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SheepCheck™ 1 

Seven Rules for Productive Village Sheep 

Quick Takeaway: For good sheep productivity, use locally adapted breeds, implement a 

preventive health program (vaccines, deworming, parasite and foot-rot control), provide clean 

water and shelter, feed enough quality pasture supplemented during lean periods, give extra 

care for lambs, keep good records, and plan flock and sales with costs in mind. 

Use the seven key checks to improve the production and health of your village sheep. Rate 

each Rule to identify opportunities to improve. 

Guiding Principles 

Start with system fit. Recommend only practices the producer can realistically adopt and 

sustain in their environment and circumstances. Every recommendation should be: 

● technically feasible, 

● economically worthwhile, 

● appropriate for the production system, 

● practical for the farmer's labor and resources, and 

● likely to generate a positive return on investment. 

Fix the basics before optimizing. For most systems, priority should be: 

1. Reproduction 

2. Feed supply 

3. Reducing mortality 

Diagnose before recommending. Use the Check to identify the biggest constraints and tackle 

them first. Identify which interventions have the greatest probability of success and impact (#1 

above). 

A note comparing general differences between cattle, goats and sheep:  

● Goats are the survival-and-marginal-land specialists,  

● Sheep sit in between and suit grassy areas, and  

● Cattle are the high-value, high-input animals that also power crop farming  
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In general, poorer and drier-area households lean on sheep and goats for resilience and 

liquidity, while cattle represent wealth, draught, and larger milk output for those who can support 

them.  

Despite the general comparisons, the right choice is location-specific — it depends on the feed 

base, water, disease pressure, market, and labour, which is what the system-fit check above 

helps assess. 

The Seven Key Checks 

Rule Goal Score* 

(1–5) 

1. Right Breed 

link 

Flocks of hardy breeds, well adapted to the conditions. Growth, 

culling, and breeding of sheep are monitored & recorded. 

 

2. Wellness link Sheep are proactively vaccinated, dewormed, and treated for 

other parasites (including foot rot and flystrike). Sick sheep are 

isolated. Grazing is managed to keep the flock healthy and 

productive. 

 

3. Good Food 

link  

Sheep graze well — pasture is combined with feed 

supplements (given up off the ground). Water and (sheep-safe) 

minerals are adequate for optimal performance. High-nutrition 

pasture/forage is provided as possible. 

 

4. Water link Sheep have sufficient water to aid feed intake, growth, 

reproduction, and health. 

 

4. Shelter link Sheep have clean, dry, secure housing and handling facilities 

that make management comfortable, less stressful, safer, and 

easier. 

 

5. Reproduction 

link 

Breeding is carefully planned, and lambs are well managed 

(nutrition, hygiene, weaning) to minimize mortality and ensure 

flock growth. 

 

6. Record 

Keeping link 

Simple, accurate records are kept and regularly reviewed to 

improve sheep production decisions. 

 

How well is it done? 1 = Very poorly, 3 = Okay, 5 = Very well. 



3 

 

Key Takeaways 

● Combinations matter: Feed + water + health + lamb care together drive productivity. 

● Local solutions first: Use local feeds, breeds, and materials. 

● Start small: Improve 1–2 practices first, then expand. 

● Healthy lambs = future flock = profit. 

 

Detailed Guidance 

1. Adapted Animals (Right Breed) 

Purpose: Ensure sheep are well adapted to the local environment and the owner can track 

performance and ownership. 

Key implementation: 

● Assess whether the breed's genetic potential aligns with your production goals; use 

indigenous or locally adapted breeds where appropriate (hair breeds are often better 

suited to hot, humid areas than wool breeds). 

● Select healthy, productive animals. 

● Avoid inbreeding (never let a ram mate with his own daughters, and never let a ram 

mate with his own dam). 

● If introduced, ensure "improved breeds" are managed appropriately (they often have 

different disease, feed, and environment needs). 

● Tag or tattoo sheep (ear marks, registration). 

● Record birth dates, parentage, and weights. 

Choose hardy animals that survive and produce under your conditions, and mark & record each 

sheep so you can track growth, culling, and breeding. 

