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Breeds of 
Sheep in the 

U.S. and Their 
Uses in 

Production

Selection Between Breeds

Approximately 50+ breeds of 
sheep in the U.S. with lots of 
differences between breeds.

Older breeds Older breeds 
were were 

developed in developed in 
isolation due isolation due 

to limited to limited 
mobility of mobility of 
man and man and 
livestock.livestock.

Breed DiversityBreed Diversity
�� It is important to preserve all It is important to preserve all 

our present breeds  our present breeds  
�� Minor or rare breeds are Minor or rare breeds are 

potential reservoirs for genes potential reservoirs for genes 
that may be important in the that may be important in the 
future.future.

�� However, only a small number However, only a small number 
of breeds will be commercially of breeds will be commercially 
important at any one time.important at any one time.
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100.0100.0116,011116,011All breedsAll breeds

95.395.3110,574110,574Top 10 breedsTop 10 breeds

2.32.32,7182,718MontadaleMontadale1010

2.82.83,2743,274CheviotCheviot99

4.94.95,7425,742RambouilletRambouillet88

5.25.26,0706,070DorsetDorset77

5.55.56,3526,352ShropshireShropshire66

5.65.66,5026,502ColumbiaColumbia55

7.77.78,9868,986SouthdownSouthdown44

10.710.712,44812,448CorriedaleCorriedale33

22.622.626,16826,168HampshireHampshire22

27.927.932,31432,314SuffolkSuffolk11

% of total registrations% of total registrationsNo. of registrationsNo. of registrationsBreedBreedRankRank

Purebred Sheep Registrations, average of 1965 and 1966Purebred Sheep Registrations, average of 1965 and 1966

--29.829.8100.0100.081,47481,474All breedsAll breeds

--45.645.673.873.860,16360,163Top 10 breedsTop 10 breeds

--24.124.12.52.52,0642,064MontadaleMontadale1010

--59.059.03.23.22,6072,607ShropshireShropshire99

--54.654.63.63.62,9502,950ColumbiaColumbia88

--39.539.54.34.33,4723,472RambouilletRambouillet77

NANAdd6.56.55,3165,316KatahdinKatahdin66

--35.535.57.17.15,7935,793SouthdownSouthdown55

NANAdd8.68.67,0207,020DorperDorper44

43.843.810.710.78,7298,729DorsetDorset33

--66.466.410.810.88,7848,784HampshireHampshire22

--58.458.416.516.513,42813,428SuffolkSuffolk11

% change % change 
from 1965/66from 1965/66

% of total % of total 
registrationsregistrationsNo. of registrationsNo. of registrationsBreedBreedRankRank

Purebred Sheep Registrations, average of 2005 and 2006Purebred Sheep Registrations, average of 2005 and 2006

Purebred Registrations – Top 6 Breeds

0

5000

10000

15000

20000

25000

30000

19
97

19
99

20
01

20
03

20
05

Year

R
eg

is
tra

tio
ns

, n
o
.

Suffolk

Dorset

Hampshire
Southdown

Katahdin
Dorper

Breed Evaluation StudiesBreed Evaluation Studies

�� Begun about 45 years at USDA Begun about 45 years at USDA 
research stations research stations –– Dubois, ID and Dubois, ID and 
Beltsville, MD  Beltsville, MD  

�� About 30 years ago at U.S. Meat About 30 years ago at U.S. Meat 
Animal Research Station, Clay Animal Research Station, Clay 
Center, NECenter, NE

�� Ongoing at many universitiesOngoing at many universities
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1.091.0944BarbadosBarbados55
1.211.2144St. CroixSt. Croix44
1.281.2822Booroola Merino F+Booroola Merino F+33
1.471.4799FinnsheepFinnsheep22
1.841.8444RomanovRomanov11

Relative to Relative to 
SuffolkSuffolk

No. No. 
studiesstudiesBreedBreedRankRank

Top 5 Breeds for ProlificacyTop 5 Breeds for Prolificacy

21 breeds 21 breeds 

evaluatedevaluated

1.471.4755RambouilletRambouillet55
1.481.4811CorriedaleCorriedale44
1.621.6255ColumbiaColumbia33
1.641.6422Booroola MerinoBooroola Merino22
1.781.7811CoopworthCoopworth11

