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Ewe lambs born to group pen-fed Karakul ewes in the summer
(February), winter (June) or spring (October) respectively, were raised
to study the influence of season of birth on the onset of sexual ma-
turity. Lambs were exposed to fertile rams from 90 days of age (wean-
ing). Ewe lambs born in summer, winter or spring attained sexual ma-
turity at a mean (= SD) age of 355,3 = 22.6;275,6 = 41,9 and 225,4 =
12,1 days at a mean (* $D) body mass of 53,3 = 3,6; 40,6 + 6,3 and
35,6 + 4,2 kg respectively. Season of birth in this study had a highly
significant (P<0,01) influence on age and body mass at first conception
in Karakul ewes.

Ooilammers van Karakoelooie gebore in die somer (Februarie), winter
(Junie) of lente (Oktober) respektiewelik, is met kraal-groepsvoeding
grootgemaak om die invloed van seisoen van geboorte op die aanvang
van geslagsrypheid te ondersoek. Lammers is blootgestel aan vrugbare
ramme vanaf 90-dae-ouderdom (speenouderdom). Ooitjies gebore in
die somer, winter of lente het geslagsrypheid by *n gemiddelde (* SA)
ouderdom van 355,3 + 22.6; 275,6 = 41,9 en 225,4 = 12,1 dae bereik
met gemiddelde (+ SA) liggaamsmassas van 53,3 + 3 6; 40,6 + 6,3 en
35,6 = 4,2 kg respektiewelik. Seisoen van geboorte het in hierdie on-
dersoek 'n hoogs betekenisvolle (P<0,01) invloed op ouderdom en
liggaamsmassa met eerste besetting in Karakoelooie gehad.
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Optimal reproduction is of the utmost importance in
farm animals. Ewe lambs reaching puberty during their
first breeding season have a higher reproduction pot-
ential, even if they are not bred, than those failing to
reach puberty during the first year (Hulet, Wiggins &
Ercanbrack, 1969). There is also a positive relationship
between early lamb production and later reproduction
performance (Terrill, 1972). It has been demonstrated
that ewes bred as lambs have a higher lifetime produc-
tion rate than those bred as yearlings (Southam, Hulet &
Botkin, 1971).

Season is an important determinant of age at sexual
maturity. A significant season-of-birth effect on age at
first estrus (puberty) in ewe lambs was demonstrated by
Watson & Gamble (1961), Dufour (1975), Foster (1981)
and Fitzgerald & Butler (1982). Foster (1981) found that
autumn-born ewe lambs, in contrast to spring-born ewe
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lambs, did not reach puberty at 30 weeks; an age which is
attained during the spring and summer anestrous season.
These results suggest the hypothesis that the delay in
onset of ovulation in autumn-born lambs is due to a
photoperiod-induced delay of the decrease in respon-
siveness to estradiol inhibition of tonic LH secretion. In
general it means that the earlier ewe lambs are born
prior to the subsequent breeding season, the higher their
age is at puberty.

According to a report on Agriculture in South West
Africa (Verslag oor Landbounavorsing, 1976/1977),
problems are experienced in the successful breeding of
spring-born Karakul ewe lambs during their first breed-
ing season. Le Roux, Van der Westhuizen & Marais
(1975) found that spring-born Karakul ewe lambs
reached puberty at a significantly (P<0,01) higher age
than autumn-born ewe lambs. Consequently to possibly
clarify this contradiction, this experiment was under-
taken to study the influence of season of birth on sexual
maturity in Karakul ewes under favourable feeding con-
ditions.

Groups of 10 ewe lambs each born (mean + SA) to
group pen-fed Karakul ewes during the summer (7 =
3,7d February), winter (13 = 0,3d June) or spring (5
2,6d October) season were used in this study. Lambs
were docked soon after birth. The diet consisted of
lucerne and maize cob meal to satisfy their maintenance
requirements (National Research Council, 1975). Ewe
lambs were exposed to fertile rams from weaning (90
days) until the end of the following breeding season in
mid-August.

Sexual maturity, defined as first conception, was cal-
culated by deduction of the gestational period of 148
days for maiden Karakul ewes (Nel, 1950), from the age
of individual ewes at partus. This approach was nec-
essitated by the difficulty experienced in identification of
first estrus. The unfasted body mass of the experimental
animals was determined fortnightly.

Season of birth had a highly significant (P<0,01) influ-
ence on age at first conception in Karakul ewes. Ewes
born in summer (100%) , winter (100%) or spring (90%)
reached sexual maturity at a mean of 355, 276 and 225
days respectively, (Table 1) during their first breeding
season, compared to Watson & Gamble (1961) who
found Merino ewes born in summer, winter and spring to

Table 1 Mean conception rate, age and body mass of
maiden Karakul ewes at first conception

First conception

Season Age Body mass
of birth n Yo days = SD kg = SD
Summer 10 100 3553 £ 22,6* 53,3 + 3,6
Winter 10 100 275,6 + 41,9* 40,6 = 6,3¢
Spring 10 90 2254 = 12,1° 35,6 = 4,2°
ab.c _

= Mean values with a similar superscript differ significantly
(P<0,01)

n = Number of animals
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reach puberty at 375, 286 and 186 days respectively.
Both Dufour (1975) and Foster (1981) found puberty to
occur sooner in spring than in autumn-born ewes at 202 ;
217 and 313; 343 days of age respectively. When taking
into consideration that ewe lambs experience one to two
silent ovulations before conception is accomplished (Be-
rardinelli, Dailey, Butcher & Inskeep, 1980), then the
results of this study are similar to those cited in the lit-
erature.

The mean time of sexual maturity in summer-, winter-
and spring-born lambs occurred after the onset of the
breeding season, (mid-January) for mature Karakul
ewes (Boshoff, Gouws & Nel, 1975).

Sexual maturtiy was initiated later in the breeding sea-
son alternatively in summer, winter- and spring-born
ewe lambs. This is in accordance with results found by
Foster (1981).

Karakul ewe lambs born in summer, winter or spring
attained sexual maturity at a mean body mass of 53, 41
and 36 kg respectively (Table 1). Comparable masses
found for the Merino at puberty are 43, 37 and 34 kg res-
pectively (Watson & Gamble, 1961). The average body
mass of 34 and 32 kg at puberty for autumn- and spring-
born ewes (Dufour, 1975), together with the wide range
of masses in the present study at sexual maturity and
masses at puberty for spring-born, outside autumn-born
and inside autumn-born ewe lambs (40 — 49 kg, 33 — 51
kg and 33 — 44 kg respectively) found by Foster (1981),
showed that a uniform ‘critical’ body mass for initiation
of ovulation does not exist. However, a minimum body
mass may be required for onset of ovulation. From the
above it is evident that the photoperiod (season of
birth), in conjunction with feeding regime, plays a major
role in determining the body mass at puberty or sexual
maturity.
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