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1. Executive summary 

This survey was commissioned in 2018 by the Department of Primary Industries and 

Regional Development (DPIRD), following earlier surveys in 2011 and 2014 

conducted as part of national producer surveys for the Cooperative Research Centre 

for Sheep Innovation (Sheep CRC).  This report is therefore able to analyse 

respondents’ flock management over time.   

The surveys were conducted by telephone with producers who had more than 500 

sheep and were located in the Medium Rainfall Zone (MRZ) or Cereal Sheep Zone 

(CSZ).  The sample sizes for the 2011, 2014 and 2018 surveys were 369, 368 and 

389 respectively. 

A snapshot of the key findings is below. 

Flock dynamics and enterprise decisions 

Sixty-three percent of respondents identified both wool and prime lamb as their 

primary enterprise; 27% identified wool and 10% prime lamb.   

There were similar numbers of respondents identifying as wool producers in the 

MRZ and the CSZ but there were nearly double the number of producers who 

identified as prime lamb producers in the MRZ than the CSZ (13% compared to 7%). 

There has been a significant shift in flock size over the period with a reduction in the 

average flock size across both regions. The average flock size has decreased from 

4402 (2014) to 4210 (2018).  The median flock size in the MRZ reduced by a third 

from 2011 to 2018, indicating that there is now a larger number of smaller flocks 

being run in the MRZ although there is a small number of very large producers. 

There has been an increase over time in the proportion of respondents running a 

commercial flock and buying rams (69% in 2014 to 82% in 2018).  The percentage of 

ram breeders who only breed rams for their own use has more than halved to 6% 

while the percentage of producers who both breed for their own use and buy in rams 

has increased to 16% in 2018. 

Eighty-two percent of respondents ran a commercial flock and bought rams, 30% 

bred rams for their commercial flock, 12% bred rams for sale and 5% traded sheep 

only. 

Those with a Merino based flock were more likely to use ASBVs or selection indices 

to choose a stud source than meat-focussed matings where producers were more 

likely to choose a breeder based on advice from a classer or agent. 

There was a significant decrease in the number of producers choosing rams based 

on a combination of look, performance data and some genetic information between 

2014 and 2018, but there was a concurrent increase in those choosing on genetic 

data. 

Just over half the respondents stated they would maintain their flock numbers, while 

36% intended increasing flock numbers, with no significant difference between 
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zones.  Twelve percent intended to decrease their flock numbers, mainly due to their 

‘age’, ‘seasonal conditions’, ‘selling the farm’, ‘labour issues’ or because ‘sheep are 

hard work’. 

Practices and production 

The average marking rate in WA has steadily increased from 84% in the 2010 

season to 92% in the 2017 season in Merinos and from 92% to 97% in meat lambs. 

The CSZ had a higher average marking rate for both Merino and crossbred flocks, 

however meat flocks in the MRZ were highest at 110%. 

There was a positive correlation between flock size and the number of lambs per 

hectare in both regions with the largest 25% of flocks having a significantly higher 

number of lambs per hectare. 

In the MRZ, Merino flocks primarily lambed between May and July, peaking in July. 

In the CSZ there was a clear predominance of lambing in May. 

Scanning for litter size has significantly increased since 2011 from 9% to 17% of 

respondents and covers nearly 30% of ewes. Fifty percent of respondents choose 

not to scan for pregnancy. 

Two-thirds of Merino lambs in WA that were mulesed had pain relief whereas in 

2011 just over half of Merino lambs that were mulesed had pain relief. Ninety-two 

percent of meat lambs were not mulesed in the 2018 survey. 

More than double the number of lambs were sold to slaughter than live export in WA 

(70% compared to 30%). Lamb slaughter was much more important than live export 

in the MRZ for producers who produced wool whereas live export was more 

important in the CSZ for wool producers. 

Only 14% of producers with Merino flocks sold lambs exclusively to live export and 

47% sold lambs exclusively to slaughter while only 3% of dual enterprise producers 

sold lambs exclusively to live export and 60% exclusively to slaughter. 

The peak lambing time for those who export lambs to live export is April to June for 

all enterprises. 

More than 40% of lambs were sold through an agent with wool producers in the CSZ 

being the most likely to use one. Saleyards were the least important method of 

selling in the MRZ whereas it was of equal importance to direct selling in the CSZ. 

Thirty-eight per cent of respondents had attended one or more sheep events over 

the last four years.  

 

Eighteen percent of respondents had participated in Lifetime Ewe Management 

(LTEM) with more in the MRZ than the CSZ. Practice change since attending was 

highest in those who completed LTEM at 90%. 
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2. Background to the producer survey 

2.1 Purpose 

The survey’s purpose is to document practices and behaviours of sheep producers 

in WA. The 2018 survey is a repeat of earlier benchmarking surveys conducted in 

2011 and 2014, which surveyed 377 and 368 sheep producers respectively on their 

sheep management practices and intentions for the future of their business.  

Comparisons are therefore made between the 2011, 2014 and 2018 surveys where 

questions were repeated.  Many questions relate to the prior years’ season (2011, 

2013 and 2017 respectively). 

Survey questions related to general demographics, breeding, reproduction, use of 

labour-saving devices, participation in capability building activities and changes in 

management practices. 

2.2 Methodology 

The criteria for participation were: 

 running more than 500 sheep; and 

 operating in the Medium Rainfall Zone (MRZ) or Cereal Sheep Zone (CSZ), as 

most of the sheep producers and sheep in WA are in these two zones. 

The MRZ includes the south-west, from Perth in the north to Albany in the south and 

has a six month growing season.  The CSZ extends from Geraldton in the north-west 

to Esperance in the south-east and has a five month growing season.    

 

Figure 1 Production zones as defined and used by the Sheep CRC and Department 
of Primary Industries and Regional Development (DPIRD) 

Sampling to select properties meeting the two criteria was based on size of 

properties (as an estimate of number of sheep) and post codes (for the two zones).  
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Names were randomly selected from the list to contact and initial questions were 

asked about number of sheep and location of the property.  The survey was 

conducted by phone using market research company IPSOS Australia. There were 

389 completed surveys where the respondents met the two criteria and agreed to be 

interviewed.   

Data was collected for Merino meat and maternal enterprises (SAAMs and Dohne 

sheep were included in Merino). 

The breakdown of the sample population by zone and the percentage of WA sheep 

producers represented are shown in Table 1. Table 2 shows the number of 

producers and sheep by zone and enterprise type.  Please refer to Appendix 1 for a 

full list of survey questions. 

The survey sample had a lower proportion of respondents in the CSZ than the MRZ 

and therefore does not reflect the overall proportion of sheep producers in Western 

Australia.  The enterprise type and behaviour of respondents vary considerably 

between zones so results will be shown for both zones rather than for the agricultural 

region as a whole.  Comparisons are also made in the report between enterprise 

type. The symbol ‘n’ is used to show the total number of respondents. 

 

Table 1 Survey sample and WA producers by zone 

Zone 
WA 

producers 
(n)* 

% of WA 
producers 

Respondents 
(n) 

% of 
respondents 

% of 
producers 

in zone 

MRZ 1398 31 178 46 13 

CSZ  3076 68 211 54 7 

Pastoral zone 35 <1 0   

Total  4509  389   

* WA producer numbers (ABS 2015-16 census) 

Table 2 Number of producers and sheep in the survey sample by zone and 
enterprise type 

Zone Enterprise 
producers in survey 

(n) 
sheep in survey 

(n) 
% of sheep in 

survey 

MRZ  178 860 658 53 

 Wool 49 232 983 27 

 Prime lamb 23 110 016 13 

 
Wool & 
lamb 

106 517 659 
60 

CSZ  211 776 968 47 

 Wool 55 207 148 27 

 Prime lamb 15 43 800 6 

 
Wool & 
lamb 

141 526 020 
68 

Total  389 1 637 626  
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Figure 2 Proportion of ewes in the survey sample for the Medium Rainfall Zone 
(MRZ) and Cereal Sheep Zone (CSZ) 

The proportion of ewes in the survey sample is similar to the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS) data from the 2016 census although the categories for inclusion are 

different (>500 sheep for the WA Producer Survey and >$40,000 income from sheep 

for the ABS census). 

  

Merino ewes
53%

Merino x meat ewes
26%

Meat ewes
21%

MRZ

Merino ewes Merino x meat ewes meat ewes

Merino ewes
60%

Merino x meat ewes
27%

Meat ewes
13%

CSZ

Merino ewes Merino x meat ewes meat ewes
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3. General demographics, enterprise and production 

Key findings 

 Sixty-three percent of respondents identified both wool and prime lamb as 

their primary enterprise; 27% identified wool and 10% prime lamb.   

 There were similar numbers of respondents identifying as wool producers in 

the MRZ and the CSZ but there were nearly double the number of producers 

who identified as prime lamb producers in the MRZ than the CSZ (13% 

compared to 7%). 

 The average flock size in the survey was 4210 sheep; 4835 in the MRZ and 

3682 in the CSZ.  This is a decrease from 2014 when the average flock size 

was 4402 sheep; 5282 in MRZ and 3913 in the CSZ. 

 There has been a significant shift in flock size over the period with a reduction 

in the average flock size across both regions. 

 The average number of ewes mated, across all mating types, was 

consistently higher in the MRZ than the CSZ 

 The average grazing area is 1271 hectares (ha); 977 ha in the MRZ and 1520 

ha in the CSZ while the average area of stubbles grazed is 1436 ha; 697 ha in 

the MRZ and 2059 ha in the CSZ. 

 The average age of respondents in the CSZ is younger than in the MRZ, with 

more producers in the 45-64 age bracket than the >65 age group. 

 50% of respondents stated they would maintain their flock numbers, while 

36% intended increasing flock numbers.  There was no significant difference 

between the zones on intentions. 

 Twelve percent of producers said their intentions were to decrease stock 

numbers.  The most frequent reason was ‘age’ in both zones; others were 

‘seasonal conditions’, ‘selling the farm’, ‘labour issues’ including ‘sheep were 

too much work’. 

 

3.1 Enterprise size and type 

Key questions were repeated from the 2011 and 2014 surveys in relation to the total 

number of sheep, primary purpose of the sheep enterprise and total winter-grazed 

area to allow a comparison over time.  A new question was added in 2018 on the 

total area of stubbles grazed by sheep. 

Q4. What was the total number of sheep on the property at 30th June 2017, 

including ewes, wethers, rams and lambs? 

Q5. What is the total winter-grazed area, in hectares, that you allocate for 

sheep production, including all leased land? 

Q6. What is the total area of stubbles grazed by sheep?   

Q7. What is the primary purpose of your sheep enterprise? Wool production, 

prime lamb production, or wool and prime lamb production (in tables indicated 

by “both wool and lamb”)? 
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Table 3 Average and median number of sheep by zone 

 2011 2014 2018 

Zone Average Median Average Median Average Median 

MRZ 5829 4600 5282 3250 4835 3000 

CSZ 4095 3000 3913 3000 3682 2932 

Total 4720 3500 4402 3000 4210 3000 
 

There has been a significant shift in flock size over the period, as shown in Table 3, 

with a reduction in the average flock size across both regions, although the median 

flock size in the CSZ remained similar across the period. Median flock size in the 

MRZ has reduced by a third from 2011 to 2018, indicating there are more smaller 

flocks being run in the MRZ. Figure 3 shows the distribution of flock size by zone. 

Figure 3 Distribution of overall flock size by zone 

The average number of ewes per respondent is 2580 with ewe flocks in the MRZ 

averaging 3094 and in the CSZ averaging 2258.  For more information on the 

breakdown of ewe mating type please see Section 3.3. 

