JUST FOUR G
sheep in the US

The US Dairy Sheep Industry is small and relatively new. Producers have four breed
options: East Friesian, Lacaune, Awassi, and Assaf. Most commercial dairies cross East
Friesian and Lacaune. In more recent years, the Awassi and Assaf have been introduced
and are being promoted for their hardiness and adaptation to arid conditions.

Native to the same part of the world as Holstein cattle, the «East
Friesian is the undisputed ‘Queen” of sheep dairying, producing more
milk than any other breed. The German breed is also known for its
prolificacy. However, East Friesians are high maintenance and will not
do well in harsh environments or extensive production systems. The
first East Friesians were imported into the US in 1994 (from Canada).
They are the foundation of the small US dairy sheep industry.

The <lacaune is a French dairy sheep known for its high-protein,
high-butterfat milk. In France, mikk from the Lacaune breed is used to
make Roquefort cheese. In the US, it is common to cross the Lacaune
with the East Friesian to improve milk protein and fat, as well as
hardiness of the sheep. Lacaune genetics were introduced to the US (in
1998) and are freshened mostly with semen from France. The Dairy
Sheep Association of North American (DSANA) has an ongoing program
for importing Lacaune semen.

The < Awassi is an old breed of fat-tailed sheep, having evolved as a
nomadic sheep in the Middle East. It is the heaviest milking sheep in
the Middle East and is best suited to dry climates. The breed is valued
for its hardiness and disease resistance. The Awassi was first
introduced to the US via embryos in 2012. A breed association has
been established to maintain the integrity of the breed and to
encourage upgrading.

The Assaf (not pictured) is an Israeli breed, It is a cross between the
East Friesian and Awassi. The original cross was 3/8 East Friesian and
5/8 Awassi. The breed retains traits from both of its parent breeds:
the high milk yield and prolificacy of the East Friesian and the
hardiness of the Awassi. Assaf genetics were imported into the US via
frozen semen in 2011.

Other breeds have been (and are) milked or crossed with dairy breeds
for milking. In actudlity, any breed can be milked. The most common
breeds are Katahdin, Finnsheep, Icelandic, €4 Dorset, and Polypay. Non-
dairy breeds and crosses lactate for a shorter period and produce
significantly less milk than dairy breeds: however, their yields may be
sufficient for small-scale and homestead dairying.
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