 

2. Health & Disease Prevention (Wellness) 

Purpose: Healthy animals grow better, experience fewer losses, and reproduce more 

successfully. Internal and external parasites, foot rot, and flystrike reduce growth, health, and 

survival. 

Key implementation: 
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● Know the warning signs and when to call a vet or CAHW (early detection). 

● Quarantine newly introduced animals. 

● Keep sick sheep separate. 

● Confirm the timing of recommended vaccines and other treatments with local authorities 

and, where possible, rotate treatments to avoid resistance. 

● Disease: Follow vaccination schedules (e.g., clostridial diseases such as 

enterotoxaemia/pulpy kidney, and Pasteurella/pneumonia) and use thermostable 

vaccines where relevant. (Some vaccines don't work properly if not stored at the correct 

temperature.) 

● External parasites: Use dips/sprays for ticks, lice, keds, and mange, and control 

flystrike (blowfly) and vector-borne diseases. (Parasites are typically more common 

during the rainy season.) 

● Foot care: Check and trim feet, keep sheep off wet, muddy ground where possible, and 

treat foot rot promptly — a common cause of lameness and loss of condition. 

● Worms: Deworm as locally recommended. Use the FAMACHA chart or similar tool to 

detect anemia (eye color, condition, tail area, jaw); sheep are highly susceptible to 

barber's-pole worm (Haemonchus). 

● Rotate grazing, if possible, to reduce parasite load. 

● Keep shelters and feeding equipment clean and dry to reduce parasite habitat. 

Prevent disease rather than treat it: proactively vaccinate, deworm, control parasites, foot rot, 

and flystrike, isolate sick sheep, and manage grazing to keep sheep healthy and productive. 

 

3. Nutrition & Feeding (Good Food) 

Purpose: Good feed is necessary for growth, reproduction, and disease resistance. (See 

Appendix 1 for target feed amounts.) 

Key implementation: 

● Feed according to animal category and production goals (growing, breeding, lactating). 

● Provide access to good pasture/forage; grow high-nutrition pasture and forage. 

● Improve feed processing (e.g., chopping, mixing) to increase intake. 

● Offer supplementary feed (including sheep-safe mineral licks) as needed (e.g., dry 

seasons). 

● Provide any additional or supplemental feed on racks off the ground. 

● Use body condition to guide feeding. 

Extensive/pastoral and drought: 

● Where buying feed isn't viable (many pastoral/low-market systems), the feed lever is 

matching animal numbers to available forage and water, and timing lambing to the green 

season — not purchased feed. 
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● Drought: herders rarely destock by choice (sheep are savings and status). Protect core 

breeding ewes; sell culls and surplus males early on agreed early-warning signals; 

concentrate scarce feed and water on priority animals; move to feed/water and split the 

flock if feasible; favor hardier, drought-tolerant breeds; and link to early-warning, 

insurance/savings, and facilitated destocking. 

Feed sheep well for their stage — combine grazing with supplements and ensure adequate 

water and minerals — while matching the strategy to what the system can afford. 

 

4. Water 

Purpose: Support feed intake, growth, reproduction, and health. 

Key implementation: 

● Provide ready access to clean water (See below). 

● Keep troughs and other water sources clean and uncontaminated. 

● Make water easy and safe to access. 

● Provide extra water during hot weather, lactation, and when animals eat dry feed. 

● In extensive/pastoral systems, plan grazing and animal numbers around reliable water 

availability. 

● During drought, prioritize water for breeding females, young animals, and other high-

priority stock. 

Clean, accessible water is essential — without enough water, sheep eat less and 

productivity falls. 

Rule of thumb: It’s best to keep water available at all times. In harsher environments, provide it 

at least daily. Allow about 4–6 L/sheep/day under moderate conditions; 8–12+ L/day for 

lactating sheep or during hot, dry conditions. Requirements are lower when grazing lush, wet 

forage and higher with dry feed.  

 

4. Housing & Handling Facilities (Shelter) 

Purpose: Protect sheep from weather, predators, and stress; enable safe management tasks. 

Key implementation: 

● Build a dry shelter (preferably raised or well-drained) with enough headspace to clean 

easily, to protect sheep from wind and rain, and to keep feet dry. 

