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ABSTRACT:  Lambs were produced from Suffolk (S) and Dorper (D) rams to compare the two breeds as terminal sires.  Whiteface and blackface crossbred ewes were randomized by genotype and age for either group mating to S rams or single sire mating to two unrelated D rams.  Following mating, all ewes were managed as a single group through weaning of their lambs.  A total of 329 lambs were born and 89% survived to weaning; sire breed had no effect on lamb survival.   Lambs from S sires were heavier at birth (.5 kg; P<.05) and weaning (2 kg; P<.05).  Twelve lambs of each sire genotype were finished on a concentrate diet and slaughtered at a mean shrunk liveweight of 52 kg.  Sire breed had no effect on growth rate but D lambs had a higher dressing % (56% vs. 53%; P<.05) and produced carcasses with greater fat depth over the loin (7.6 vs. 5.6 mm; P<.05).  Sire breeds did not differ in progeny ribeye area.  Lambs from the two Dorper rams were very similar in all traits measured.
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Introduction


Demand from the slaughter industry for increasingly heavier carcasses has placed the Suffolk at the forefront as a terminal sire.  However, producer experience with short lifespan of Suffolk rams, especially under range conditions, and high lamb mortality of their offspring have created interest in other terminal sires breeds.  One such possible alternative is the Dorper, a breed developed in South Africa and recently available in this country.  South African proponents of the breed cite its high survival, ability to grow rapidly under modest grazing conditions and production of moderately heavy carcasses without excessive fatness (Brand, 2000; Milne, 2000; Schoeman, 2000).  The depressed international wool market has also contributed to interest in this non-woolled breed although Dorpers apparently vary considerably in the amount of hair vs. wool in their coats (Cloete, et al., 2000).


Little information has been published regarding performance of Dorper-derived sheep in North America.  This trial was conducted to compare survival, growth and carcass characteristics of lambs from Dorper and Suffolk sires.

Materials and Methods


Lambs were produced from mature ewes of several breed types by balanced single sire matings to two Dorper (D) rams and group mating of an equal number of ewes to four Suffolk (S) rams.  Following mating, ewes were managed as a single group on pasture until being housed for supplementation three weeks before lambing commenced in late February.  Ewes and their lambs spent an average of 24 hours in lambing jugs before being placed in mixing pens.  Litters of three or more lambs were reduced to twins, and ewes with twins had one lamb removed if judged to have insufficient milk to rear both lambs.  The resulting 15 orphaned lambs were excluded from calculations of lamb survival.  All lambs were individually identified and weighed at birth, and docking and castration were done within 10 days of birth. 


Ewes and lambs went to pasture when lambs averaged two weeks of age and were grazed as a single group without supplementation until weaning of lambs in early June.  Following four weeks of pasture grazing, 12 of the heaviest wethers of each sire breed were removed for concentrate finishing. The remaining wethers were maintained on dry pasture until November then grazed grass seed fields until being marketed in March.


The finishing group received a high-concentrate pelleted ration ad libitum.  They were slaughtered at the campus meat research facility as two groups when they reached target liveweights of 55 kg.  Lambs were removed from feed and water overnight before slaughter.  Carcass were chilled for 24 hrs then weighed and broken at the 12th rib for measurement of fat depth and ribeye area.


Data were analyzed using least squares procedures (SAS, 1987), fitting models containing sire and dam genotype and gender and slaughter group, when appropriate.

Results and Discussion


Means for lamb survival and growth are shown in Table 1.  A total of 329 lambs were born.  Excluding the 15 orphans, 89% of all lambs born survived to weaning.  Ram breed had no significant effect on lamb survival.  Lambs from S sires were .5 kg heavier at birth and nearly 2 kg heavier at weaning (both P<.05).  Weight gains did not differ between genotypes during the first month following weaning, but S-sired lambs gained more both during the dry summer grazing period (P<.05) and during winter grazing on grass seed fields (P<.01).


Growth and carcass measurement means for the concentrate finished lambs are shown in Table 2.  Lambs started the feeding period at similar weights, and gains were very similar for the two groups.  Accordingly, pre-slaughter shrunk weights did not differ.  However, lambs from D sires produced carcasses averaged 2 kg heavier resulting in a 3% higher dressing % (P<.05).  The higher dressing % was probably due to differences in carcass fatness rather than muscling since D-sired lambs exhibited 35% greater fat depth over the loin (P<.05) while the two groups showed nearly identical ribeye areas.  Means et al. (1999) did not observe fatness differences between crossbred lambs from D vs. S sires; however, their lambs were grown entirely on forage and likely to have been leaner than lambs in this trial.  When concentrate finished lambs of the two genotypes were slaughtered at the same estimated fatness (Means et al., 2000), D-sired lambs produced carcasses which were 3 kg lighter, suggesting that lambs from D sires would be fatter at the same carcass weight.  In agreement with our trial, neither of the reports found a difference in ribeye area between genotypes.

Implications


Results from this trial give no indication that Dorpers are superior to Suffolks as terminal sires although D-sired lambs may have exhibited superior lamb survival under harsher rearing conditions.  The higher dressing % of D-sired lambs appears to be due to greater fatness rather than more muscling in the carcass.  D-sired lambs appear to require no less shearing and may be subject to significant dock at slaughter due to their pigmented pelts (a $5/head penalty was imposed on D-sired lambs by the buyer at final sale in this trial).
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Table 1.  Least squares means for survival, weights (kg) and weight gains (kg) for lambs sired by Dorper (D) or Suffolk (S) sires.



Sire

Sig.
Item/Trait
D

 S                 

_____________________________________________

Number born
145

184
--

Survival, %
89

89
NS

Birth weight
5.2

5.7
*

Weaning weight
29.3

31.1
*

Post weaning gain
3.1

3.0
NS

Gain July-Nov
7.2

7.8
*

Gain Nov-March
17.5

20.9
**

______________________________________________

** (P<.01); *(P<.05); NS (P>.25).

Table 2.  Least squares means for weights (kg) and carcass measures for lambs sired by Dorper (D) or Suffolk (S) sires.



Sire

Sig.
Item/Trait
D

S                                   

_____________________________________________

Number 
12

12
--

Start weight
38.2

39.0
NS

Shrunk weight
51.4

51.8
NS

Cold carc. weight
26.8

28.6
*

Dressing %
52.6

55.5
*

Fat depth, mm
5.6

7.6
*

Ribeye area, cm2
16.5

16.6
NS

_____________________________________________

*(P<.05); NS (P>.25).

