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A SURVEY OF LAMBING PRACTICES IN STUD SHEEP 
FLOCKS IN NEW ZEALAND 

R. A. S. WELCH and R. KILGOUR 

Rua!ktlra Agricdttlral Research Centre, Hamilton 

SUMMARY 

A questionnaire was sent to 325 stud sheep farmers each with a 
minimum of 300 registered ewes. One hundred and seventy-three 
useful replies were received. The questionnaire was designed 
to give information on lambing management particularly from 
the point of view of opportunities for mismothering to occur and 
to be detected. 

Analysis of the replies showed that on most farms the size of 
groups that ewes are in for lambing is sufficient for mismothering 
to occur at an appreciable level. On most farms the intensity of 
shepherding is such that most of this mismothering cannot be 
detected. 

OBSERVATIONS on ewes lambing over a S-day period in 
small paddocks and initially stocked at about 50 ewes per 
acre has shbwn that 10% of lambs formed permanent 
bonds with the wrong mothers (Welch and Kilgour, 1970). 
While such mismothering may not contribute to lamb 
deaths it may remain undetected by shepherds and result 
in incorrect pedigrees being recorded. Further informa- 
tion on this aspect is required, but it is difficult to con- 
tinuously observe sheep at night in paddocks much larger 
than about one acre. 

This paper presents some data (obtained by postal sur- 
vey) on the lambing practices adopted in some of the 
larger stud sheep flocks in New Zealand. 

THE QUESTIONNAIRE 

A questionnaire was sent to the owners of 325 stud 
sheep flocks (minimum o’f 300 registered ewes) selected 
from the latest flock boo’ks available in March 1971. The 
questionnaire asked for information on the lambing prac- 
tices used including the observations of shepherds at 
lambing time. Copies of the questionnaire are available 
from the writers. 

Replies to the survey were 200 (62%) and after the 
deletion of some returns (flocks sold; flocks reduced to 
fewer than, 300 registered ewes) data from 173 flocks were 
used in the analysis. The number of replies for the various 
breeds were: Romney, 101; Corriedale and halfbreds, 30; 
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TABLE 1: RANGE IN NUMBERS OF EWES IN A LAMBING PADDOCK RELATIVE TO STOCKING RATE AT 
COMMENCEMENT OF LAMBING 

(Number of flocks contributing data are shown in parentheses) 

Border and 
-- 

s Dorset Horn, 
English Cheviot, Merino, Minor Down Corriedale, z 

Eweslac Leicester Perendale Poll Merino Breeds Sotctkdon,rl Half-Breds Romney 3: 

l-10 100-220 42.413 86-100 45 31-420 60-350 30-1277 t) % 
(1) (10) (4) 

1 l-20 
(2) 

120 
(9) (9) 

97-360 500 
(46) 

135-150 360 ; loo-470 150- 570 7; 
(2) (4) (1) 

21-30 
(2) (1) (4) (15) E 
150 33-400 440 250. 300 
(1) (3) (1) (4) % 31-40 100.250 465-630 I 350. 600 

(2) (2) (3) 
> JO 455 425-1000 120- 300 

(1) (3) (2) 
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Merino and Poll Merino, 7; Cheviot and Perendale, 20; 
Southdown, 25; Dorset Horn, Poll Dorset, South Dorset 
Down, Hampshire and South Suffolk, 12. 

SURVEY RESULTS 

STOCKING RATE 

Table 1 shows for each breed group the range in num- 
bers of ewes together at one time in a lambing paddock 
classified according tot the stocking rate at the co’mmence- 
ment of lambing. Stocking rate is a function of the num- 
ber of sheep and size of paddock and both factors are im- 
portant in interactions that can occur between ewes at 
lambing. In many cases there are large numbers of sheep 
in small areas. The stocking rates given are maximum 
values as in many flocks lambed ewes were “shedded” 
away from unlambed ewes. 

Data on the times at which shedding was practised with 
lambed ewes are given in Table 2. The survey sought in- 
formation on whether ewes were shedded daily or at inter- 
vals of mofre than three days. As the bond between the 
ewe and lamb is developed during the initial three days 
after birth (R. Kilgour, unpubl.), then older lambs when 
shedded were unlikely to be mismothered. Also, it is most 
unlikely that a ewe three days or more after lambing 
would be stealing lambs from other ewes. 

Observations of ewes lambing indicate that the same 
small area is used repeatedly for parturition (Welch and 
Kilgour, 1970). The ewes olften scrape bare patches of 
earth. Of 171 replies to a question about ewes lambing. in 
favourite areas, 141 (85%) noted this. The congregation 
o’f ewes around such lambing spots effectively increases 
the stocking rate and the possibility of mismothering and 
the stealing of new-born lambs. 

TIME OF LAMB IDEN,TIFICATION 

Figure 1 shows for the various breeds the times after 
birth at which lambs were identified for the recording 
of parentage. There are marked differences between breeds 
in the time o’f lamb idemification but it is obvious that 
for all breeds there is a large proportion of stud flocks in 
which lambs were not recorded until several days after 
birth, and therefore little opportunity existed for rectify- 
ing any mismothering that had occurred. Some farmers 
did not identify lambs for up to six weeks after lambing 
and one not until the end of lambing. 



