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Executive summary 

Weaner management continues to be a significant issue for sheep producers. While this project was initially set 
up to monitor weaner performance for the first 7-8 months post weaning, ewes were actually monitored right up 
until pregnancy scanning as maiden ewes. 

Weaner management should largely focus on two things: 1) minimising losses, especially in the first three months 
post weaning; and 2) getting ewe weaners up to a joining weight by 18 months of age without spending too much 
on feed. 

Unfortunately the ewe weaners in this project were weaned late and were well below the industry target of 23kg. 
While the ewes put on good weight following weaning, this initial set back meant that the ewes were always 
playing catch up. This setback put significant pressure on the system and meant that the ewes needed to perform 
exceptionally well during their second spring. Unfortunately the ewes didn’t perform as well as expected and as a 
result only 44% reached the joining target of 40kg. While this result was surprising given the amount of spring 
rainfall, history shows that ‘above average’ springs don’t always lead to above average weight gain as pasture 
quality suffers at the expense of pasture quantity. This issue would be worth monitoring in future years. 

Importantly, this project has highlighted the advantage of getting good growth into lambs early – heavier weaning 
weights not only increase the chance of survival, but it also takes pressure of the system. This project has also 
demonstrated the value in setting liveweight targets at key stages and monitoring progress to ensure targets are 
met. 

Background 

Weaner losses in both Merino and cross-bred flocks are highly variable and can cause significant financial loss. 
Management not only plays a critical role in minimising losses, but it also determines the financial return from 
young stock.  

Weaner survival is a function of BOTH weaning weight and post weaning growth rate. Animals that fail to gain 
weight post-weaning become vulnerable and are prone to dying. Adequate nutrition is also needed to ensure 
weaners continue to grow and meet liveweight targets for joining. 

A weaner monitoring project was established at “Hillcrest”, Gunning. The main purpose of the project was to 
benchmark weaner performance and provide a reference point for sheep producers across the Southern 
Tablelands. 

Project aims 

− To monitor Merino weaner health and performance over the first 7-8 months post weaning 

− To highlight the nutritional requirements of young stock 

− To help sheep producers minimise losses and develop feeding strategies to ensure production goals are 
achieved  
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Results to date 

January 2016 

The 2015 drop of Merino lambs were weaned and drenched with Genesis Xtra (1g/L abamectin and 50g/L 
closantel) on 6 - 9 January 2016 and shorn on 11 January 2016. The weaners selected for the project are ewe 
weaners from Grassy Creek bloodline ram and Merryville bloodline ewes. Lambing occurred in mid-August with 
the lambs marked on 9 October.  

On 15 January 2016 the ewe weaners were visually drafted off into low, medium and high weight groups. This 
was done so that livestock performance of three distinct groups could be monitored separately (Figure 1). 
Approximately 30 weaners from each group were tagged with an electronic ear tag and weighed (Table 1). 

Figure 1 Method of allocation for tagging weaners 

 

Table 1: Weaner liveweight as of 15 January 2016 

Group LWT 

(Ave) 

Min lwt Max lwt No. of animals 

High 23.5 19.5 28.5 35 

Mid 18.9 15.0 25.0 30 

Low 15.3 11.0 18.0 34 

 

The lambs were stocked on native pasture containing a mix of annual and native grasses including danthonia, 
microlaena, vulpia and annual ryegrass. Weaners had access to a very limited green ‘pick’ consisting of mainly 
couch grass and microlaena. It was estimated that the paddock contained around 1200kg DM/ha of dead 
material. A sample of the dead material was taken on 15 January and sent to Feedtest lab at Wagga Wagga. The 
results were:  

− Digestibility: 44% (5.9 ME) 

− Protein: 6.2% 

The results from the lab confirmed that the dry standing pasture was of very low nutritive value, particularly for 
young stock. 
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Photo 1: paddock being grazed by Merino weaners 

(15.1.16). Dead material contains very little energy and 

protein. 

Photo 2: limited green pick for weaners (15.1.16) 

 

 

15 Jan – 24 Feb 2016 

Widespread rainfall in late January provided a real boost for livestock across the region, particularly young stock. 
Gunning received 83mm of rain between 22 January and 2 February (Figure 2). This was enough rainfall for 
native pasture to respond and provide a flush of green feed. Sub clover also germinated. 

 

Figure 2: Gunning rainfall for 2016 (Gunning Rural Supplies, BOM station number 70043) 
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The tagged weaners were drafted off and reweighed on 24.2.16. Results are presented in Table  2. 

