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Effect of sire breed on growth, carcass, and wool characteristics of
lambs born to Merino ewes in New Zealand
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Abstract Sire breed effects were studied in 1080
lambs born over three years to Merino ewes and 6—
10 sires each of Merino, Poll Dorset, Border
Leicester, Texel, Oxford Down, and Suffolk breeds.
Ewes bearing crossbred lambs required more
assistance at lambing than those with purebred
Merino lambs. Poll Dorset cross lambs grew fastest
and purebred Merinos slowest from tailing until
they were 12 months old (£ < 0.05). While purebred
Merinos tended to have less carcass fat throughout
the trial, differences between the other crossbreds
changed with time. Texel and Poll Dorset cross
carcasses generally had larger eye muscle size (P <
0.05) than other sire breeds. Carcasses were
“blockier” for crossbreds, particularly Texel and
Oxford Down, but weights of individual cuts were
similar for all breeds. At 12 months of age, greasy
fleece weights were heaviest (P < 0.05) in Border
Leicester cross lambs (4.4 kg) and least in Suffolk
crosses (3.1 kg). It is concluded that Merino cross
lambs can produce 20-kg carcasses by 9 months of
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age under improved pasture conditions. Local sire
breeds were competitive with more recently
imported sire breeds for meat production.
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INTRODUCTION

Texel sheep are well recognised for their ability to
produce progeny with lean carcasses (Wolf & Smith
1983; Kempster et al. 1987), as are Oxford Downs
for their rapid growth (Wolf et al. 1980). Texel and
Oxford Down breeds were imported into New
Zealand in the mid 1980s to provide further sources
of genetic variation in carcass composition.

Crossbreeding trials with Romney and
Coopworth ewes in New Zealand have generally
confirmed expectations from overseas results. Texel
cross lambs have been shown to be lean with large
eye muscle areas (Clarke et al. 1988; Kirton et al.
1995; Cruickshank et al. 1996). Oxford Downs and
their crosses have been generally shown to grow
faster to heavier weights when compared with
longer established terminal sire and longwool
breeds (McMillan et al. 1988; Dobbie et al. 1991;
Newman & Paterson 1991; Wuliji et al. 1995;
Cruickshank et al. 1996).

Dobbie et al. (1991), Newman & Paterson
(1991), and Wuliji et al. (1995) have produced
divergent findings on the relative wool-producing
abilities of Oxford Downs, Texels, Romneys, and
their crosses. There was agreement, however, that
fibre diameter will not be increased in Romney cross
progeny of Oxford Down and Texel sires, that good
wool colour will be maintained, and that wool bulk
will be increased.

In contrast, there is no published information
on the performance of exotic sire breeds relative to
traditional sires when crossed with Merinos in New
Zealand. The commercial use of meat breed sires
over Merinos varies according to prevailing wool
prices but there has been increased use of terminal
sires over Merino ewes in recent years.






