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EWE FERTILITY 

Th e importa nce o[ th e fert ility of 
New Zea la nd's ewe flock to th e 1rnLion­
al economy is well kn own a nd needs 
no furt her cmph;is is. 

Jt is obvious therefore that it i 
highly desi rable that we should have 
some kn ow ledge of the ma ny fa ctors 
which contribu te to or arc involved in 
thi s complex subject. ln this co nn ec­
tion it must be stated at th e outset 
th <it o ur kn ow ledge on this subj ect is 
by no means yet compl ete, new infor­
ma tion on va rious of its aspects i 
co nsta ntl y being produced by th e scien ­
tists working in thi s fi eld , and it may 
be many years, i f ever, bc[orc we kn ow 
;ill th e answers. 

Nevertheless there is alread y suffi ci · 
ent information ;iva il ab le to make it 
possib le a nd worthwh il e for each indi ­
vi du a l to co nsider carefull y th e fer­
t ili ty level of hi s flock with th e ulti­
mate view p erhaps o[ improvin g it. 
Egg Production 

This must always rem a in th e prime 
limiting factor in ewe fertility. T he 
number o[ eggs shed by each incli ­

... \r idual ewe nea r the encl o[ her "heat" 
p eri od se ts the upper limi t o n the 
number o[ eggs which ca n be fertili sed 
at mating by the ram, and thus h ave 
a d1,ance of bein g ultimately produced 
as full -time lambs. 

Ma ny factors govern egg produc­
tion. The ewe is able to produce eggs 
only when she is in a breedin g state, 
what is common ly termed "the breed­
ing e;ison". This period may vary 
both in duration as well as the actual 
calendar months concerned according 
to: 

(a) The breed or cross of ewe and 
(b) The individual within the breed. 
An exa mple of this difference be-

tween the Corriedale ;md R om n ey can 
be seen in Figure I. 

I t is interesting to note that much 
of this vari at ion is due to the clay 
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length ex peri e nced by th e sheep, 
whi ch is a sho r t-day breed ing a nim al. 
Thus th ere will l1e differences be­
twee n th e o nset of the breeding season 
o( ewes in th e ex treme 1ionh and 
those in th e far south due to lat itude 
an d its assoc iated changes i11 day 
length. I n fact it is this reversa l of 
cl ay leng th wh ich is re;,ponsib le for 
changing the breed ing seaso n o [ north­
ern h em isph ere shee p to that o f the 
southern when they are exported to 

ew Zeabi ncl . 
Now it ca n also be noted from 

Fi gure J that th e level o l egg produc­
tio n is not th e sa me throughout th e 
breedin g season, but r ises to a peak 
about six wee ks alter i ts comm ence­
m en t. Tbus in order to obtai n ma xi· 
mu m production from a ny one gToup 
of ewes it might pay th e farm er LO 
defin e th e onset or the breedin g sea­
so n by running a " raclcll ecl teaser r am" 
with a good sa mple of hi s nock from 
early .Janu ar y. T hen as soon a 15 to 
20 per cent of th ewes a re marked 
he has fi xed th e starting point and 
ca n ca lcula te hi maximum fertili ty 
level ela te six weeks later. The u se 
which ca n be made of this ·knowl edge 
will o[ course depe nd o n each indivi­
dual farm er's circumstan ces in re­
spect to feed suppli es a nd genera l 
management problems. H owever , there 
is an add ed in centi ve to do thi s, be­
c::i use a t Lin coln we have found, dur­
ing a ten-year stud y of th e sheep 's 
ovum, th at not all th e eggs · libera ted 
at a ny one time are good eggs. Some 
o [ th em are abnormal and as a result 
are n ot able to be fertilized. The 
proportion of the e abnormal eggs is 
highest at th e beginning o [ the breed­
ing season ;i ncl lowest, fortu nately, 
about the peak ovu lation point. This 
serves to in crease the net ga in in fer­
ti li ty, which ca n be ach ieved by de­
laying mating until near the middle of 
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the breeding season. The effect of one 
month's delaf in matin g a Romn ey 
flo ck is shown in Figure II. 

It will be appreciated that these 
factors relating to egg production 
apply in general to all ages and breeds 
of sheep . There is still , however , the 
one furth er advantage, which can be 
ob tain ed by the later mating pro­
gra mme. o [ reducing the spread of 
lambing. pproximately JOO per cent 
o( the ewes will be ov ulat ing _around 
the p eak point whereas a month prior 
to that only about 70 per cent of alJ 
ewes will be ovulating at an y one time 
and thus th e fl ock takes longer to 
get in lamb. 
Age Effect 

The contributio n which age can 
make towards fertility is well known 
and need hardly be elabora ted on 
here. The following table based on 
Lincoln College r ecords over the last 
twenty years serves to illustrate th e 
point. 