Table 2: Weaner liveweight as of 24 February 2016 

Group LWT 

ave 

Min 

LWT 

Max 

LWT 

No. of 

animals 

Total LWT gain (kg) Daily LWT gain (g/hd/day) 

     Ave Min Max Ave Min Max 

High 27.6 22.5 34.0 35 4.2 0.0 7.0 107 0 179 

Mid 23.6 18.5 29.5 27 4.7 2.0 8.0 120 51 205 

Low 19.0 15.0 22.5 28 3.7 1.0 7.5 95 26 192 

 

The February weighing revealed that the weaners on average gained 4.4kg over the period, which equates to 
around 110g/hd/day. This was achieved on a green pick made up of mainly weeping grass (Microlaena 
stipoides). Interestingly, the variation between animals was staggering, with some weaners putting on  
1 - 1.5kg and others putting on over 6kg. The other interesting point to note was that animal performance 
was similar across all size categories.  

 

 

Photo 3:  Microlaena still providing a good source of green feed in late February 

 

25 Feb – 1 June 

Gunning recorded 34mm of rain in the first three weeks of March (three rainfall events of 11mm, 9mm and 
14mm). Despite the warm weather, these three storm events proved to be extremely valuable, providing just 
enough moisture to keep the green pick alive (Photo 4). As a result, the weaners continued to achieve good 
weight gain through March with virtually no supplementary feed provided. This time it was the Low group which 
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achieved the highest weight gain during the period, putting on 4.3kg over the 6 week period from 24 February to 
4 April (Table 3). 

Table 3: Weaner performance from 15 January – 1 Jun e 2016 

 
15 Jan – 24 Feb 25 Feb – 4 Apr 5 Apr – 1 June 

Group 
LWT 
(ave) 

LWT 

gain 
(ave) 

Daily LWT 

gain 
(g/hd/day) 

LWT 
(ave) 

LWT 

gain 
(ave) 

Daily LWT 

gain 
(g/hd/day) 

LWT 
(ave) 

LWT 

gain 
(ave) 

Daily LWT 

gain 
(g/hd/day) 

High 27.6 4.2 108 30.4 3.0 77 31.0 0.5 9 

Mid 23.6 4.7 121 26.8 3.6 92 28.3 1.5 27 

Low 19.0 3.7 95 22.8 4.3 110 24.5 1.7 31 

 
 

April was associated with abnormally hot and dry conditions – New South Wales recorded its second hottest 
April on record and rainfall was well below average. Gunning recorded 12.4mmm of rain for the month, which is 
approximately 1/3rd of the long term median of 36.3mm (Figure 2). As a result pastures dried off completely 
during April. Weaners continued to graze the same paddock and were supplemented with a small amount of 
grain. 

Photo 4: Summer storms provided enough moisture 
to keep Microlaena and summer annual species green 
during March (photo taken 4 April 2016). 

Photo 5:  Native pasture containing around 500kg 
DM/ha (photo taken 1 June 2016). 

 

After a number of ‘false starts’ the season finally broke on 2 May with excellent rainfall across large parts of the 
eastern Australia (Gunning recorded 58mm over 9 days). Soil moisture combined with mild conditions resulted in 
strong pasture growth across the month, particularly in paddocks that had a good fertiliser history. 

Weaners were weighed on 1 June and drenched with Genesis Xtra (1g/L abamectin and 50g/L closantel) to 
primarily target barbers pole worm. As suspected, liveweight gain during April and May was not as strong 
compared to late summer/early autumn (Table 2) with the three groups recording average liveweight gains of: 

− 0.5kg (High group) 
− 1.5kg (Mid Group) and  
− 1.7kg (Low Group).  
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Interestingly, not only did the ‘High’ group record the lowest average weight gain, but 30% of weaners in this 
group actually lost weight during the period. Overall, 17% of the tagged weaners lost weight, with weight loss 
ranging between 0.5kg and 3.0kg.  

A number of ewes were below the 25kg target 

With ewe weaners the ultimate goal is getting them up to a critical weight so they will join. In order to achieve this 
it’s important to set short-term targets and weigh weaners to ensure that they remain on track for joining. Based 
on this approach, the target for 1 June was for all weaners to reach 25kg (Figure 3).  

