NNY Sheep & Goat Newsletter- October 2008

From the Cornell Cooperative Extension of St. Lawrence County Extension Learning Farm,

Canton, NY

By Small Livestock Educator Betsy Hodge

Hi Folks,


I had the pleasure of attending and speaking at a goat meeting in Clinton County in September.  There were about 10 enthusiastic goat owners.  Most are small scale meat goat producers.  They would like to get bigger but face challenges marketing their product due to a lack of processing plants that are USDA certified and also due to small numbers.  We had a good discussion about marketing, making value-added products and working together.  In the afternoon we visited a farm and talked about parasites and feeding goats.


We had goats at the Harvest Festival, too.  Karen Stumpf and her husband brought a friendly meat goat from home and to meet the crowds at the Festival.  Thank you to Karen for promoting goats, talking to the public and driving all the way back to Jefferson County with a broken universal joint!  Karen is also interested in visiting all the members of the Empire State Meat Goat Producers Association (ESMGPA) and also in recruiting new members.  Let me know if you want a visit.  Check out the ESMGPA website at www.esmgpa.org.  Sheila Warden came and spun on her spinning wheel during the Harvest Festival to represent the sheep industry.  Thanks go to Sheila for spending a Saturday at the farm.


The North Country Shepherds met on September 18th and had a good discussion about different marketing exploits.  Bob Wilson and Earle Travis related their experiences trying to direct market to butcher shops and restaurants and the challenges they are running into.  Bob had also helped arrange a possible sale of a load of lambs to Gold Medal through the slaughter plant in Morristown (Perretta’s).  In the end, it fell through but we planted the seed with them for the future when and if the plant in Morristown is up and running.  We also discussed possible dates for truck runs to New Holland and the merits of going for the end of Ramadan versus later.  Bob Wilson sent his lambs for the end of Ramadan and we have another truckload going October 11th (contact Clif Cook 315-344-7421).  It will be interesting to compare the prices from the two sales at the next meeting.


The group wants to meet monthly on the fourth Monday evening of the month for October and November and then we will meet Sunday afternoons during the winter.  We hope to feature a fellow producer at each meeting, including a show operation and a wool operation.  The group is open to sheep, goat, alpaca and llama owners.  Those of you from other counties are welcome to join us in person or possibly over the polycom from your local Extension office.  The next meeting is Monday October 27th at 7:00 pm at the Extension Farm.  We will talk more about marketing and also hear from Dan Gardner about his farming ventures and how his farm has evolved.


The 1844 House is still serving our lamb at the restaurant.  Brian even served some at our lamb at the local foods tasting at the Harvest Festival.  This is their busy season with parents visiting the colleges on the weekends so it will be interesting to see how long the lamb lasts and what creative dishes Brian comes up with.


Our sheep started their fall lambing about September 15th.  There are less sheep fall lambing than we have had in the past but there are at least 20 to 25.  We sorted the obvious ones out just before lambing but I am sure we will have a few surprises born out on the pasture over the next couple weeks.  Fall is a nice time to lamb with the moderate weather and the ewes in great condition coming off of pasture season.  So far it seems like we have more singles than usual and we have had some very small lambs that look slightly premature born dead.  While this is disappointing we also have a bunch of very healthy lambs running around the barn.  They like to sneak under the gate at the end of the pen and play around on the other side.  Their mothers watch them and worry and try to get them to come back.  Of course, they don’t come back and they bounce around defiantly having a great time showing off for each other.


The ewes out on pasture are downright heavy!  They look pregnant but I don’t think they are.  I keep checking for udders just in case but I think all that good grass has made them a little round.  We have two more sections of pasture to use and then they will just be picking here and there.  Once we start to feed them they will get either round bales or haylage.  The haylage tests quite high in nutrients so we should be able to avoid grain feeding.  The haylage tests 12% protein and 61% TDN (energy measure) which is better than most dry hay, especially in energy.


