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EDITORIAL
It is time to make contact with a newsletter as many things have happened in the sheep industry in the last year or two and it is worth some focus.

February 2010 saw the first Cleanskin Sheep Symposium pulled together after a planning meeting with Louise Mawson and myself to lay out a plan of approach and get our networks in action to find speakers and resources.  The Rural services section of the Royal Ag Society financed and ran the event and there was standing room only with close to 300 attending over the two days. Lou and I stepped back after that one and the 2011 event was just as successful.

The best part was the bringing together of industry participants to swap stories and information and benefit from the experiences of others in the vibrant prime lamb meat industry. The event had no breed politics and was a real time of working together for a common goal – just as it should be everywhere.

The Dorper Society grabbed the concept after the first cleanskin event and put on a very good Show/sale/ conference at Dubbo in 2010.  Such a good presentation on three fronts at once would have stretched the volunteer pool.
LAMBEX conference was held in WA in 2010 and again although dominated by mainstream traditional breeds it did have a smattering of cleanskin influence and was worth attending to see what is happening in the prime lamb industry as a whole – it was an exceptional event for information and supply chain options, grazing/cropping enterprise tuning and some very interesting technical stuff. It will be on next in the Eastern states – perhaps next year – don’t miss it if you plan to be supplying prime lambs to the market place into the future. 

Colour issues have faded

Visits to sale venues in the last six months and the reaction to our on-farm sale indicate that finally the majority of breeders have little interest in chasing only white sheep and now seem to be chasing “good” sheep regardless of colour – some buyers are looking for the best shedding ewes to top up their flocks but others are just looking for any female meat sheep to get a lamb on the ground and are chasing clean rams to upgrade  – breed mix or colour seem to make little difference and it is obvious now that growers really have a grip on anything that can produce $$$$s.  As a long term White dorper breeder it was interesting to go to a weekly sale recently and see the buyers get into action over any pen of lambs that had Dorper content. While two or three bid on most pens of lambs all the buyers seemed to have a go at the Dorpers.
On Farm Sale Feb 2011

The sale was well attended and all but 6 rams sold on the day. Thanks to all those that attended. It was obvious that the approx 40 buyers registered had cleanskin in mind as the two young rams passed in were the only youngsters to have a handful of wool on their backs – they were also youngest in the sale.  While some impressive mature Meatmaster rams made up to $2500 and some cherry picking of both White Dorper and Meatmaster made up to $1500 the sale average settled at about $700 for Meatmaster and $900 for Dorper.  Some buyers went out with ute loads of rams at between $400-600 so the pricing was able to suit a range of clients.

Meatmaster ewes suited to ram breeding went out to three buyers with the biggest group going to After Hours Ag at Bourke to establish a ram breeding nucleus. A full report is on the website.
While we mate ram breeder groups in 6 week blocks we almost have some lambs dropping all year – so it is difficult to produce tight lines of rams at the same age – the range is easily three months or more depending on season – Ideal time of sale is From October to end of February where shedding can be seen.  We often have small groups come through where 30-40 ewe lambs come of age and so are mated and put with main group.  A bit of a challenge when running big numbers but no good holding groups for later to match them up – their only job in life is to make lambs.
A sale brochure is included in the mail out but at time of printing was just a guess as we wanted a print for a field day  – actual numbers will flex a bit based on timing of lambing  (ewes) and culling (rams)  as we use the sudden death method – if any grow feet then they are off, there are some that go lame from fighting –and odd sudden death from fighting too – boys will be boys – Date and time on flier is correct –  put it on the fridge as a reminder - Agents Elders
Currently 140 rams out the back on grass land – no grain or special feed- only a couple of mineral blocks.  Anything that made it to winter with a bit of a cape on the back has gone to our classing partners T&R Pastoral meatworks at Murray Bridge – the same with any that showed any feet deviation or leg problems.

