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With the price of feedstuffs reaching unprecedented high levels, it is important to know nutritional needs of sheep fairly precisely.  Couple that with the fact that daily feed needs are the highest during lactation than at any other time during the production cycle and the 60 to 70 day lactation period can be quite expensive.


Lactation performance of the ewe actually is affected by nutrition in late gestation.  The synthesis of the mammary tissue occurs during this time period.  If nutrition is inadequate in late gestation, mammary tissue synthesis is not optimized, and the ewe will not milk as well during lactation.  Ewes that become excessively fat also may not milk as well due to fat build up in the udder.


Nutrition in mid to late gestation also affects the ewes’ body condition score.  Heavy milking ewes simply can’t consume enough feed to maintain body weight during lactation.  These ewes need some body energy reserves to pull from to lactate at the optimum level.  Ewes will lose weight during lactation; it is preferable the weight they lose is mostly fat and not excessive muscle tissue.  On a body condition score of 1 to 5, with 5 being obese and 1 being severely emaciated, a ewe should enter lactation as a 3 to 3.5.  These ewes, if fed properly during lactation, should not drop below a 2 body condition score and will have 90 to 100 days after weaning to regain weight before breeding.


Another factor to consider during lactation feeding is to not cause lactic acidosis.  This can be caused by too rapid an increase in grain feeding.  If ewes are fed from .75 to 1.5 pounds of a grain supplement in late gestation and then bumped quickly to levels twice those amounts after lambing, they can develop acidosis.  This can be life threatening at worst and make them very sick at best.  It is always sound management to increase grain levels gradually to sheep, regardless of production phase.


The single most limiting nutrient during lactation is water.  Ewe milk is 82% water.  Inadequate water intake will decrease milk production quickly.

Attached to this article is a table of nutrient requirements as published by the NRC in 2007.  These requirements have been updated since the last publication of sheep nutrient requirements in 1985.  The committee made some changes in this publication since the 1985 publication.  Some of the numerical requirements have changed slightly, but actually the biggest changes have come about in the method they define requirements.

The NRC requirements are more precisely defined by stage of lactation than they were in the past.  For instance, it is well accepted that a ewe’s milk production peaks at about 30 days of lactation and starts to decline after about 45 to 50 days of lactation.  These requirements are now given by stage of lactation and a representative daily milk yield.  Ewes need less feed in mid-lactation compared to early lactation.  In the case of ewes suckling twins or triplets, they also can get by with a less nutrient dense diet in mid-lactation as compared to peak lactation.

In regards to number of lambs suckled and the ewe’s nutrient requirements, it has been long known that ewes raising multiple lambs produce more milk than ewes nursing singles.  The higher milk production comes from increased nursing stimulation by the lambs.  The base figure used in the past regarding milk production of twin vs. single suckling ewes was 20 to 30% more milk production.  The new NRC figures actually show a 30 to 40% increase of twin vs. single in early lactation.  The new NRC figures also give nutrient requirements for ewes nursing triplets, which had not been reported in the 1985 edition.

The obvious management strategy is to pen and feed ewes a more precise diet based upon numbers of lambs suckled.  This can save feed, money, and get ewes milking at an optimal level.  Ewes suckling twins and triplets need more feed, with a marked difference in higher feed quality (energy and protein), as compared to ewes nursing singles.  Ewes with singles fed in the twin pen are getting much more feed and nutrients than they need.  At today’s feed prices, this is an unneeded expense.
Another change in the 2007 NRC guidelines is how protein needs are described.  They are now based to an extent on the percent of ruminally undegraded intake protein (bypass protein) in the diet.  The figures in the attached table are requirements for a diet with less than 20% undegraded intake protein, which would be fairly typical for a forage, corn, soybean based diet in the Midwest.  If producers are feeding diets with ingredients with a higher bypass potential, such as corn gluten meal, fish meal, feather meal, blood meal, etc., the actual protein needs may be slightly less.

Feeding sheep is both an art and a science.  The NRC guidelines are very valuable.  They come from analysis of many research trials from around the world and are interpreted by a select committee of animal scientists.  They are still only guidelines though.  Producers need to know these guidelines to use as a recommended starting point in formulating diets for sheep.  Producers should also adapt these guidelines to their specific farm.

For lactation feeding, it is important to monitor condition of ewes coming to lambing, amount of weight and condition lost during lactation, and most revealing, how the lambs look and act.  Lambs that nurse more frequently than every two to three hours, vocalize often, don’t appear full in the flanks, and don’t stretch when rising may not be getting enough milk.  Lack of milk is not only due to nutrition, there could be health reasons also.  The point being, most successful producers will used science based principles, combined with observation and monitoring of animals, to develop a lactation nutrition program that fits them.

Ewe diets don’t have to be fancy and complicated.  Normal feedstuffs such as corn, mixed hays, silages, soybean meal or a commercial protein supplement can be used to formulate diets meeting ewe lactation needs.

When examining the 2007 NRC nutrient recommendations, notice the wide range in the dry matter intake, percent total digestible nutrient and crude protein needs.  Ewes of different body weight, different stage of lactation, and various number of lambs suckled have very different nutrient needs.  Knowing these requirements and feeding ewes what they need can insure they milk well without wasting feed.

Nutrient Requirements of Mature Ewes in Early and Mid-Lactation1
	
	
	
	Dry Matter Basis

	Ewe Wt, lbs
	# Lambs
	Milk Yield, lbs/d
	DMI, lbs
	TDN, %
	CP, %2
	Ca, %
	P, %

	Early Lact. – Mature Ewes
	
	
	
	
	

	155
	Single
	2.1
	4.3
	53
	11.6
	.3
	.28

	175
	Single
	2.2
	4.7
	53
	11.7
	.3
	.28

	155
	Twin
	3.4
	4.4
	66
	15.3
	.4
	.35

	175
	Twin
	3.7
	4.7
	67
	15.5
	.4
	.38

	155
	Triplet
	4.5
	5.1
	66
	16.6
	.4
	.38

	175
	Triplet
	4.8
	5.6
	66
	15.6
	.4
	.38

	Mid-Lactation – Mature Ewes from 49 to 84 days of Lactation
	
	
	

	155
	Single
	1.4
	3.9
	53
	11
	.3
	.25

	175
	Single
	1.5
	4.2
	53
	11
	.3
	.25

	155
	Twin
	2.3
	4.7
	53
	12
	.3
	.28

	175
	Twin
	2.5
	5.1
	53
	12
	.3
	.28

	155
	Triplet
	3.0
	5.3
	53
	13
	.3
	.3

	175
	Triplet
	3.2
	5.8
	53
	13
	.3
	.3


1 Adapted from Nutrient Requirements of Small Ruminants, NRC, 2007.
2 For diets with less than 20% undegraded intake protein.
d:Mike\Feeding the Lactating Ewe


