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The northerly location of Iceland ( 63° 30´- 66° 30´ N ) 
is associated with seasonal breeding patterns in the 
autochthonous livestock breeds, all of Nordic origin 
dating back to the settlement of the country nearly 

1200 years ago.



Of these breeds, Icelandic sheep seem to have the 
most pronounced seasonal breeding pattern, with 
its peak in the dark months of winter and lambing 

in spring, probably due to natural selection and 
evolution in the breed and its North European 

short-tailed ancestors.



The rams show considerable seasonal variation in 
testis size, with the highest values recorded in 
the autumn, well before the breeding season, 

and the lowest in spring.  
However, the rams seem to be sexually active 

throughout the year when presented with ewes 
in oestrus.



Although the natural breeding season of Icelandic 
ewes in their home country normally extends from 
November to May, with a peak of cyclic activity in 

mid-winter, sporadic out-of-season oestrous  
activity resulting in conception may occur in spring, 

summer and autumn ( May-November). 
Thus a few sporadic lambings  may take place in any 

month of the year, most rarely in November. 





Aseasonal sporadic breeding ( May-November) 
is more common in coloured than in white 

ewes, indicating that the Awh allele in white 
ewes subpresses markedly the frequency of  

out-of-season breeding in them. 
Moreover, coloured ewes tend to be more 
prolific than white ewes, also indicating a 

genetic linkage to colour.



As indicated above there is a scope for greater 
flexibility in the planning of breeding and 

lambing on an annual basis than traditionally 
practiced on Icelandic sheep farms where the 

lambs are mainly born in May and slaughtered in 
September-October. 

Several biological, technical and economic 
factors have to be considered.



The two main options are:
- to mate ewes earlier or later within their natural 

breeding season with one lambing per year
- to adopt an accelerated breeding system with 

three lambings in two years, on the average, namely 
lamb at roughly 8-monthly intervals. 

Both options require more flexibility in the 
management of sheep abattoirs, now mainly 

operated on a fixed basis in the autumn. Small on-
farm slaughter units may increase this flexibility.





Breeding Icelandic ewes out-of-season necessitates 
hormonal treatments, namely during spring, summer 
and autumn. For the synchronization of oestrus either 

vaginal progestagen pessaries (one treatment), or 
prostaglandin injections (two treatments), are needed. 
In addition to oestrus synchronization an injection of 

500 I.U of PMSG is required (one treatment at pessary 
withdrawal, or, at the second prostaglandin injection), 

all treatments carried out by veterinarians.



Any major changes in the traditional breeding and 
lambing patterns on Icelandic sheep farms have to be 

accompanied by modifications or even major changes in 
overall flock management. 

These would include important factors such as housing, 
feeding, grazing and labour requirements. Incomes have 

to be weighed against costs.



RML, the Icelandic Agricultural Advisory Centre, is now 
carrying out a feasibility study of ways and means to 

increase the efficiency and productivity of Icelandic sheep 
flocks. This study includes a critical assessment of the scope 

for changing traditional mating, lambing and slaughtering 
practices, for example by lambing more frequently. 

Although the main marketing product will be meat, mainly 
lamb, with wool and skins as by-products, the production of 

milk for cheese making will be included in the scenarios.



Thank you for your attention!
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