Table 4 Primary enterprise of respondents by region from 2011 to 2018 

  2011 2014 2018 

Zone  Wool  
Prime 
lamb  

Wool 
& 

lamb  
Wool  

Prime 
lamb  

Wool 
& 

lamb  
Wool  

Prime 
lamb  

Wool 
& 

lamb  

MRZ 
 

n 38 20 75 39 22 75 49 23 106 

% 29 15 56 29 16 55 28 13 60 

CSZ 
n 67 20 149 85 22 135 55 15 141 

% 28 8 63 35 9 56 26 7 67 

Total 
n 105 40 224 124 44 210 104 38 247 

% 28 11 61 33 12 56 27 10 63 
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Table 4 shows that the mix of enterprises in the MRZ hasn’t changed over the last 

seven years, with a dual enterprise (both wool and meat) being the dominant 

enterprise. In the CSZ there was a swing towards wool from a dual enterprise in 

2014 but in 2018 the proportion returned to 2011 levels.  

The reduction in both average flock size and median flock size is reflected in the 

wool enterprises and dual enterprises (wool and prime lamb) as shown in  

Table 5. A small number of very large prime lamb producers (7%) ran a significant 

proportion (45%) of the prime lamb flock recorded in the 2018 survey. These larger 

flocks influenced the average flock size for prime lamb enterprises.  

 
Table 5 Average number and proportion of sheep by enterprise type for respondents 
to the 2011, 2014 and 2018 WA producer surveys 

 2011 2014 2018 

Enterprise Average %  Median Average %  Median Average %  Median 

Wool 4557 27 3973 4517 33 3200 4232 27 3000                                                                                        

Prime lamb 3635 8 2650 2492 7 1300 4048 9 2000 

Both 4990 64 3900 4737 60 3500 4225 64 3000 

 

The primary purpose of the sheep business nominated by the producers reflects the 

focus of each farmer.  It does not necessarily match the on-farm joining to Merino or 

meat rams. 

Figure 4 shows that flock size in the MRZ is similar for all enterprise types, albeit 

influenced by larger prime lamb producers. 

 

 

Figure 4  Average flock size in 2018 for enterprise type and region 

 
The largest 25% of producers ran 58% of the total number of sheep.  In the MRZ the 
largest producers ran 66% of the sheep with a similar proportion across all enterprise 
types.  In the CSZ the largest 25% of producers ran 49% of the sheep with the 
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proportion of prime lambs in that category at 57%.  Large producers in the MRZ had 
larger flocks than those in the upper quartile of the CSZ whereas in the CSZ the 
producers who ran both wool and prime lamb enterprises had the largest flock sizes. 
 

Table 6 Stocking rates by production zone 

Stocking rate (sheep/Ha) Pasture Stubble Combined 

MRZ 4.95 6.93 2.89 

CSZ 2.42 1.79 1.03 
 

Stocking rates were calculated from the results of Questions 5 and 6.  The stocking 

rate in the MRZ was double the stocking rate of the CSZ.  This perhaps reflects the 

fact that there was a lower proportion of crop and less stubble available per sheep to 

graze and a greater focus on improved or permanent pastures in the MRZ. 

3.2 Dominant mating type 

Questions 9 and 14 were repeat questions from 2011, asked in relation to the 2010 

season; Question 20 was included in the 2014 and 2018 surveys and was asked in 

relation to the 2013 and 2017 seasons respectively. 

Q8. How many Merino ewes were mated to Merino rams, to lamb in 2017 

(including Dohnes and SAMMs)? 

Q14. How many Merino ewes were mated to meat or maternal rams to lamb in 

2017? 

Q20. How many meat or maternal ewes were mated to meat or maternal rams 

to lamb in 2017? 

The nominated enterprise type was a good indication of the dominant mating type. 

Prime lamb enterprises still had 18% Merino ewes on average although 12% were 

mated to a terminal/maternal sire for meat production (Table 7). 

Table 7 Matrix of enterprise type by proportion of the ewe flock mated to wool and 
meat sires (2017 season) 

Enterprise type 
Merino ewe to 

Merino sire 
% 

Merino ewe to 
meat sire 

% 

Meat sire & ewe 
% 

Wool 88 9 3 

Prime lamb 6 12 81 

Wool and prime 
lamb 

52 34 14 

 

As shown in Table 8, more producers (76%) in the CSZ ran Merino ewes for Merino 

matings than in the MRZ (59%) in the 2017 season, however, for crossbred lamb 

production the proportion was similar across zones. The average number of ewes 

mated, across all mating types, was consistently higher in the MRZ than the CSZ. 
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Table 8 Matrix of the proportion of producers and number of ewes by matings for 
wool, mixed and meat by zone 

Zone 
 

Merino lambs 
 

Crossbred lambs 
 

Meat lambs 
 

 
% 

producer
s 

Av # ewes 
mated 

% 
producer

s 

Av # ewes 
mated 

% 
producer

s 

Av # ewes 
mated 

MRZ 59 2267 56 1375 39 1586 

CSZ 76 1714 49 1114 24 1162 
 

3.3 Producer profile and intentions 

Gender 

Eleven per cent of respondents (n=43) were female with a slightly lower proportion of 

males to females in the MRZ than the CSZ responding to the survey. 

Table 9 The gender profile of producers by zone 

Zone Gender % of producers % of sheep 

MRZ 
Male 86.5 88.3 

Female 13.5 11.7 

CSZ 
Male 91.0 91.9 

Female 9.0 8.1 

 

A small proportion of respondents were female in both regions and they also ran 

slightly smaller flocks on average. The proportion of females recorded in this survey 

would not likely represent the proportion of women involved in sheep enterprises as 

many are partners or co-managers of sheep enterprises. The survey did not ask for 

the respondent’s status in the enterprise. 

Age 

Thirty three per cent of the respondents in the MRZ were older than 65 (which was 

the most prevalent age group), compared to those in the CSZ (24%). 

The average age of respondents in the CSZ is younger than in the MRZ, with more 

producers in the 45-64 age bracket than the >65 age group. 

The age profile in the CSZ is similar for males and females but the age profile in the 

MRZ shows an older profile for males than females. 

Males in the >65 years category were the most prevalent, whereas females in the 

35-44 and 55-64 categories were most represented in the MRZ. The MRZ showed 

an increasing age profile whereas the CSZ showed a lower proportion in the >65 

years category than those aged from 45 to 65. 
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Figure 5 Age profile of respondents by zone and gender 

 

3.4 Enterprise intentions 

New questions were added in the 2018 survey to gain an understanding of 

respondents’ intentions for the future of their enterprises: 

Q56. In the future, do you anticipate increasing, maintaining or decreasing 

your total number of sheep? 

Q57. Why do you intend to increase/maintain/decrease your total number of 

sheep? 

Just over 50% of respondents stated they would maintain their flock numbers, while 

36% intended increasing flock numbers (Figure 6).  There was no significant 

difference between the zones on intentions. 

 
In the CSZ, producers listed the ‘enterprise mix’ and ‘just the right numbers’ as key 
reasons for maintaining their sheep numbers.  In the MRZ, producers listed ‘a good 
stocking rate’, ‘enterprise mix’ or ‘the right number of sheep to manage’ as key 
reasons for maintaining their sheep numbers. 
 
The most frequent reasons for intending to increase sheep numbers were: 

 profit (a higher proportion in the CSZ) 

 risk management 
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 love sheep 

 bought more land 

 rebuilding from poor years. 
 
Twelve percent of producers said their intentions were to decrease stock numbers.  

The most frequent reason was ‘age’ in both zones; others were ‘seasonal 

conditions’, ‘selling the farm’, ‘labour issues’ including ‘sheep are too much work’. 

 

 

Figure 6 The flock growth intentions of respondents 

 

Q3. What are the main reasons for no longer running sheep? 

This question was asked for the first time in the 2018 survey of those who had more 

than 500 sheep in the past five years but less than 500 sheep in the past year to 

understand why producers had effectively stopped their sheep enterprise in the past 

five years.  There were 28 producers who answered in this way and the reasons 

were widely varied, as shown in Table 10. 

Table 10 Reasons provided for no longer running sheep 

Reasons Frequency 

Focus on cropping/wheat/other areas 3 

Property sold/leased 3 

Hobby farm now 3 

Age 3 

Too hard/lack of a life 2 

Prices/no money in it 2 

Wild dogs 2 

Too hard to find labour/shearers 1 

36%

52%

12%

increase maintain decrease
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Pressure to stop mulesing 1 

Health problems & lifestyle change 1 

People I work for decided 1 

Ageing infrastructure 1 

Multiple reasons 1 

Climatic conditions 1 

Son didn’t want them 1 

Can’t stop them being stolen 1 
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4. Breeding strategies and behaviours 

Key findings 

 82% of respondents ran a commercial flock and bought rams, 30% bred rams for 

their commercial flock, 12% bred rams for sale and 5% traded sheep only (more 

than one response was permitted) 

 Wool producers in the MRZ were more likely to breed their own than were all 

other producers (45% vs 29%) and prime lamb producers in the MRZ were more 

likely to breed rams for sale than all other groups 

 55% of producers bought their rams at auction, however, this proportion varied 

depending on enterprise and zone. 

 The largest producers in the CSZ were more likely to buy at auction than private 

sale compared to others in the zone. Smaller producers in both zones were more 

likely to buy at a private sale. 

 Thirty nine per cent of respondents choose their regular breeder only when 

selecting a stud source. 

 Those with a Merino based flock were more likely to use ASBVs or selection 

indices to choose a stud source than meat focused matings where producers 

were more likely to choose a breeder based on advice from a classer or agent. 

 There was a significant decrease in the number of producers choosing rams 

based on a combination of look, performance data and some genetic information 

between 2014 and 2018 but a subsequent increase in those choosing on genetic 

data. 

 Larger wool and prime lamb producers were more likely to use genetic 

information such as ASBVs. Dual enterprise producers were more likely to 

choose rams based on how they looked. 

 66% of producers had a basic knowledge or better of ASBVs with only 19% 

saying they had never heard of them. In the MRZ, 74% had a basic or better 

understanding compared to 62% in the CSZ. 

 31% of respondents sold rams and had ASBVs available for more than 50% of 

rams. 63% had no ASBVs on rams they sold 

4.1 Breeding or selling rams 

Respondents were asked questions around their breeding and flock selection 

decisions. The questions were repeats of those asked in 2011 and 2014. 

Q37. Please tell me do you… 

 run a commercial flock and buy rams 

 breed rams for your own commercial flock 

 breed rams for sale 

 trade sheep only? 
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Table 11 shows the percentages of respondents using the different breeding 

strategies (more than one response was permitted).  In the 2014 survey, 69% ran a 

commercial flock and bought rams which increased to 82% in the 2018 survey 

(significant p<0.001).  There was no significant change in the proportion in those 

breeding for their own commercial flock or breeding rams for sale.   

While 83 respondents in the 2018 survey answered that they only traded sheep, only 

20 of them answered ‘no’ to both buying and breeding rams. 

 

Table 11 Proportion of respondents using different breeding strategies 

Breeding strategy n % 

Commercial flock and buy rams 319 82 

Breed for own commercial flock 121 31 

Breed rams for sale 48 12 

Trade sheep only 20 5 

NB: More than one option was allowed  

Ram breeders were more likely to be either wool or prime lamb focussed businesses 

compared to those who didn’t breed for sale (48% vs 35%, p=0.079), whereas dual 

enterprises tended to buy in their rams compared to wool or prime lamb producers 

(85% vs 77%, p=0.077).   

Wool producers in the MRZ were more likely to breed their own than were all other 

producers (45% vs 29%, p=0.026). Prime lamb producers in the MRZ were more 

likely to breed rams for sale than all other groups (26% vs 11%, p=0.039). There 

have been two large shifts in ram breeding over the course of the surveys (2011, 

2014 and 2018).  The percentage of breeders who only breed rams for their own use 

has more than halved from 13% in 2011 to 6% in 2017 while the number of 

producers who both breed for their own use and buy in rams has increased from 

11% in 2011 to 16% in 2017. 
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Figure 7 Breeding strategies of respondents 

 
The survey included questions about how producers purchase rams (private 

selection or auction). Wool producers in either zone tended to buy rams by auction 

(56%) but for dual enterprises, more in the CSZ bought at auction than privately 

(64%) as shown in Table 12.  Meat producers preferred private sale over auction and 

more MRZ meat producers than CSZ meat producers bought privately. 