Table !.-Effect of Age of Ewe on 
Lambing Percentage 

Age of Ewe at 
Lambing 

2 years 
3 years 
4 years 
5 years 
6 years 

Lambing % 
127 
146 
160 
160 
160 

Th us for every l 00 5-6 year old 
ewes culled for age and replaced by 
the eq uivalent number of two-tooths 
the reduction in lambdrop wi 11 be 33 
lambs. 

The suggestion here would be to ap­
proach culling with the att i.tucl e of 
"how [ew two-tooths need I put in to 
th e fl ock' ', and pay more attention to 

cul ling on mouth conditi on rather 
than age. 
Breed Effect 

H ere again there are marked fer­
ti l ity cl i fferences ex1stmg between 
some of the well-known breeds of 
sheep. But it has not always b een 
easy to obtain figure s_ for th e perform­
ances of different breeds wh en run 
under th e same environmental condi­
tions. To some extent these diffi culties 
have bee n overcome by analysing th e 
da ta from the Lincoln Coll ege stud 
records for the past 20 years, where 
the four studs con cerned have been 
g iven exactly the same treatment 111 

terms of feeding and manage ment. 
The picture presented by Table II 

has been derived on th e basis of [ull ­
tim e lambs born expressed as a per­
centage of ewes mated being a tru e 
measure of fertility. 

Table II.-Breed 

Border Leicester 
Romney 

Fertili ty 
% 

166 
149 



Corriedale 
South Down 

132 
130 

Twin Selection Within the Breed 
We may say that in all breeds there 

i an upper genetic limit on fertility 
beyond which it is impossible to im­
prove without the addition o( new 
gen eti c material. This ca n only •be 
achi eved within a breed stru cture, by 
the use of certain "strains" which have 
proved themselves to be high in fer­
tility. To do this, stock have either lo 
be purchased from another breeder 
who h as a flock rated high in this trait 
or a rigid policy mu;;t be adopted of 
selecting for twins on the side of both 
the ram and ewes. Improvement by 
mea ns o( twin selection ca n be slow 
but it is at least sure. For example 
a t Ruakura a twelve-year twin-selec­
tion programme for ferti li ty in a R om­
ney cross flock has resulted in an in ­
crease of approxim ately 20 per ce n t. 

On th e other hand faster progress 
can be made if high-fertility-rated 
rams from a high-fertility flock or 

strain are purc.hased and med ; and ,.,[ 
course a comb in at ion o( th ese two 
methods will result in a st ill quicker 
approach to the geneti c fe rtility ceil ­
ing of the breed concerned. 
Crossing Outside the Breed 

For immediate results thi s method 
cannot be improved upon , but unfor­
tunately of course it cannot be used 
by registered stud breeders. However, 
in the commercial flocks substantia l 
increases can be ob tained by thi s 
means in one generation. For example 
a t Lincoln College with the mating· of 
a high-fertility breed such as the Bor­
der Leicester with breeds of relatively 
low fertility, the Corriedale a nd R om­
ney, it has been found that the Bor­
der Leicester-cross ewe from these 
ma tings weans 20 p er cent more' lam bs 
than each of the respective breeds of 
parent ewe. Results of a simi lar na­
ture have also been demonstrated at 
the Ruakura hill-country station where 
the Romn ey ewe flocks are run under 
extensive, rough North Island hill-

Every 100 Romney Ewes Mated 
on~ 

28th.Mlarch 25\JApr~atal Eggs Shed 

152·5 
Total Eggs Shed 

139.5 

119 Lombs born 
103 Lombs born 

Fig.2 



co untry conditions. Calcul ated o n th e 
pc rc.c ntage o f l:i mbs a li l'e a t 28 clays 
per 100 e wes ma ted basis. th e ir fi gures 
a re as follow~ ror equ a ll y-balanced 
mi xcd -agcd ewe flocks . 

R o mn ey ewes 80.2'1< 
Bo1clcr X Romn ey ewes 109.0' 'r 
Th e st ra ight rn mm crr ia l breede r 

ha s th ere fo re a qui ck. e ffici ent me thod 
for in creasing th e l'crti li ty or hi s fl ock, 
by matin g it to ram s hi g her up th e 
fert ility sca le th a n hi s ewes, a 11d th e 
high er up th e rams are th e gre:i te r 
wi ll be th e degree o [ improvem e nt. 