Liveweight data recorded on 1 June revealed that 58% of the Low group were below the 25kg target  for the 
start of winter. A small number of animals (7%) from the Mid group also did not meet the 25kg target. By 
extrapolating the data collected from the tagged animals it is estimated that around 22% of the mob (tagged and 
untagged weaners) did not reach the target weight of 25kg (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 3: Pathway to minimum joining weight  

 

 

Figure 4: Change in liveweight over time for the th ree groups monitored* 

 

* Orange bars = Low Group; Red Bars = Mid Group; and Green Bars = High Group 

22% of weaners 
were below the 
25kg target at 

1 June  



Merino Weaner Monitoring Project – Final report 

Local Land Services June 2017 7

2 June – 6 September 

Weaners were moved back into their original paddock after the 1 June weighing which at the time had around 
500kg DM/ha (Photo 5). After approx. 4 weeks the mob of 450 weaners were moved to a better paddock 
containing around 800kg DM/ha where they stayed until the 6 September weighing. Weaners were drenched mid-
August with Coopers Scanda® (BZ/Clear combination drench) which contains benzimidazole and levamisole. 

While a long, wet winter presented challenging conditions for livestock, the merino weaners managed to achieve 
excellent growth, averaging 6.3kg (Table 4). This is more than double the 3kg target set for the winter period  
(Figure 3). This was achieved on short, native pasture with minimal supplementary feed. 

Table 4: Weaner performance from 25 February to 6 S eptember 2016 

  25 Feb – 4 Apr 5 Apr – 1 June 2 June – 6-Sep 

Group 
LWT 
(ave) 

LWT 

gain 
(ave) 

Daily LWT 

gain 
(g/hd/day) 

LWT 
(ave) 

LWT gain 
(ave) 

Daily LWT 

gain 
(g/hd/day) 

LWT 
(ave) 

LWT 

gain (ave) 

Daily LWT 

gain 
(g/hd/day) 

High 30.4 3.0 77 31.0 0.5 9 37.6 6.5 99 

Mid 26.8 3.6 92 28.3 1.5 27 33.9 5.6 85 

Low 22.8 4.3 110 24.5 1.7 31 31.5 6.8 103 

 

As a result of the high winter growth rates  only 6% of weaners didn’t meet the 1 September targ et of 28kg.  
This is a major improvement compared to the start of winter where 22% of weaners were below the minimum 
weight (compare Figure 4 to Figure 5). 

Again, there was a massive difference in liveweight gain between anima ls, ranging from 1.5kg (23g/hd/day) 
to 14.5kg (220g/hd/day). The top 25% of animals put on 8.5kg or more and were a mixture of sheep from all 
different weight categories. 

As shown in Figure 5, the three liveweight groups are becoming more even over time. In fact, by the end of winter 
there was very little difference between the Low and Mid groups. The data shows that some weaners have 
consistently performed exceptionally well post weaning, while other individuals have really struggled (i.e. have 
gone from the top 1/3rd at weaning to the bottom 1/3rd by the end of winter). 

Figure 5: Change in liveweight over time for the th ree groups monitored* 

  

* Orange bars = Low Group; Red Bars = Mid Group; and Green Bars = High Group 

Only 6 % of 
weaners were 

below the 28kg 
target  for 1 Sept  
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Photo 6 Photo 7 

Photos 6 & 7: Weaners were allocated to this paddock on 6 September. Paddock consists of phalaris, sub clover, 
microlaena and annual grasses with a good fertiliser history. A stocking rate of 22 weaners/ha was selected to keep pace 
with pasture growth and maintain pasture quality (approximately 1200kg DM/ha at 6 September). 

7 September – 31 January 

The ewe weaners were drenched with Genesis Xtra (1g/L abamectin and 50g/L closantel) on 7 September and allocated 
to improved pasture consisting of phalaris and sub clover (see Photo 6 and 7). Ewes were shorn in early November and 
cut 3.9kg on average (greasy). 

The region experienced a good spring rainfall with all months receiving above average rain (Figure 2). This ensured that 
pastures remained green until early - mid December. Once the pastures dried off the weaners grazed dry feed and were 
fed 500g of barley once a week. This rate increased after Christmas, with ewes receiving 500g every 3rd day.  

Ewes were weighed on 31 January, two weeks before the rams went in. The results are presented below in Figure 6 and 
Figure 7. Key points to note are: 

− Despite good results at the September weigh-in and good conditions during spring, the ewe weaners only 
averaged 8.5kg (assuming ave fleece weight of 3.9kg) of liveweight gain during the September to January 
period. This is well below the 12-14kg target that was set. 