The largest producers in the CSZ were more likely to buy at auction than private sale 
compared to others in the zone. Smaller producers in both zones were more likely to 
buy at a private sale. 
 
Table 12 The number of rams bought and the proportion using each selling method 

 zone # rams  
% buy at 
auction 

% buy 
privately 

% buy 
other 

Wool  685 56 41 3 

 MRZ 276 57 40 3 

 CSZ 409 55 42 3 

Meat  743 32 68 0 

 MRZ 632 36 64 0 

 CSZ 111 25 75 0 

Wool & Meat  2554 57 42 1 

 MRZ 1315 49 49 1 

 CSZ 1239 64 36 0 

Total  3982 55 44 1 
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4.2 Stud and ram selection 

The following question on stud selection was asked in all three surveys: 

 

Q39. Which one of the following statements best describes how you usually 

select your stud or ram source for your primary sheep enterprise? 

 I have never considered going to anyone other than my regular stud 

breeder. 

 I choose a stud breeder based on advice from my classer, agent or 

consultant. 

 I usually go to the ram sales or shows and select a stud that suits my 

needs. 

 I review wether trial data, sire evaluation data, sale reports etc and select a 

stud breeder that is performing well. 

 I use Australia Sheep Breeding Values (ASBVs) or information from Sheep 

Genetics and/or selection indexes to select a breeder that matches my 

breeding objective. 

These categories were chosen to represent an increasing knowledge and 
acceptance of genetic information in choosing a stud source. The first category 
showed high numbers in all surveys and in this survey an additional question was 
asked of those who selected ‘I have never considered going to anyone other than my 
regular stud breeder’ to explore whether that original choice was based on genetic 
information and breeding objectives. 

Thirty nine per cent of respondents choose their regular breeder only when selecting 
a stud source (Figure 8). A similar response is seen by the proportion of the flock run 
by these producers with 31 to 37% of flocks having sires from a stud source selected 
this way (Table 13).  

 

Figure 8 Stud selection strategies in 2018 
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More respondents in the CSZ used a regular stud breeder only compared to the 

MRZ (44% to 34%) and more respondents in the MRZ used ASBVs or genetic 

parameters (20% to 11%). 

Those with a Merino based flock were more likely to use ASBVs or selection indices 

to choose a stud source than other mating types whereas those with a meat 

focussed mating were more likely than other types to choose a breeder based on 

advice from a classer or agent. 

Table 13 Stud selection strategies by respondent and by proportion of the flock  

 

 

Of those who selected ‘I never have considered going to anyone other than my 

regular breeder’ (n=112) nearly double chose either ‘years ago based on 

performance data’ or ‘confident that the rams perform well’ rather than ‘convenient 

location’ or a ‘good relationship with the breeder’ (Figure 9). 

 

Figure 9 Reasons for never changing stud breeder (n=112) 

17%

14%

37%

32%

Convenient location

Good relationship

Confident that rams perform
well
Determined years ago on
performance data

Stud selection strategies 
% Merino 

flock 

% 
Crossbred 

flock 

% Meat 
flock 

1. I have never considered going to anyone other 
than my regular stud breeder 

36 37 31 

2. I choose a stud breeder based on advice from 
my classer, agent or consultant 

14 18 29 

3. I usually go to the ram sales or shows and select 
a stud that suits my needs 

18 18 22 

4. I review wether trial data, sire evaluation data, 
sale reports etc and select a stud breeder that is 
performing well 

6 5 7 

5. I use ASBVs or information from Sheep Genetics 
and/or selection indexes to select a breeder that 
matches my breeding objective 

26 22 12 
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There has been a significant shift away from the selection practices in 2011 where 

50% of respondents choose their regular breeder, however, this trend was seen in 

2014 and has remained static since then. 

 

4.3 Selection of rams 

The question on selection of rams was repeated in all three surveys: 

Q41. Which one of the following statements best describes how you select 

rams to buy? 

 My classer or agent chooses the rams. 

 I choose the rams based on how they look. 

 I choose the rams mainly on how they look but use some performance data 

such as fibre diameter, liveweight or eye muscle depth. 

 I choose rams with a balance of visual appeal, performance data and some 

genetic information such as ASBVs or breeding values. 

 I choose rams based on genetic information such as ASBVs, breeding 

values or selection indexes. 

There were significant differences between the number of producers choosing rams 

based on look in 2011 and 2014 and also between 2011 and 2018 with the 

proportion decreasing significantly between 2011 and 2014 (from 16% to 8%) and 

then rising again to 15% in 2018 (p<0.05).  

There was a significant increase in those choosing rams based on genetic 

information from 4% to 8% between 2011 and 2014 (p<0.05) (Figure 10). There was 

a decrease in the number of producers choosing rams based on a combination of 

look, performance data and some genetic information between 2014 and 2018 

(p<0.05). 

 



20 
 

 

Figure 10 Ram selection strategies (2011, 2014, 2018) 

Table 14 Ram selection strategies by proportion of producer and the proportion of 
the flock type 

Ram selection strategies % 
producers 

% 
Merino 
flock 

% 
Xbred 
flock 

% meat 
flock 

Classer or agent chooses rams 8 8 6 6 

Choose based on look 15 8 21 16 

Choose rams mainly on look and some 
performance data 

36 34 32 24 

Choose rams using look, performance 
data  & some genetic info 

33 36 33 38 

Choose rams based on genetic 
information 

8 14 9 16 

 

The proportion of Merino and meat ewes represented by producers who chose rams 

based on genetic information is much higher than indicated by just looking at the 

number of producers, i.e. the larger producers were more likely to use genetic 

information such as ASBVs. However, the proportion of ewes represented by meat 

producers and those mated for crossbred lambs choosing their rams on how they 

look was significantly higher than those mating Merino ewes. 

There were no significant differences between zones. 
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4.4 Knowledge of Australian Sheep Breeding Values 

The question on knowledge of ASBVs was included in the 2014 and 2018 surveys 

and a comparison is provided with national data from a 2009 survey (Curtis, 2009). 

Q42. Which one of the following statements best describes your current level 

of knowledge of Australian Sheep Breeding Values (ASBVs)? 

 I have never heard of ASBVs. 

 I have heard of ASBVs but don’t understand them. 

 I have a basic understanding of ASBVs. 

 I have a good understanding of ASBVs. 

 I have a detailed knowledge of ASBVs. 

Sixty six percent of producers had a basic knowledge or better of ASBVs with only 

19% saying they had never heard of them. In the MRZ, 74% had a basic or better 

understanding compared to 62% in the CSZ. 

 

Figure 11 Understanding of ASBVs by respondents (2009, 2014 and 2018 data) (see 
Curtis, 2009)  

There was a significant increase in the proportion who had ‘never heard of ASBVs’ 

from 13% in 2014 to 19% in 2018 (p<0.05), however the 2018 level is similar to that 

in 2011. There was a significant decrease in the proportion who said they had a 

basic understanding of ASBVs from 43% in 2011, 44% in 2014 to 36% in 2018.  The 

proportion with a detailed knowledge was similar across the three surveys. 

  

20%

7%

43%

23%

7%

13%
17%

44%

22%

4%

19%

14%

36%

23%

7%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

Never heard of
ASBVs

Heard of ASBVs
but don't

understand

Basic
understanding

Good
understanding

Detailed
knowledge

%
 r

e
sp

o
n

d
e

n
ts

2009 (Curtis) 2014 data 2018 data



22 
 

Table 15 Knowledge of ASBVs by age 

Knowledge of ASBVs  <55 years 
% 

 55 + years 
% 

Never heard of ASBVs or Heard of ASBVs but don't 
understand them 

36 64 

Basic, good or detailed understanding of ASBVs 47 53 

 

Two-thirds of those who hadn’t heard or don’t understand ASBVs were in the +55 

years age category (Table 15).  Of those who had a basic understanding to a 

detailed understanding of ASBVs, age wasn’t a factor. There was no difference in 

level of understanding of ASBVs by gender. 

Smaller producers were more likely to have never heard of ASBVs (32%) compared 

to the largest producers (8%). Larger producers were more likely to have a detailed 

knowledge of ASBVs however the numbers in this group were very small. 

 

Ram Select Workshops 

Ram Select workshops are one-day intensive workshops aimed at building 

understanding and use of ASBVs by ram buyers. Ten workshops have been held in 

WA over the last 10 years. 

Of the respondents, only 7% of producers had attended Ram Select workshops and 

41% had not heard of them. 

14% of those who had not heard of Ram Select had a detailed or good knowledge of 

ASBVs but 38% of respondents who had heard of Ram Select had good or detailed 

knowledge and 70% of those attended Ram Select had a good or detailed 

knowledge of ASBVs.  

 

4.5 Sale of rams and use of Australia Sheep Breeding Values 

Q45. How many rams did you sell in 2017? 

Q46. What percentage of the rams that you sold (or sold semen from) in 2017 

had Australian Sheep Breeding Values (ASBVs)? 

This question was asked of the forty nine respondents who said they breed and sell 
rams, which was 12% of respondents.  

Table 16 Comparison of number and scale of Western Australian ram sellers 

Enterprise 
# of ram 
sellers 

Total # of rams 
sold 

Average # of rams 
sold 

Wool 17 1809 113 

Prime 7 1200 171 

wool + meat 25 1864 75 

Total 49 4873 102 
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There were no significant differences between surveys in 2011, 2014 or 2018. 

Thirteen of the 49 respondents (31%) sold rams and had ASBVs available for more 

than 50% of them. Sixty three per cent had no ASBVs on rams they sold. 

43% of wool breeders sold all of their rams with ASBVs whereas only 17% of prime 

lamb breeders had ASBVs on all rams sold. Only 7% of wool breeders had no 

ASBVs on their rams where as 50% of prime lamb breeders had none. 

 

5. Labour-saving devices 

Key findings 

 The use of automatic drafting equipment was the highest of all asked at 16%. 

 There was a significant increase in the proportion of respondents who were 

considering using electronic ear tags in 2018 (31%). 

 Sheep handling equipment rated the highest of equipment used with 28% 

using these already and another 26% considering using them in the future. 

 DNA testing is a relatively new service, however, the proportion considering 

using the technology (16%) was relatively high for a specialised service. 

Questions about labour-saving devices were asked in the 2011, 2014 and 2018 

producer surveys. While the scope of the questions was the same in each survey 

there was a change in format of the questions between surveys. In 2011 the 

question was asked “When working with sheep, do you currently use any of the 

following devices?” If respondents answered “no” then they were asked “Are you 

considering using any of these devices?” In 2014 and 2018 survey participants were 

asked first if they had heard of the listed devices and, secondly, if they were 

considering, not considering or already using them. The list of devices also changed. 

In 2011 producers were asked about seven different devices, while in 2014 the list 

consisted of four, with only two devices existing on both surveys (automatic drafting 

equipment and electronic ear tagging).  

 

5.1 Sheep-handling devices 

Q49. Are you 1) considering, 2) not considering or 3) already using these tools 

in your sheep enterprise? 

 autodrafter 

 electronic ear tags 

 paddock-based ‘walk over weighing’ system 

 Pedigree MatchMaker. 
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The only significant change in the use of sheep handling devices was an increase in 

the use of automatic drafting equipment, from 6% in 2011 to 16% in 2018. 

Table 17 Proportion of respondents using sheep handling devices (2011, 2014 and 
2018) 

Devices 
2011 

% 
2014 

% 
2018 

% 

Automatic drafting equipment 6 8 16 

Electronic ear tags 4 4 5 

Walk over weighing system - 2 3 

Pedigree MatchMaker - 1 2 

There was a significant increase in the proportion of respondents who were 
considering using electronic ear tags (Table 18) in 2018 to 31% from 16% in 2014 
(p<0.001). 