TABLE 2: NUMBER OF FJ_OCKS CLASSIFIED ACCORDING TO THE TIME OF SHEDDING LAMBED EWES 
FROM UNLAMBED EWES, NUMBER OF SHEPHERDS, AND ESTIA~ATED INCIDENCE OF MISMOTHERED 

LAMBS 

Item 

Border 
and 

English 
Leicester 

Cheviot, Merino, 
Perendale Poll Merino 

Dorset Horn, 
Minor Down 

Breeds Southdown 
Corriedale, 
Half-Breds Romney 

__- 
No shedding 1 
Shedding 
D-3 days 
post partum 4 
Shedding 
> 3 days 
post partum 0 
Estimated 
mismothered 
lambs 
O-l % 1 
l-3% 2 
> 3% 2 
Shepherds 
None 0 
One 2 
Two 2 
> Two 1 

3 0 0 1 2 10 

9 5 8 21 23 78 

4 0 

8 3 
4 1 
1 2 

1 0 
11 3 
3 2 
1 1 

0 1 0 2 

5 a 7 29 
2 8 7 24 
1 7 8 32 

0 0 0 0 
1 6 9 38 
5 13 13 39 
2 4 3 12 

.- 
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FIG. 1: The time that lambs are identified aft&- birth. Data as a per- 
centage of questionnaire retlAms for each breed. 

SHEPHERDING 

The o’pportunity to detect and remedy mismothering 
depends on the intensity of shepherding. This in turn de- 
pends on the number of people irnolved in shepherding, 
the number of times they walk through the sheep pad- 
docks (lambing beats), and the number of hours per day 
that the sheep are under observation. 

The number of people shepherding is shown for each 
breed in Table 2. These figures overstate the number of 
shepherds somewhat because any farmer indicating occa- 
sio’nal extra help was credited with an extra shepherd. 
There were usually more shepherds on the farms with 
Down breeds than with Cheviot and Perendale flocks. 

The number of lambing beats per day is summarized in 
Fig. 2. Most of the shepherding is done in daylight hours 
and the Southdown. flocks are inspected mo’re regularly, 
even to farmers maintaining continuous watches. This is 
further borne out by the number of hours per day that 
the sheep are under observation, as shown in Fig. 3. With 
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FIG. 2: 

Lambing Beats 
The number of times that lambing ewes are inspected each day 

(“lambil?g beats”). (Cont.: confinuotcs during daylight hours; All: 24. 

hour period.) Data as a percentage oi questionnaire returns for each 
breed. 
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FIG. 3: The hours per day thai lambing ewes are under observation. 
Data as a percentage of questionnaire returns for each breed. 
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respect to mismothering of lambs, it appears that on most 
survey farms there zre at least the hours of darkness and 
often more when lambs can become bonded to the wrong 
mother without any chance of this being detected and 
corrected. 

ESTIMATES OF MISMOTHERING OF LAMBS 

Table 2 also sets out flock owners’ estimates o’f the inci- 
dence of mismothered lambs. Most did not regard mis- 
mothering as a serious problem, estimating the extent to 
be less than 3%, and many considered that no lambs in 
their flocks were mismothered. However, a few farmers 
considered the problem to be serious in their flocks and 
these were usually shepherded intensively. Of 170 replies, 
65 (38%) considered mismothering to be “a problem” and 
143 (85%) replies indicated mismothering to be “more of 
a problem with multiple births”. 

PEN LAMBING 

The questionnaire also sought information on the use 
in flocks of single pens for lambing ewes. Of 173 replies, 
62 (32%) flock owners had lambed ewes in.dividually in 
small pens. There were clear differences between breed 
groups in the use of pens for lambing. Thus for the meat- 
sire breeds surveyed (Southdown, Dorset Horn and minor 
Down breeds) 19 of 31 (61%) and for all other breeds 43 
cf 142 (30%) flocks had used pens. 

Most flock owners (143 elf 169) did not see a future for 
pen lambing on their pro’perties and the ones who did 
usually had Southdown or the other Down breeds. It is 
realized that there are reasons other than mismothering 
cf lambs that influence breeders of Down sheep to’ use $=n 
lambing. Some farmers use pen lambing only during 
storms or for multiple births. Thus lambing in paddocks 
is mostly practised, although 60 of 173 farmers (35%) 
considered their lambing paddocks “not well sheltered”. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The results from this survey indicate that there is ample 
opportunity on most of the large stud sheep farms of New 
Zealand for mismothering to occur. It might be suggested 
that mismothering of lambs occurs to a greater extent than 
is generally realized by the farmers and must slow the 
rate of genetic progress. Van Vlech (1970) has tabulated 
the effect of different levels of mis-identificatio’n at differ- 
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ent heritabilities on sire evaluation. Not surprisingly, the 
extent of under-estimation of genetic progress depends 
primarily on the fraction of the records that are mis- 
identified. If the estimate of 10% mismothering applies 
generally, the accepted figure for the heritability of fer- 
tility (approximately 0.15) could be increased by co’rrect 
identification. 

In studies at Ruakura Animal Research Station on 
lambs from Romney ewes sired by rams of several breeds 
it has been noted that, at weaning, many lambs (in 1970, 
42 of 563) were of a different breed from their putative 
sire (A. H. Carter and A. H. Kirton, unpubl.). In a similar 
experiment in 1971, 13 lambs had obviously been mis- 
mothered out of a total of 380, i.e., 3*/2 %. This must be an 
under-estimate because 23 of the 33 sires used were South- 
downs and mismothering within a breed cannot be recog- 
nized. 

The need for accurate pedigrees in stud flocks is recog- 
nized and avoiding the problems encountered may be pos- 
sible only by the use of pen lambing. However, it is ap- 
preciated that this method does nomt fit the general pat- 
tern elf New Zealand farming, or with the stud breeders’ 
view of the future. Therefore, the best course of action is 
to try to make farmers aware of the occurrence of mis- 
mothering so that they can try to avoid it wherever pos- 
sible. It can be suggested that mismothering will become 
mo’re of a problem as lambing percentages increase 
(either through selection or cross-breeding) and that, un- 
less guarded against, mismothering will inevitably slow 
the rate of progress toward higher lambing percentages. 
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