− 50 ewes (56%) were below the minimum target of 40kg for joining (Figure 6). Within this group, 29 (58%) were 
from the ‘low’ group, 13 (26%) were from the ‘mid’ group and eight (16%) were from the ‘high’ group. 

− From a joining perspective, ewes that were 36kg and below were of main concern. This group comprised 27 per 
cent of the mob (Figure 7). 

 

In looking at the results and from general observations it is likely the weaners lost weight in the lead up to joining. This 
weight loss could have been in the order of 1.5 – 2.5kg. However, even if this weight loss had of been avoided around 
40% of ewes still would have not made the 40kg target (this is slightly better than the 56% recorded, but still too many 
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light ewes). In hindsight it would have been worthwhile to weigh the ewes at the end of spring to assess their position 
before summer – unfortunately this activity was planned but didn’t eventuate. If the weighing exercise did take place 
the lighter end (i.e. bottom 30%) could have been drafted off and allocated better feed with the aim of getting all ewes 
above 36kg. 

 

Figure 6: Change in liveweight over time for the th ree groups monitored* 

 

* Orange bars = Low Group; Red Bars = Mid Group; and Green Bars = High Group 

 

Figure 7: Liveweight histogram of merino ewe weaner s pre-joining 

 

 

  

56% of weaners 
were below the 
40kg target for 

joining.  

27% of ewes were below 36kg at the onset of 
joining. This group presented the greatest concern 

in terms of getting in lamb. 
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Pregnancy scanning results 

The merino ewe weaners were pregnancy tested on 22 May 2017 via ultrasound. The results are presented below 
in Table 5. The key points to note are: 

− The results clearly show the positive correlation between body weight at joining and conception rate, with 
25% of the lightest ewes (30 - 36kg range) being dry at scanning. 

− Conception rate was 12% higher in the next group of ewes (36.1-40kg range). This was driven by less dry 
ewes (17% dry). 

− Not surprisingly, the heaviest ewes at joining (40.1kg and above) had the lowest percentage of dry ewes 
and therefore the highest conception rate at 89%. 

Table 5: Pregnancy scanning results – May 2017 

Liveweight 

range 

No. 

ewes 

No. (%) 

empty 

No. (%) 

single 

No. (%) 

twin 

Total lambs 

scanned 

Conception 

rate 

30 - 36 24 6  (25%) 18  (75%) 0  (0%) 18 75% 

36.1 - 40 23 4  (17%) 18  (78%) 1  (4%) 20 87% 

> 40.1kg 36 5  (14%) 30  (83%) 1  (3%) 32 89% 

Total 89 15  (17%) 66  (74%) 2  (2%) 70 79% 

 

The relationship between liveweight at joining and conception rate in this monitoring project is consistent with the 
results from the NSW Lifetime Wool project (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8: The number of foetuses scanned increases with increasing liveweight at joining 

 

Source: Hatcher et al. 2007, Maiden Merino ewe conception rates (Primefact 308).  

 

While the pathway from weaning to joining for this mob of ewes could be described as ‘up and down’, the ewes 
that were monitored in this study were always playing ‘catch up’ as a result of the low weaning weights (industry 
target for weaning is 23kg). In this case an extra 4kg heavier at weaning would have not only assisted with 
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survival, but it would have made a big difference in meeting the 40kg target for joining, especially for the low 
group. The key message is to get as much weight into your lambs as possible between lambing and weaning. 
Tools that can assist with this include: 

− Setting up lambing paddocks well in advance. An ideal lambing paddock is relatively clean in terms of 
worms, has good shelter and adequate quantity and quality of pasture available. Having some legume in 
lambing paddocks is important. 

− Match stocking rate to pasture growth rates – applying the correct amount of grazing pressure is 
important in preserving pasture quality. Stocking rates need to be adjusted as pasture growth rate 
increases (e.g. combine mobs at lamb marking). 

 

It’s also worth noting that reproductive performance would have been slightly higher if the ewes put on the 
expected 12 - 14kg during their second spring. The fact that they only put on 9.1kg warrants further investigation 
and would be something to monitor in the future.  

 

Photo 8: Pregnancy scanning Merino ewes at Gunning 

 

More information 
For further information contact:  

Matthew Lieschke | Senior Land Services Officer – Livestock 
South East Local Land Services 
T: 02 4824 1913 | F: 02 4828 6750 | M: 0428 271 127| E: matthew.lieschke@lls.nsw.gov.au
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