 

Table 18 Proportion of respondents considering using sheep handling devices in 
2011, 2014 and 2018 

Devices 
2011 

% 
2014 

% 
2018 

% 

Automatic drafting equipment 20 13 23 

Electronic ear tags 20 16 31 

Walk over weighing system - 7 5 

Pedigree MatchMaker  - 4 4 

 

5.2 Additional labour-saving devices 

Additional labour-saving devices were included in the 2018 survey: 

Q49. Are you 1) considering, 2) not considering or 3) already using these tools 

in your sheep enterprise? 

 automatic jetting machine 

 sheep handling equipment (e.g. clamp or rollover type) 

 remote water tank level sensor or water point camera and pump controller 

 individual animal data management system such as Sapien, Koolcollect or 

Practice Systems Stockbook. 

Sheep handling equipment such as clamp or roll over types rated the highest with 
28% using these already and another 26% considering using them in the future ( 

Table 19). There was low uptake and low interest in the individual animal data 

management systems but these are relatively new to the market and rely on having 

other equipment in place such as electronic ear tags and readers. 
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Table 19 The proportion of respondents considering using or using other labour 
saving devices (N=389) 

Devices 
Considering 

using (%) 
Using 

(%) 

Not 
considering 

(%) 

Automatic jetting machine 12 20 78 

Sheep handling equipment (e.g. clamp 
or rollover type)  

26 28 46 

Remote water tank level sensor or 
water point camera and pump controller 

16 5 79 

Individual animal data management 
system such as Sapien, Koolcollect or 
Practice Systems Stockbook 

7 4 89 

 

Q50. Have you 1) not heard of, 2) heard but are not interested in or 3) heard or 

and are interested in using these emerging technologies in your sheep 

enterprise? 

 DNA testing for parentage, poll status of flock profile 

 unmanned aerial vehicle, also known as a drone 

 digital pasture assessment tools such as hand held optical biomass sensor 

 proximity sensors to determine maternal pedigree? 

DNA testing is a relatively new service developed and promoted by the Sheep 

Cooperative Research Centre (CRC), however, the proportion considering using the 

technology (16%) was relatively high for a specialised service. It had also had good 

exposure with 58% saying they had heard of it (but not interested).  

A similar response was those who had heard of drones but were not interested 

(58%) in using but a high 39% were interested in using the technology. Twenty-nine 

percent of participants were interested in using hand held biomass sensors, a new 

product that is not yet commercially available. 

 

Table 20 the proportion of respondents who are interested and who use emerging 
technologies in sheep enterprise in 2018  

Devices 
Not heard 

of (%) 

Heard of 
but not 

interested 

Heard of 
and 

interested 
in using 

DNA testing for parentage, poll status of flock 
profile 

26 58 16 

Unmanned aerial vehicle, also known as a drone 3 58 39 

Digital pasture assessment tools such as hand 
held optical biomass sensor 

25 46 29 

Proximity sensors to determine maternal 
pedigree 

49 43 8 



26 
 

6. Reproduction and lambing  

Reproductive success is an important measure for sheep producers, particularly in 

combination with stocking rate to determine the number of lambs per grazed area, 

and for industry to understand the likely production and turn off of lambs for breeding 

and slaughter. Practices around ewe and lamb management are important indicators 

of best practice and higher lambing rates. 

Key findings 

 The average marking rate in WA has steadily increased from 84% in the 2010 

season to 92% in the 2017 season in Merinos and from 92% to 97% in meat 

lambs. 

 The CSZ had a higher marking rate for both Merino and crossbred flocks, 

however meat flocks in the MRZ were highest at 110%. 

 There was a positive correlation between flock size and the number of lambs per 

hectare in both regions with the largest 25% of flocks having a significantly higher 

number of lambs per hectare. 

 In the MRZ, Merino flocks primarily lambed between May and July, peaking in 

July. In the CSZ there was a clear predominance of lambing in May. 

 Lambing in crossbred flocks showed earlier lambing in both regions with the CSZ 

peaking in April (but with a significant proportion choosing later months) and the 

MRZ peaking in May, two months earlier than in pure Merino flocks. 

 Lambing time in meat flocks was highly variable. 

 Merino marking rates in the MRZ increased from April/May (0.83) to July (0.97), 

however, there were no significant differences between months in the CSZ. 

 Scanning for litter size has significantly increased since 2011 from 9% to 17% of 

respondents and covers nearly 30% of ewes. 50% of respondents choose not to 

scan for pregnancy. 

 Flocks in the MRZ were more likely to be scanned for litter size and larger 

producers were five time more likely to scan than smaller producers and to have 

a higher number of lambs per hectare. 

 Of those scanning for pregnancy, those that change their management of ewes 

as a result have a higher marking rate in both zones across all mating types. 

 More respondents chose to “assess their ewes visually and occasionally 

condition score” than in previous years compared to a “visual assessment in the 

paddock”. 

 The most frequent steps taken to improve lambing percentage were: ensuring 

that the ewe’s higher energy demands were met (96%); increasing ewe condition 

at joining (87%); and protecting lambing ewes from predators (79%). 
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6.1 Reproduction and marking rates 

In 2018 a number of questions were asked related to the marking rate, time of 

lambing, pregnancy scanning and management to improve reproduction. A number 

of these questions were repeats of questions in the 2014 and 2011 surveys. 

Q8. How many Merino ewes were mated to Merino rams, to lamb in 2017 

(including Dohnes and SAMMs)? 

Q10. How many lambs were marked from these Merino ewes in 2017? 

Q14. How many Merino ewes were mated to meat or maternal rams to lamb in 

2017? 

Q16. How many crossbred lambs (Merino ewes to meat or maternal rams) were 

marked from these ewes in 2017? 

Q20. How many meat or maternal ewes were mated to meat or maternal rams 

to lamb in 2017? 

Q22. How many lambs were marked from these meat or maternal ewes in 

2017? 

Marking rates are calculated by the number of lambs marked divided by the number 

of ewes joined rather than by asking respondents their marking rate directly.  

In the 2011 and 2014 surveys the marking rates were calculated for two categories - 

Merino lambs and meat and maternal lambs- rather than for three categories that 

were asked in 2018 which allowed rates to be calculated for: Merino lambs, 

crossbred lambs (Merino ewes joined to meat or maternal breed), and meat or 

maternal lambs. 

Table 21 shows that the average marking rate (number of lambs to number of ewes 

joined) in WA has steadily increased from 84% in the 2010 season (2011 survey) to 

92% in the 2017 (2018 survey) season in Merinos and from 92% to 97% in meat 

lambs. 

Table 21 Average marking rates for producers mating ewes to Merino rams and 
meat and maternal rams in the 2010, 2013 and 2017 seasons 

  2010 season 2013 season 2017 season 

 
# 

producers 

Av # 
ewes 
mated 

Marking 
rate  

# 
producers 

Av # 
ewes 
mated 

Marking 
rate 

# 
producers 

Av # 
ewes 
mated 

Marking 
rate 

Merino 309 2075 84% 305 1852 90% 283 1952 92% 

Meat 
and 

maternal 
252 1372 92% 234 1180 95% 239 1758 97% 

 

The national Merino marking rate in 2017 was 92% and for non-Merino was 111% 

(MLA and AWI Wool and Sheepmeat Survey Report – Sheepmeat, Kynetec, 
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November 2017).  The same survey for the period 1 July – 31 October 2017 showed 

the WA marketing rates to be 94% for Merino (one of the highest for that period).  

Tasmania was highest on 95% while WA and SA were both 94%.  The marking rate 

in WA for all other breeds was approximately 103%. 

Table 22 Marking rate by mating type and zone (calculated by total lambs by total 
ewes rather than by average of individual flocks) 

Zone 
Merino 

marking 
rate 

# of 
Merino 
lambs 

Crossbred 
marking 

rate 

# of 
Crossbred 

lambs 

Meat 
marking 

rate 

# of 
Meat 

lambs 

MRZ 89% 239 942 95% 126 904 110% 127 147 

CSZ 94% 252 982 98% 109 579 102% 56 596 

WA Total 92% 492 924 97% 236 483 107% 183 743 

 

Both the MRZ and the CSZ had a predominance of Merino lambs with roughly two 

thirds Merino and one third crossbred lambs (Table 22). This makes sense when the 

breeding ewe is typically a Merino and about 66% of ewes need to be mated to a 

Merino sire in order for a self-replacing flock. The CSZ had a higher marking rate for 

both Merino and crossbred flocks, however meat flocks in the MRZ were highest at 

110%.  The number of meat lambs in the MRZ was double those of the CSZ and 

these flocks are likely to be specialist meat flocks with high performance meat 

breeds lambing on longer season pastures than those in the CSZ. 

Table 23 Median marking rates by mating types and zones  

 Median Merino 
marking rate 

Median 
Crossbred 

marking rate 

Median Meat 
marking rate 

MRZ 90 95 100 

CSZ 94 100 105 

 

The meat producers have a smaller number of flocks and the four largest flocks 

(>8000) all have very high lambing rates (>1.20) and are in the MRZ. This is 

reflected in the median for the MRZ of 1.00 rather than 1.10 as average (Table 23). 
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Figure 12  The range of marking rates for Merino lambings across both regions in 
2017  

 

Figure 13  The range of marking rates for crossbred lambings across both regions in 
2017  
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Figure 12 and Figure 13 show that there is considerable variation in marking rates by 

enterprise across both regions.  The crossbred marking shows seven very high 

marking rates (130%-155%), however, only one of these flocks has more than 1000 

ewes with the highest rate of 155% achieved in a flock of 90 ewes, which probably 

doesn’t represent typical lambing conditions. Not shown is the chart for the meat 

lamb marking rate due to the low numbers in the sample.   

There was no difference in the marking rates in larger compared to smaller flocks in 

either region. However, an alternative measure of marking rate is lambs per hectare.  

This is often used to highlight productivity of the enterprise rather than the 

productivity of the individual ewe.  

Using the stocking rate data collected in section 2, there are significant differences 

and a positive correlation between larger flocks and the number of lambs per 

hectare. This is shown in Figure 14 where the smallest flocks had a lower number of 

ewes per hectare and lambs per hectare than the largest flocks.  The largest flocks 

(top 25%) had significantly higher stocking rates than any other flock quartile. 

Figure 14 The relationship between productivity per hectare and flock size by region 
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6.2 Time of lambing 

Respondents were asked when lambing commenced in their ewe flocks. The time of 

lambing is a crucial decision in sheep businesses as it sets the time of highest 

demand for pasture utilisation and stocking rate.  Some producers choose to lamb 

ewes onto dry pasture before the break of the season and others when reliable 

green feed is available.  Traditionally Merino enterprises in WA lambed in May 

however there has been a shift over the last 40 years towards a mid-winter lambing, 

particularly in the wetter regions. This allows a higher stocking rate to be carried 

throughout the year (Young, 2011).  Producers who are focussed on turning off 

prime lambs, whether they are crossbred or meat breeds tend to lamb earlier to 

ensure higher growth rates to finish lambs before turn off. 

Q9. What was the date lambing commenced for Merino ewes mated to Merino 

rams, including Dohnes and SAMMs? 

Q15. What was the date lambing commenced for Merino ewes mated to meat 

or maternal rams? 

Q21. What was the date lambing commenced for meat or maternal ewes and 

rams? 

In the MRZ Merino flocks primarily lambed between May and July, peaking in July 

(Figure 15). This is in contrast to the CSZ where there was a clear predominance of 

lambing in May. There were only five flocks across the whole survey who lambed in 

January, February and seven flocks in September to December, however, this is an 

extremely unusual time for Merino lambing and it may be a possibility that the 

respondents answered as month joining commenced rather than lambing 

commenced.  

 

Figure 15 The month of commencement of lambing for Merino flocks by region 

0

10000

20000

30000

40000

50000

60000

70000

80000

90000

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Nov Dec

# 
o

f 
M

er
in

o
 la

m
b

s

MRZ CSZ



32 
 

Lambing in crossbred flocks showed a swing to an earlier lambing in both regions 

with the CSZ peaking in April (but with a significant proportion choosing later 

months) and the MRZ peaking in May, nearly two months earlier than in pure Merino 

flocks (Figure 16). 

