Lambing: basics for new producers
Source: Don Ely, UK sheep coordinator and professor of ruminant nutrition
In Kentucky, lambs are born during the cold of January and February, reaching market weight in May or June; or lambs are born during March and April. These later lambs usually are raised on grass and ready for slaughter in the fall. Typically, the price of March/April lambs is lower, but it costs less to get them to market weight because of grass consumption.
In most instances, labor is straightforward. Ewes may begin to show signs of approaching labor by going off alone, getting up and down, nesting, and bleating. Labor will start, and the ewe’s water bag will break. In 30 to 40 minutes, the lamb’s feet and nose will appear in the birth canal if labor is progressing correctly. If this does not occur, examine the ewe to see if she needs assistance.
When the ewe has finished lambing, check that she has had two lambs (the norm). Keep an eye on the ewe to be sure she cleans the lambs and that they get up to nurse promptly. It is critical for lambs to receive colostrum, which transfers vital antibodies, within the first 24 hours. If there is a problem with the ewe’s milk, deliver colostrum with a stomach tube, using another ewe’s colostrum or frozen colostrum. Plan ahead by having on hand several 2-oz. Ziploc bags of frozen colostrum (usually taken from another ewe earlier in the season) in case she does not let down her milk. Thaw the back-up colostrum in warm water (baby-bottle temperature). Do not microwave colostrum, as that destroys the antibodies. Producers may also need to graft the lambs onto another ewe after the lambs have received colostrum.
Mother and lambs should be kept in a lambing pen for 2 to 5 days after giving birth for bonding. You’ll want to keep a close eye on the lambs. Get the lambs up every few hours and make sure they stretch. If the lambs appear hunched or tucked up, there could be a problem with the ewe’s milk production. During this time, she will need 3 to 5 pounds of alfalfa per day and free access to water. Ewes typically do not receive grain right after lambing because it can cause excess milk production. Lambs can only handle small amounts of fluid, so excess milk can lead to scours. 
After 2 to 5 days, the ewe and lambs can be turned out with other lambs of the same age. At this point, farmers typically will dock, castrate, ear tag and vaccinate. Ewes will receive a lactation ration, and creep feed will be available for lambs. Creep feeding before weaning gives lambs access to rations, which prompts the development of the rumen and promotes maximum growth. Lambs can be weaned at approximately 60 to 90 days and fed rations that promote growth and fattening so they can be marketed at 100 to 120 pounds.
For more information on sheep and lambing, register for University of Kentucky’s Ewe Profit School on April 12 at http://www.uky.edu/Ag/AnimalSciences/sheep/sheepinfo.html or contact the (YOUR COUNTY) Cooperative Extension Service.
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