Challenging times for hill sheep producers.

 John Noonan,  hill sheep advisor, Teagasc Westport
Hill farmers in west Mayo are responding to the new challenge of poor prices, falling incomes and demand by working in groups to produce a quality product, making it available at the breeding end of the market.

In 2005, 50 hill farmers in west and north Mayo established a pure breeding Blackface producer group. The objective of the group is to work together with the common goal of producing quality breeding stock both aged ewes, hoggets and ewes lambs. Currently the group has expanded to 150, with members from Louisburgh, Achill, Ballycroy and out as far as Tourmaceady and Finney .They are producers of quality stock and are continually improving both on the ram and the ewe side. In 2007 a light lamb contract was secured  supplying light  lambs to a local factory with a bonus for quality; this deal continues in 2008.
Members select from their flock stock that are sound of feet, udder and mouths and are suitable for breeding. The Mayo Blackface ewe is generally weighing around 60kg liveweight, and when under lowland conditions is capable of producing 1.5 lambs reared\ewe to the ram. They are noted for mothering ability, hardiness, milk traits and resistance to scour. When crossed with a terminal sire such as Suffolk/Texel/charolais, they are capable of producing lambs that reach French weights quickly. Ewes that are pure bred , their lambs go for the light trade or for replacements. 

The Blackface ewe forms the basic for producing replacement stock for many lowland producers. They are crossed regularly with Bluefaced Leicesters, Border Leicester, Cheviot and Belclare to produce highly prolific ewes that are compact and easily maintained. Research completed at Teagasc Athenry, rated the Mule and the Greyface second and third of all breeds on prolifacy , with the Belclare rated first. The blackface ewe plays a major role in contributing to the success of both the mule and greyface as a highly productive and hardy ewe. This first cross ewe in turn should be crossed with a meat sire to produce an ideal lamb for the French market or the light trade, while availing of the hybrid vigour of the three way cross.

 2008 Mayo Blackface mountain breeding sale

The 2008 sale of pure mayo blackface sheep will take place at Ballinrobe mart on Friday 26th September .The show starts at 10am and the sale is on at 12noon.There will be 500 ewe lambs , 400 hoggets and 350 older ewes on offer, all sound for breeding. The sale provides avenue for buyers to choose from a good range of quality stock. Last years sale attracted buyers from Kerry, Cork, and Kildare with the majority being local sheep owners.
Also, the mayo Connemara blackface ram group are having their annual premium sale at ballinrobe mart on the same day. All rams are preinspected to exclude sheep with faults. There are 130 hogget rams, 30 ram lambs and 20 aged rams on offer
For further information on their upcoming sales. Contact Tom Staunton (094) 9544163, John Noonan (098) 28333, Breege Biggins (094) 9521820 or Pat Horan on 0872757859
