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SHEEP COMPENDIUM

A GOOD FIT

PROFITS: The average gain per head of a
Merino wether in seven months was $124.
Photo: supplied.

PAYING FOR CROPS
BY KRISTEN FROST

A

N AUSTRALIAN Merino Lamb
Trial has successfully proven
extensive profits can be made
while lowering production risks
just by introducing the Australian Merino to
a cropping enterprise.
Developed by Merino genetics consultant
Craig Wilson, of Craig Wilson and Associates, the Australian Merino Lamb Trial
benchmarked entrant's genetics against
some of the nation's largest and most progressive Merino bloodlines and sheep flocks.
Run over a period of seven months, the
Merino wether run on grazing crops has
returned average per head gains of $124. But
according to the results, individual animals
reached almost $200.
The 25 teams represented about 240,000
ewes across the nation from some largescale operations such as Paraway Pastoral
Company, Fletchers International Exports
and TA Fields Estates.
All information gathered was converted

to net profitability per head and per team
on both their wool and carcase traits. The
variation of weight gain and wool production within and between the teams entered
in the trial was significant.
Over the seven months of the trial meat
values increased between $30 and $95 and
the fleece value gains were between about
$50 and $75.
The average across all animals was $64
and $60 respectively, meaning an average
per head gain of $124.
But Mr Wilson said some of the individual
numbers that came out of the trial were
extraordinary.
"Individual sheep put on 44kg of weight
gain over seven months which adds up to
$126 worth of meat and at the same time
they cut about $70 worth of wool. So you are
talking in excess of $190 in seven months."
He said the genetic variation in the trial
was quite significant.
"There is a level of diversity there among
the entrants in their breeding practices at
home. Some are driven more towards a

wool production, some are driven more to a
balance of meat and wool," he said.
"The results, as an average, were really
encouraging even by those guys that have
been focused on wool."
The results, he said, have broken a few
paradigms, with some of the finer wool
sheep producing the largest amount of
weight gain.
They discovered there was no true
relationship between the average measured
fibre diameter of the wool and the growth
rate of the lamb.
"That highlights that you can absolutely
have sheep with high fleece value and with
really good growth rates," Mr Wilson said.
"I don't see those things as mutually
exclusive - I think you can do it all at once.
"But the measurements are determining
fleece values, not just clean fleece weights.
People think that a heavy wool cutting sheep
isn't going to grow and that can be true in
some instances, but we are talking about total fleece value, not just clean fleece weight,
and that's the critical issue to me."

ACCORDING to sheep, lamb and wool specialist, Jim Meckiff of JM Livestock, a Merino
wether trading operation can successfully
pay for the establishment of the crops grazed
by the animals.
Working with Craig Wilson during the
Merino Lamb Trial, Mr Meckiff said by
calculating the gross income and the gross
input costs, it certainly does pay for itself,
and more by over $1400 per hectare income.
"Establishment costs could be around $400
per hectare, but we might have to double
that area to take that stocking rate through
the winter period, so you're looking at $800,"
he said.
"But with a $1400 gross, that is still a $600
margin available, minus costs of running
the sheep and it doesn't cost a lot to run
a sheep."
Mr Meckiff said it doesn't matter if producers run breeding stock or growing stock, the
trial demonstrates the fusion of the two can
be a success.
"The entire complementary fit of winter
grazing crops into mixed farming operations
to take the pressure off perennial or annual
pastures to create a feed wedge in spring is
a very good fit," he said.
"The average growth rate and fleece
values calculated off that period on grazing
crops and the stocking rates that those
grazing crops could maintain indicates there
is a good profit margin after the costs of
establishment fee for the crops to warrant
adding livestock.
"Merino wethers can make a significant
margin off those paddocks."
Mr Wilson said the Merino component
should be seen as the insurance for
producers.
"This trial shows it's a good fit. We have
proven that profitability will exceed over a
long period of time compared with what a
straight cropping business could achieve,"
he said.
"Now it's about getting sheep back into
cropping, or getting mixed farming areas
back to being mixed farming.
"It's a perfect synergy on both sides, and
an excellent example of taking the risk out
of a cropping business and value-adding
the lambs.
"This trial is not an estimate of how they
will perform, it is exactly how they have
performed and those two things are very
different."
The trial involved teams of 25 wether
lambs from 25 different commercial properties across Australia.

MONEY MAKING MERINO

• Multiple income streams
• Ultimate wool producers
• 6, 8, 12 month shearing
• Base for first cross ewes
• Prime lamb, Merino lamb, mutton
• Adapts to different climates
• Flexible production - feedlot to organic
• Natural, sustainable, 100% Australian made
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