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SUMMARY
The Canadian Record of Performance Program for Sheep implemented in 1976 was 

intended to provide sheep breeders with a simple means of measuring and recording 
performance on the farm for use in the genetic improvement of their breeding 
stock. Potential breeding stocks are evaluated on the basis of growth fate of 
individual lambs or growth-reproduction index. Rams and ewes are evaluated on 
the basis o f performance of their progeny and productivity of the ewes. Contemp
orary comparisons of ram lambs from different flocks are made at the performance 
test stations under government supervision. Sheep breeders participating in the 
program have increased from 100 flocks with 6,000 sheep in 1976 to 973 flocks 
with 50,570 sheep in 1981.

INTRODUCTION

The objective of the Canadian Record of Performance (R.O.P.) Program for 
Sheep is to assist the sheep industry in Canada in improving the economic 
productivity of flocks by providing a uniform national flock testing program 
that allows sheep breeders to accurately assess the genetic potential o f their 
breeding stock. The emphasis of this program is to provide a comprehensive and 
technically sound assessment with sufficient f le x ib ility  to meet the needs of a 
diversity of environmental and managerial situations. Information on performance 
recording and testing schemes operated throughout the world has been presented 
(Owen, 1971; Tomes et a l. ,  1979; Croston et a l., 1980), however, no program from- 
Canada was included.

THE CANADIAN SHEEP INDUSTRY

To understand sheep recording and related improvement programs in Canada, 
an exposure to the nature of the Canadian sheep industry and associated problems 
is important. In 1976, there were 565,483 sheep and lambs on 8,833 farms having 
sales of $ 12,000 or more. The total number of sheep and lambs on farms has been 
gradually declining since 1931. Beginning in 1978 a reversal was observed with 
sheep and lamb numbers increasing from 534,500 in 1977 to 756,200 in 1981. A 
substantial part of the previous decline took place in the large flocks of the 
western range areas. The total production of Canadian lamb and mutton has been 
gradually declining from 32,311 tonnes in 1946 to 6,729 tonnes in 1978 and an 
upward trend thereafter. The decline in Canadian lamb and mutton production was 
supplemented by imports which rose from 4.6 tonnes in 1948 to 41,663 tonnes in 
1969. Thereafter, the level of imports declined until 1977 (13,574 tonnes) 
followed by an increase in imports in 1978 and 1979. Domestic disappearance of 
lamb and mutton per capita, which showed a gradual decline until 1951 (0.9 kg/ 
capita) increased up to 1969 (2.28 kg/capita). This was followed by a downward 
trend to 0.8 kg/capita in 1978 and 1980 which is the lowest point recorded for 
the past 60 years. In 1979, Canadians consumed 71 kg o f red meat per capita, 
out of which only 1.06 kg (1.5 %) was supplied by lamb and mutton. The decline
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in total number of sheep and lamb resulted primarily from economic factors which 
has made sheep production financially an unattractive proposition. Genetic 
improvement is therefore seen as the vehicle for increasing the productive 
capacity of the national flock.

SHEEP RECORDING IN CANADA
The R.O.P. Program for Sheep was established in 1976 to operate on a national 

basis. Agriculture Canada became responsible for program design, data processing 
and coordination as well as for issuing the reports on a national basis. The 
participating provinces ensure the regional promotion, administration and servic
ing of the program on farms. This program was introduced on the basis of a 
proposal on federal-provincial R.O.P. testing presented to a national sheep 
committee by Dr. H.F. Peters and Dr. C. Bernard of the Research Branch in 1969 
(Unpublished). The concept entailed providing sheep breeders with a practical 
method of measuring and recording performance on the farm for use in the genetic 
improvement of their breeding stock. Later, a Test Station component was added 
through which contemporary comparisons of ram lambs from different flocks and 
breeds could be made.

