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This newsletter is part of the SheepConnect-Tasmania program, a sheep industries initiative 
funded by Australian Wool Innovation Ltd & TIAR.   
 
January 2010 E-Newsletter 

 

Itôs a numbers game 

 
In recent years wool has contributed between AUD $70 - 80m of revenue 
annually to the Tasmanian economy (Hunt and Coutts 2009, DPIPWE 
2009), amounting to up to 8% of the total value of the stateôs agricultural 
production. The production of sheep for meat in the state has grown 
exponentially over the last 15 years, and is currently valued in the vicinity 
of AUD $42 m/annum (Fletcher et al. 2008). The industry constitutes 
around 780 producers. It has seen continual change since the 1980s, with 
major industry re-adjustments following the failure of the Reserve Price 
Scheme  in the early 1990s. There has been a decline in the Tasmanian sheep population from 5.6 m 
in 1990 (ABARE 2008), to an estimate of 2.0 m in 2009 (AWI Limited 2009). Three years of drought 
(2006-09), the most severe on record, has driven down sheep numbers from a 2006 pre-drought 
population of around 3.85m sheep (ABARE 2008). 

 
Recovery of sheep numbers as quickly as possible is therefore the name of the game.  As outlined in 
the Christmas issue of SheepConnect, sheep are now valuable, and we simply donôt have enough of 
them! I was speaking to one grazier recently who had so much grass relative to sheep that he had to 
discreetly get the ride-on-mower out to mow a pathway to imprint feed his weaners. What a difference 
rain makes. 
 
Therefore the name of the game at the moment is recovery of numbers to take advantage of 
burgeoning wool and sheep meat prices over the next few years. That means getting your 
reproduction (i.e. your sheep reproduction), cranked up to its maximum. Nature is fortunately going to 
help us with an excess of feed at the moment. However, there are a number of both strategic and well 
practical pre-joining operations you should be revisiting so to achieve optimal outcomes. 

 
Also mentioned in this newsletter are some notes on a new lice treatment that was registered late last 
year, as well as a warning to be on the look out for serrated tussock. 
 
Finally, donôt forget to check the óUpcoming Eventsô section to get details for Lice & blowfly workshops 
that SCT is running in February.   
 

Warren Hunt 

Coordinator - SheepConnect Tasmania 

Ph        +61 (0) 3 63365464; Fax       +61 (0) 3 63365395 Mobile + 61(0) 437 170670 

Email: warren.hunt@utas.edu.au 

 

Connecting people in the sheep business 
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Maximise your 2010 lambing 
 
When coming out of drought, flock reproduction is the engine room of your sheep business. It would 
be remiss of me to assume that everyone is 100% up to speed on sheep reproduction. A revision of 
the key areas for attention is appropriate. This isnôt new technology, they are proven and tested 
strategies that can work for you.  
 
This and other supporting material is available of the Making More From Sheep website should you 
wish to investigate further: 
http://www.makingmorefromsheep.com.au/wean-more-lambs/procedure_10.1.htm  
 
Timing of joining 

Setting the time of joining for lambing is the most important strategic reproduction management 
decision you make. Lambing time must be planned to optimize conception as well as to match feed 
demand with feed supply at commencement of lactation.  

For merinos in southern Australia, March-April joinings have consistently proven to deliver the highest 
conception rates. 

Table 1. Conception rate of Merino ewes at different joining times  (Source: Sheep CRC Report 1.2.6) 

Ewes  Lamb date Joining date (day of year) Pregnancy rate (%) Singles % Twins % 

Merino April 1 Nov (300)  80 70 5 

  May 1 Dec (330)  90 80 5 

  June 1 Jan (1)  110 90 10 

  July 1 Feb (32)  120 80 20 

  Aug 1 Mar (60)  130 70 30 

  Sep 1 April (90)  130 70 30 

  Oct 1 May (120)  120 80 20 

 

Oestrus activity in ewes increases after the longest day (22 December). As day length shortens, 
cycling activity increases to peak between March and May, by when most ewes are cycling, resulting 
in maximum reproductive rates. Cycling in Merinos, and to a lesser extent breeds such as Poll 
Dorsets, are least affected by day length. Breeds such as Border Leicesters, Coopworths and 
Romneys are most affected by day length. Typical conception rates for Merino ewes are listed in 
Table 1. 

For out of season joining, cycling activity can be improved by the use of teasers and exploiting the 
óram effectô to stimulate oestrus in ewes. 

