
View All Proceedings Next Conference Join NZSAP

New Zealand Society of Animal Production online archive
This paper is from the New Zealand Society for Animal Production online archive. NZSAP holds a regular

An invitation is extended to all those involved in the field of animal production to apply for membership of
the New Zealand Society of Animal Production at our website  www.nzsap.org.nz
 

 

The New Zealand Society of Animal Production in publishing the conference proceedings is engaged in disseminating

information, not rendering professional advice or services. The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent the views

of the New Zealand Society of Animal Production and the New Zealand Society of Animal Production expressly disclaims any

form of liability with respect to anything done or omitted to be done in reliance upon the contents of these proceedings.

This work is licensed under a  Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0

International License.

You are free to:

      Share— copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format

Under the following terms:

     Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made. You may

do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.

     NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes.

     NoDerivatives — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you may not distribute the modified material.

http://creativecommons.org.nz/licences/licences-explained/

 

http://www.nzsap.org/proceedings/browse
http://www.nzsap.org/conference
http://www.nzsap.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


ISSN 0370-2731/2002 Proceedings of the New Zealand Society of Animal Production 62: 334-336

Incidence and perceptions of cryptorchid lambs in 2000

I.S. TARBOTTON, A.R. BRAY1 AND J.A. WILSON

AgResearch Ruakura, Private Bag 3123, Hamilton, New Zealand.

ABSTRACT
A telephone survey of 400 randomly selected sheep farmers was undertaken to determine the incidence of ram,

cryptorchid, and wether lambs in the New Zealand lamb flock in 2000.  Respondents were asked why they choose to
produce rams, cryptorchids or wethers and how willing they would be to change.  The percentage (+/-5%) of male
lambs left entire and made cryptorchids was similar at 39% and 41% respectively with the remaining 20% wethers.
The primary reasons why farmers produced cryptorchids was to achieve good lamb growth rates and lean carcasses
without having fertile male lambs.  Published research reports support the perception of leanness relative to wether
lambs but indicate that carcass weights are similar to those of ram and wether lambs and that some cryptorchids may be
fertile.  Secondary reasons given for producing cryptorchids were that they were cleaner and easier managed than ram
lambs.  Although the production of cryptorchids has declined in recent years, 71% of the farmers who currently produce
them have a preference for this method and indicated unwillingness to change from this practice.
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INTRODUCTION
The significance of the sheep industry to the New

Zealand economy is based on its exports to overseas
markets.  The Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF)
like to be ready to respond to export customers if
approached about aspects of our sheep farming and
processing systems.  Animal welfare is one aspect in
which export customers take a keen interest.  A practice
used in New Zealand that impinges on animal welfare
and with which people in some importing countries are
not familiar, is that of shortening the scrotum of lambs in
the first few weeks of life to induce a condition akin to
cryptorchidism.  Induced cryptorchidism has been used
to describe the situation in which testes were forced
through the inguinal canal into the abdominal cavity
(Hudson et al., 1968).  The standard commercial practice
is to push the testes against the abdominal wall and hold
them there with a rubber ring applied around the neck of
the scrotum.  The testes are not removed so the lambs
should not be referred as castrates.  The term “short
scrotum males” is a more correct term but the commonly
used one of  “cryptorchids” will be used in this report.

 In order to provide MAF with information from which
to develop an effective response to any future consumer
concerns about “cryptorchids,” a study into the incidence
and reasons for the production of them was undertaken.
The information may also be utilized in the revision of
MAF standards and recommendations in the Code of
Welfare for sheep.  As well, the data could form a basis
for the development of any strategy to encourage a change
in the types of male lambs produced.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
A telephone survey of New Zealand sheep farmers

was undertaken during February and March 2001 to
quantify the proportion of rams, cryptorchid, and wether
lambs in the national lamb flock which were born in 2000.
Respondents were also asked why they chose to produce
the alternative types of male lambs, and how willing they
would be to change.  The survey was commissioned by

MAF with questions being developed by AgResearch and
piloted by sheep farmers through the Sheep Council.