● Ensure clean floors and good ventilation. 
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● Have equipment for feeding and watering. 

● Design pens, chutes, and gates to prevent injuries and to make handling (drenching, foot 

care, shearing/crutching) easier. 

Provide clean, dry, secure housing and handling facilities so sheep are comfortable, safe, and 

easier to manage. 

 

5. Reproduction & Lamb Rearing 

Purpose: Reproduction increases flock size; good lamb care reduces losses and increases 

productivity. 

Key implementation: 

● Manage breeding: ram-ewe ratio (e.g., ~1 ram to 30–50 ewes). 

● Breed ewes at the right age and body size. 

● Detect heat/oestrus and breed/inseminate at the right time. 

● Keep a regular (tight) lambing interval and cull persistently infertile ewes. 

● Confirm pregnancy where practical. 

● Plan for lambs to be born during periods of good feed availability and favorable weather; 

ensure ewes have good nutrition before and after lambing (flushing before mating can lift 

twinning). 

● Lamb survival (a high-return investment): hygienic lambing and navel care (dip navel 

with iodine), ensure early colostrum feeding (within ~2 hours), provide warmth and 

shelter for newborns, and monitor lambs daily. 

● Use creep feeding (special feed young lambs can reach while still suckling) to improve 

early growth. 

● Wean lambs properly (e.g., at about 3 months, when eating well on their own, by slowly 

reducing nursing and providing good food and water). 

● Castrate and dock/manage unwanted males as appropriate; use orphan care if needed. 

Plan breeding carefully and give extra care to lambs (nutrition, hygiene, weaning) to minimize 

mortality and ensure flock growth. 

 

6. Record Keeping & Monitoring 

Purpose: Understand what works, track costs, reproduction, and health, and make informed 

decisions. 

Key implementation: 
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● Keep records of births, deaths, weights, treatments and vaccines, and feed costs. 

● Use condition scoring. 

● Prepare a treatment calendar for vaccinations, drenching, foot care, etc. 

● Monitor performance (growth, lambing interval, lambing percentage, mortality). 

● Plan sales and breeding with costs and profit in mind. 

Keep simple, accurate records and review them regularly to improve sheep production 

decisions. 

 

Disclaimer: This material is provided for general educational purposes only and is not a 

substitute for professional agricultural, veterinary, or legal advice. While reasonable care has 

been taken to ensure accuracy, the authors and publishers make no guarantee regarding 

outcomes and accept no liability for loss, damage, or injury resulting from its use. 

Recommendations should be adapted to local conditions, regulations, available resources, and 

individual animal needs. Where appropriate, farmers should seek advice from qualified 

agricultural or veterinary professionals. 

 

  



8 

Appendix 1: Rule of Thumb Feed Requirements 

These are general — not to be taken as absolute. 

1. Dry Matter Intake Sheep eat about 2–3% of body weight in dry matter/day for maintenance 

and 3–4% of body weight in dry matter daily for lactation or growth. Smaller sheep require a 

higher percentage relative to body weight. Example: a 35 kg ewe will eat ~1–1.5 kg DM/day. 

2. Forage vs. Concentrates Base diet = pasture, hay, crop residues (sheep are primarily 

grazers). Add concentrates (maize, sorghum, oilseed cake, by-products) when sheep are 

lactating, growing, or in late pregnancy. Rule: Keep concentrate ≤40% of total diet to avoid 

digestion problems (acidosis). 

3. Protein Maintenance needs: ~8–10% crude protein in total diet. Lactating or growing sheep: 

12–16% CP. Legume forages (lucerne, cowpea hay, stylo) are excellent protein boosters. 

4. Minerals & Vitamins Provide sheep-safe salt licks/mineral blocks (Na, Ca, P, trace 

minerals). Important: sheep are sensitive to copper — do not use cattle or goat mineral mixes 

high in copper, as it can accumulate and be fatal. Calcium and phosphorus are especially 

important for milkers and lambs. 

5. Water Sheep drink ~2–6+ litres/day, depending on temperature, diet (more if fed dry feeds), 

and production stage. 

 


