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UNDERSTANDING SHEEP
BEHAVIOUR

Getting them to go where
we need them to go

Compiled by Russ Davis including

resources from AWI’s Introduction to Stockmanship;
MLA’s A producer’s guide to sheep husbandry practices
and Worksafe New Zealand’s Sheep Handling Guide




A good stockman builds
their observation skills
and experience to see
problems early, to make

more timely and better
decisions

Good observation and
planning skills are the
key to productivity and
they help minimise
adverse production
issues.
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Effective sheep
handling requires:

Understanding sheep behaviour

The correct attitude by the
handler

Good facilities and equipment

Good weather or protection
from the weather

Keep handling and stress to a
minimum
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The flight zone

The ‘flight zone’ (red) shows how close you
can get to sheep before they start moving.

Sheep move when you enter
their flight zone.

When moving sheep you can
manage how fast they move by
how close you get to them.

The closer you get to them, the
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If you want the sheep to stop,
move out of their flight zone.

N
.
.
.
.

.
.
/

.//

N
.
Balance line Balance line




Balance lines

Sheep have TWO ‘balance lines’:
1. One runs across the sheep’s shoulder
2. One runs along its backbone.

When you are working with sheep, if you
move through those lines the sheep will
move the OTHER way:

* If you are alongside the animal and
move FORWARD, it will move
BACKWARD

* If you move BACKWARD, it will move
FORWARD




Balance lines, cont...

* |f you are in front and move LEFT, it
will move RIGHT.

* |f you arein front and move RIGHT, it
will move LEFT.




Moving sheep through a race using flight zone and balance lines

Path to move animals forward
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Filling the race STEP 1

Walk up with pressure directed
away from the sheep

Quickly turn and come in
extending inside arm over the
rump of the sheep

Eye contact is also over the top of
the sheep focussing on the rump
of the sheep
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Filling the race STEP 2

This should cause the sheep to duck
under and surge forward. You may
need to start the lead sheep by
squeezing the tail of the sheep.

If too slow, or you go too far towards
the front of the race, you will cause the
sheep to turn back

Watch eyes and ears to anticipate
response.



Observation skills

A good stockman will see abnormal sheep
behaviours early, such as:

* Stamping, lick lips, wriggling,
limping, panting

* Unusual distance from the
mob, isolating

* Thirsty or sick animals
e Early signs of lambing

Early intervention may not only help
the individual, but the whole flock
may benefit

We have a duty of care
to be observant.



Sitting a sheep up on its rump

The best way to sit a sheep up is to turn
its head on to its shoulder.

In a clear area, hold the sheep against
your braced knees with one hand under it
chin and one on its rump

Turn the sheep’s head to the rear with one
hand forcing the rump down against your
leg with the other hand.

When the sheep is no longer standing, lift
the front leg and sit the sheep firmly on its
rump.




Lifting a sheep

safely

Hold the sheep against the rail and straddle
the sheep’s rump. Put one hand on the rail,
the other under the sheep’s neck.

Using the rail for support, pull the sheep onto
its hind legs.

Move your hand from the rail, under the
sheep’s nearest leg to grasp the opposite
front leg.

Move the other hand from the neck and
firmly grasp the fold of skin between the belly
and hind leg.

Crouch behind the sheep, bend your knees,
take the weight on your knees and hold it
firmly.

Stand up using your legs (not your back) and
lift the sheep off the ground.

Swing the sheep towards the top of the fence,
boosting it with your leg.

Put the sheep on top of the rail and let it see
the ground.

With a slight rolling movement, let the sheep
fall onto its feet.




What did you see today?

* in the yards?

* in the shed?

* In the sheep?

* in the facilities?

It’s up to you to identify issues
on the farm and fix them.




Key characteristics of sheep behaviour:

Sheep are herd animals
- Flock
- Follow

Separated sheep |
will attempt to &
return to mob |

Young sheep
learn quickly
be patient

Avoid isolaﬂng a
single sheep

Warn off or alert the
mob of a threat by ==
stomping




Understanding
sheep behaviour

Sheep will always:

* watch you, the dogs or the other
sheep

» watch your body language and your
eyes

e watch what the lead sheep are
doing — they like to follow

* ‘copycat’ —if one jumps the
following sheep are likely to jump
as well

* watch for predator behaviour —
stalking in curved lines (this makes
the sheep ring, this allows them to
watch for any threat).
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Links to the resources
used in this presentation

Australian Wool Innovation
An introduction to stockmanship

Meat & Livestock Australia
A producer’s guide to sheep husbandry practices

Worksafe New Zealand
Safe Sheep Handling Guide



https://www.wool.com/globalassets/wool/people/education-and-leadership/stockmanship-and-merino-visual-classing-workshop-material/an-introduction-to-stockmanship.pdf
http://www.makingmorefromsheep.com.au/_literature_129885/MLA_Sheep_Husbandry_Practices_Guide.pdf
https://www.worksafe.govt.nz/topic-and-industry/agriculture/working-with-animals/working-with-sheep/safe-sheep-handling-gpg/