 
Managing ewe nutrition 

Managing ewe nutrition is the most important factor to ensure best reproductive performance. 
Condition scoring is a quick and reliable tool for managing ewes to meet production targets and 
enable timely decisions to optimise reproduction rates. The actual condition score of the ewes is the 
most important determinant of reproductive rate. 

The target condition score is a balance between reproductive performance, stocking rate and 
supplementary feeding costs. The response to reproductive rate in Merinos is linear between ewes in 
condition score 1.5 to 4.5. The Lifetime Wool project shows an increase of about 20% extra lambs for 
each unit increase in condition score at joining. This response varies from 7% to 36%, depending on 
genetics and time of lambing, with later lambing likely to be more responsive.  

Strategies to manage ewes for higher condition score at joining include:  

- At weaning, condition score ewes and draft those below score 3 into a separate management 
group for preferential grazing on pasture, or if pasture quality is low, feeding a supplement to 
increase liveweight. Pasture is usually the only economic option for increasing ewe condition 
score after weaning. Optimally, the target is to get all ewes up to score 3 before joining.  

  

http://www.makingmorefromsheep.com.au/wean-more-lambs/procedure_10.1.htm
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- Wean lambs at 14 weeks after the start of lambing to ensure ewes can gain weight on green 
pasture before next joining.  

 
Joining management - managing ewes at joining 

The following management aspects need attention in breeding flocks: 

- Join maiden ewes and adults separately. 
 
- Ewe health is critical - any health issue such as worm burdens, liver fluke, ryegrass staggers or 

footrot will slow weight gain or cause weight loss resulting in lower reproductive performance. 
Given the season we have in Tasmania in the second half of 2009, each of the above health 
areas should be guarded against.  

 
- Avoid joining ewes on pastures that may be toxic to sheep. For example, high endophyte 

perennial rye grass pastures may lower conception rates and lambing performance by as much 
as 20%, even without visible rye grass staggers. 

 
- Avoid joining ewes within two weeks either pre- or post-shearing as shearing can disrupt cycling 

activity. 
 

- Avoid joining ewes with full wool as mating can be physically more difficult. 
 

- Avoid imposing any severe stress (such as more than 1kg liveweight loss per week or extreme 
variation in feed quality) when joining ewes, as embryo loss may be higher.  

 
Length of joining 

Join rams with ewes for two 17 day cycles or five weeks. If your flock is mated outside the peak 
breeding season (before February) or joining paddocks are large, join ewes for six to seven weeks, or 
five weeks if teasers are used. Most ewes get pregnant in two cycles. 

On more intensively run farms, extending the joining for longer periods is not recommended because 
the 2-4% of extra lambs holds up completion of important management events such as marking and 
weaning. Delaying weaning for a few late lambs can result in serious worm burdens, leading to weight 
loss in both ewes and lambs. In winter-lambing Merino flocks, the late lambs generally have poor 
survival rates because of inadequate body reserves for harsh conditions. 

 
Joining maiden ewes 

Bodyweight is the critical factor with maiden ewes. Management practices such as regular monitoring 
of bodyweight and condition score are essential for a successful joining and a higher percentage of 
lambs weaned to ewes joined. 

Grow maiden Merino ewes to be at least at 75ï80% of mature liveweight for successful joining (see 
Table 2.) 

Table 2. Target weights for maiden ewes from birth to pre-joining 

Adult weight 
(kg) 

Birth (kg) Weaning on 
dry pasture 

(kg) 

Autumn break 
(kg) 

Late winter 
(kg) 

Mating on dry 
pasture (kg) 

45 4 20 22.5 27 34-36 

50 4.5 22.5 25 30 37-40 

55 5 27 27 33 41-44 

60 5 27 30 36 45-48 

70 5.5 31.5 35.5 42 52-56 

% of adult 8-9% 45% 50% 60% 75-80% 
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Maiden crossbred ewes can be successfully joined at 7ï9 months at a minimum of 45kg bodyweight 
at joining, provided they have access to good quality feed during pregnancy to ensure they are 
condition score 3 at lambing. Do not attempt joining at 7ï9 months if adequate feed cannot be 
provided. 

What if ewes fail to get in lamb? 
When joining in the peak breeding season, at least 90% of Merino ewes and up to 95% of crossbred 
ewes get pregnant in the first two cycles. Pregnancy rates can be markedly lower if joined outside the 
normal breeding season. If more than 15% of ewes are not pregnant in the target mating time an 
investigation to determine the reason for ewes failing to conceive is necessary. 

