” the Great Pyrenees does not eat as much during the summer and will probably retire within the next year or two.

Since these are mature dogs that were not neutered when small we will have to get them fixed at a cost of $100 to $200 dollars each (estimates from area vets).  So even taking the lower estimates and disregarding the mileage since you would probably have to ship or pick up any new dog, the dogs could cost us $270.00 for two dogs.   At $100.00 per lamb, if they save three lambs we have our initial investment back and it they save 6 sheep or lambs per year from getting taken they will earn their keep.  We lost 12 – six sheep and six lambs – the year we decided we needed livestock guardian dogs.

Time is another cost.  I spent several hours a day the first week or two walking, giving attention and checking on the dogs.  Fortunately they are very friendly and adapted quickly.  I still have to feed them separately, made a special pasture area for them and need to let them loose in a supervised way.  There is a certain amount of anxiety involved with wondering what will happen next and what if it doesn’t work after all this time and what if they eat up the sheep or lambs.  So far they are doing great.  It looks hopeful that the extra time will pay off.

We have some things to resolve, like how do we get three male dogs to get along, how will they do with the lambs, and how will we feed three of them at once?  How will they do with the public?  At our farm they have to deal with kids’ tours and educational activities as well as sheep guarding.  What about the border collies?  Our current dog loves the collies but we really don’t know much about these new dogs except that they originally came from a sheep farm.

Watch for Parasite Loading

We are experiencing some unusually hot days and the sheep are not enjoying it much.  They are lying around panting during the day and doing their grazing in the morning and evening.  Parasites, however, really enjoy the heat and thrive when the sheep are stressed, and especially when they have lambs or are about to lamb.  Be sure to watch for parasite loads.  Have a fecal egg count done at the vets.  Signs in the sheep or goats are anemia, unthriftiness, lack of energy, a sheep or goat off by itself, and only sometimes diarrhea.  You can check for anemia by pulling the lower eyelid down and looking at the color inside – it should be nice and pink.  The anemia is what kills most small ruminants with worms – especially early in the summer.

There have been some cases of leftover liver flukes from the warm damp fall last year.  There have been some weak ewes at lambing.  There are approved de-wormers that will get some stages of liver flukes.  Call me if you need help or better yet attend our class.

Feeding Minerals 

After parasites, the thing that beginner shepherds (or goat owners) have the most trouble with is minerals.  The minerals are either forgotten or the wrong kind is used.  Luckily, this is a simple problem to solve.  There are several good kinds of loose minerals - made for sheep (or goats) - available at the feed stores.  The two key things are made for sheep/goats and loose.  The minerals contain about 30% salt and that is designed to control the amount of the other minerals the sheep or goats get from the mix.  Do not feed other sources of salt at the same time.  Salt blocks, white or red, are not adequate for sheep or goats.  Put out the loose minerals in a pan or feeder every day or every other day so they don’t get spoiled by the humidity.  Your sheep or goats may eat large amounts of the mineral at first but they will calm down.  Sheep or goats that are getting a grain mix will not eat as much mineral mix because they are getting some in their feed.

Workshops & Events

We will be offering the Integrated Parasite Management/FAMACHA class on Saturday July 17th at the Extension Learning Farm Classroom, 10:00 am -- 3:00 pm.  The class includes lecture time on how to manage your pastures and sheep to minimize parasite infection, doing a fecal sample under the microscope (bring your own sheep/goat fecal sample), and trying the FAMACHA method in the barn with our sheep.  The cost is $35.00 which includes lunch and a notebook with lots of good references and charts. It is important to pre-register with our office at 315-379-9192 or email to me at bmf9@cornell.edu.

For those of you on the Eastern side of Northern New York I will be teaching the FAMACHA class at Shelburne farms in Vermont on Saturday June 12th from 9:00 am – 12 noon and the cost is also $35.00 a person. Register with the UVM Extension at 802-524-6501 as soon as possible.

Stockdog Training

The Stockdog training group will be joining forces with the 4-H dog club to finish the horse ring into something we can use for training dogs.  There is the possibility of doing agility, too.  We need your help on Saturday June 19th to put up more boards and do some painting.  Please join us for whatever time you can.  Let me know if you can help – 379-9192 or bmf9@cornell.edu.  

Let’s get together with the dogs on the evening of June 24th  at 7:00 pm at the farm for an organizational meeting.  There is a year old male Border Collie looking for a new home due to a change in the family living situation.  If you are interested, call Dina Cole at 353-2352. 

