
 
 

Preparing for Breeding Season 
 
As breeding season approaches, there are several practical management steps to help ensure a 
successful and welfare-compliant season. Sound preparation not only supports conception 
rates but also upholds high standards of animal health and wellbeing in line with UK welfare 
legislation, including the Animal Welfare Act 2006 and the Welfare of Farmed Animals (England) 
Regulations 2007. 
 
Routine Pre-Mating Checks - The “5 Ts” 
Before tupping, both ewes and rams should be thoroughly examined. Use the 5 Ts as a guide: 

• Toes: Trim and inspect for overgrowth, lameness, or arthritis. 
• Teeth: Check for gaps, worn or missing teeth, lumps, abscesses, and under- or overshot 

jaws. 
• Testicles/Teats: 

o Rams: Testicles should be firm and even, feeling like a flexed bicep, with no 
lumps, heat, or asymmetry. 

o Ewes: Check teats for signs of mastitis, lumps, or damage. 
• Tone: Assess body condition score (BCS). 

o Target: Ewes 3-3.5 (lowland) or 3 (hill) at mating. 
o Rams: Target BCS 3.5-4. 
o Each full condition score unit equates to roughly 12-15% of body weight. 

• Treat: Address any vaccination, lameness, or parasite issues in advance of breeding. 
Vaccinate for clostridial diseases and Pasteurella and treat for internal and external 
parasites as needed (see below). 

 
Rams 
Both ewes and rams must be fit for purpose at the start of breeding. A Ram MOT should be 
carried out 10 weeks before tupping, allowing time for treatment or replacement if needed. 
Remember: sperm takes around seven weeks to mature after an issue is resolved. 
A thorough physical examination identifies most fertility problems. Semen testing can be used 
where necessary, but results should be interpreted with caution; a single negative test does not 
necessarily indicate infertility, and re-testing may be required. 
 
Raddling the Ram 
Raddling is an essential management tool for tracking service and identifying breeding issues 
early. 
 
Best practice: 

• Always raddle rams, even when running in groups. 
• Start with lighter colours (e.g. yellow → orange → green → red → blue → black). 
• Change colour every 7-14 days to detect repeats. 
• A high number of repeats indicates a potential fertility problem; early detection allows 

action before scanning. 
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Benefits of raddling: 
• Provides clear records of which ewes have been served and approximate lambing dates. 
• Identifies infertile rams early. 
• Enables grouping of ewes by expected lambing date and litter size for efficient feeding 

and housing management. 
 
Methods: 

• Raddle paste: Mix powder with oil and apply to the brisket wool; reapply every few days. 
• Raddle harness: Fit a harness with a crayon block; replace or change colour as needed. 

Check regularly to ensure a correct fit, a slipping harness can impede mating. 
 
Ewes 
Vaccination: 

• Toxoplasmosis and Enzootic Abortion: Administer 4-6 weeks before tupping. 
• Clostridial and Pasteurella vaccines: 

o For replacement or retained ewes: a primary two-dose course (4-6 weeks apart) 
or a booster 4-6 weeks pre-lambing. 

o This ensures passive immunity for lambs through the colostrum. 
 
Parasite control: 

• Discuss worming and fluking with your vet before tupping. 
• Use Faecal Egg Counts (FECs) to guide treatment decisions. 
• Younger ewes may require treatment, but mature ewes often have sufficient immunity. 

 
Condition scoring: 

• As a large, slow-maturing breed, Valais Blacknose ewes should not be bred before 12 
months of age. 

• Most will lamb for the first time at 18-24 months, once fully mature to cope with 
pregnancy and lambing. 

• Ewes require time to recondition post-lambing; assess BCS at weaning or, at the latest, 
8 weeks before tupping. 

• Valais Blacknose are non-seasonal breeders (average 1.6 lambs per ewe per year), but 
natural breeding once per year is recommended for welfare and recovery. 

 
Ongoing Monitoring 
Once breeding begins, stay vigilant: 

• Monitor both rams and ewes for lameness, injury, or illness. 
• Maintain consistent nutrition throughout the breeding period. 

Keep accurate records of service, repeats, and lambing due dates. 
 
Useful References 

• Animal Welfare Act 2006 
• Welfare of Farmed Animals (England) Regulations 2007 
• Code of Recommendations for the Welfare of Livestock: Sheep (DEFRA) 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/45/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2007/2078/contents
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63d298018fa8f53fead8ee8c/Code_of_recommendations_for_the_welfare_of_livestock_-_sheep.pdf