 

Figure 16 The month of commencement of lambing for crossbred flocks by region 
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commenced by the number of flocks in the MRZ shows a similar distribution to the 

CSZ.  May recorded the highest number of flocks lambing in the MRZ. 
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Figure 17 The month of commencement of lambing, by number of lambs, for meat 
flocks by region (caution! low numbers of flocks in each month) 

The same questions were asked in the 2011 survey, however there was no break up 

between crossbred lambs and pure meat lambs. Figure 18 shows that the peak time 

of lambing in Merino flocks for the MRZ was June, which is approximately a month 

earlier than in 2018 and April to June for the CSZ, which shows a broader spread in 

lambing time than the 2018 data.  The meat lambing flocks include both crossbred 

and pure meat flocks.  

 
Figure 18 Time of lambing for Merino and meat flocks in 2010 (WA Producer Survey 
2011)  
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The data from a Wool Desk survey in 2009 (Curtis, 2009) shows the predominance 

of June and July for Merino flocks which appears to be slightly later than the 2018 

data. 

Time of lambing and marking rate 

Marking rates (and reproductive rates) are affected by a number of things including 

condition score at joining, weather and feed conditions at birth, time of joining and 

conditions through pregnancy.  

Merino marking rates in the MRZ increased significantly from April/May (83%) to 

June (91%) to July (97%), however there were no significant differences between 

months in the CSZ for Merino marking rates.  For crossbred lambings there was a 

significantly higher marking rate in June (102%) compared to all other months (96%).  

For meat markings there weres no significant differences between months. 

 

Figure 19 Marking percentage by month of lambing in 2017 (lamb flock>1000 or >4 
producers per month included) 

 

6.3 Pregnancy scanning 

Pregnancy scanning is conducted around 90 days from conception and is done with 

an ultrasound scanner. Producers can choose to scan for: 

 pregnant or not, sometimes called wet and dry scanning, which predicts 

pregnancy status (ewes pregnant per ewes joined) 

 multiple foetuses to determine litter size – reported as reproductive rate (number 

of foetuses per ewe joined). 
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Scanning for litter size is considered best practice as it allows producers to know the 

potential lambing and the relative feed requirements for the pregnant ewe for 

accurate feed budgeting. 

The 2018 survey repeated a question to all respondents about pregnancy scanning. 

Q51. Which one of the following statements best describes how you use 

pregnancy scanning to manage the nutrition of ewe flocks, do you: 

 choose not to pregnancy scan 

 only scan in bad years on some sheep 

 scan ewes only for pregnancy status (pregnant or not) 

 scan ewes to detect litter size? 

Scanning for litter size has significantly increased since 2011(Figure 20), from 9% to 

17% of respondents, the only significant difference found over time. Nearly 50% of 

all respondent still choose to not scan for pregnancy either status or litter size. 

 

Figure 20 Pregnancy scanning practice of respondents (2011, 2014, 2018) 

Pregnancy scanning (both conception and litter size) was carried out routinely by 

44% of respondents in the 2018 survey. The proportion of ewes scanned, however, 

shows that nearly 30% of ewes were scanned for litter size ( 

Table 24).  

There were differences between mating types with more meat ewes being scanned 

for litter size than Merino ewes. 

 

Table 24 Pregnancy scanning practices of producers and the ewe mating type  
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Forty seven percent of respondents in the MRZ and 42% in the CSZ in the 2018 

survey scanned for pregnancy and/or litter size in their Merino flocks, however a 

much higher proportion of the ewe flock was scanned for litter size in the MRZ (Table 

25).  This reflects that the larger flocks of all mating types were more likely to be 

scanned for litter size. In the CSZ the practice on larger flocks was not consistent. 

 

Table 25 Pregnancy scanning practices by ewe mating type and zone 

Zone 
Merino ewes mated 

to Merino sires 
Merino ewes for 
crossbred lambs 

Meat ewes mated to 
meat rams 

 
% of 

producers 
% of ewe 

flock 
% of 

producers 
% of ewe 

flock 
% of 

producers 
% of ewe 

flock 

MRZ       

Scan: pregnant 
or not 

26 28 34 33 30 24 

Scan: litter size 21 34 21 38 20 54 

CSZ       

Scan: pregnant 
or not 

28 27 32 37 22 22 

Scan: litter size 14 17 15 12 22 32 

 

The proportion of larger producers choosing to scan for litter size (Table 26) is 

considerably higher than those running smaller flocks.  The top 25% of producers, by 

flock size, were five times more likely to scan for litter size than the smallest 25% of 

producers and two thirds of the largest producers choosing to do some level of 

pregnancy scanning compared to 25% of smaller producers. 

However, none of the proportions of flock groups have changed practices 

significantly from 2014 to 2018 (p<0.05).  The only one close to significant is the 

decrease in those who don’t scan in quartile 2 (p=0.072).   

There was a significant increase in those that scanned for litter size in the 4th quartile 

(largest flocks) from 2011 to 2014 from 14% to 29%, which increased again in 2018 

to 35%, although not significant from 2014 to 2018 surveys. 

Table 26 Relationship between flock size and pregnancy scanning practices. 
(Quartile 1 is smallest 25% of flocks with quartile 4 being the biggest 25% of flocks). 

Pregnancy scanning 

by proportion of the 

ewe flock 

% 

producers 
% ewe flock 

Merino x 

Merino ewe 

% 

Merino x 

meat ewe % 

Meat x meat 

ewe % 

Don't scan 47 32 34 33 26 

Scan: bad years only 8 10 13 5 5 

Scan: pregnant or not 27 29 28 35 23 

Scan: litter size 17 29 25 26 46 

n 389  552 550 252 074 169 097 
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 2011 data 2014 data 2018 data 

Flock size quartile 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4  

Don't scan 67 55 46 22 65 61 45 25 70 49 50 23 

Scan: bad years only 5 8 13 19 5 9 9 17 3 13 7 11 

Scan: pregnant or not 22 27 33 45  24 20 34 28 20 24 31 32 

Scan: litter size 5 11 8 14 6 9 12 29 6 14 13 35 

 

There were also changes within enterprise type with prime lamb enterprises more 

likely to scan for litter size in 2018 (24%) than in 2011(13%) and wool enterprises in 

2011 (7%) and in 2018 (15%). 

 

Table 27 Pregnancy scanning in different enterprise types (2011, 2014 and 2018) 

 2011 2014 2018 

Enterprise 
Wool 

%  

Prime 
lamb 

% 

Both 
% 

Wool 
% 

Prime 
lamb 

% 

Both 
% 

Wool 
% 

Prime 
lamb 

% 

Both 
% 

Don’t scan 57 33 46 55 59 44 56 39 45 

Scan bad 
years only 

10 15 11 10 5 11 9 8 9 

Scan wet 
and dry 

26 40 33 24 20 29 20 29 30 

Scan litter 
size 

7 13 10 11 16 15 15 24 17 

n 105 40 224 123 44 210 108 38 247 

 

Pregnancy scanning is a useful tool for improving the reproductive efficiency of the 

flock through being able to target nutrition to those with higher requirements. 

Regardless of mating type, higher marking rates are achieved by those producers 

that scanned for pregnancy, although the difference between scanning or not 

scanning was not significant in Merino to Merino matings.  

Although marking rate was not correlated to flock size (section 6.1), the number of 

lambs per hectare of those larger flocks was strongly positively correlated, 

suggesting that managers of larger flocks ran higher stocking rates in their ewe flock 

and this compromised the marking rate per ewe.  These flocks are more highly 

productive and those managers were more likely to actively manage those flocks 

using tools such as pregnancy scanning for multiples. There are two ways to 

calculate the average marking rate and the results can be quite different.  One 

method averages the marking rates of each response (equal weighting).  The other 

method calculates the total ewes and lambs first and then marking rate (giving higher 

weighting to bigger flocks).  While overall lambing rate is useful for determining WA 

flock level statistics, the first method is useful to compare farmer practices.  Both 

methods are presented in Table 28. 

Table 28 Marking rates for different pregnancy scanning practices in 2018 
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Average marking rate of 

flocks (%) 
Average marking rate by total # 

ewes & lambs (%) 

Mating type 
Don’t scan or 
scan in bad 

years 

Scan for 
pregnancy or 

litter size 

Don’t scan or 
scan in bad 

years 

Scan for 
pregnancy or 

litter size 

Merino 91 93 89 89 

Merino x meat 94 98 90 96 

meat x meat 107 110 103 113 
 

6.4 Management of ewe nutrition  

Producers that responded that they either scan for pregnancy status or litter size 

were also asked what they did with that information. This question was asked in the 

2014 and 2011 surveys. 

Q52. Which one of the following statements best describes what you do with 

the pregnancy scanning information?  

 I don't change my nutritional management. 

 I manage ewes according to their energy requirements as a single group. 

 I manage dry, single and twin bearing ewes separately and according to 

their different energy requirements. 

Table 29 Marking rate and number of flocks of those scanning for litter size, and their 
practice for management for pregnant ewes by zone 

 

 

Average 
Merino 

marking 
rate (%) 

# Merino 
Producers 

Average 
Crossbred 
marking 
rate  (%) 

# 
Crossbred 
producers 

Average 
meat 

marking 
rate (%) 

# meat 
producers 

MRZ 89 55 97 52 111 34 

Don’t 
change 
practice 

73 3 91 3 70 1 

Manage 
for energy 

88 27 99 30 108 19 

Separate 
managem
ent 

92 25 96 19 117 14 

CSZ 96 65 99 47 103 20 

Don’t 
change 
practice 

94 7 93 5 88 2 

Manage 
for energy 

96 38 99 28 105 9 

Separate 
managem
ent 

97 20 103 14 104 9 

Grand 
Total 

93 120 98 99 108 54 
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Of those scanning either for conception or multiples, those that change their 

management practices have a significant impact on marking rate in both zones and 

all mating types. 

Monitoring ewe condition is a key recommendation in accurate feed budgeting and 

improving reproduction. As part of the Lifetime wool project a series of ‘platforms’ 

were developed which indicated an increasing level of management with the highest 

platform representing best practice. The shift in proportion of respondents from lower 

platforms (eg. Make regular visual assessments) towards the highest platform (eg. 

Condition score, fat score or weigh and draft all ewes …) represents a change in 

skills and behaviour. 

Q53. Which ONE of the following statements best describes how you monitor 

ewe condition including condition scoring, fat scoring or weighing, do you 

usually: 

 make regular visual assessments in the paddock 

 visually estimate in the paddock and occasionally fat score, condition 

score or weigh a sample of the ewes when they are in the yards 

 normally condition score, fat score or weigh a sample of each ewe mob and 

manage to average mob targets for joining/lambing/weaning 

 condition score, fat score or weigh and draft all ewes, manage mobs 

according to condition to meet set targets for joining/lambing/weaning? 

As shown in  

Table 30, more respondents chose to assess their ewes visually and occasionally 

condition score (CS) the mob than in previous years with a shift from just a visual 

assessment in the paddock. There was no significant shift from ‘occasionally score’ 

to either of the higher platforms.  Only 5% of respondents chose to condition score in 

order to manage to targets. 

 
Table 30  Monitoring of ewe condition (2011, 2014 and 2018) Superscript denotes 
significant differences within each activity.  

Method of monitoring 2011 
% 

2014 
% 

2018 
% 

Visual assessment in paddock 69a 58 b 50b 

Visual and occasionally score 24b 33 a 40c 

Regularly condition score 4 6 6 

Condition score to manage to targets 4 3 5 
 

There were fewer producers in the CSZ who undertook the two higher levels of 

monitoring (Figure 21), and although a small number of respondents (6%) in the 

MRZ monitored by doing regular scoring it represented 11% of the sheep flock in the 

MRZ.  
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Figure 21 Proportion by zone of respondents and their practice of monitoring ewe 
condition 

The largest 50% of flocks (of those who pregnancy scanned for multiples) were more 

likely to have a higher marking rate (>10% higher) if they managed their ewes by 

condition score and separated them on that basis than those who only visually 

scored or occasionally scored their ewes suggesting also that tools for management 

in larger flocks are important. Higher numbers of producers scanning for multiples 

would be needed for further analysis. 