The ewes that are nursing lambs are getting second cut dry hay that tests 13% protein and 62% TDN.  We have been feeding a small amount of grain but probably won’t increase it as more lambs are born because the forage should meet their requirements (assuming they can eat all of the hay they want).  Our round bale 1st cut hay is more run of the mill with protein running about 8% and TDN at 55%.  This hay would be OK for ewes on maintenance but not high enough in nutrients for lactating ewes (or goats for that matter).


My sheep at home are looking pretty chubby, too, and I keep wondering if the ram got out and bred some of them.  They have one more section of pasture to eat but they are starting to beg for hay.  When I feed the lambs in the pen their grain and hay, the rest of the flock goes and stands in the area where I fed them outside last year.  It is pretty obvious what they want.  It is October 1st and I am betting the pasture won’t come back again.  It you have stockpiled grazing area (that is saved some grazing land) or have hay aftermath you can graze that now.  Just remember, when it is gone, it is gone.  When do you start feeding?  How long does your pasture last as the main feed source for your animals?  Let me know.  I am curious to see how long our actual pasture season is.


The next dilemma is when to breed the sheep or rather when do we want to lamb?  On a grass based system, lambing at or just before grass time works well.  However, having lambs big enough for the fall holidays like Ramadan is getting tough because the holidays keep moving back in the calendar.  Therefore, lambs have less time to grow.  Lambing in April is not bad most years but there have been some tough Aprils weather-wise.  So do you lamb for the holiday market or do you lamb for making the best use of the grass?  I haven’t decided yet on my farm.  


If you are on an accelerated lambing program your goals are more likely to be getting as many lambs out of a ewe as possible rather than taking advantage of the grass resource.  Having more lambs and being able to market them all year round should balance off the extra feed costs. However, with the high grain and hay prices you have to do some figuring to see if it is still worthwhile.  Certainly there are some advantages to keeping your customers satisfied and maybe finding other ways to cut costs.


If you direct market, many customers want their lamb in the summer so they can take advantage of the grilling season.  To have lambs ready by summer you need to lamb in the winter.  Winter lambing has its own challenges and costs.  March lambs could be ready for June or July with heavy feeding.  If you can get a premium for these lambs because you are selling direct then this is a possible scheme.


Another topic that our producer groups have shown some interest in is ultrasounding.  Beef producers use ultrasounding to find rib-eye area and back fat.  Some breed associations use the data in their genetic predictions.  There are some sheep producers using ultrasound, too.  The person we buy our rams from uses ultrasound.  We are working on ultrasounding equipment and how to use it.  We need to determine the best age to do ultrasounding for example.  Finding the rib-eye area would allow us to choose our breeding stock.  For example, it wouldn’t matter if it was a wool sheep or a hair sheep but choosing the animals with the largest rib-eye area as breeding stock would help us make a more consistent product with a higher dressing percentage..  We could all work towards a larger loin eye and a more consistent product and possibly be able to demand a better price for our loads of lambs.

Things coming up:

The Wool Pool is scheduled for October 11th from 10 to noon at the Extension Learning Farm.  Please let Sandy (315-769-7209) or me (315-379-0607) know if you are planning to bring wool.

The Cornell Sheep and Goat Symposium is October 24th and 25th in Ithaca at Cornell.  There are many topics offered for both sheep and goats and the price is reasonable and even covers most of your meals.  Take a look at the Cornell sheep webpage at www.sheep.cornell.edu for more details.  I will be attending so let me know if you want to ride along.

The Empire Sheep Producers Association (ESPA) has their annual meeting during the symposium.  There is some interest in starting a commercial division of the ESPA to better represent the commercial producers who are not interested in showing.  Let me know if you are interested.

Sheep Week is November 19th and 20th in the North Country.  Mike Thonney from Cornell will be in Watertown on the 19th and in Canton at the Extension Learning Farm on the 20th to talk about research going on at Cornell and feeding strategies to use when feed prices are high.      

The Empire Livestock Christmas Graded Lamb Sale will be Saturday December 13th .  Call Jack Bero at 287-0220 or 322-3500 for more information.  Goat kids and cull sheep and goats are also sold at the sale.