Both ewe and ram problems can contribute to poor results. Consider pasture toxicities, including 
syndromes such as perennial rye grass toxicosis or oestrogenic clover infertility. Consult your animal 
health adviser to investigate problems. 

 
Managing rams for joining  

Ram management is important to a successful mating: 

z Give rams a breeding soundness examination at least eight weeks before joining (teeth, tackle, 
testicles and toes). Surveys have shown that 10-15% of rams on Australian farms are ódudsô. All 
rams should be manually examined and culled for testicular lesions and abnormalities.  
 
Swelling or lesions in the testicles reduces sperm production. Palpate rams to determine the 
shape and size of the testicles. Testicles should be firm and even in size, with no signs of 
softness or hardness.  
 
Epididymitis: This is where the head or tail of the epididymis becomes hard and swollen. Sperm 
may be completely restricted from flowing to the penis. Palpate to detect any swelling and 
hardness in the epididymis. Infection can be quite common and rams should be culled to 
eliminate spreading in the flock. This condition is often linked to Brucella ovis  
 
Cheesy gland: may be caused by shearing cuts and unhygienic dipping practices.  Can manifest 
itself as lumps in the cords. 
 
Also look for obvious signs of mechanical damage, or collapse of the suspensor ligament for the 
scrotum. 
 
Scrotal or chorioptic mange is a problem in some flocks. The parasites live in the surface layers of 
the skin of wool sheep and cause chronic irritation with severe itching: 
- Characteristic mange lesions occur on the bottom third of scrotum. 
- It is contagious but slow spreading. 
- The condition has emerged with the move away from plunge dipping. 
- Testicles are very sensitive to small changes in temperature. Chorioptic mange can severely 

impair fertility. 
- Inflammation and thickening of the scrotal skin interferes with temperature control in the 

testicles, ócookingô the developing sperm.  
- Temperature increases can be in the range of 0.6 degrees C to 3.1 degrees C (average 1.7 

degrees C) higher than normal. 
- Fortunately the condition is easily treated and or prevented with application of Ivomectin or 

OP dips.  
 
Other important points:  
- Pizzle/penis - examine for damage from grass seeds, infections and shearing cuts.  
- Supplement with protein and energy for two months prior to joining and aim to have rams at 

condition score of 3.0 - 3.5 at joining. Over fat rams are less sexually active and they over 
heat.   

- Some rams have inherently poor libido. Studies have shown that up to 15 percent (average of 
8 to 10 percent) of rams are homosexual and will not mate with ewes. They also have a 
reduced capacity for producing testosterone.  

- A ram's desire to mate also decreases with age and disease conditions, such as arthritis.  
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If you donôt know what to look for in this regard contact SCT, as having defective rams in the 
paddock is dead money, and potentially costs you money by ending up with less lambs in the 
paddock in spring. In order to utilise the full genetic potential of your rams, their fertility status 
must be optimal at joining.  
 

z Shear rams at least eight weeks before joining as shearing cuts and resulting fever, or 
compromising body temperature change, may affect semen quality. Donôt baulk at shearing rams 
twice a year. 
 

z Heat stress can cause temporary infertility ð lack of paddock shade, mustering, flystrike or 
infection will impact on rams. Spermatogenesis take 49 days in rams, therefore a pre-joining 
stress period within a seven week period prior to joining, can have negative carry-over effects. 

 
z Join rams at 1% plus one extra ram for mature ewes (at least five rams for a mob of 400 ewes), at 

least 1.5% for maiden ewes and 2% for ewe lambs. 
 
z Higher ram joining rates are necessary in large paddocks with multiple watering points or when 

rams are joined outside the main breeding season. This is why 2% has commonly been used in 
the pastoral zone. 

 
z If rams need to increase condition score before joining, feed a high quality feed such as lupins for 

50 days prior to ensure maximum testes size and sperm output. 
 

z Avoid joining inexperienced rams with maiden ewes. 
 

z Minimise the risk of lambing difficulties by not joining meat breeds with high Australian Sheep 
Breeding Values (ASBVs) for birth weight, to maiden ewes. 

 
z Allow eight weeks for newly introduced rams to acclimatise if they have been brought in from 

outside your district. Housed rams may need even more time to become accustomed to paddock 
feed before joining commences.  

 
z If ewes are being supplemented during joining, make sure rams are accustomed to the same 

supplementary feed as ewes to avoid rumen acidosis (graining poisoning). 

