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Lambing

• One of the most critical periods on sheep farms

• Productivity

• Economics
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Importance of lambing traits
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• International estimates vary  8 to 25%

• Ireland ~11% in recorded flocks

• UK ~15%

Room for improvement!!

Lamb Mortality 
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Heritability

• Direct 2%

• Maternal 1% 

Validation results

How can we improve this?

• Better recording

• Other traits? 

Genetics of lamb mortality 

Can we make genetic 

improvement??

Star Rating Average Survival (%)

92.57

93.14

93.59

93.38

93.55

0.92 more lambs



Objective

Can we improve lamb survival whilst reducing 
labour inputs at lambing?
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Lamb vigour - Trait description

Áine O’Brien
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1 2 3 4 5

Very poor Poor Average Good Very good

Still not 
standing 
after 60 
minutes

Standing 
within 60 
minutes

Standing 
within 30 
minutes

Standing 
within 10 
minutes

Standing 
within 5 
minutes



Ewe mothering ability
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1 2 3 4 5

Very poor Poor Average Good Very good

No interest 

in lamb(s)

Stands well away 

& is slow to lick 

the lamb(s)

Licks the 

lamb(s) & 

follows the 

lamb(s)

Licks the 

lamb(s), is 

protective & 

follows closely

Very protective, licks 

lamb(s) immediately, 

follows the lamb(s) 

very closely & bleats 

for lamb(s)
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Recording the traits
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Score prevalence (%)

Score Description Lamb vigour Mothering ability

1 Very poor 2.02 0.90

2 Poor 1.72 1.82

3 Average 12.47 10.99

4 Good 39.99 36.05

5 Very good 43.80 50.24
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Sire prevalence – poor lamb vigour

Score 1,2, or 3

260 sires
≥30 progeny

≥2 flocks

Heritability
Direct = 12%

Maternal = 3%
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Sire prevalence – poor mothering

Score 1,2, or 3

153 sires
≥30 progeny

≥2 flocks

Heritability = 7%
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Breed differences – lamb vigour
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Breed differences – mothering ability
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Lambing data - genetics

What’s the relationship between lambing traits?

Lambing Vigour Birth weight Lambing Difficulty 

Birth weight 0.27

Lambing Difficulty -0.24 0.76

Lamb Mortality -0.48 -0.09 0.52

Correlations:
• Mothering ability & lamb mortality -0.25
• Mothering ability & litter size 0.70
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Application of results
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Future Research – better recording

Pregnancy scan

Data

• Genetic relationship NLB and pregnancy scan 0.77

• Linked to an individual breeders Data Quality Index
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Future Research

Monitoring major 

genes

Monitoring lethal 

genes

Scrapie

Genomic

evaluations

Inbreeding

Gender 

determination

Parentage 

assignment
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Conclusion

Relationship between 
traits

Breeding values for 
individual animals

V
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