 

 

Figure 22 Proportion of producers undertaking monitoring practices by enterprise 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

visual

occasional

regular CS

CS & separate

Monitoring ewe condition

CSZ MRZ

0.00

0.20

0.40

0.60

0.80

1.00

1.20

1.40

Av Merino marking Av xbred marking Av meat marking

m
ar

ki
n

g 
ra

te
 %

visual occasional regular CS CS & separate



41 
 

 

All respondents were asked if they had undertaken any activities to improve their 

lambing percentage in the five years prior. Those that had were then provided with a 

list of activities and asked if they had undertaken any of them.  

Q54. Have you undertaken specific steps to improve your lambing percentage 

over the last four years? 

Q55. If yes, which of the following activities have you undertaken 

 increased ewe condition at joining 

 separated single and twin bearing ewes 

 provided extra shelter for twin lambing ewes 

 protected lambing ewes from predators 

 ram selection to improve reproduction 

 ensured that the ewes higher energy demands are met before and during 

lambing 

 wet/dry at weaning and cull non performing ewes? 

 

The results (Table 31) show that the most frequent steps taken to improve lambing 

percentage were: ensuring that the ewe’s higher energy demands were met (96%); 

increasing ewe condition at joining (87%); and protecting lambing ewes from 

predators (79%). 

Table 31 Steps taken to improve lambing percentage 

Steps to improve lambing percentage % yes 

increased ewe condition at joining 87 

separated single and twin bearing ewes 31 

provided extra shelter for twin lambing ewes 30 

protected lambing ewes from predators 79 

ram selection to improve reproduction 67 

ensured that the ewes higher energy demands are met  96 

wet/dry at weaning and cull non performing ewes 63 
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7. Marking and mulesing practices 

Key findings 

 Two-thirds of Merino lambs in WA that were mulesed had pain relief. In 2011 

just over half of Merino lambs that were mulesed had pain relief. 

 92% of meat lambs were not mulesed. 

 Those producers who ran larger Merino flocks were more likely to use pain 

relief at marking (71%) compared to smaller flocks (60%) 

 The most popular reasons for not using pain relief were; “lambs didn’t need it”, 

“too expensive” or “didn’t know it was available”. 

 Flocks that were mulesed without pain relief were less likely to have 

preventative chemicals used to control flystrike. 

Marking practices continue to be under scrutiny by the community and consumers. 

Producers are transitioning, albeit slowly, from mulesing without pain relief to using 

pain relief during mulesing or tail docking, to ceasing mulesing. Questions around 

these practices were asked in the 2011 survey and a similar set of questions were 

asked again in 2018.  In 2018, the following questions were asked. 

Q11. And of those Merino lambs, what percentages were: 

 mulesed with pain relief 

 mulesed without pain relief 

 tail docked/castrated and not mulesed with pain relief 

 tail docked /castrated and not mulesed without pain relief 

 not mulesed 

 refused to answer? 

The answers had to add up to 100%. These same questions were repeated for the 
other mating types (Q17 for crossbred lambs resulting from Merino ewes mated to 
meat or maternal rams); Q23 for crossbred lambs resulting from meat or maternal 
ewes and rams). 

In the 2018 survey, two-thirds of Merino lambs in WA that were mulesed had pain 

relief. In contrast, in 2011 just over half (55%) of Merino lambs that were mulesed 

had pain relief. Not mulesed, or just tail docked increased from 12% in 2011 to 28%. 

Table 32 Mulesing practices by sire type* 

Response 

2011 2018 

Merino 

lambs % 

Meat 

lambs % 

Merino 

lambs % 

Meat 

lambs % 

Mulesed with pain relief 48 5 49 5 

Mulesed without pain relief 40 8 23 3 

Not mulesed or only tail docked 12 86 28 92 

*   In 2011 lambs were categorised as either meat or Merino (crossbred lambs were included 

in the meat category) in 2011 1% were breech clipped. 
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In both 2011 and 2018 only a very small percentage of meat and crossbred lambs 

(8%) were mulesed in WA, with or without pain relief (PR) and more than half of 

those mulesed were mulesed with pain relief. 

 Table 33 Merino lamb marking rate by marking practice in 2017 

Merino lambs # of Merino lambs 
% of Merino lambs 

(total) 
% of mulesed 
Merino lambs 

Mulesed with PR 244 207 49 68 

Mulesed without PR 115 163 23 32 

Docked with PR 44 468 9 - 

Docked without PR 77 923 16 - 

Not mulesed 13 882 3 - 

 

Those producers who ran larger Merino flocks (third and fourth quartile) were more 

likely to use pain relief at marking (71%) compared to smaller flocks (60%). 

Merino producers in the MRZ were less likely to use pain relief if they mulesed lambs 

and 42% of the lambs run in the MRZ were mulesed without pain relief. Less lambs 

in the MRZ weren’t mulesed compared to the CSZ (39% to 61%).  

Although only 12% of Merino enterprise managers were women, they were three 

times more likely to use pain relief if mulesing. 

 

 

Figure 23 Merino flocks having pain relief at mulesing (of those mulesing) by quartile 
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Questions were also asked about producers’ management of flystrike. 

Q 26. Do you use any of these preventative measures for flystrike management 

for any of your flock: 

 preventative chemicals 

 worm or dag control 

 selective breeding for flystrike resistance or  

 do nothing? 

In wool enterprises both preventative chemical use and worm/dag management 

were undertaken with selective breeding programs being less popular.  This trend 

was reflected in the other enterprise types although meat enterprises were much 

less likely to undertake breeding programs, reflecting the lower risk profile of these 

sheep types. 

Flocks that were mulesed with no pain relief were less likely to have preventative 

chemicals used to control flystrike. Non-mulesing flocks were also much less likely to 

be treated with preventative chemicals (68%) but much more likely to have 

undergone selective breeding programs (79%) than other flocks. 

There was little difference between zones on the use of flystrike prevention methods. 

 

 

Figure 24 Preventative flystrike management by enterprise type  
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Table 34 The proportion of producers that apply or lambs that have applied a range 
of preventative measures for flystrike  

Merino lambs % producers 
mulesing 
with PR 

% lambs 
mulesed 
with PR 

% lambs 
mulesed 

with no PR 

% lambs 
tail 

docked 
with  PR 

% lambs 
not 

mulesed 

Use preventative 
chemicals 

84 94 82 82 68 

Undertake 
worm/dag control 

88 90 97 97 80 

Undertake selective 
breeding 

53 65 70 70 79 

 

One hundred and one Merino producers were asked why they didn’t use pain relief 

when mulesing.  

Q 12. Could you please share with me why you don’t use pain relief for 

mulesing Merino lambs? 

 The animal does not need pain relief. 

 The pain relief options are too expensive. 

 I did not know that there was pain relief available. 

 Other. 

Twenty-four percent replied that the lambs didn’t need it, and 27% replied that it was 

too expensive, however those running dual enterprises were at least three times 

more likely (70% to 23%) to list these reasons whereas wool enterprises were more 

likely to list ‘didn’t know it was available’ (Table 35).  

Two hundred and eight crossbred lamb producers who tail docked were asked for 

the reasons they don’t use pain relief (Questions 19 and 25).  They only listed ‘don’t 

need pain relief’ (47%), ‘too expensive’ (10%), ‘didn’t know it was available’ (7%) and 

‘other’ (37%) as reasons why they didn’t use pain relief at tail docking. 

 

Table 35 Mulesing and tail docking practices and reasons by enterprise 

Enterprise Lamb type 

Does not 
need pain 

relief 
% 

Too 
expensive 

% 

Did not 
know it was 

available 
% 

Other 
% 

Mulesing-  
Merino 
lambs 
n=101 

Wool 29 30 67 36 

Wool & prime lamb 71 70 33 64 

Total mulesed 24 27 3 47 

Tail docking - 
Crossbred 
lambs 
n=208 

Wool 11 5 21 9 

Wool & prime lamb 80 86 79 87 

Total tail docked 47 10 7 37 
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Forty seven per cent listed other reasons that they didn’t use pain relief.  The two top 

reasons given other than those ‘who only use rubber rings so there’s no wound’ were 

‘didn’t believe it to be effective’ or that ‘it wasn’t necessary as they didn’t feel enough 

pain’. A summary of these are listed in order of frequency: 

 not effective 

 not necessary 

 contractor doesn’t do it 

 time taken 

 human health 

 pain relief & flystrike dressing don’t mix 

 cost 

 didn’t order any 

 effort – both time and money 

 never bothered 

 other means of no stress 

 trying other things 

 will start. 
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8. Lamb turn off 

Key findings 

 More than double the number of lambs were sold to slaughter than live export 

in WA (70% compared to 30%). 

 Lamb slaughter was much more important than live export in the MRZ for 

producers who produced wool whereas live export was more important in the 

CSZ for wool producers. 

 Only 14% of producers with Merino flocks sold lambs exclusively to live export 

and 47% sold lambs exclusively to slaughter 

 Only 3% of dual enterprise producers sold lambs exclusively to live export and 

60% exclusively to slaughter. 

 The peak lambing time for those who export lambs to live export is April to 

June for all enterprises. 

 19% who turned off lambs, sold in more than six months of the year. 

 December – January is the peak time for turn off of crossbred and prime 

lambs whereas autumn and spring were peak times for Wool producers. 

 Larger producers sold mostly to both slaughter and live export whereas 

smaller producers tended to sell exclusively to one or the other. 

 More than 40% of lambs were sold through an agent with wool producers in 

the CSZ being the most likely to use one. 

 Saleyards were the least important method of selling in the MRZ where as it 

was of equal importance to direct selling in the CSZ 

 Finishing lambs was mostly on pastures with “grain supplementation in the 

paddock” and “on stubble” being the next most popular methods. 

The questions around lamb turn off including when, how many and where to are new 

questions in 2018. With the increasing importance of lamb, both for slaughter and 

live export, it is important to have an understanding of producers’ decisions. The 

questions asked did not specify which lambs, Merino, crossbred or meat, were 

turned off to each market. 

Q27. How many lambs did you turn off for live export in 2017?  

Q28. How many lambs did you turn off for slaughter in 2017?  

Q29. What months do you turn off your lambs for slaughter?  

 

8.1 Lamb turn off numbers  

Figure 25 shows that more than double the number of lambs were sold to slaughter 

than live export in WA (70% compared to 30%) with similar proportions being turned 

off in either zone. When comparing to the percentage of lamb production (ie. lambs 

marked) the trend was similar with 15% exported live and 35% slaughtered in the 

MRZ. Slightly more lambs were turned off to slaughter as a proportion of lambs 

produced in the CSZ. 
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The proportion of lambs to slaughter versus live export in 2017-18 for WA was 

similar with an 80-20% balance of slaughter to live export.  In 2017-18, 

approximately 2.5 million lambs were slaughtered and 500 000 lambs were exported 

live from WA (Pritchett, 2018).    

 

Figure 25  Turn off destinations for lambs in 2017 by region 

Wool enterprises in the MRZ were as likely to use live export as local slaughter, 

which is surprising in that Merino lambs would not be considered ready for slaughter 

as ‘prime’ lamb, however, the close proximity to processors who specialise in the 

light weight chilled lamb market to the Middle East may influence this decision.  

Wool enterprises in the CSZ turned off the highest proportion of lambs to live export 

(64%) of those turned off and 23% of the total lamb production. Although prime 

enterprises in the MRZ only sold 38% of lambs turned off to live export it represented 

27% of the lambs produced. There was no significant difference by zone in the dual 

wool and lamb enterprises. 