The R.O.P. program is governed by a National R.O.P. Advisory Board which has 
broad representation from a ll  parts of the sheep industry,e.g. purebred and 
commercial sheep breeders, provincial and federal governments, Research Scientists 
and representatives of the Canadian Sheep Breeders Association, Sheep Council of 
Canada, Meat Packers Council of Canada, and other sheep industry organizations.
The R.O.P. program has two parts:
HOME TEST: This aspect of the program provides for measuring the within flock
differences between animals under the same management environment. The following 
production traits are measured since they are known to affect pro fitab ility  and 
to respond to selection: (a) lamb traits such as birth weight, lamb weights at 
50 and 100 days of age and associated daily gains; (b) ewe performance and repro
ductive traits including lamb survival, age at sexual maturity, lambing interval, 
prolificacy and productivity, and (c) sire indexes for progeny weight at 50 days 
of age and progeny growth rate from 50 to 100 days of age. Though wool production 
was proposed originally it  is not being recorded at the present because the 
primary product of the Canadian sheep industry has shifted from wool to meat. 
Restriction to key performance traits was considered essential to permit rapid 
genetic improvement in economic terms. Supervision of recording varies from 
province to province and may entail the use of o ffic ia l recorders or rely on the 
integrity of the owners. The individual records are processed by computer at a 
central location and the production records are stored in a data base. This data 
base is accessed for lifetime evaluation of ewes. For selection, maximum accuracy 
of evaluation was ensured by adjustment for sex, lit te r  size at birth and rearing; 
age of dam. Effects due to variation in levels of nutrition, climate, management 
and other environmental factors among different flocks could not be measured in 
a Home Test Program. Therefore, it  was necessary that comparisons be limited to 
animals reared in the same flock and weighed for the same age group.

The R.O.P. Home Testing increased rapidly since its  inception in 1976 when 
less than 100 sheep breeders tested 6,000 lambs. In 1981, 973 flocks tested 
50,570 lambs representing 17 pure breeds and crossbreds; flock size averaged 52 
lambs. The national summary for 1978 to 1981 (Table 1) shows an increasing number 
of lambs from a broad sample of sires and dams is being tested. Approximately 
75 % of a ll purebred breeders are enrolled on the national program. In this 
rapidly expanding national program one-third of the recorded lamb population is  
culled annually.
STATION TEST: This aspect of the program provides for uniform testing and
reports on the performance when ram lambs from different flocks are brought to a
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Table 1. National summary; Statistics on Sheep and lamb census; and Canadian Record of Performance 
Home Test Program for Sheep

Sheep and lamb statistics! ___________Record o f Performance Program for Sheep2

Year Sheep, 1 year Lambs, under
Total tested No. of lambs No. of lambs tested

old or older 1 year old Flocks Sires Dams Born Weaned 50-days 100-days

1978 299,800 256,500 484 1070 14,680 22,603 19,759 11,517 13,672

1979 345,700 306,000 722 1878 24,546 37,964 33,702 20,110 24,681

1980 381,200 335,300 875 1984 27,469 43,453 37,912 26,379 28,061

1981 400,500 355,700 973 2464 31,646 50,570 44,201 31,590 31,657

Source: Statistics Canada. Livestock and Animal Products Statistics, Catalogue No. 23-203, July 1. 

Source: Canadian Record of Performance for Sheep. Annual Reports, 1978-81.

Table 2. Number of sheep registrations and Canadian Record of Performance Home test summary by breed for 1981.

Breed *.
regi

of sheep Record of Performance Program for Sheeps
strations* Total tested No. of lambs No. of lambs tested Lamb weights

Flocks Sires Dams Born Weaned 50-days 100-days at 100-days3

Suffolk 8,162 313’ 751 7,983 13,356 11,666 8,277 8,415 41.1
Hampshire 1,115 52 86 908 1,409 1,266 73S 1,018 40.4
Oxford 329 22 36 491 833 723 448 633 33.7
Lincoln 87 8 17 96 158 136 141 100 34.8
Columbia 225 18 46 590 1,004 848 745 400 33.2
Rambouillet 440 6 11 238 348 302 302 211 36.6
Shropshire 84 8 10 80 114 107 52 89 25.2
Dorset 4,077 151 465 4,443 6,980 6,138 4,761 4,563 33.1
Corriedale 341 13 27 243 334 296 182 257 29.1
Leicester 579 46 76 451 745 617 465 548 32.0
N.C. Cheviot 834 52 107 1,272 1,896 1,638 512 1,505 30.7
Montadale 22 1 2 7 10 8 8 3 19.9
Southdown 257 18 32 243 383 336 244 312 25.7
Border Cheviot 132 9 14 146 216 198 147 189 26.2
Scottish Blackface 0 8 17 364 519 451 32 406 27.9
Finnish Landrace 0 16 46 402 927 658 429 636 30.2
Clun Forest 62 2 8 48 68 65 42 64 26.9

