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Sheep
What does a flourishing life mean for sheep?

A flourishing life for sheep encompasses pleasurable experiences, as well as avoidance of prolonged pain and other harms. Sheep enjoy some of the more common mammalian pleasures, such as those derived through maternal care, play, or eating tasty foods. They also have some specific attitudes which influence how they choose to spend their time. For example, as ruminants, wild sheep species spend a large proportion of their time in bouts of eating high fibre grass forage (Michelena et al., 2006; Perez-Barberia et al., 2007; Singh, Bonenfant, Yoccoz, & Cote, 2010) and then resting, often lying, to chew the cud. They live in a range of mainly open or mountainous regions. As a prey species they need to remain vigilant against predation, especially lactating females with lambs (Singh et al., 2010). In the wild, sheep tend to form small, affiliative and synchronised single-sex social groups, especially when there is a large difference in size between males and females (Perez—Barberia et al., 2007; Singh et al., 2010). These groups only mix during the breeding season.

For all stages sheep should have:

stable social group, play opportunities, sufficient enjoyable food, cognitive enrichment, rewarded opportunities to forage and perform exploratory behaviour, thermal/physical comfort, being healthy, good human-animal relationships, choice/control over environment/life.

Avoidance of prolonged pain, frustration, physical restriction, boredom
Slaughter: no transport, or where necessary, gentle handling during loading/unloading and limited transport time minimising fear, stress, and distress

No live inversion 
Effective pre-slaughter stunning







What are the key challenges in enabling such a life in the context of farming? 

Sheep are thought to have domesticated around 10,000 years ago from wild mouflon in Mesopotamia (Dwyer, 2009). They were probably brought to Britain around 6,000 years ago by Neolithic settlers (Ryder, 1964).

There are around 33 million sheep and lambs in the UK at peak time, a figure which has remained relatively constant since a sharp  drop following the foot-and-mouth outbreak of 2001, from around 44million ovines a year during the 1990s (Defra, 2019a). The vast majority of sheep in the UK are used to produce meat, although there  are a few dairy sheep enterprises which will not be discussed further here. There are over 1,500 domestic sheep breeds around the world (FAO, 2015). such as the Scottish Blackface, are able to survive and produce lambs in the relatively harsh conditions of upland hills, with little shelter, sparse food availability and often inclement weather. However, for all their hardiness, these sheep grow slowly and are not considered productive when conditions are more favourable. Lowland sheep breeds such as the Suffolk, on the other hand, produce more lambs and will grow much more rapidly on lusher pasture. Whilst there is some interchange of genetic material between these two sheep populations they generally operate distinctively, for example, with respect to annual cycle and environments. 


Born into a comfortable environment that promotes maternal care and good health, as well as opportunities for pleasure 
No castration or tail docking 


Growing in stable social groups in a stimulating environment that provides choice of pleasurable opportunities, especially space to play 


Animals retained for breeding usually have the opportunity to mate
 Ensure other opportunities for pleasure are available for both males and females 
Ensure social transmission of knowledge of resources to protect against poor welfare (e.g. shelter during harsh weather) and provide pleasures 


Pregnant/lactating female: unrestricted nursing, maintain social ties with other ewes, protection from harsh weather and predation/ ability to exercise vigilence 


Weaned physiologically and socially when sufficiently mature at least 12 weeks 
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