On e word of warning: Be sure th ;1t 
th e ram s used . whatever lh c b reed o r 
cross, arc de finite ly good-quality sheep 
a nd o [ substantiall y high er fe rtility 
Flushing 

This practi ce, namel y th e m a t in g 
o f ewes wh e n they are in a rising 
plane of co ndition , h as bee n kn o wn 
and pract ised sin ce th e cl ays o[ Aris­
totle. Its r es ults are wel l ap preciated 
by m ost [armers, and by rollmvi ng 
th e practice each ind ividwil can be 
sure he ha s g ive n hi s ewe th e oppor­
tunily to prod uce eggs to th e ir ge ne ti c 
maximum, comm e nsura te w ith th e d a te 
o [ m at ing. On ce aga in as in the case 
o f "p ea k o [ th e breeding season" mat­
in gs it has to be fitted in to the m a n a­
ge rial prac ti ce a nd feed position o[ 
each rarmcr con cer ned . l ncrcases o [ 
up to 15 p er ce nt h ave b een achi e ved 
by usin g th e nushin g technique [or 
three weeks b e fore putting th e ram s 
o ut a nd two weeks aEterwards. 
Hormone Tl1erapy 

Th is is a comparat ively r ece n t clc­
velopment which h as n o t ye t quite 
reached the stage wh ere it ca n be 
recommend ed for universa l m e. 

Jt consists of lhe treating o[ ewes, 
prior · to tuppin g, w ith certa in h or­
mone preparation , of whi ch th ere are 
several. with the obj ects or: 

(a) artifi ciall y st imula ting th e m11n ­
ber o [ eggs produced by each 
ewe and so in creasin g h er 
chan ces of multipl e birth , 

(b) of con centrat in g lambing by 
a rtifici ally regulatin g the "h ea t" 
periods of the ewes so that they 
all occur r ound about the same 
date. 

Bo th of th ese possibilities a re highly 

exc1ung a nd even at th e ir present 
sta ge o[ deve lo pm ent arc pnictical pos­
sibiliti es [o r th e stud b reede r . Bu t the 
cost in term s o[ materials a11cl labour, 
at presen t, r end e rs th em un suitable 
for th e ordinary comm ercial farmer. 
ft shou ld also be rc111 c1nl>crcd th at, 
at• leas t in th e first in st:'! ncc. th e as­
sista nce o[ a ve terinarian or a perso n 
train ed in the use or hormo nes sho uld 
be so ug ht. if this ro nn o [ fertility 
a ugm enta ti on is to be adop ted . 

\l\/ith rega rd to some of th e po int> 
m ade, the pra cti ca l a ppli ca lion of 
them m ay e n ta il too radi cal a n altera­
tion of hith erto well-lr ied a nd te,led 
sys tems of m a nagemenl lo justify th eir 
adop tion . This is o nl y natural, but 
th e n th e farm er ca nn ot continue to 

complain abo ut his low lambing p er­
ce nta ges. l[ in creased ferti li ty is ava il ­
able beca use of ex tra planning and 
e ffort lhen , as always, it is over to th e 
individua l to decid e wheth er th e end 
juslifi es th e m ea ns. 

L e t us summarize th e fa cts av;iil ­
ab le that ca n comribute to an in ­
creased fe rtility in ewes. 
I. ' l\/ here possibl e sta rt out by usin g 

th e breed or cross that has th e 
hig hest natural gene ti c level of fer­
tility wh il st st ill be in g ca pable of 
e ffi cient utilizat io n o[ yo ur type of 
country. 

2. !faximum fertility of a ll sheep can 
o nl y be achieved by m a tin g th em 
over th e ir "p ea k egg-productio n 
per iod"; thi s is capab le o f b ein g 
d efin ed for a n y o ne farm. 

3. 'In a nv Aock, lwo-too th s a re the 
lowest ' rerti lity-age-group ; therefore 
keep th e ir proportio n down to th e 
absolu te minimum . 

4. v\Tithin a ny fl ock fertility rn ay be 
in creased by selecti o n for twinnin g 
on th e side of both the ra m a nd 
th e ewe. 

5. The u se o[ hig h-fer t ility breeds for 
cross-breed in g purposes ca n bring 
about a rap id a nd substanti a l im­
provem en t. 

6. Flushin g of ewes is b en efi cial an d 
sh o uld b e practised where possible. 

7. The u se o[ hormones [or a ugment­
ing fertility is of short-term benefit 
only, and a t present is on ly pos­
sible for the stud breeders. 

Copies of this Bulletin m ay be obtained from the Secrelary, Cante1·bury 
Chamber of Commerce, P .O . Rox 187, Chrislchurch 


