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By Ulf Kintzel

Most sheep breeds start to cycle when the days
get shorter, typically in August or even late July.
That allows for breeding anywhere between
August and January when the days are again
getting longer. There are some breeds that
breed out of season, but in this article I will
exclusively talk about a fall/winter breeding sea-
son.

The question of when to start breeding is best
answered by another question: When do you
want your lambing season to start? Then you
count 145 days backwards and you have your
starting day of breeding season.

EWES
A ewe cycles anywhere between every 14 to 21
days, with the average being 17 to 19 days. That
means the bulk of the lambing season can be
done within three weeks. A few ewes will return
to season when they didn't get pregnant the first
time around. Just a few ewes should return to
season. If many do, it is likely that there are fer-
tility or conception problems. I cull any adult ewe
that returns to season a second time.

I routinely breed female lambs that were born in
the spring of the same year. Since I start my
main breeding season in November, these

lambs are between 7 and 8 months old. About
90 to 95 percent of these lambs get impregnat-
ed the first year. The remaining percentage will
breed the year after. However, one has to take
into account that a good percentage of these
lambs may not cycle in November just yet and
will breed later in December and January.

Ewes should be in good body condition just
before and during breeding season. It is obvious
to many that a ewe that is too skinny may be a
problem. It is less obvious to some that a ewe
which is too fat can be just as much of a prob-
lem. Fat ewes have often a hard time getting
pregnant.

FEED AND ENVIRONMENT
You may have heard about flushing. Flushing
means that the ewes are offered better food two
to three weeks prior to breeding. This can be
better pasture as well as an increase in grain
feeding. Mother Nature then tells the sheep's
body that times are good and that the ewe can
raise more lambs. The ovulation rate increases.
The effectiveness of flushing is limited when the
ewes are already in good condition. However, it
is still a good idea to put the ewes in good pas-
ture prior and during breeding.

It is equally important to reduce any stress dur-
ing that time. Stressed ewes ovulate less. In
addition, many lambs are lost just after they
have been conceived if the ewe is stressed.
Stress can be caused by heat, pain, thirst, para-
sites etc. I suggest a pasture that offers shade if
there may be still warm weather in September
or October. It is not so much because the sheep
couldn't take a day with 80 degrees without
shade. It is merely for their comfort.

I also always offer fresh water and free choice
minerals. I make sure that any limping sheep I
may have is treated and healed prior to breed-
ing. I reduce the activity of my herding dogs to a
minimum during that time by styling my rotation-
al grazing system so that my need for a dog is
limited. I also de-worm all my breeding ewes
prior to breeding. Should you have ewes that are
soiled in the rear I suggest clipping those spots
so that the ram can actually breed those ewes.

Many publications suggest not putting sheep
into pasture with lots of Red Clover since its
estrogen-like substance will keep the ewes from
breeding or will reduce the ovulation rate. I have
not had this experience. I recall a study that was
made in East Germany (where I grew up) that
concluded that there was no such influence of
Red Clover. I have grazed my sheep on pasture
with very high Red Clover content and have
found no adverse effects. I am currently improv-
ing most of my pasture with Red Clover. I will
report additional findings in the future.

RAMS
I prepare the rams for breeding season by cut-
ting their hoofs well before it and I de-worm

them. A ram should be in good condition before
breeding. He will certainly lose weight during
that time.

The question that I am often asked is "How
many ewes can a ram breed?" It varies greatly.
Many books and articles will tell you that a ram
can breed only about 30 to 50 ewes. I have
always expected an adult ram to breed 100 to
120 ewes in one cycle. I have never been disap-
pointed. There are breeds that are considered
"lazy" breeders and they may indeed not be able
to breed that many ewes during a breeding sea-
son.

Experienced rams should be calm breeders and
not fighters. I expect an experienced ram to
breed a ewe in season and move on and look
for another ewe in season, and not try to breed
the same ewe over and over again, ignoring all
the other ewes standing around him waiting to
be bred. I also do not tolerate aggressive rams.
Rams that are busy hitting people have no place
at my farm.

I use a marking harness to track the breeding.
The harness is worn by the ram, and carries a
colored crayon marker which marks the back of
every ewe that he breeds. There are several dif-
ferent kinds of harnesses on the market. Some
of them tend not to stay in place. I have found
the "Cross Your Heart" breeding harness from
Premier is the most likely to stay in place.
Marking crayons also come in three different
temperature versions: warm, mild, cold.

I start with a lighter colored crayon marker (such
as yellow) and keep the same color for about

one cycle, usually 17 days. Then I switch to a
darker color such as blue to be able to identify
those ewes that have returned to season. In
other words, blue will cover yellow. Since the
harness can be tough on the ram over a period
of several weeks, I remove the harnesses after
two cycles, but usually paint the chest of one
ram with a twist stick marker to be able to identi-
fy late breeders or sheep that continue to return
to season.

Should there be a need for a second or third
ram to avoid inbreeding I suggest that you sepa-
rate groups of ewes into separate pastures, and
that you use different colors for different rams
The color remains on the ewe until spring, so
you can identify when the ewe was bred and by
which ram.

I also recommend writing down all details such
as the beginning date of your breeding season
and which ram had what color at what time. If
you think you will remember take my word for it:
You won't.

Last but not least, make sure you have your
rams in a secure area BEFORE breeding sea-
son. Rams can be inventive to get to the ewes.
If I had a dime for every time somebody told me
that the breeding season was determined by the
ram getting out of his paddock and in with the
ewes.....

Ulf Kintzel owns and manages White Clover
Sheep Farm (www.whitecloversheepfarm.com)
in Rushville, NY where he breeds grass-fed
White Dorper sheep.s
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Managing A
Sheep Breeding Season

This ram (center front) is in good condition to breed 100 ewes or more.

This ewe is in excellent body condition to be
bred.

These female lambs will be well over 100 lbs in the fall and can be bred at the age of 7 months.

This ewe is on the verge of getting too fat.
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