
  

Limiting Weaning Stress in 

the Small Ruminant Herd 

Cassidy Dossin 

 

       Weaning can be one of the most stressful peri-

ods in the life of a kid or lamb. Small ruminant pro-

ducers should plan to cut down weaning stress as 

much as possible to reduce disease susceptibility 

and maximize animal growth and productivity. 

       Weaning is the process of lambs and kids stop-

ping to nurse from their mothers. Producers can go 

about this in several different ways. Some producers 

prefer to wean early and take the opportunity to put 

more weight on their lambs and kids with grain and 

hay as soon as they can; kids and lambs can more 

efficiently receive nutrition from grain and hay than 

they do from their mothers’ milk. Early weaning 

typically takes place when lambs and kids are 60 

days old and around 45 lbs, however, weaning can 

be attained even earlier if producers plan and pre-

pare accordingly. Lambs and kids can be weaned as 

early as 30 to 45 days old; this is often the goal for 

producers who provide lambs and kids with milk 

replacer. Early weaning allows producers to breed 

back ewes and does more quickly. 

       Other producers prefer a more natural weaning 

process and leave lambs and kids on pasture with 

their mothers until they are 4 to 6 months old. This 

minimizes the stress on the young, but also means 

less weight gain. Producers have options when it 

comes to weaning method, but all producers should 

have a plan that works best with their operation and 

resource availability.  

       Planning for weaning starts with a healthy ges-

tation period for does and ewes. Bred ewes and does 

should receive adequate nutrition to support a 

healthy gestation and produce colostrum, the first 

milk produced for the young, which is crucial for 

boosting immune systems of lambs and kids.  

       Lambs and kids should be vaccinated, de-

wormed, castrated, ear-tagged, and in the case of 

some lambs, have their tails docked all ahead of 

weaning to minimize stress. Having all these stress-

ful tasks out of the way will make weaning much 

easier on our lambs and kids.  
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       First vaccinations should be given within the first month of a lamb or kid’s life, with booster shots 

following 3 to 4 weeks later. Make sure you consult with your veterinarian to see what you should be 

vaccinating for in your herd or flock. If producers are unable to perform these tasks ahead of weaning, 

wait until several weeks after weaning as opposed to vaccinating, castrating, and tagging lambs and kids 

at the same time as weaning.  

       Preparations for weaning can also include altering the ewes or does’ diets to reduce milk produc-

tion. Start by removing grain from the diet and switch to a lower quality hay. A drop in protein and en-

ergy levels will decrease milk production, but precautions should be taking to ensure you are still meet-

ing the needs of your herd or flock.  

       Creep feeding is the practice of providing supplemental feed to nursing lambs and kids utilizing a 

creep gate; lambs and kids are able to access the feed or forage while mature ewes and does are not. 

Creep feeding requires certain facilities to be put in place but can be a great way to expose lambs and 

kids to feed before weaning.  

       During the weaning process it is best to remove the ewes and does and leave lambs and kids in a 

pasture they are familiar with. Lambs will already know where to find feed and water, which will result 

in less stress and weight loss the first few days after weaning. If this is not possible, move lambs and 

kids with their mothers for a few weeks before removing the mothers.  

       Livestock should always be handled slowly and gently to minimize stress. Having a plan for wean-

ing in place and following some simple steps to prepare can reduce stress for lambs and kids as well as 

ewes and does.  

Cassidy Dossin is the Agriculture & Natural Resources Agent at Clay County.  
Contact her at (904) 284-6355 or by email: cdossin@ufl.edu  

Small Ruminant Update 

 



3 

Small Ruminant Update 

 

Small Ruminant Connection 

Events: Fulfilling the Needs of 

Small Ruminant Producers in 

the Northeast District 

Izabella Toledo 
 

       Recently, a group of agents from the UF/
IFAS Northeast District held a Small Ruminant 
Connections event at the UF Sheep Unit. This 
series of events aim to provide producers with 
multiple opportunities to learn more about small 
ruminant topics, participate in trainings, and get 
certifications. On April 9th, 2022, twelve pro-
ducers had the opportunity to get trained on 
how to use the FAMACHA card, practice on 
the sheep and become FAMACHA certified.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
              
       The FAMACHA certification is only avail-
able by trained and certified instructors, making 
it difficult to access for producers, thus, besides 
offering the certification to producers,  

 
the Small Ruminant Connections group aims at cer-
tifying more extension agents as instructors to fill a 
larger need identified by producers.  
       Future FAMACHA certification events are be-
ing planned for the second semester.  
       Dates will be announced soon! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 
 

 Dr. Izabella Toledo is the Dairy Regional Specialized Agent of the Northeast District and Editor of the Small Ruminant 
Update Newsletter. Contact her at (352) 294-6987 or by email:izatol@ufl.edu 

mailto:izatol@ufl.edu
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Breeding Season 
Preparedness  
Catalina Cabrera 

 

•Why is important? 

