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The season to date has been much kinder than 
2021, when we were a bit short of lambing 
paddocks and the weather didn’t do us any favours. 
This year we lambed later and put a lot more effort 
into having a good amount of grass in the stud 
lambing paddocks. Also, I’m sure this spring was 
a bit milder than average, and we certainly didn’t 
have the wind-blown snow scuds that Poatina is 
capable of dishing out. We’ve had a good lambing 
with a lot less losses, no health issues (at least not 
with the sheep) and, with Leanne’s capable help, 
tagging and weighing the lambs at birth wasn’t  
too demanding.

Our Coopworth type is about where we want them to 
be, lambs have good growth and ability to finish well, 
while females retained as breeders don’t grow too 
big. Our average joining weight of mature age stud 
ewes was 66kg. Fertility is good (although we did have 
to drop off a particular line we were using because 
of fertility issues) and our flock still cut a reasonable 
fleece that’s not worth much! It would be nice to think 
that we could breed a type of sheep that didn’t need 
shearing but I’m not going down that track. For a long 
time, we’ve worked on developing a type of sheep 
that is cold tolerant, worm tolerant, has good fertility, 
sound feet and produces a good carcase, and I’m not 
sure that the shedding types fall into those categories.

New Zealand ram semen is still unavailable, so we are 
happy enough to use sires from mainland maternal 
seed stock producers provided they meet the criteria 
of our preferred type.

Pictured: Leanne tagging and weighing lambs.

Pictured: Ashton tree planting.

On the subject of type…
Checking the stud ewes twice a day as we do for 
tagging and weighing lambs, we notice things that one 
would not necessarily observe in a commercial lambing 
situation. One of these is the correlation between flight 
distance or flightiness and lamb survival. Quite often a 
flighty ewe will invariably end up losing one or both of 
her lambs even quite a few days after lambing. We have 
recorded flight distance in the past, but we stopped 
because all the sheep were fairly good. More recently 
there seem to be a few that are a bit more toey and 
we’ve noticed when picking up dead lambs quite often 
they are the progeny of a flighty ewe. We’re grading 
them as we tag lambs, so any ewes that are classed as 
flighty will be culled.

Another observation is the number of lambs that die 
from smothering under placental membrane before the 
ewe has time to lick it off. This is not unusual and may be 
a result of multiple births where the ewe is cleaning one 
lamb up while the other is struggling to get air. The sheep 
eventually cleans the lamb up leaving a perfectly normal 
looking dead lamb, with no obvious cause of death.



Genetics
We have been selecting for sheep with worm resistance for 
many years. We have had occasions where we have tried 
new genetics in our flock, targeting for example increased 
fertility, only to find that these lines have poor PFEC ASBVs. 
We stopped using these genetics as a result. Sheep having 
positive PFEC figures and good growth figures obviously 
have good tolerance to internal parasites but these sheep 
are still undesirable due to the fact they are contaminating 
pasture with worm eggs. We encourage all of our clients to 
look at the PFEC ASBVs of any rams they purchase. If the 
breeder doesn’t have data on PFEC, then it is likely that 
they are not selecting for genetic resistance to worms. If 
this is the case for any rams you buy, I’d encourage you to 
either discuss it with the breeder or change to a stud that is 
selecting for worm resistance.

Pasture
• Use fodder crops (e.g. brassica, chicory, clover) to 

improve the nutrition for lambs and to reduce the 
number of larvae present.

• Avoid drenching lambs onto ‘clean’ pasture unless you 
have a plan to introduce/maintain refugia (e.g. leave 
a proportion undrenched or follow with undrenched 
ewes). Drenching young stock onto clean pasture is 
linked to an increased risk of drench resistance as 
all larvae surviving from drenched animals will be 
resistant. As resistant larvae will be the only larvae on 
the pasture, they will reproduce and multiply increasing 
the population of resistant larvae with no susceptible 
parasites to dilute them.

Drenching
• Avoid drenching more frequently than every 28 days 

unless there is a special need.
• Where possible, avoid the use of long-acting drenches 

and capsules.
• Adopt a quarantine drench protocol for  

introduced stock. 
• Use effective combination drenches, even if resistance  

has not been identified on your farm.
• Weigh animals so that they are not under-dosed.
• Apply the correct dose using the correct technique as  

per the label instructions.

For more information about drench resistance and effective 
worm control click on these links:

• https://wormboss.com.au/
• https://beeflambnz.com/news-views/drench-resistance-

silent-production-suppressor
• https://beeflambnz.com/sites/default/files/factsheets/

pdfs/fact-sheet-151-worms-in-refugia.pdf

Worm resistance
I’m hearing reports from sheep producers across the 
ditch of high levels of drench resistance amongst flocks, 
particularly triple drench resistance. It’s a problem that 
has been impacting on productivity and profitability and is 
proving difficult to reverse. The New Zealand experience 
has shown that when drench resistance is in play, the lamb 
average live weight gain (grams/day) will decrease, while  
the number of days it takes to get lambs to the required 
weight will increase. This means return per kg/dry matter 
(DM) consumed will decline.