 
New lice treatment on the market  

 

In the last two years, wool brokers have been communicating to SheepConnect that sheep lice 

infestations have proliferated, and have become increasingly difficult to manage and control in 

Tasmania. The reasons for this are multi-factorial. There could be undetected resistance issues in 

some flocks to insect growth regulators (IGRs) or synthetic pyrethroids (SPs). Also, during times of 

financial adversity (in our case the 2006-09 drought), people in farming invariably make cost input 

cutbacks. This might manifest itself in reduced maintenance or replacement of fencing (allowing 

neighboursô sheep to visit), or decisions are made on not to treat either a mob, or even an entire flock, 

because signs of lice werenôt obvious, though a subclinical infestation may have been developing 

undetected.  

 

The launch of the new lousicide, AvengeÊ offers an additional treatment tool in integrated programs 

for lice management. AvengeÊis an off-shears knockdown product that will provide an alternative to 

organophosphates in managing suspected IGR or SP lice resistance. Unlike IGRs it kills lice on 

contact. It will however remain effective on sheep for up to four weeks after treatment. The product is 

based on new chemistry (neonictinoids). The active ingredient is known as imidacloprid. Though new 

to sheep, imidacloprid is the largest selling insecticide in the world and is used widely in horticulture, 

the Australian sugar industry (for canegrub control), and for flea treatments in companion animals. 

Being new chemistry it also has a much lower risk profile to humans.  

 

It is relatively rain-fast, remaining efficacious on exposure to up to 13mm of rain within two hours of 

treatment. 
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Producers concerned about export guidelines will also be pleased to learn that under EU Eco-label 

standards there are no restrictions placed on the use of AvengeÊ (imidacloprid) for lice control. This 

means that the use of Avenge for lice control will not compromise a producerôs adherence to the EU 

Eco-label standards.  

 

If you wish to get the latest update on lice management for your flock, and learn about new tools 

available, SheepConnect-Tasmania is running a series of workshops through-out the state in 

February. Check out the óUpcoming Eventsô section at the end of this newsletter. 

 

 
Heads up for Serrated tussock  
 
David Lane ï DPIPWE Regional Weed Management Officer 
 
In late 2007 DPIPWE was made aware of an infestation of Serrated tussock (Nassella trichotoma), in 
flower, at Macquarie Settlement between Cressy and Campbell Town. It was a relatively small 
infestation of about 100 plants from seedlings to mature tussock and some distance from the road. 
However, the distinctive features of the serrated tussock seed head made it stand out for the alert 
citizen who reported it.  
 
Since then a far larger and older infestation has been found at Lake River - by the landholder from 
Macquarie Settlement. Serrated tussock has also moved into the Southern Midlands with a roadside 
infestation of about 1000 plants found at Spring Hill on the Midlands Highway.  
 
Serrated tussock is at its most obvious in late spring and summer. Coming into December - January 
plants are flowering and seeding, and it is in the seed head that serrated tussock is most visibly 
different from other plants. So this is a time for us all to be particularly alert. The more so as action will 
need to be swift with any seeding plants found now.  
 
Summer identification 

 The flowering head is an open panicle of 
multiple, mostly paired branches on a 
slender stalk.  

 Early season branches are erect, but later 
heads droop to touch the ground when 
mature.  

 Multiple florets each produce a single seed 
(up to 100,000 per plant).  

 Seeds are 1.5 -2mm long enclosed in red-
brown to purple bracts. 

 In flower these bracts give the plant a 
purplish appearance very different from 
native species. 

 Colour fades to become more golden as 
seed matures.  

 Seed head then breaks from the plant 
allowing the panicles to be blown on the 
wind. 

 Seeds have a rough coating and hairs that 
aid attachment so will also be animal 
spread.  

 Later as pastures dry out serrated tussock 
retains a more fluorescent green colour with 
bleached, straw coloured tips.  

 
Figure 1: Right - Serrated tussock seed panicle, showing 
open form and distinctly purple florets. 

 



 7 

 
 

Why this is important? 
 
Serrated tussock is a declared weed in Tasmania requiring eradication in the northern region. 
Serrated tussock will dominate a pasture if allowed and has a wide range of site tolerance making it 
capable of infesting and ruining rough run country. It is unpalatable so stock will overgraze preferred 
species allowing serrated tussock to seed and infest more denuded areas.  The plant has limited 
nutritional value, and stock grazing on it  fail to thrive.  
 