Relative to Relative to 
SuffolkSuffolk

No. No. 
studiesstudiesBreedBreedRankRank

Top 5 Breeds for Fleece WeightTop 5 Breeds for Fleece Weight

15 breeds 15 breeds 

evaluatedevaluated

.90.9077TargheeTarghee55

.90.9022OxfordOxford44

.93.9366ColumbiaColumbia33
1.001.001616SuffolkSuffolk22
1.041.0477HampshireHampshire11

Relative to Relative to 
SuffolkSuffolk

No. No. 
studiesstudiesBreedBreedRankRank

Top 5 Breeds for Postweaning GainTop 5 Breeds for Postweaning Gain

21 breeds 21 breeds 

evaluatedevaluated

1.351.3544HampshireHampshire55
1.291.2911MontadaleMontadale44
1.291.2944DorsetDorset33
1.181.1811TargheeTarghee22
1.001.0099SuffolkSuffolk11

Relative to Relative to 
SuffolkSuffolk

No. No. 
studiesstudiesBreedBreedRankRank

Top 5 Breeds for Low Fat ThicknessTop 5 Breeds for Low Fat Thickness

19 breeds 19 breeds 

evaluatedevaluated
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.62.6211DorsetDorset33

.95.9511LacauneLacaune22
1.001.0011East FriesianEast Friesian11

Relative to Relative to 
E. FriesianE. Friesian

No. No. 
studiesstudiesBreedBreedRankRank

Top 3 Breeds for Milk ProductionTop 3 Breeds for Milk Production

Growth rateGrowth rate

Feed efficiencyFeed efficiency

Carcass meritCarcass merit

Lamb survivalLamb survival

SuffolkSuffolk

HampshireHampshire

ColumbiaColumbia

Oxford Oxford 

ShropshireShropshire

TexelTexel

TraitsTraitsBreedsBreeds

Rams for Heavy Terminal Lamb Rams for Heavy Terminal Lamb 
ProductionProduction

Growth rateGrowth rate

Feed efficiencyFeed efficiency

Carcass meritCarcass merit

Lamb survivalLamb survival

TexelTexel

SouthdownSouthdown

CheviotCheviot

CharollaisCharollais

DorperDorper

TraitsTraitsBreedsBreeds

Rams for Light Terminal Lamb Rams for Light Terminal Lamb 
ProductionProduction

aTarget slaughter weight =((sire breed mature wt. + ewe breed mature wt.)/2) x .65.
Shaded areas indicate desired live weights for market lambs in most commercial markets.
Estimates of average mature ewe weights for some U.S. breeds:
230 - Suffolk; 210 - Hampshire; 200 - Columbia; 180 - Dorset, Lincoln, Oxford, Shropshire;
170 - Border Leicester, Corriedale, Dorper, East Friesian, Montadale, Romney, Targhee; 
160 - North Country Cheviot, Polypay, Rambouillet, Texel; 150 - Coopworth, Romanov, Southdown, Tunis;
140 - Cheviot, Clun Forest, Finnsheep, Katahdin, Merino, Perendale, St. Croix;  
130 - Cheviot, Scottish Blackface; 120 - Barbados, Karakul; 110 - Jacob; 90 - Shetland.

78818588919498101104107111114117120120

818588919498101104107111114117120124130

8588919498101104107111114117120124127140

88919498101104107111114117120124127130150

919498101104107111114117120124127130133160

9498101104107111114117120124127130133137170

98101104107111114117120124127130133137140180

101104107111114117120124127130133137140143190

104107111114117120124127130133137140143146200

107111114117120124127130133137140143146150210

111114117120124127130133137140143146150153220

114117120124127130133137140143146150153156230

117120124127130133137140143146150153156159240

120124127130133137140143146150153156159163250

120130140150160170180190200210220230240250

Sire breed mature wt., lb. (Wt. of ewes of the breed)Ewe breed 
mature wt., 
lb.

Target slaughter weightsa to produce YG2 carcasses from ewe and wether lambs 
produced from sire and dam breeds of varying mature weights
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ProlificacyProlificacy

Litter weaning wt.Litter weaning wt.

Milk productionMilk production

RomanovRomanov

FinnsheepFinnsheep

PolypayPolypay

DorsetDorset

RambouilletRambouillet

TargheeTarghee

St. CroixSt. Croix

BarbadosBarbados

KatahdinKatahdin

TraitsTraitsBreedsBreeds

Ewes for SpringEwes for Spring--Lambing Farm Lambing Farm 
FlocksFlocks

Spring fertilitySpring fertility

ProlificacyProlificacy

Litter weaning wt.Litter weaning wt.