Wool enterprises also had a much lower proportion of lambs turned off (9%) than 

prime lamb and dual enterprises and this is expected to be due to the practice of 

retaining wether lambs until they are hoggets (12-24 months) for sale as a ‘shipping 

wether’ after a second shearing. 

As expected, prime lamb enterprises and crossbred lamb enterprises sold more to 

slaughter than live export (>63%) and sold a higher proportion of the lamb flock 

(>40%). 
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Figure 26 Lamb turnoff type for wool enterprises by zone in the 2017 season 

 

  

Figure 27 Lamb turnoff type for dual wool and lamb enterprises by zone in the 2017 
season  
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Figure 28 Lamb turnoff type for prime lamb enterprises by zone in the 2017 season 

Approximately 45% of Merino lamb producers sell some lambs to live export and 

70% sell some lambs to slaughter. Only 14% of producers with Merino flocks sell 

their lambs exclusively to live exports.  This doesn’t mean, however, that they don’t 

sell hoggets or adults to live exports. Surprisingly 110 Merino lamb producers sold 

lambs only to slaughter (Figure 29).  The prime lamb enterprise data is not presented 

due to the low numbers of flocks in this category. 

 

 

Figure 29 Numbers of Merino lamb producers who sell to either live export or 
slaughter 
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Figure 30 Numbers of crossbred lamb producers who sell to either live export or 
slaughter 

 

8.2 Lamb turn off timing 

Merino lamb producers generally lamb between April and July, whichever turn off 

type they choose (Figure 31 and Figure 32), however a small proportion lamb in 

March and April.  Of the 16 Merino lamb flocks in this lambing time, 80% sell to 

slaughter compared to 45% to live export. 

Those producing crossbred lambs for live exports lamb mainly between April and 

June with a similar proportion in each month (~22%). Those who sell to slaughter 

predominantly lamb in the same months (April to June) however there is a peak in 

May (30%) compared to June (21%). 
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Figure 31  Lambing time of producers who export live lambs as a proportion of 
producers who export live lambs 

 

 

Figure 32  Lambing time of producers who sell lambs to slaughter as a proportion of 
producers who sell to slaughter 
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Producers were asked when they turned off the majority of their lambs.  Many 

producers had several times when they turned off significant numbers of sheep, 

however the date of the majority was used in this analysis. Forty-five of the 290 

(19%) who turned off lambs sold in more than six months of the year. 

The three enterprise types showed similar time of turn off (Figure 33Error! 

Reference source not found.) but with a notable difference with wool enterprises 

being much less likely to turn off animals in December and January.  For crossbred 

and pure meat producers, December and January were the peak times for turn off. In 

2017 March, April and November were key times for wool producers to turn off 

lambs.  There was no difference in turn off times between zones. 

 

 

Figure 33 Month of turn off of lambs by enterprise type  

The largest producers were more likely to sell to both slaughter and live export than 

smallest flocks (Figure 34). This was contrary to those who only sold to export and 

only selling to slaughter. 

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

16%

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

%
 r

es
p

o
n

d
en

ts

wool

prime

both wool &
prime



54 
 

 

Figure 34 Turn off method for lambs by flock size quartiles 

 

8.3 Methods of sale 

Q31. How did you sell the majority of your lambs in 2017 (slaughter or live 

export):  

 direct to an abattoir, processor or exporter 

 through an agent 

 through the saleyard 

 online auction 

 direct to other producers or feedlotters? 

 

The most popular selling method for lambs in both zones was through a local agent 

(>40%). Many of these agents are employed by the large agribusiness corporations 

or act as independent agents. Selling through on-line auction was the smallest 

proportion (<1%) and has been removed from Figure 35.  Sale yards play a smaller 

role in the MRZ than the CSZ particularly for prime lamb and wool producers, where 

direct and agent sales made up more than 85% of the total. In the CSZ selling 

methods were less consistent with sale yard and direct sales being similar.  The 

lower numbers of producers using direct sales to an abattoir or exporter probably 

reflects the distance to buyers and the closeness of the two major saleyards to the 

CSZ. 
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Figure 35 Method of selling lambs by enterprise and zone 

 

8.4 Finishing lambs 

In order to produce lambs at the required specification including weight, producers 

usually have to undertake supplementation of the lamb’s diet.  Different methods 

incur differing costs and the methods available change depending on when in the 

growing season finishing needs to occur.  The question around finishing lambs has 

not been asked previously. 

Q30. How do you finish your lambs prior to sale: 

 on stubble or standing dry crops 

 in a feedlot or confined area with mixed ration 

 on pasture 

 with grain supplementation in the paddock 

 on grazing crops 

 don’t finish lambs but sell as ‘stores’? 

There were slight differences between zones on the method of finishing lambs with 

finishing on stubbles or standing dry crops being more popular in the CSZ due to the 

higher availability of large areas of stubbles.  Cropping paddock availability can also 

impact on the stocking rate carried on the rest of the farm over the year with large 
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therefore more quality stubbles are available for weaners/lambs. 
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The high turn off of lambs in late spring (see Figure 33) matches the availability of 

high quality and quantity of spring green feed. Consequently, the popularity of 

finishing lambs on pasture was the highest ranked method (Figure 36).  This is the 

most cost effective and profitable option according to modelling carried out by John 

Young, Farming Systems Analysis Service (DAFWA, 2016). 

 

 

Figure 36 Method of finishing lambs by region and method (2018) 
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9. Participation in training and using DPIRD’s resources 

 

Key findings 

 Thirty eight per cent of respondents had attended one or more sheep events over 

the last four years. 

 Practice change since attending was highest in those who completed LTEM at 

90%. 

 Prime lamb producers were more likely to have attended the Sheep Updates than 

other producers and wool and prime lamb producers were more likely to have 

participated in LTEM than wool producers. 

 18% of respondents had participated in LTEM with more in the MRZ than the 

CSZ. 

DPIRD runs a number of workshops and courses either on its own or in collaboration 

with other research and development corporations and universities. It also distributes 

sheep management tools and information and provides access to industry 

professionals. 

 

Q32. Can you please state whether you have (1) not heard of, (2) heard of but 

not attended or (3) attended any of these events or training programs in the 

last four years? 

 Lifetime Ewe Management course 

 RamSelect workshop 

 Bred Well Fed Well 

 Lamb Survival Initiative 

 100%+ Club 

 Sheep Updates 

 Feedlot workshops 

Q33. Have you changed any of your management practices as a result of 

attending that event/ those events? 

Q34. What changes have you made?   

Q35. In the last four years, have you obtained sheep management information 

from anyone at the Department of Agriculture and Food WA? 

 

One hundred and forty seven respondents had attended one or more of the events 

listed (38%). This is equivalent to 1500 producers in WA having been involved in 

these sheep industry events. Thirty-five participants had participated in three or more 

of the seven events.  
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Practice change post attending the course or workshop was highest in Lifetime Ewe 

Management (LTEM) and this is reflected in national evaluation of LTEM where 

nearly 90% of participants surveyed directly about LTEM indicated that they had 

changed practice or that their production outcomes had improved. The lowest 

practice change was through the 100%+ Club but the Club’s intention was primarily 

to reward and recognise leaders in lambing rates rather than training per se. 

LTEM was the only course that showed a difference in attendance between zones 

with 23% in the MRZ and 13% in the CSZ. 

Prime lamb producers were more likely to have attended the Sheep Updates than 

other enterprises and wool and prime lamb enterprises were much more likely to 

have participated in LTEM compared to wool specialists. 

 

Table 36 Course or workshop attendance and practice change  

Course or workshop # attending % attending 
Practice change 

post attendance % 

Lifetime Ewe Management course 69 18 81 

RamSelect workshop 27 7 70 

Bred Well Fed Well 29 7 78 

Lamb Survival Initiative 19 5 61 

100%+ Club 6 2 33 

Sheep Updates 97 25 53 

Feedlot workshops 37 10 59 

 

Seventy-nine respondents who identified that they used DAFWA information also 

attended one or more of the events listed above and a similar number of 

respondents who didn’t use the department for information (68) had attended one or 

more events suggesting that the interaction with the department and attending 

events was seen as a different question (Table 37). Combined participation with the 

interaction with DAFWA offices and attending DAFWA events was 37% of the 

respondents. 

 

Table 37 Number of respondents who said they used departmental information and 
the attendance at events or workshops run or co-run by Department of Agriculture 
and Food, WA (DAFWA) 

Events attended 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Used DAFWA information 68 31 27 12 4 5 0 

Not used DAFWA information 174 41 13 7 2 4 1 
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Figure 37 Proportion of respondents rating publications as useful or very useful for 
three publications by age group  

Lifetime Ewe Management Training 

Lifetime Ewe Management (LTEM) is a small-group practical course which runs over 

one year. It is delivered by trainers accredited by Rural Industries Skills Training 

(Victoria). As part of the Royalties for Regions project of DPIRD, extra support for the 

course was provided by DPIRD. 

Sixty-nine respondents had participated in LTEM (18%). Proportionally more 

producers had completed the course in the MRZ (23%) than the CSZ (13%). 

Interestingly 28% of producers hadn’t heard of the course which has been running 

for 10 years and has had an extremely high profile, both in national and local media 

and at events and field days (Table 38). 

 

Table 38 LTEM awareness and participation by zone and enterprise 

 %  done LTEM % heard of LTEM % not heard of LTEM 

Total 18 54 28 
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CSZ 13 56 31 
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10. Profile of respondents 

Respondents in the MRZ generally had distinctly different characteristics to the CSZ. 

A summary of those differences appears in Table 39: 

Table 39 Summary of differences between producers in the MRZ and CSZ  

Medium Rainfall Zone sheep producer Cereal Sheep Zone sheep producer 

31% of sheep producers live in this zone 68% of sheep producers live in this zone 

13% were prime lamb producers 7% were prime lamb producers 

Higher average number of sheep (4835) Lower average number of sheep (3682) 

Largest 25% of producers ran 66% of the 
sheep 

Largest 25% of producers ran 49% of the 
sheep 

Larger average ewe flock (3094) Smaller average ewe flock (2258) 

Similar flock size whether wool, prime lamb 
or both wool and lamb 

Greater variation in flock size depending on 
enterprise (prime lamb smaller) 

Smaller average grazing area (977 ha) Larger average grazing area (1520 ha) 

Smaller average area of stubbles grazed 
(697 ha) 

Larger average area of stubbles grazed 
(2059 ha) 

Higher stocking rate (4.95 sheep/ha) on 
pasture 

Lower stocking rate (2.42 sheep/ha) on 
pasture 

Higher stocking rate (6.93/ha) on stubble 
Lower stocking rate (1.79 sheep/ha) on 
stubble 

Higher proportion in the 65+ age bracket Higher proportion in 55-64 age bracket 

Predominance of Merino lambing May to 
July (peak July) 

Predominance of Merino lambing in May 

Peak lambing in May in crossbred flocks Peak lambing in April in crossbred flocks 

Higher average marking rate for meat flocks Higher average marking rate for Merinos 

Median lamb marking rate of 90% for 
Merinos 

Median lamb marking rate of 94% for Merinos 

Pregnancy scanning for litter size higher for 
all flock types 

Similar scanning rates for pregnant or not 

More likely to condition score and separate 
lambing ewes 

More likely to only do a visual assessment of 
lambing ewes in the paddock 

Wool enterprises more likely to turn off to 
live export for lambs 

Wool enterprises more likely to turn off for 
local slaughter 

Least likely to use a saleyard to sell lambs 
Less likely to sell lambs directly to a 
processor 

More likely to participate in LTEM training Least likely to have heard of LTEM training 
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Table 40 Summary of significant differences between the smallest and largest 
producers (p<0.05)  

Smallest 25% of producers Largest 25% of producers 

Fewer attended LTEM (7.5%) More attended LTEM (33%) 

Fewer attended RamSelect (2%) More attended RamSelect (14%) 

Fewer attended Bred Well Fed Well (2%) More attended Bred Well Fed Well (14%) 

Fewer attended Lamb Survival Initiative 
(2%) 

