WEANING bmbe & kide

Weaning is when milk is removed from the diet of a young mammal.
Usually, but not always, it coincides with separation of the young from
its dam. Weaning age varies greatly in the sheep/goat industry, from
~ 30 days (for dairy lambs) to natural weaning (5-6 months) for
some pasture-reared lambs/kids. There is no best age to wean. It is
an important decision that depends on many factors including
facilities, availability of pasture and other feed supplies, and target
market(s). Size is generally more important than age.

Weaning is the most stressful time in the life of a young
lamb/kid, especially if weaning occurs early (less than
90 days). It is very important to minimize stress at the
time of weaning. Docking, castrating, and disbudding
should all have been done prior to weaning. Lambs/kids
should be consuming a coccidiostat prior to weaning.
They should have been vaccinated for clostridial
diseases (CDT or Covexin® 8). After weaning,
lambs/kids should remain in familiar surroundings and
be fed the same diet.

Early weaning (< 90 days) is recommended for lambs/ kids that are born indoors, in the
winter months, and are creep-fed and finished on concentrate diets (usually in dry lot).
In contrast, it is recommended that lambs/kids that are born later (in the spring) and
accompany their dams to pasture for grass finishing be weaned later (> 90 days).

Artificially-reared lambs/kids (orphans, bummers) are a special
case. They should be weaned earlier than dam-raised offspring.
Thirty to 42 days is suggested. Prolonged milk-feeding increases
the risk of abomasal bloat and other digestive problems. You
need to get orphans eating dry feed as soon as possible in
preparation for weaning and assimilation into the flock/herd.

Unless they are older, the only time it is acceptable to sell lambs/kids at the time of weaning is
when they go directly to slaughter, as is common with “hothouse” lambs/kids (for Easter sales). If
lambs/kids are being sold as feeders, breeding stock, 4-H/FFA projects, or pets, they should not be
sold until after a period of adjustment following weaning. Lambs/kids will lose some “bloom” after
weaning, so they need time to bounce back before being sold. Lambs/kids should never be sold
before they are 8 weeks old, ideally 12 weeks. This includes bottle babies, unless someone is buying
them specifically to bottle-feed.

By Susan Schoenian, Sheep & Goat Specialist Emeritus, University of Maryland
Extension. 2024. For more info, read http://www.sheep101.info/201/weaning.html.
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