Milk productionMilk production

DorsetDorset

PolypayPolypay

RambouilletRambouillet

RomanovRomanov

FinnsheepFinnsheep

St. CroixSt. Croix

BarbadosBarbados

TraitsTraitsBreedsBreeds

Ewes for FallEwes for Fall--Lambing or Accelerated Lambing or Accelerated 
Farm FlocksFarm Flocks

Litter weaning wt.Litter weaning wt.

Wool productionWool production
RambouilletRambouillet

Targhee Targhee 

ColumbiaColumbia

CorriedaleCorriedale

RomneyRomney

DorperDorper

TraitsTraitsBreedsBreeds
Ewes for Extensive Range ConditionsEwes for Extensive Range Conditions

Wool qualityWool quality

Wool productionWool production
RomneyRomney

Border LeicesterBorder Leicester

LincolnLincoln

Natural ColoredNatural Colored

CoopworthCoopworth

IcelandicIcelandic

ShetlandShetland

TraitsTraitsBreedsBreeds

Ewes for Specialty Fleece ProductionEwes for Specialty Fleece Production
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Milk ProductionMilk Production

Milk CompositionMilk Composition

ProlificacyProlificacy

East FriesianEast Friesian

LacauneLacaune

TraitsTraitsBreedsBreeds

Ewes for Commercial Milk ProductionEwes for Commercial Milk Production Selection

�� Most of the genetic improvement in Most of the genetic improvement in 
commercial flocks comes from the commercial flocks comes from the 
genetic improvement made in the genetic improvement made in the 
purebred flocks from which rams are purebred flocks from which rams are 
purchasedpurchased

�� It is important that purebred flocks It is important that purebred flocks 
make rapid genetic improvement in make rapid genetic improvement in 
economically important traitseconomically important traits

Genetics Works!!!!Genetics Works!!!!

-- Selection can dramatically change the Selection can dramatically change the 
appearance and performance of livestock in a appearance and performance of livestock in a 
relatively short time period.relatively short time period.

U.S. U.S. SuffolksSuffolks: 1950 : 1950 -- 20062006

U.S. Shropshires: 1946 U.S. Shropshires: 1946 –– 1961 1961 -- 20052005

11stst Place Fall Ram Lamb, 2005 IL State FairPlace Fall Ram Lamb, 2005 IL State Fair
BrockmannBrockmann Family, ILFamily, IL
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U.S. U.S. HampshiresHampshires: 1960 : 1960 –– 1963 1963 -- 20062006
11stst Place Pen of Ram Lambs, Place Pen of Ram Lambs, 
Chicago International, 1960, Chicago International, 1960, 

University of WisconsinUniversity of Wisconsin

2006 NAILE, Louisville

Show Ring – Selection 
on Visual Appraisal

Ram Test Stations On-Farm Performance Testing

�� Ratios or index based on performance Ratios or index based on performance 
of individualof individual

�� Within flock selectionWithin flock selection
�� Example: Wisconsin Sheep Example: Wisconsin Sheep 

Improvement Program Improvement Program -- 19501950
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National Sheep Improvement 
Program

�� EPDEPD’’ s for reproduction, growth, s for reproduction, growth, 
and wool traitsand wool traits

�� BLUP methodologyBLUP methodology
�� National evaluationsNational evaluations
�� Sire summariesSire summaries

Polypay Genetic Trends
(relative to animals born in 1996)

60-Day Weaning Weight, lbs
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Percent Lamb Crop Born, lambs per 100 ewes
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Pounds Weaned, lbs per ewe lambing
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Number of Records Submitted to 
NSIP in 2005-2006 by Breed

BreedBreed

11,10311,1031191191701703333334364362802803,0053,0052,0742,0741,7351,7352,9512,951LambsLambs

6,6586,65872721241242282283033031881881,6921,6929839831,0681,0682,0002,000EwesEwes

10910922114477443434171722221818FlocksFlocks

TotalTotalRORORARAHAHADODOCOCOKTKTPPPPSUSUTATANo. of:No. of:

Crossbreeding

Most commercial flocks should have an organized Most commercial flocks should have an organized 
crossbreeding program in order to take advantage crossbreeding program in order to take advantage 
of:of:

1.1. Hybrid vigor Hybrid vigor –– increased performance of increased performance of 
crossbreds over the average of the purebreds crossbreds over the average of the purebreds 
making up the crossmaking up the cross

2.2. Breed Breed complementaritycomplementarity –– making good use of making good use of 
the strong points of different breedsthe strong points of different breeds
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0.00.00.00.0Carcass traitsCarcass traits

5.05.06.66.6PostPost--weaning wt.weaning wt.