More attended Lamb Survival Initiative (10%) 

Fewer attended Sheep Updates (17%) More attended Sheep Updates (33%) 

Fewer used an autodrafter (6%) More used an autodrafter (33%) 

Fewer used an automatic jetting machine 
(10%) 

More used an automatic jetting machine 
(40%) 

Fewer used a sheep handler (18%) More used a sheep handler (35%) 

Fewer used electronic ear tags (3%) More used electronic ear tags (13%) 

Fewer used an individual data management 
system (2%) 

More used an individual data management 
system (10%) 

Fewer considered using DNA testing (8%) More considered using DNA testing (27%) 

Fewer considered using digital pasture 
assessment tools (19%) 

More considered using digital pasture 
assessment tools (46%) 

Fewer considered using proximity sensors 
to determine maternal pedigree (4%) 

More considered using proximity sensors to 
determine maternal pedigree (19%) 

Fewer scan ewes to detect litter size (6%) More scan ewes to detect litter size (35%) 

Lower number of ewes and number of  
lambs per hectare (0.9 lambs/Ha pasture) 

Significantly higher number of ewes and 
number of  lambs per hectare (1.6 lambs/ha 
pasture) 

No increase in the rate of scanning for litter 
size over time 

Increase in scanning for litter size (14% in 
2011 to 35% in 2018) 

More choose not to use pregnancy 
scanning (70%) 

Fewer choose not to use pregnancy scanning 
(23%) 

Fewer had undertaken specific steps to 
improve lambing percentages (59%) 

More had undertaken specific steps to 
improve lambing percentages (78%) 

More intended to decrease their sheep 
numbers (24%) 

Fewer intended to decrease their sheep 
numbers (5%) 
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Appendix A 

Survey questions 

1. Have you had 500 or more sheep on your property at any time over the last 

year? 

2. Would you have regularly had more than 500 sheep on your property over the 

past five years? 

3. What are the main reasons for not running sheep anymore? 

4. What was the total number of sheep on the property at 30th June 2017, 

including ewes, wethers, rams and lambs? 

5. What is the total winter grazed area, in hectares, that you allocate for sheep 

production, including all leased land? 

6. What is the total area of stubbles grazed by sheep? 

7. What is the primary purpose of your sheep enterprise? Is it: 

 wool production 

 prime lamb production 

 wool production and prime lamb production? 

8. How many Merino ewes were mated to Merino rams, to lamb in 2017 

(including Dohnes and SAMMs)? 

9. What was the date lambing commenced for Merino ewes mated to Merino 

rams, including Dohnes and SAMM's? 

10. How many lambs were marked from these Merino ewes in 2017? 

11. And of those Merino lambs, what percentages were: 

 mulesed with pain relief 

 mulesed without pain relief 

 tail docked/castrated and not mulesed with pain relief 

 tail docked /castrated and not mulesed without pain relief 

 not mulesed 

 refused to answer. 

12. Could you please share with me why you don’t use pain relief for mulesing 

Merino lambs? 

 The animal does not need pain relief. 

 The pain relief options are too expensive. 

 I did not know that there was pain relief available. 

 Other. 

13. Could you please share with me why you don’t use pain relief for tail docking 

Merino lambs? 

 The animal does not need pain relief. 

 The pain relief options are too expensive. 

 I did not know that there was pain relief available. 

 Other. 

14. How many Merino ewes were mated to meat or maternal rams to lamb in 

2017? 
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15. What was the date lambing commenced for Merino ewes mated to meat or 

maternal rams? 

16. How many crossbred lambs were marked from these ewes in 2017? 

17. And of those crossbred lambs, what percentages were:  

 mulesed with pain relief 

 mulesed without pain relief 

 tail docked/castrated and not mulesed with pain relief 

 tail docked /castrated and not mulesed without pain relief 

 not mulesed 

 refused to answer? 

18. Could you please share with me why you don’t use pain relief for mulesing 

crossbred lambs? 

 The animal does not need pain relief. 

 The pain relief options are too expensive. 

 I did not know that there was pain relief available. 

 Other. 

19. Could you please share with me why you don’t use pain relief for tail docking 

crossbred lambs? 

 The animal does not need pain relief. 

 The pain relief options are too expensive. 

 I did not know that there was pain relief available. 

 Other. 

20. How many meat or maternal ewes were mated to meat or maternal rams to 

lamb in 2017? 

21. What was the date lambing commenced for meat or maternal ewes and 

rams? 

22. How many lambs were marked from these meat or maternal ewes in 2017? 

23. And of those crossbred lambs, what percentages were: 

   mulesed with pain relief 

   mulesed without pain relief 

   tail docked/castrated and not mulesed with pain relief 

   tail docked /castrated and not mulesed without pain relief 

   not mulesed 

   refused to answer? 

24. Could you please share with me why you don’t use pain relief for mulesing 

crossbred lambs: 

 The animal does not need pain relief. 

 The pain relief options are too expensive. 

 I did not know that there was pain relief available. 

 Other . 

25. Could you please share with me why you don’t use pain relief for tail docking 

crossbred lambs: 

 The animal does not need pain relief. 

 The pain relief options are too expensive. 

 I did not know that there was pain relief available. 



65 
 

 Other. 

26. Do you use any of these preventative measures for flystrike management for 

any of your flock: 

 chemical application  

 worm or dag management 

 selective breeding for flystrike resistance  

 nothing? 

27. How many lambs did you turn off for live export in 2017? 

28. How many lambs did you turn off for slaughter in 2017? 

29. What months do you turn off your lambs for slaughter? 

30. How do you finish your lambs prior to sale: 

 on stubble or standing dry crops 

 in a feedlot or confined area with mixed ration 

 on pasture 

 with grain supplementation in the paddock 

 on grazing crops 

 don’t finish lambs but sell as stores? 

31. How did you sell the majority of your lambs in 2017 (slaughter and live 

export): 

 direct to an abattoir, processor or exporter 

 through an agent 

 through the saleyard or online auction 

 direct to other producers or feedlotters? 

32. Can you please state whether you have (1) not heard of, (2) heard of but not 

attended or (3) attended any of these events or training programs in the last 

four years: 

 Lifetime Ewe Management course 

 RamSelect workshop 

 Bred Well Fed Well 

 Lamb Survival Initiative 

 100%+ Club 

 Sheep Updates 

 Feedlot workshops? 

33. Have you changed any of your management practices as a result of attending 

that event/those events? 

34. What changes have you made?  [Prompt for which training 

program/programs] 

35. In the last four years, have you obtained sheep management information from 

anyone at the Department of Agriculture and Food WA? 

36. May I ask who you got the information from? 

37. Please tell me do you: 

 run a commercial flock and buy rams 

 breed rams for your own commercial flock 

 breed rams for sale 

 trade sheep only? 
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38. How many rams did you buy in 2017? 

39. Which ONE of the following statements best describes how you usually select 

your stud or ram source for your primary sheep enterprise: 

 I have never considered going to anyone other than my regular stud 

breeder. 

 I choose a stud breeder based on advice from my classer, agent or 

consultant. 

 I usually go to the ram sales or shows and select a stud that suits my 

needs. 

 I review wether trial data, sire evaluation data, sale reports etc and 

select a stud breeder that is performing well. 

 I use ASBVs or information from Sheep Genetics and/or selection 

indexes to select a breeder that matches my breeding objective. 

40. Which ONE of the following statements describes the main reason for never 

considering anyone other than your regular stud breeder: 

 My stud breeder is conveniently located to my property. 

 I have a good relationship with my stud breeder. 

 I am confident that my stud breeder sells rams that perform well. 

 I determined years ago to purchase from my regular breeder based on 

performance data and have never had cause to change this decision. 

41. Which ONE of the following statements best describes how you select rams to 

buy: 

 My classer or agent chooses the rams. 

 I choose the rams based on how they look. 

 I choose rams mainly on how they look but use some performance 

data such as fibre diameter, live weight or eye muscle depth. 

 I choose rams with a balance of visual appeal, performance data and 

some genetic information such as ASBVs or breeding values. 

 I choose rams based on genetic information such as ASBVs, breeding 

values or selection indexes. 

42. Which ONE of the following statements best describes your current level of 

knowledge of Australian Sheep Breeding Values (ASBVs): 

 I have never heard of ASBVs. 

 I have heard of ASBVs but don’t understand them. 

 I have a basic understanding of ASBVs. 

 I have a good understanding of ASBVs. 

 I have a detailed knowledge of ASBVs. 

43. What proportion of your purchased rams in 2017 did you: 

 buy at auction  

 buy at private sale? 

44. How was the remainder of your rams purchased? 

45. How many rams did you sell in 2017? 

46. What percentage of the rams that you sold (or sold semen from) in 2017 had 

Australian Sheep Breeding Values (ASBVs)? 

47. What is your age? 
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   < 25 years 

   25–34 

   35–44 

   45–54 

   55–64 

   65 + years 

  (Refused) 

48. Have you heard of the following sheep management tools: 

 automatic jetting machine 

 paddock based ‘Walk over weighing’ system 

 Pedigree Matchmaker 

 remote water tank level sensor or water point camera and pump controller 

 individual animal data management system such as Sapien, Koolcollect or 

Practical Systems Stockbook? 

49. Are you (1) considering, (2) not considering or (3) already using these tools in 

your sheep enterprise: 

 autodrafter 

 automatic jetting machine 

 sheep handler 

 electronic ear tags 

 paddock based ‘Walk over weighing’ system 

 Pedigree Matchmaker 

 remote water tank level sensor or water point camera and pump controller 

 individual animal data management system such as Sapien, Koolcollect or 

Practical Systems Stockbook? 

50. Have you 1) not heard of, 2) heard of but are not interested in or 3) heard of 

and are interested in using these emerging technologies in your sheep 

enterprise: 

 DNA testing for parentage, poll status of flock profile 

 unmanned aerial vehicle, also known as a drone 

 digital pasture assessment tools such as hand held optical biomass sensor 

 proximity sensors to determine maternal pedigree? 

51. Which ONE of the following statements best describes how you use 

Pregnancy scanning to manage the nutrition of ewe flocks, do you:. 

 choose not to use pregnancy scanning 

 only scan in bad years on some sheep 

 scan ewes only for pregnancy status (pregnant or not) 

 scan ewes to detect litter size? 

52. Which ONE of the following statements best describes what you do with the 

pregnancy scanning information: 

 I don't change my nutritional management. 

 I manage ewes according to their flock average energy requirements. 
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 [only include this in response options if selected option 4 at Q50] I 

manage dry, single and twin bearing ewes separately and according to 

their different energy requirements. 

53. Which ONE of the following statements best describes how you monitor ewe 

condition including condition scoring, fat scoring or weighing, do you usually: 

 make regular visual assessments in the paddock 

 visually estimate in the paddock and occasionally fat score, condition 

score or weigh a sample of the ewes when they are in the yards 

 normally condition score, fat score or weigh a sample of each ewe mob 

and manage to average mob targets for joining/lambing/weaning 

 condition score, fat score or weigh and draft all ewes, manage mobs 

according to condition to meet set targets for joining/lambing/weaning? 

54. Have you undertaken specific steps to improve your lambing percentage over 

the last four years? 

55. Which of the following activities have you undertaken to improve lambing 

percentage: 

 increased ewe condition at joining 

 separated single and twin bearing ewes 

 provided extra shelter for twin lambing ewes 

 protected lambing ewes from predators 

 ram selection to improve reproduction 

 ensured that the ewes higher energy demands are met before and 

during lambing 

 wet/dry at weaning and cull non performing ewes? 

56. In the future, do you anticipate increasing, maintaining or decreasing your 

total number of sheep? 

57. Why do you intend to increase / maintain / decrease your total number of 

sheep? 
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Appendix B 

Survey respondents 

 

The extent of survey respondents. Please note that of those shown in the 

metropolitan area the map does not indicate the location of their farming properties. 

Properties located by postcode only – doesn’t indicate exact locations. 