A random sample of New Zealand farmers with at
least 500 sheep was selected from a national database of
farmers.  Following discussions with MAF, it was agreed
that the number of farmers surveyed needed to be
sufficient to provide a measure of the incidence of
castration method of +/- 5% at a 95% confidence level.
This worked out to be 400 survey respondents.

A telephone survey was chosen in order to achieve a
high response rate and ensure valid findings.  A response
rate, which excluded those who were not able to be spoken
to or who were no longer farming, worked out to be 95%,
which is exceptionally high and ensures a full range of
farmers responded.

RESULTS
A total of 400 sheep farmers from throughout New

Zealand completed this survey.  The majority of these
respondents were aged between 40-49 years (35%) and
50-59 years (29%). The next most represented age group
in the survey was the 30-39 years (19%), followed by the
60+ age bracket (13%). There were few farmers in the
20-29 year age bracket (4%).  Fewer female farmers
answered the survey (18%) compared to male farmers
(82%).

There was a large range in the number of ewes farmed
on the respondents’ properties. To be included in the
analysis, farmers needed to have at least 500 ewes at
docking in 2000.  The mean number of ewes for all
respondents was 2389 and the range was between 500 –
17000 head (standard deviation 2120 ewes). In total, the
respondents docked over half a million male lambs in the
year 2000.  This respondent description confirms that the
sample of farms and farmers in the survey was
representative of the New Zealand sheep industry (The
Economic Service, 2001).

Respondents were asked what age their lambs were
at docking and castration.  Eighty seven percent of farmers
docked their lambs between the ages of two and six weeks
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of age.  A further 12% of farmers docked lambs when
they were older than six weeks of age, while only 1% of
farmers docked their lambs younger than two weeks of
age.

Incidence of cryptorchids
The percentages of entire male lambs and cryptorchids

were similar at 39% and 41% respectively. The remaining
20% male lambs were fully castrated to become wethers.
No sexual modification methods other than castration and
the cryptorchid technique were detected in the survey.

There was a 10% difference in the number of farmers
that produced cryptorchids (45%) compared to those not
using the technique (55%) on their flocks in 2000.
Farmers using the cryptorchid technique had a 20% larger
average flock size than those not using the technique, 1537
compared with 1273 male lambs.

Overall 30% of farmers had more than one type of
male lamb on the farm. Of the farmers that used the
cryptorchid technique, the majority (76%) treated all of
the male lambs with that technique.  Fifty-eight percent
of all farmers left at least some lambs entire, while 29%
castrated at least some lambs to wethers.

Previous production of cryptorchids
A very high proportion (73%) of farmers surveyed

have produced cryptorchids at some time during their
farming career. Of the 220 farmers that did not use the
technique, almost half of them had used the practice in
the past, the average time since they had used it being six
years.  This move away from producing cryptorchids had
occurred at a steady rate.

Reasons for choice of rams, cryptorchids or wethers
Table 1 shows the reasons farmers gave for their choice

of type of male lamb produced. The main ones given by
the 180 producers of cryptorchids were “better growth”
(97  responses), followed by “easier management, fewer
hassles (no expenses) then by carcass leanness” (36
responses) then by “infertility” (27 responses).  There was
also a total of 88 farmers who responded with reasons of
“cleaner”, “easier management/fewer hassles”, “easier
crutching” indicating that the absence of a scrotum and,
therefore, less dag accumulation makes cryptorchid
management easier and cheaper than for ram lambs.
Anecdotal evidence indicates that some producers
experience less difficulty with cryptorchid than ram lambs
in achieving meat works’ standards of cleanliness for
lambs submitted for slaughter.

The reasons given by 220 farmers for not using
cryptorchids were much more diverse, with no one reason
being strongly predominant.  Some of the reasons given
were “more work, extra labour” (32 farmers),  “not part
of my farming practice” (29 farmers), “no point” (23
farmers) followed by “rams do better – weight and
growth” (18 farmers).

