
What if there was a way to 
successfully join ewes 
months earlier than the 

traditional 18 months? 

Joanna Newton, a PhD candidate at 
the University of New England in 
Armidale, NSW, is on a quest to learn 
the secrets of early reproductive 
success in sheep. 

Melbourne-born Joanna was 
introduced to agriculture through 
friends and a strong agriculture 
program at high school. 

Her PhD study is funded by an 
Australian Postgraduate Award, 
topped up with funding from MLA.

What do you hope to achieve with 
your research?
More breeders are looking at joining 
their ewes at earlier ages, so there’s 
more data coming into the Sheep 
Genetics database. Ewe lamb 
reproductive performance is 
classified as a different trait to mature 
ewe reproductive performance – they 
are correlated, but not identical.

Yearling reproductive performance has 
variable lambing success rates at the 
moment. By spending a couple of 
years looking at it, we should be able 
to get a better understanding of the 
environmental and genetic influences.

Why might this be important to 
sheep producers?
If you’re only feeding a ewe for a year 
or so before it lambs, this can 
improve your production efficiency 
through more rapid genetic gain in all 
production traits, increased turnover 
rate of ewes and the opportunity to 
sell off older ewes earlier. When joining 
ewes at 18 months, you can assume 
they are all sexually mature. But, if you 
plan on joining ewes at 6–7 months, 
your first question will have to be 
whether these ewes are sexually 
mature. That’s when traits like ‘age at 
first oestrus’ becomes important.

If we can develop a breeding value 
for ‘age at first oestrus’ it would be a 
great outcome, but even to find 
correlations between early 
reproductive success and other traits 
would be useful.

How will the project proceed?
I’m currently collecting data with 
sheep producers across Australia and 
using existing data from the 
Information Nucleus Flock.

It will be nearly a year before I can 
start analysing the industry data, but 
I should have a couple of publications 
from the Nucleus Flock analysis in 
the next few months. I will be 
looking at the heritability of age at 
puberty and the correlation of that 
trait with reproductive performance 
at yearling and later ages.

What’s been the response from the 
producers you are working with?

I’ve been blown away. With my 
advisers from the Animal Genetics 
and Breeding Unit and CSIRO, we set 
a target of 4,000 ewe lambs to be 
joined in 2013 and lamb in 2014, and 
we wound up with more than 7,000 
from 27 producers.

Producers are from all the southern 
states –a spread across environments 
and breeds.

I recruited the producers by talking 
about my project at conferences and 
workshops and followed this up with 
hundreds of emails and telephone calls.

I think producer numbers might 
come back a bit because of drought, 
but having such a phenomenal 
response in the first place means this 
shouldn’t be too detrimental.
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