Source: Canadian National Livestock Records, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada.
Source: Canadian Record of Performance Program for Sheep. Annual Report, 1981. 
Adjusted lamb weight in kg.
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central location supervised by the Provincial R.O.P. Sheep Advisory Committee.
Ram lambs submitted to the test station at 50 days of age are allowed a 10-day 
adjustment period. Normally test begins at 60 days of age when the lambs are 
20 kg live  weight and terminates after 120 days of age. Feed conversion e ffic 
iency, backfat thickness measured behind the last rib  (6 cm o ff mid-line) and 
testicle size measured in addition to growth performance. Station test results 
help in identifying the most promising individual with respect to growth rate 
from 60 to 120 days of age. After completion of the test, sales or auctions 
are promoted to help in the dispersal of the breeding stock.

Breakdown of the 1981 Sheep R.O.P. Home Test summary by breed revealed 
Suffolk breed leads in the total number of performance tested sheep (Table 2). 
Suffolk is followed by Dorset, Hampshire and North Country Cheviot breeds of 
sheep in total number of performance tested performance tested and registered 
sheep.

Promptness in completing data forms and returning them to the central unit 
for processing is important in view of the time required to process the data 
and the dependence on prelisted forms. Each year the following forms and 
summaries are prepared: mating, lambing and weaning lis ts , lamb summary at 
50 and 100 days of age, ewe summary and sire summary. Breeding stocks were 
evaluated on the basis of growth rate of individual lambs or growth-reproduction 
index (Anonymous, 1978). Animals with important anatomical defects are identified  
and excluded from the breeding flock.

The R.O.P. Program for Sheep is financially supported by the federal and 
provincial governments. In 1982, the program is offering a new data processing 
network with 8 regional computer terminals distributed across the country. The 
introduction of remote data entry system w ill coincide with the upgraded lamb 
evaluation report. Ewe report with more emphasis on reproductive capabilities 
and a completely new commercial sheep improvement program w ill be introduced at 
the same time.• Under the new program Estimated Breeding Values (EBV) are computed 
and reported on the lamb, ewe and sire for lamb weights, maternal contribution 
to growth and prolificacy. The EBV's w ill be computed using information on 
individual, sire , dam, fu ll-s ib s , paternal and maternal ha lf-s ibs, and the progeny. 
It is planned that the data from this program w ill be used to estimate genetic 
progress achieved in the next few generations.

SUMMARY

The Canadian Record of Performance program for sheep implemented in 1976 
was Intended to provide sheep breeders with a simple means of measuring and 
recording performance on the farm for'use in the genetic improvement of their 
breeding stock. Potential breeding stocks are evaluated on the basis of growth 
rate of individual lambs or growth-reproduction index. Rams and ewes are 
evaluated on the basis of performance of their progeny and productivity of the 
ewes. Contemporary comparisons of ram lambs from different flocks are made 
at the performance test stations under:government supervision. Sheep breeders 
participating in the program have increased from 100 flocks with 6,000 sheep 
in 1976 to 973 flocks with 50,570 sheep in 1981. Details on 18 breeds.with 
respect to recording scheme, selection and estimation of breeding value are 
presented.
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RESUMEN

La relacion del programa canadiense de efectividad del ganado ovino llevado 
a cabo en 1976 tuvo como fines suministrar a los ganaderos con un m£todo ' 
sencillo de evaluar y registrar la efectividad en la granja para uso de la 
mejora genetica en su ganado de reproducciSn. El potencial del ganado de 
reproducciSn se evalua en base a la tasa de crecimiento de cada oveja, es 
decir, segun el fndice de reproducciSn-crecimiento. Los corderos y las ovejas 
se evaluan segun la actuacion de su progenie y la capacidad para la reproduccion 
de las ovejas. Se hacen comparaciones al mismo tiempo de corderos de diferentes 
rebanos en los campos de prueba de actuacidn bajo inspeccion gubernamental. El 
numero de ganaderos participantes en este programa aumento de 100 rebanos con
6,000 cabezas en 1976 a 973 rebanos con 50,570 cabezas en 1981. A continuacion 
se presentan detalles de 18 castas relacion con esquemas de registro, seleccion 
y evaluacion de capacidad para la reproduccion.
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