       Breeding season is the pe-

riod where the females get 

pregnant. This period will de-

termine when we have new-

borns in the ground. There are 

multiple benefits associated 

with preparing for breeding 

season a few months in ad-

vance. Ultimately, we want to 

make sure that all the females 

that we desire to breed, get 

pregnant with a male that car-

ries our targeted genetics. Ad-

ditionally, we want our lambs/

kids to be born at the optimal 

time. We want healthy males, 

females, and newborns, thus,  

taking time to prepare for 

breeding season will play an 

important role on the health 

and production of the herd/

flock. 

•What determines the breed-
ing season? 

       There are different factors 
that determine when your ani-
mals get bred, some, you may 
not be able to change but with-
in the natural breeding period 
you can determine your opti-
mal breeding season. 

       Seasonality: Small rumi-
nants do not cycle year-round, 
but when the days start to get 
shorter. Usually from July to 

December with variation by 
breed and location. 

       Food availability: As part 
of your decision on when to 
breed you may want to consid-
er the feed, weather, pasture 
and/or supplementation. Given 
that the availability/cost varia-
tions can be optimized. 

       Market: Likewise, whether 
you produce just for home con-
sumption or to sell kids/lambs 
or milk, you may have a period 
during the year that you would 
like to target. 

       Length: Adjust your breed-
ing season length to the period 
you will want lambing and kid-
ding to take place 

2-3 Months Before your De-
termined Breeding Season: 

•How to prepare the male 
(s)? 

       Optimal body condition 

score (BCS): Males should en-

ter breeding season with a BCS 

of 3-3.5 (score 1-5). Not too 

thin, not obese. You will have 

time to adjust their BCS .  

        

       Physical examination: 

Make sure that they are 

healthy, vaccinated, hoof 

trimmed, sheared and treated if 

needed (foot rot, parasitism) 

       Housing: Provide Shade 

       Breeding soundness Evalu-

ation: At the minimum you 

should palpate testicles and 

make sure that they feel normal 

and symmetric. If possible, 

have their semen evaluated. 

   Replacements: you will have 

time to purchase and quaran-

tine new animal/s if desired. 

•How to prepare the females? 

       Remove from the herd/

flock poor performers (bad ud-

ders, susceptible to parasites) 

and select replacements -

quarantine if outsourced) 

       Evaluate health: FAMA-

CHA score, BCS (ideal 3), 

hoofs, etc. Shear, treat and de-

worm if needed. 
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2 - 4 Weeks Before: 

• What are some other con-
siderations? 

       “Flush” the herd/flock: 
provide a high energy diet to 
optimize cyclicity and increase 
the crop. Use supplements or 
high-quality pasture. 

       Prepare the breeding sea-
son location: good shade, easy 
access to water, clean pasture/
barn. 

       Make sure you have the 
right male: female ratio.  

       Yearlings- 1:20 females     

       Mature males-1:40 females                   

        Synchronized females- 1:5
-10 females 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Should I use the ram/buck 
effect or hormones? 

       If you are interested in accel-
erating the beginning of the 
breeding season, you can use pre-
scribed hormones or the presence 
of a vasectomized or fence-
separated male to stimulate the 
females to start cycling a couple 
of weeks earlier. Likewise, if you 
want to further narrow the win-
dow where the females get breed 
you can use one of those two 
methods to synchronize their heat. 

During the breeding season: 

• How to monitor the breed-
ing season? 

       Visual observation: Often 
walk the area where you have 
your animals, make sure they all 
look healthy, and observe heat 
and mounting activity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       You can place a marking har-
ness in your males with different 
colors to monitor that the females 
are being mounted and that all the 
males are able to mount.  

      Perform early pregnancy diag-
nosis via ultrasound or blood test. 
If less females than expected are 
pregnant you may still have time 
to intervene. 
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Dr. Catalina Cabrera is a Clinical Assistant Professor of Food Animal Reproduction and Medicine- Small Rumi-
nant Extension Specialist at the College of Veterinary Medicine. Contact her by email at: lcabrerarocha@ufl.edu 
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Upcoming Events 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Goat Milk Fudge 

• 1 lb powdered sugar 

• 1/2 cup cocoa 

• 1/2 cup butter cut into small pieces 

• 1/4 cup whole goat milk 

• 1 teaspoon vanilla 
• 1/2 cup chopped pecans or walnuts 
 

Directions:  

1. Grease an 8x8” square pan to hold 

fudge 
 

2. Combine the sugar and cocoa in a 

large microwavable bowl, and make a 

well in the center. 
 

3. Place cut-up butter and milk in the 

well– do not stir! 
 

4. Microwave on high for 2 minutes 

and add the vanilla 
 

5. Blend with a stick blender or mixer 

until smooth 
 

6. Stir in the nuts and pour into the 

grease pan. 
 

7. Refrigerate until firm (~30min), cut 

into squares and serve! 
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Upcoming Events 

The UF Small Ruminant Update Newsletter is published quarterly by the IFAS/ UF Extension, as an educational and informa-
tional service. Please address any questions to Izabella Toledo, the Dairy Regional Specialized Agent of the Northeast District 
and Editor of the Small Ruminant Update Newsletter. E-mail: izatol@ufl.edu  
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