The good news is that as a seedling serrated tussock competes poorly where there is a good cover of 
competing species. Prevention is number one. Acting swiftly when you find it is the best response. 
DPIPWEôs most recent visit to Macquarie settlement found only two seedlings. There may well be 
more at this site in the future, but, this does illustrate that swift action can pay handsomely.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Haloed appearance of serrated tussock plants in full seed. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Straw coloured serrated tussock panicles accumulated against netting fence. 
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Take home messages 

 
Detection and action are the critical points for stemming the spread of this invasive species. Leave a 
positive legacy on your farm.  

 
Contact for Dave Lane - Ph 6336 5429 or mobile  0417 348 912 

 
 
 

Useful Links 
 
AWI web-site 
http://www.woolinnovation.com.au/ 

 

Making More from Sheep 

http://www.makingmorefromsheep.com.au/ 

 
Sheep Cooperative Research Centre  
http://www.sheepcrc.org.au/ 
 
Sheep Genetics Australia 
http://www.sheepgenetics.org.au/Default.aspx 
 
MERINOSELECT 
http://www.sheepgenetics.org.au/MERINOSELECT/Default.aspx 
 
Australian Merino Superior Sires  
http://www.merinosuperiorsires.com.au/ 
 
Wormboss 
http://www.wormboss.com.au/LivePage.aspx?pageId=394 

LiceBoss 
www.liceboss.com.au 

MLA Pasture growth outlook tool  
http://www.mla.com.au/growthoutlooktool/ 
 
Tasmanian Rural Financial Counselors 
Launceston Office:  
 
Clemencia Barnes 
Phone: (03) 6334 2768 
Fax: (03) 6334 0979  
Email: launceston@rfcstasmania.com.au 
Post: PO Box 322, Launceston, Tasmania 7250 
 

Julie Kirby 

Phone: (03) 6334 2768 

Fax: (03) 6334 0979 
Mob: 0448 342 767  
Post: PO Box 322, Launceston, Tasmania 7250 
Julie.kirby@RFCSTASMANIA.com.au 

 
 
 

http://www.woolinnovation.com.au/
http://www.makingmorefromsheep.com.au/
http://www.sheepcrc.org.au/
http://www.sheepgenetics.org.au/Default.aspx
http://www.sheepgenetics.org.au/MERINOSELECT/Default.aspx
http://www.merinosuperiorsires.com.au/
http://www.wormboss.com.au/LivePage.aspx?pageId=394
http://www.liceboss.com.au/
http://www.mla.com.au/growthoutlooktool/
mailto:Julie.kirby@RFCSTASMANIA.com.au
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Hobart Office:  
Leigh Noye 
Phone: (03) 6272 5992 
Fax: (03) 6272 3195 
Email: hobart@rfcstasmania.com.au 
Post: PO Box 627, Glenorchy, Tasmania 7010 
 
Website: http://www.rfcstasmania.com.au/ 
 
Centrelink Farm Help  

Janine Walker        Rural Service Officer        Ph 6336 9448  

Denise Pappin         Rural Service Officer        Ph 6211 7124  
Fred Thoen        Rural Social Worker        Ph 0417 153 337 
 

Rural Alive & Well Tasmania 

Vyv Alomes 

Old Anglican Church building - Melton Mowbray 

Mobile: 0428 333517 

vyv@rawtas.com.au 

 
Relationships Australia 
Max Bessell - Community Development Worker 
Ph. 03 6336 7000 
Email: maxb@reltas.com.au 
 
Frontier Services ï Midlands Patrol 
Rev Meg Evans  
Mobile: 0428 100983 
 
Presbyterian Inland Mission 
Ian and Michelene Tyson 
Contact details: PO Box: 69, 
Bridgewater, Tas 7030;  
Mobile: 0410 060 873; 
imtyson@iinet.net.au 
 
Tas DPIW FarmPoint 
www.farmpoint.tas.gov.au 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.rfcstasmania.com.au/
mailto:vyv@rawtas.com.au
mailto:maxb@reltas.com.au
mailto:imtyson@iinet.net.au
http://www.farmpoint.tas.gov.au/
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Upcoming events 
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This newsletter is a product of funding from AWI limited, Tasmanian Institute of Agricultural Research, Department of Primary 
Industries & Water, and the University of Tasmania. You have subscribed to this e-mail as a stakeholder in the future of the 
Tasmanian wool industry. If you do not wish to continue receiving e-mails from the SheepConnect Program, please contact 
Warren Hunt this e-mail address: Warren.Hunt@utas.edu.au or phone 0437 170  670.  
WARNING: This information is intended for general use only and users should seek specialist advice if they intend to rely on 
the information. 
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