Drench resistance has been caused mainly by the over-use 
of drenches, which has decreased the effectiveness of the 
chemicals used. Super-worms, which are able to resist all 
chemicals and combinations, have evolved. Over-reliance on 
capsules and long-acting injectables appear to be mostly to 
blame. There have been limited other tools used to control 
worms (such as pasture or genetics), with lambs typically 
drenched monthly. A key concern is that there is unlikely to 
be new chemistry available due to the costs to develop it. 
Even if new drenches do come on the market, continuing to 
rely on them to control worms, will quickly lead to resistance 
to new products. 

Australian (and Tasmanian) producers have an opportunity 
to learn from what’s occurring in NZ, to prevent the same 
issue happening here. The first thing is to test for drench 
resistance in your own flocks. It is important to take 
veterinary advice to do this correctly, as the class or age of 
animals you sample may give you a false result. We did this 
ourselves in 2019 (refer to our newsletter from that year for 
more information). 

The key options to control worms in an integrated way are:

• genetics
• pasture and grazing management
• refugia
• drenches.

Pictured below: Stud ewes



Refugia
Refugia involves making sure there are some susceptible 
worms inside an animal. The idea is to create a ‘refuge’ for 
worms so that non-resistant (susceptible) worms still remain in 
the population. The ideal is that the reservoir of susceptible 
larvae on pasture significantly outnumbers resistant larvae on 
the pasture. Then, when worms breed in the animal, the gene 
frequency for resistance will be diluted. Refugia isn’t just 
something to adopt when resistance is a problem – use it to 
help prevent resistance occurring in the first place. Develop 
a plan with your vet on how refugia could be used in your 
production systems based on:

• The drench resistance status of the worms on your farm. 
It has been calculated that the proportion of animals 
required to be left undrenched goes up dramatically as 
drench efficacy goes down. If a drench is 99.9% effective, 
then 1% left untreated is probably enough. If the drench 
used is only 95% effective, then closer to 30% untreated 
is required to give the same dilution of resistant worms.

• Sheep/cattle ratio, stocking rate, other farm enterprises.
• Key risk periods to stock from parasitism (i.e. when is it 

best for some stock to go undrenched).
• Current ewe management/drenching policy (i.e. can 

undrenched ewes shedding susceptible eggs be grazed 
after newly-drenched lambs).

• Feed quantity and quality.

General principles for effective use of refugia are:
• Where possible find a solution that doesn’t involve 

leaving lambs undrenched (i.e. focus on ewes or 
hoggets).

• If feed supplies are low/poor quality, there is a greater 
risk that parasitism in undrenched stock will impact on 
production. However, if feed quality/ quantity is good, 
lambs are up to target weights and pasture is ‘clean’ 
then it would be an ideal time to leave some lambs 
undrenched.

• The benefit of leaving some lambs undrenched (and a 
refugia of susceptible worms) is greatest when lambs are 
going onto ‘clean’ pasture.

• Start conservatively (i.e. leave no more than 2-5% of 
lambs undrenched rather than 20%). Leaving too many 
undrenched may create a problem later in the season 
with accumulated parasite contamination of pastures.

• Choose the best condition animals to remain 
undrenched each time. The heaviest animals are doing 
well so if they take a check from being left undrenched 
they will slip back into the ‘drenched’ portion of the mob 
next time round.

• It does not matter if the same animals are excluded at 
each drenching, as long as their condition is okay.  
Both animal welfare and animal production losses must 
be considered.

• A comprehensive drench test (faecal egg count 
reduction test and cultures) should be carried out 
regularly, with frequency depending on drench 
resistance risk factors on your farm.

• Even if a test shows that worms on your farm are not 
resistant to any of the three main drench families, it 
would still be of benefit to practise refugia. This is 
because resistant genes are likely to be present on every 
farm and keeping them diluted is the best long- term 
option to retain the efficacy of your drenches.

DIY worm testing
In the mid-1990s the Department of Agriculture ran a 
series of courses teaching farmers how to do worm egg 
counts at home. Andrew Beattie and the staff from DPIF 
Animal Industries drew up a comprehensive instruction 
manual and from there it was a fairly straight forward 
and quick process to gain an accurate idea of the worm 
status from any given mob of sheep.

After doing the training I realised that doing my own tests 
is very quick and easy, although it does require some 
specialist gear – a light microscope with graduated slide 
and a good quality electronic scale capable of measuring 
1 gram increments. I was fortunate to pick up a good 
quality Japanese binocular microscope second hand. The 
rest of the kit is easily sourced from hardware shops or 
your kitchen cupboards (although be careful about using 
the household bamix to mush up your dung sample, you 
won’t be very popular if it goes back in the cupboard).