18.018.017.817.8Lamb wt. wn./ewe matedLamb wt. wn./ewe mated

2.72.79.89.8Lamb survivalLamb survival

6.36.35.05.0Lamb weaning wt.Lamb weaning wt.

3.23.22.82.8Litter sizeLitter size

8.78.72.62.6Conception rateConception rate

Mat., %Mat., %Ind., %Ind., %TraitTrait
Estimates of Hybrid VigorEstimates of Hybrid Vigor

Cross rams x Cross ewes = 4-breed cross lambs

Pure rams x Pure ewes = Pure lambs

3 %3 %

% Pat. HV% Pat. HV

18 %18 %

% Mat. HV% Mat. HV

18 %18 %

% Ind. HV% Ind. HV

Lb. lamb weaned / ewe matedLb. lamb weaned / ewe mated

TraitTrait

0

+ 43 %

Pure rams x Pure ewes = 2-breed cross lambs+ 18 %

+ 39 % Pure rams x Cross ewes = 3-breed cross lambs

Individual HV = 18%

Maternal HV = 18%

Paternal HV = 3%

Suffolk terminal siresSuffolk terminal sires

XX
Rambouillet Rambouillet 

ewesewes

½½ Suffolk, Suffolk, ½½
Rambouillet Rambouillet 

market lambsmarket lambs

2-Breed Terminal

Suffolk terminal siresSuffolk terminal sires

XX

Finnsheep x RambouilletFinnsheep x Rambouillet

½½ Suffolk, Suffolk, ¼¼ Finn, Finn, 
¼¼ Rambouillet Rambouillet 
market lambsmarket lambs

3-Breed Terminal
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Three-Breed Rotational-Terminal
Rotational Portion

Finn � x Ramb �

Ramb � x F-R �

Finn � x R-F �

Ramb � x F-R�

(continues)

F-R � x Suffolk �

R-F � x Suffolk �

F-R � x Suffolk �

(continues) x Suffolk �

Terminal Portion

All Suffolk-sired 
lambs to market

Finn-Ramb � and Ramb-Finn �
to market

A and B breeds are maternal breeds with equal performance. C breA and B breeds are maternal breeds with equal performance. C breed is a ed is a 
terminal meat breed with 5% greater growth rate than either A orterminal meat breed with 5% greater growth rate than either A or B. B. 

400 ewes in each flock, all replacement females produced in the 400 ewes in each flock, all replacement females produced in the flock, flock, 
number of lambs weaned and pounds of lamb weaned do not include number of lambs weaned and pounds of lamb weaned do not include the the 
ewe lambs kept for replacements.ewe lambs kept for replacements.

Comparison of Sheep Crossbreeding SystemsComparison of Sheep Crossbreeding Systems
(lb. of lamb weaned per ewe exposed)(lb. of lamb weaned per ewe exposed)

--23,80023,800476476PurebreedingPurebreeding, A x A, B x B, A x A, B x B

34,72834,728

35,60835,608

31,78031,780

29,08029,080

Lb. lamb Lb. lamb 
weanedweaned

612612

620620

592592

536536

No. No. 
lambs lambs 

weanedweaned

46 %46 %33--breed breed rotoroto--terminal, C x Aterminal, C x A--BB

50 %50 %

34 %34 %

22 %22 %

Advantage over Advantage over 
purebreedingpurebreeding in lb. in lb. 

lamb weanedlamb weaned

22--breed terminal, C x A, C x Bbreed terminal, C x A, C x B

33--breed terminal, C x (A x B)breed terminal, C x (A x B)

22--breed rotation, Abreed rotation, A--BB

SystemSystem

Summary
1. Select a breed or breeds of sheep that have high levels of 

performance for traits important to you.

2. If you are a producer of seedstock, use genetic improvement 
tools to further improve your breed, e.g. NSIP.

3. If you are a commercial producer, purchase high genetic 
value animals (primarily rams) from purebred breeders 
making real genetic improvement.

4. If you are a commercial producer, use an organized 
crossbreeding program to take advantage of hybrid vigor 
and breed complementarity.

University of Wisconsin-Madison
Department of Animal Sciences

Sheep Research, Teaching, and Extension


