Feedstuffs
Sheep can utilize a wide variety of feedstuffs. Feeds are classified into groups based on their nutrient
content and physical form. Most common feeds can be placed in one of the following groups:
Roughages (forages): (Note: Most mature sheep will require ~4-5 lbs of hay/day through the winter)
Grass forages (hay or pasture)
•
high in fibre (cellulose) and usually low to intermediate in energy
•
protein content varies, depending on the plant species and stage of maturity, typical
range in crude protein could be as varied as 5 to 12% (i.e. grass are highest in protein
and lowest in fibre early in the growth period, as the stem matures and after ‘setting
seed’ the protein level will drop significantly)
•
examples are timothy, crested wheat, fescues, etc.
Legume forages (hay or pasture)
• fibre dependent on stage of growth and leave content (e.g. mature alfalfa has a high stem to
leaf ratio)
• protein content is higher than grass forages, generally above 16-20% (legumes are able to fix
nitrogen in the soil)
• because of particular proteins in legumes, caution should be taken when first feeding legume
forages (i.e switching from grass hay, or turning onto pasture in the spring) to prevent frothy
bloat.
• Examples are alfalfa, clovers, etc.
Silage
• silage is produced when green forage is preserved using fermentation (acidification in the
absence of oxygen)
• the major advantage of silage is that the crop can be harvested when it is ready in almost all
weather conditions (hay must be dried to ~90% dry matter before baling to prevent spoilage,
whereas silage is stored with a dry matter content of 40-60%).
• when exposed to oxygen, silage may spoil. Improperly stored silage may cause problems
such as listeriosis in sheep
• ensiling is not restricted to grasses and legumes; silage can be made from a wide range of
crops including corn, barley etc
• compared to hay, harvesting, storing, and feeding silage can require a greater capital
investment in equipment and facilities.
Green Feed
• forage is not dried thoroughly before baling
• may be used as a means of making use of a poor harvest or if conditions are poor during
haying
• mildew and moulds can be a problem
Concentrates (grains and commercially mixed rations)
•
high in energy and relatively low in fibre
• fibre level depends on processing of the grain; grains that are pelleted or crushed will
have a much lower fibre content than whole grains with the hull included (some
studies indicate that lamb performance is better and there are fewer digestive upsets
with whole grains)

•
•

most have a moderate protein content (~12% crude protein)
examples are corn, barley, oats, commercial mixes

Protein Supplements
• high in protein, usually high in energy
• variable fibre content
• examples are oilseeds (soybeans, canola meal)
Mineral Supplements
•
may be included in a commercially mixed ration or supplied by free choice access to mineral
blocks or loose mineral
•
do NOT purchase cattle mineral supplements, as the copper is often too high for sheep

Ration Formulation
The goal of ration formulation is to prepare a feeding program which meets the animal’s nutrient
requirements, is properly balanced, palatable, promotes or discourages intake (depending on the purpose
of the ration), is suitable for a given management situation and is reasonably priced. To this end, there are
a number of questions that need to be asked:
•
•
•
•

What type, age, weight of sheep is being fed?
What is desired production level and rate of gain?
What feeds are available for use for the formulation?
Are these feeds home-grown or are they purchased?
Most Feed Companies offer a Sheep Ration Formulation Service.

A list of the energy and protein content of some common feeds is contained in Table 1. Remember that
although these figures will give you a good idea of nutrients in different feeds, you must have you feed
analysis for accurate values.

Table1. Energy and Protein Content of Some Common Ontario Feeds*

1st cut legume hay
1st cut grass hay
1st cut mixed hay
2nd cut legume hay

86.7
87.7
87.7
86.8

% Crude Protein
(dry matter basis)
15.8
9.7
12.2
17.7

legume hay silage

46.9

17.6

59

grass hay silage
mixed hay silage
corn silage
oats
barley
mixed grain
grain corn
soybean meal 44%

38.8
49.4
36.5
88.5
88.6
88.4
86.6
89.0

13.0
15.8
8.0
12.1
12.2
12.3
9.6
47.8

57
58
66
74
82
77
90
81

Feed

% Dry Matter

% Estimated TDN
(dry matter basis)
58
55
56
59

*Source: OMAFRA Feed Advisory Program (table taken from OMAFRA Factsheet Basic Beef Cattle
Nutrition)