For me, the advantage of DIY worm testing is it’s quick 
and efficient – you might have the animals in the yards 
and think they look a bit wormy and in 15 minutes you 
know the answer and can drench them then and there. 
Otherwise, you’re waiting a couple of days for the results 
to come back and in the meantime eggs are continuing 
to be dropped and you have to bring the flock back 
into the yards again to be drenched. For some, the 
alternative is calendar drenching (e.g. drenching lambs 
every 28 days) – this is a great way to build resistance of 
worms to drenches.

FECPAKG2 is the modern equivalent of the DIY worm tests 
that we do. You still need to process the samples, but this 
tool does the rest, eliminating the need for microscope, 
slides and learning to identify the different worm eggs. 

For individual ram tests to generate PFEC ASBVs, and 
drench resistance tests, we still rely on Livestock Logic in 
Victoria. Our sire selection is always for negative figures 
and the more negative the better.

It doesn’t really matter how you test for worms as long 
as you do it, and base your worm control program on 
data and a range of strategies.

Pictured: Dudley on the lambing run.



Fit to Join
In her day job, Leanne has just finished working on a  
MLA-funded ewe reproduction project with Paul 
Nilon (Nilon Farm Health), Cat Nicholls (Hot Tin Roof 
Communications) Basil Doonan (Pinion Advisory) and 
Andrew Whale (Livestock Logic).

A review of existing literature and industry information, and 
ewe selection case studies carried out on three commercial 
operations (self-replacing Merino, composite and first cross), 
confirmed an opportunity to improve ewe and lamb survival 
outcomes by identifying and culling unfit ewes before joining. 

The case study work indicated unfit ewes were four times 
more likely to scan empty and three times more likely to die 
between joining and scanning. Lambs from unfit ewes had a 
21% higher risk of dying. The economic benefit for classing 
and culling ewes as unfit to join was modelled at between 
$4 and $8 per ewe.

The pre-join risk factors that impact ewe and lamb survival 
include: udder health and structure, body condition, 
lameness, teeth and age. Assessing condition score pre-
joining also can help inform an assessment of whether a ewe 
is fit to join where other issues are apparent.

Producers using fertile sheep like Coopworths are often 
frustrated that they don’t always convert high scanning 
percentages to high marking percentages. A large part of 
this may be due to joining ewes with poor udders who are 
never going to be able to successfully rear lambs. 

Assessing ewes as fit to join can’t be done at weaning – 
udder issues such as mastitis often don’t become apparent 
until 4-6 weeks post-weaning. So even if you wet/dry ewes 
at marking, there are probably still ewes sneaking through 
that aren’t fit to join (in fact, one of the case study farms 
was diligent about classing ewes at weaning, but still found 
benefits from classing ewes again pre-joining). For highly 
fertile breeds, the benefits are likely to be significant. 

The team working with Leanne have developed a suite of 
tools to help producers assess whether ewes are fit to join 
or not. The resources include a short factsheet, ute guide 
and a series of four short instructional videos: 

1. Ewe assessment overview 
2. Udder assessment 
3. Lameness assessment 
4. Assessing older ewes. 

All of these tools are available at www.mla.com.au/fittojoin 
and you can use them as either standalone resources, or as 
a combined resource when assessing ewes as fit to join. 

I encourage our clients to take a closer look at the outcomes 
from this project to continue to improve your productivity 
and animal welfare outcomes.

Improving ewe and  
lamb survival through 

pre-joining assessment

Tree hugger update
Over the past few years (read since both boys came home) 
we have been putting in more irrigation infrastructure/
laneways etc. We’re now in a position where we can plant 
some mixed species shelterbelts in corners or other small 
areas, so last spring the prep work got underway, ready to 
plant in winter this year. This involved spraying out ground 
in spring 2021 and again in autumn 2022, and then mound 
ploughing the rows. With help from a bunch of Leanne’s 
friends from Hobart we planted over 2000 trees and shrubs 
in a weekend. We bought second hand guards from a 
couple of neighbours, and will aim to re-use these next year 
in our next planting. One positive of all this spring rain is it 
should help settle everything in.

We elected not to go down the path of carbon credits from 
our plantings, due to a whole range of reasons (mainly the 
costs outweighed the benefits). We did try to get funding 
to assist, but were unsuccessful this year. We’ll keep trying 
as it’s a large investment – costing about $4 per plant all 
inclusive. However, the benefits of the shelter will help 
to balance out the costs of establishment, with research 
indicating production benefits of up to 20%.

Pictured (right): Bill at Creekton planting.
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