
The Genetic Advantage 

MateSel: Tinder for Sheep
Sheep breeding is a balancing game in many aspects. 
At New Armatree we strive to balance many aspects 
of breeding, including producing structurally sound 
sheep with industry leading genetics while still meeting 
the visual requirements of our ram buyers. 
 Often within the stud we find that animals 
with good ASBVs are related, so how do we balance 
our breeding program to ensure that our genetically  
superior animals aren’t being joined back to related 
individuals? 
 This is where we use a software tool called  
MateSel to optimise our genetic gain with our rate 
of co-ancestry/inbreeding. Craig has successfully  
completed the MateSel training and now is able to use 
this tool for many of our breeding decisions including 
sire selection and mating allocations. 

 MateSel is a powerful computer program used 
in a wide range of agricultural industries including 
salmon, pigs, wheat breeding and cattle (beef and 
dairy) just to name a few. The output of MateSel is a 
list of ewes that a certain ram should be joined with to 
maximise genetic gain whilst maintaining the genetic 
diversity of our flock for the future. You could say it is 
bit like Tinder for sheep. At New Armatree, we use this 
list in combination with our visual selection to produce 
the next generation of sale rams for our ram clients.
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Adult Body Weight: Ewes are Bigger
There is a common trend in the sheep industry that 
our ewes are getting bigger. Breeding bigger adult 
ewes has many consequences including increased 
nutrition demand (i.e. increased running costs), 
difficulty handling and difficulty shearing. 
 The increase in adult ewe size is due to a 
number of factors including increases in growth rates 
across the industry. 
 Along with this, reproduction is positively 
correlated with adult body weight, meaning that if 
you increase reproduction adult ewe size will generally 
increase. Because of these relationships, Sheep 
Genetics has developed indexes for Maternal breeds 
where adult weight is capped. 
 The BLX index is an example of an index where 
adult body weight (AWT) is capped as you can see in 
the graph below where the expected response after 
selecting on this index is 0kg after 10 years whilst 
reproduction is still increasing. 
 At New Armatree we are recording adult body 
weights on all our ewes every joining to allow us to 
identify animals that ‘bend the curve’ for growth and 
the adult weight/reproduction relationship. 

 Pictured at left is New Armatree 13-0002 who 
is bending the curve. This ewe was pregnancy scanned 
this year to have her fourth set of triplets in a row. 
The three previous sets she had raised all 9 lambs to 
weaning. She is pictured with her 3 lambs from 2017. 
 Whilst she is a trait leader of Number of Lambs 
Weaned (NLW of 25%) she is below the industry 
average for Adult Body Weight. This is an example of 
how we at New Armatree are breeding for productivity 
whilst also keeping in mind the future of the industry 
by capping adult body weight. 

Genomic Testing at New Armatree
The Australian sheep industry has a world leading 
genetic evaluation system where animals in industry 
that have had a DNA test and have measurements for 
traits like weight, carcass (and soon reproduction) are 
part of what is known as a reference flock. 
 This reference flock allows studs to be able to 
DNA sample young ram lambs at marking or weaning 
and based on similarities in the DNA of the reference 
flock we can predict young animals ASBVs early in life 
with greater accuracy. 
 So what does this mean? It means that at New 
Armatree we can select young ram lambs to use at 
just 7 months of age thereby reducing the generation 
interval and ensuring superior genetics enter the flock 
sooner rather than later. 
 Below are the young 2017 drop ram lambs 
that were DNA tested as potential sires for the 2018 
joining. One of these young rams was used – watch 
out for his progeny at the 2019 sale!
 We have also genomically tested our 2014, 
2015, 2016 AND 2017 drop ewes that were retained 
in the flock. The 2014 and 2016 drop ewes were 



genomically tested as part of the research project that 
New Armatree was chosen to take part in because of 
the high quality of our reproduction records. 
 We invested our own money to test the 2015 
and 2017 drop ewes to ensure that in the future we can 
select young rams with high accuracy for reproduction 
traits as they share a lot of the same DNA with the 
ewes we that have been measured for reproductive 
traits. 

Autodrafter
At New Armatree we pride ourselves on collecting good 
quality data for genetic evaluation. This ensures that 
we and our ram buyers can make the most accurate 
decisions on our breeding values. 

 An integral part of our data collection involves 
the software program that we use, BreedELITE. We 
have been using this program for 4 years now and are 
really happy with where it sits in our data collection 
processes. 
 This year we decided to take the next step 
and invest in a BreedELITE Smartdrafter, which is a 
3 way auto-drafter with weigh scales included. This 
autodrafter allows us to directly connect our software 
to the drafter so we can draft animals on a range of 
things such as our breeding objective, index, sire and 
even our sale team. 
 We also can use the drafter to draft off our first-
cross lambs on weight. We are excited to incorporate 
this new piece of technology into our breeding 
program to make our selection and classing decisions 
a breeze.

Eating quality  - what is it and so what? 
Currently in the beef world there is a Meat Standards 
Australia (MSA) model where eating quality is paid for. 
 But this model is not in place in sheep where 
prices are purely driven by carcass weight. 
 The main limitation to not having this model 
in sheep meat is by the current inability to measure 
Intra-Muscular fat (IMF) on lambs, at chain speed. 
 However, the future is almost here with the 
JBS plant at Bordertown, South Australia, nearly at the 
point of introducing a machine that can do just that. 
 So what does that mean for sheep? 
It means that an MSA model for lamb grading is right 
around the corner. 
 At New Armatree we have been working on 
breeding sheep that will place our ram buyers in a 
good position for when the lamb grid includes eating 
quality. 
 One of the common misconceptions around 
eating quality in sheep is that there is one breed that 
is better than another, when in fact there is more 
variation within a breed than between breeds. So, we 
hope to breed Border Leciesters that are the best not 
only for our breed but perform well in the whole of 
industry. 
 With the evolution of genomic testing we are 
able to get ASBVs for eating quality traits reported 
back on our animals for traits including:
 · Intra-Muscular Fat (IMF%): a higher IMF 
indicates that that animal will breed progeny that 
have more intramuscular fat. This trait is the biggest 
predisposition to animals with better eating quality
 ·  Shear Force 5 (SF5): this is a measure of the 
force required to cut a piece of meat after 5 days of 
aging hence indicating the tenderness of the meat. A 
lower SF5 is more desirable as that means that less 
force is required to cut the meat
 One of the balancing acts with eating quality 
traits is the antagonistic relationship that they have 
with growth traits such as Post-Weaning Weight 
(PWT). At New Armatree we have been focusing on 
maintaining and improving our eating quality whilst 
also ‘bending the curve’ and increasing PWT and Lean 
Meat Yield to ensure that our clients are in a good 
position both now and into the future when (not if) an 
MSA model for lamb is introduced.

“We take a lot of care to ensure the data we collect is best practice,  
thus generating reliable breeding values for the most informed decisions  

for ourselves and our clients.” 



New Armatree Breeding Objectives
At New Armatreee we have recently reviewed our 
breeding objectives and have set our objective for the 
next 4 years from the 2018 joining through to 2021.  
 The traits included in the objectives are those 
that are important to our clients and also to industry 
both now and into the future. The breeding objectives 
were set by being ‘SMART’: 
 ·  Specific
 ·  Measurable
 ·  Achievable
 ·  Relevant
 ·  Timely
 The following graphs are a snapshot of where 
the New Armatree average currently sits compared 
to industry and where we want our average to be by 
2021. This is the average of the entire drop of animals. 
We will expect our sale team rams to be higher than 
our target average as these are a selection of the elite 
animals from the entire cohort.

“If you don’t measure it, you can’t improve it.” 


