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Trace Element Management Boosts Lamb 
Profitability

Carmarthenshire sheep producer, Paul Williams of Maesyfelin 
Farm, Whitland, has added 1Kg deadweight to his lambs as 
a result of managing the trace element needs of his flock 
better.

Across the 1800 lambs produced, the benefits are worth 
over £5000, he says, and that’s after taking into account the 
cost of the supplementation.

“Like many beef and lamb producers, particularly in the 
West of Wales, we’ve known about the shortfalls in the land 
when it comes to trace elements, but hadn’t fully appreciated 
the effect they were having.

“It was only when we got the method of supplementation 
right that we realised how much time and money we had 
wasted previously on ineffective treatments and the extent 
to which they were eating in to the performance of the flock.”

Paul’s business is based on 1200 home-bred Welsh Mules 
lambed at the start of March.

“We’ve used a variety of tups over the years – Texels, 
Suffolk, Hampshire and Charollais and a variety of crosses – 
and whilst we’ve now resolved the issues around fertility and 
trace elements, we always thought the lambs could do better.

“We’re always careful with our healthcare and the ewes are 
lambed indoors so our attention has turned to the nutrition of 
the lambs themselves in recent years.”

All ewes are usually bolused with an Agrimin 24·7 Smartrace 
Sheep bolus containing cobalt, selenium and iodine post-
scanning, and last year, out of 1100 ewes just 30 were empty. 
This year, ewes were bolused three weeks pre-tupping and 
only nine empties were recorded. 

Bolusing the ewes in this way ensures trace elements are 
delivered to the growing lambs through maternal transfer 
before they are born and then later via the colostrum and 
milk, Paul says.

“Lambs up to weaning would be fine as a result of this, 
but as soon as they started grazing alone they would lose 
condition and the growth rates would slow. We tried wormers 
and supplements but nothing seemed to reverse matters.

“It was particularly bad in 2014, so we tested the grass 
and the level of cobalt was extremely low. We decided to try 
mineral drenches and licks but these had no effect either.”

Trace element specialist, Ieuan Davies of Agrimin, then 
suggested Paul set up a trial to see how the issue could be 
best resolved.

“A lot of livestock farms have cobalt and selenium problems 
with many experiencing iodine issues, too,” Ieuan explains.

“The situation can be managed well in adult stock through 
the use of sustained release boluses that last six months 
delivering controlled amounts of nutrients in the rumen, but 
for younger animals it’s a more complex issue.”

Younger stock tends to lose condition quickly after 
weaning if forage is short of vital trace elements, he explains, 
and by the time it is picked up, growth rates have declined 
significantly and the financial impact is usually irreversible.

“The key is to regularly test pasture and blood levels 
and build trace element supplementation into your routine 
healthcare management so you are not caught out.

“Usually, producers with a problem will know about it, but 
levels in the soil and pasture can change, so trace elements 
have to be actively managed rather simply trying to deal with 
them once you start to see the first effects.”

Paul Williams farms in Whitland, Carmarthenshire, West Wales 
and his business is based on 1200 home-bred Mules.
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Twelve lambs at Maesyfelin Farm were weighed on May 
28th and the group divided into two. Half of the lambs were 
given a specially developed Smartrace 24·7 Lamb bolus and 
the others were given no supplementation.

By 31st July, the lambs with the bolus weighed 2.1Kg more 
than the others – the equivalent of an extra 1Kg growth 
rate each month. Furthermore, blood levels of cobalt in the 
bolused lambs were double that of the others.

At slaughter, the bolused lambs produced an extra 1.0Kg 
of deadweight, Paul says.

“That extra kilo of deadweight was worth £3.50 per lamb 
to me this year and when you take into account the cost of 
the bolus at around 60p, the gain is £2.90 per lamb – just 
from two months of supplementation.

“Our lambing percentage is around 170% and we 
produced around 1800 lambs this year, so the effect of the 
supplementation was to add over £5000 on the bottom line 
and it would be much more over a longer period.”

As a result of these encouraging results, all lambs 
were then bolused one month before weaning, and such 
supplementation is now part of the flock’s management 
moving forward.

“Our lambs have done really well and I know this is down to 
resolving the cobalt issue. Weights have definitely increased 
and we’ve had better killing out percentages, too.”

“We’ve tried all sorts of methods for trace element 
supplementation over the years – including other boluses – 
but nothing has resolved the problem in the way we have now 
managed to.

“Ours is not an uncommon situation and with lamb prices 
the way they are, I don’t see how anybody can afford to get 
this simply-resolved part of their management wrong.”

The farm’s 1200 Welsh Mule ewes are treated for fluke and 
wormed at the end of September before the tups go in to the 
main flock on October 5th, with those for ewe lambs going in 
three weeks later.

The flock is then dipped in November, when the rams go 
out, and this is then followed by a chlostridial injection. All 
ewes are scanned between Christmas and the New Year with 
the flock being given the Agrimin 24·7 Smartrace Adult Sheep 
bolus in early January, to give 180 days of trace element of 
supplementation.

The bolus can also be given pre-tupping to boost fertility 
if trace element problems are known to be affecting ewes 
holding to service.

Lambing takes place indoors, with ewes carrying twins 
taken off winter grazing four weeks before lambing, and 
those with singles brought in one week before they give birth. 
All ewes are fed on haylage and concentrates indoors, with 
lambing starting on March 1st.

Lambs are wormed at 6-8 weeks of age with the lamb 
bolus administered to animals with a full-developed rumen at 
a minimum of 25Kg bodyweight. 

The boluses remain in the rumen for 120 days, releasing 
measured amounts of cobalt selenium and iodine during the 
period.


