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ABSTRACT

Observations on the age at first breeding of West
African Dwarl Sheep al the University of Ihadan,
Nigeria showed that the optimal age and weight at
Ist breeding of young ewes was not less than eleven
months and at leasi 13kg respectively,

When mated earlier, the incidence of abortion in-
creased and lambs tended to be smaller at birth. In
ewes mated at older ages the lengthening of the
generation interval was unacceplable.,

The relationaship between weight (Y) and age
(X) from four to 56 weeks was estimated as:

Y (kg) =312 + 0.62x — ().02%2 +

0.0002 x ¥ for singles.
=259 + 0.46x = 0.01x? +

0.0001 <} for twins.

or Y

INTRODUCTION

Generally, the sooner an animal is bred
after birth, the shorter will be the genera-
tion interval and consequently the faster
the genetic progress on account of the in-
verse relationship between the generation
interval and the rate of genetic progress.,
But that an animal has attained puberty
(i.e. is physiologically capable of conceiy-
ing) may not mean'that she can optimal-

~ly carry the heavy burden of pregnancy
and birth. In fact, it has been observed
that the first estrus in the West African
Dwarf sheep (WAD) can occur as early as
at four months (Blay-Mensah, 1973); but
at four months most ewe lambs at the
University of Ibadan farm weighed 9.2,
7.7 or 6.8 kg if they were born single,
twins or triplets respectively (Akinuli,
-1976). These weights were about 30% of

the adult mature body weight, so it would.
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appear that these animals were  still
physically small for optimal child bear-
ing functions. For these reasons, it was of
interest (o determine how soon, after
puberty, the West African Dwarf sheep
(WAD) are likely to be most*fertile, when
fertility was measured in terms of the pro-
portion of ewes that became pregnant
after exposure 10 fertile rams; the number
that actually lambed: and the comparative
birth weight of lambs in the different age
group.

Because dates of birth are not usually
available under the prevailing traditional
systems, polynomial equation relating age
to weight (which can be useful in predic-
ting one variable from the other) were
derived,

MATERIALS AND METHODS

First, lambing records of 105 ewes col-
lected on the farm from 1972 to 1975 in-
clusive were analysed with respect (o the
frequency distribution pattern of the age
at first lambing, During that period, rams
were run continuously with the ewes, and
the ram — ewe ratio was about 1 (o 15,
Counting backwards five months for
those ewes that lambed gave the most like-
ly age at which they were conceived.

For experiment one, 42 gimmers aged
from 6 to 12 months and which had not
been exposed 10 rams were used. Their
distribution with respect to age was as
follows:
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TABLE 1

Age and number of young ewes available
for experiment one:

Age (months) Number of

animals
Less than 8 12
Less than 9 13
Less than 10 8
[.ess than 11 3
12 and over 6

Three rams aged 42, 35 and 29 months
were joined to the ewes on December 3,
1975 and withdrawn January 31st 1976.
The rams, penned separate from the ewes
at - night, were raddled with coloured
markers before joining them to the ewes
every morning ol the experimental period.
The sheep were let out daily to a 0.07 hec-
tare paddock with pasture consisting
mosily of Cynodon and Stiyvlosanthes
species. Supplementary concentrates were
offered Ad libitwm after grazing, in the
afternoon. After they had been brought
in, the ewes were checked for paint on
their rumps-an indication that they had
been bred. Records were kept on the
breeding dates. Pregnancy diagnosis was
carried out by a veterinary surgeon three
months after withdrawal of the rams.

A chi-squared analysis was used to ex-
amine differences in the proportion of
conceptions and successful lambings ob-
tained in the different age group and was
also used to test linear trend in these pro-
portions (Snedecor 1967).

56

After analvsis of the data from this ex-
periment, a comparative examination was
made of records of first lambing ewes
(numbering 150) on the farm from
1972—77.

In experiment 2 a study of the relation-
ship between age and weight from birth to
breeding was carried out with 59 ¢we
lambs: 26 singles, 30 twins and ¥ triplets.
The lambs were weaned at three months.
Their weights were taken monthly from
one to 14 months. Polynomial regression
.lcchniqucs were used to study the changes
of weight with age.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Analysis of the past four years records
gave a mean age at first lambing of 15.97
months with a range of 10—24 months.
From figure 1 showing the age at first
lambing, the modal age appeared to be
between 11—17 months which were ages
at which 70% of the 105 ewes lambed. It
is generally accepted that the gestation
period of the ewe (both temperate and
tropical breeds) averages out to about 5
months (Asdell, 1964; Esminger, 1965;
Terril, 1968; Williamson and Payne,
1968; Phillips, 1968). So by subtracting
the assumed gestation period from the
average age at first lambing, the average
age at first breeding was estimated as
10.97 months with a spread, of 6 to 12
months. But this observed distribution,
not being the result of a planned experi-
ment, could be due to chance or some
unidentified condition that might have
resulted in differential opportunity for the
ewes to be bred at differing ages. So the
need for a more controlled study. This
analysis of earlier records on the farm
made it possible to concentrate on the
more relevant age range in the actual ex-
periment,
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Y(kg) = 3.12 + 0.62x — 0.02x2 + 0.0002x 3
Y(kg) = 2.59 + 0.46x — 0.01x2 + 0,000 x

where Y designates weight for age X in
weeks. The standard error of the
estimates, the same in each case, was
0.45kg. The 3 records on triplets were
considered too few deriving such general
relationships. The standard errors for the
x, X2 and x3 coefficients which again
were similar for both singles and twins
were 0.17, 0.0065 and 0.0007 respectively.

If weight alone were available, the age

of the young ewe could similarly be
estimated by the following prediction
equation:

Y(weeks) = 3.23-1.18 x +.075 % 2-.001 % * lor singles
¥ = 2,25-0.72 % + .080 x 2-,001 x 3 for twins.
The weight ( x ) being in kilogrammes.
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Tapik3
Young ewe weight at fixed age as "o of adult weight* "
Type of No. of Age (mmu;)
Birth  Animals 4 [ 7 8 9 1o 1 12 13 14
Single 26 31 40 42 45 48 50 52 57 65 74
Twins 30 26 32 34 34 37 43 45 50 55 58
Triplets 3 23 3l 31 31 33 40 43 40 48 —
*Estimated as 29.16 kilos @ over 3 vears.
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