Not sure of numbers of Dorpers/Meatmasters but possibly 40 Dorpers –as ewes were mated to drop in March 2011 Balance predominantly White Meatmaster with a few Reds 

Sale ewes have not been co-operating and will lamb just around sale time so advertised group may not be in – we will look to putting in lines of Meatmaster mated ewe lambs – some with the ram now –  possible some groups of older ewes with lambs -check the website late September. 
Recently all the ram breeding ewe groups have been through the yards for a hard classing to lower numbers to make way for the youngsters.  March drop Meatmasters and White Dorper lambs were weaned at the same time and some of the February catch up matings started lambing straight after the classing – Like many cleanskin sheep breeders the most constant job is keeping up with lamb marking.
The ram lambs from both groups have been classed again at weaning and several culled for horn or poor growth (no matter what the cause) the resulting 250 will be checked later in the year for type, 100% shedding and any conformation defect that may develop – and the top line will be presented for sale in February 2012 

Magnesium deficiency

Lambs grazing stubbles or kept in yards for extended periods can suffer from Magnesium deficiency and a few losses may occur.

We observed some symptoms in occasional commercial lambs as we were moving in from stubbles – staggers, stiff gait and falling over with tremble – they seem to get up again when rested a bit but if pushed will fall again.  We also yard wean and move them about the yards for a couple of days while on hay – last year we lost a couple in the yards and saved about 8 more that were down with flowpack injection.
After some research we read on the internet that treatment of water with 500grams of Magnesium Sulphate in 100lts water is a reasonable treatment for the problem – now we use Mag sulphate in water trough for weaners and have seen no more problems – also from time to time we hit the paddock water too.

We have heard of quite high losses – to 15% on trucked lambs (suggest held in yards too long as well) and would guess that this is typical of “Transport sickness” and could be avoided by the water treatment as well – look it up on the internet if you think this may be a problem for you – Google: Magnesium deficiency sheep, Transport sickness sheep, Transit Tetany

This discussion is presented on the basis of what we do and is not advice -  

Weaning – we yard wean these days – for many years we left ewe lambs with the flock but mob size too big now and competition means we have to move young stock to better pastures to maintain growth.  Yard weaning allows us to hold after the weaning drench, feed hay for a few days and allow lambs to go from pen to pen and get used to yards and being moved – saves us a lot of grief when put into the paddock as they have got over the fence pacing and panic that sometimes causes some fence problems or breakouts.

When for some reason yard weaning is not practical we cross wean – move to another mob of ewes and lambs – they keep looking for mum in the new mob and settle after a couple of days then come out for drench and wean with the next lamb group.

For big operations the cross weaning can be the most practical solution.

Worms 

Many reports of worm problems in country that has not usually had a problem – wet conditions through two summers has built up a problem and production losses have been reported – should be no thin or scouring sheep in station country these days.

No Frills sheep

That is our policy with ram raising – the property has close to 1000 “stud” sheep to breed rams plus a commercial prime lamb operation and one operator so tolerance for work that is pointless and consumes time and physical input is banned.
Sheep must be 100% self shedding and any trimming of feet for breeding maintenance or sales takes place at the neck end of the sheep at T&R pastoral.

The same attitude of zero tolerance applies to pellet or grain feeding – grazing only, with some finishing on standing barley crops – early planted barley grazing also used in the winter slow feed time as a buffer.
Hay is fed in holding yards or smaller breeding management paddocks but is not used for paddock supplement.

No rumen modifiers are fed and all rams raised know how to forage and walk through scrub and survive on grass. We do provide mineral lick from time to time.
Seriously easy care sheep raised to go out and serve ewes – not wait at the gate for the ute or the bucket..

The no frills approach follows through to the sale – rams are not sorted into graded groups – all pass through the yards several times before sale to eyeball conformation, feet/walking ability, shedding and type – rejects are not sold cheap out the back door – they are slaughtered. The remainder are split into pens on sale day in breed groups as they run out of the yard – tag numbers are recorded and put into the catalogue after penning and the buyers decide which is the best suited to their needs. Base reserves are set at $500 for Dorpers and $400 for Meatmasters and our aim is not to set sale records but get a volume of rams out to breeders.
Clients are welcome to test us out with a visit during winter or spring to see shedding, management, and feed types and we like to spend time with growers discussion the myths and legends that surround African breeds – there are many that can distract you from the real aims – Maximum income generation from easy care meat sheep suited to Australian conditions and targeted at the Australian domestic and export meat trade.
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