The top three reasons for choosing to leave rams entire
were similar to those farmers gave for choosing
cryptorchids. “Grow better” was quoted by 98 farmers,
followed by “sell earlier” (66 farmers), “leaner” (32
farmers) and then “less trouble/saves time/no point” (26

farmers).
The majority of the reasons given for selecting

particular options were related to farm production and
farm management benefits.  In terms of animal welfare/
humanity, there was a fairly even split between farmers
who considered the cryptorchid technique humane and
those who did not. Seventeen farmers gave the reason for
using the technique as “simpler, safer, more humane and
less stress”.  In contrast “hurt too much, feel sorry for
them, inhumane” was quoted by five farmers as a reason
for not using it.  An additional 14 farmers said “Don’t
want to, don’t like the cryptorchid technique” as their
reason for not using the technique. In the group of farmers
that choose to leave ram lambs entire, 10 farmers gave
the reason as “less trauma”, a further four farmers said

TABLE 1: Reasons for farmers choosing to produce ram, cryptorchid
or wether lambs. The responses have been clustered into themes of-
fered by eight or more farmers.  The percentage figures illustrate the
number of responses for each reason as a proportion of the number of
farmers who used that castration method.  Individual farmers could pro-
vide more than one reason for using a certain method.

Reasons for choosing to produce cryptorchids n %
Better growth than wethers 97 54
Easier management. Fewer hassles 40 22
Carcass Leanness 36 20
Infertility 27 15
Cleaner 26 14
Easier Crutching 22 12
Simpler safer more humane, less stress 17 9
What market wants 11 6
Tradition, just keep doing it 11 6
Better grading 9 5

Why do you not produce cryptorchids? n %
More work. Extra labour. 32 15
Farming practice 29 13
No point 23 11
Rams do better - weight, growth 18 8
A hassle, easier & quicker not to. 17 8
Behaviour problems 14 6
Don’t want to. Don’t like crytorchid castration 14 6
Haven’t thought about it, haven’t tried crytorchidism 14 6
Easier management, mustering 10 5
Too much trouble with crytorchids 9 4
Off early before get problems 9 4
No guarantees 8 4
Avoid setback 8 4

Reasons for choosing full castration (wethers) n %
Convenient, fast, easier 19 17
Kinder, safer, less trauma, less flystrike 16 14
Best for small lambs, later lambs 16 14
Easier - mustering, management 15 13
No fertility problems 11 10
Good fat lambs. Fatten better 11 10
Wool production 9 8
Behaviour 9 8
Cleaner, neat & tidy 9 8
Kept longer, carried over, stores 9 8
Farm practice, just do it 8 7

Reasons for choosing to leave ram lambs entire n %
Grow better 98 42
Sell early 66 28
Leaner 32 14
Less trouble / saves time / no point 26 11
Terminal sire 22 9
For breeding 21 9
Grade better 10 4
Less trauma 10 4
Bigger lambs 8 3
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it’s “what the market wants”.

Willingness to change from producing cryptorchids
Farmers who produce cryptorchids mainly disagree

(44%) and strongly disagree (27%) that they would readily
change from using cryptorchid castration.  Only a small
proportion of farmers were at the opposite end of the scale
with 10% agreeing and 5% strongly agreeing that they
would readily change from this practice.  This indicates
that those farmers producing cryptorchids have a strongly
held belief they want to continue using this practice.

DISCUSSION
The shortening of the scrotum to produce cryptorchids

was as popular as leaving ram lambs entire and twice as
popular as castration to produce wethers in representative
flocks in New Zealand in 2000.  The results showed that
73% of farmers had produced cryptorchids at some stage
of their farming career and that 45% of farmers used this
method at docking last year (2000).  Farmers had clear
reasons why they used this method, the primary one being
to achieve good lamb growth rates and lean carcasses
without the risk of having fertile male lambs on the
property.

Research findings support the perceptions of leanness
but clearly indicate that carcass weights at the same age
are similar to those of ram and wether lambs (Bianchi &
Garibotto, 2000; Campbell & Philips, 1998; Corbett et
al., 1973; Jackson et al., 1990; Young & Dolling, 1972),
and that there is a risk of some cryptorchids being fertile
(Probert & Davies, 1986; Thwaites et al., 1982).

Of those farmers who produced cryptorchids, the
majority (71%) have a preference for this method.  There
were a small proportion of farmers who currently produce
cryptorchids (15%) who would have readily changed to
another method.  Any initiative aiming to change farmers
away from the use of cryptorchids would need to take
this information into account.
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