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Demonstration Project for Navajo Sheep Producers 

Using rams with outstand- 
ing fleece qualities can 
improve the wool yields 
of the entire band. That's 

the principle behind a special sheep 
and wool improvement program begun 
on The Navajo Nation last year. 

The project is part of a larger 
program designed to match appropri- 
ate sheep production systems to 
public lands. It's a cooperative effort 
led by the Extension Service at the 
University of Nevada, Reno, with 
institutions from five other western 
states participating, including The 
University of Arizona. The ES -USDA 
(federal Extension Service) has 
provided partial funding. 

Seventeen specially bred rams, 
distributed to selected recipients in 
October 1992, have already produced 
offspring with improved fleece 
quality. Bred at the Rafter 7 Ranch in 
Nevada in conjunction with the 
University of Nevada, Reno, the 
sheep were produced to fit an arid 
environment. 

"Our goal is to develop a sheep 
that is better adapted to the ranges of 
the southwestern United States," said 
Hudson Glimp, program leader at the 
University of Nevada, Reno. "We 
believe we've got one. We took the 
best Rambouillet from the U.S. and 
crossed it with the best Merino we 
could get out of Australia." 

Bob Kattnig, a UA assistant extension 
livestock specialist involved with the 
project, believes these rams can help the 
sheep industry on the reservation. 

"By using the rams, which have a 
very high quality fleece, we have the 
potential to increase both the fleece 
quality and the pounds of clipped 
wool per animal from their progeny," 
Kattnig said. 

Kattnig delivered 17 yearling rams 
to The Navajo Nation at Tuba City, 
Kayenta, Dilkon, Ganado and Win- 
dow Rock. Navajo vocational agricul- 
ture instructors, extension personnel 
and a veterinarian distributed the 

sheep to vocational agriculture students 
and sheep- producing families. 

Navajo Nation participants in the 
program agreed to produce demon- 
stration flocks of the sheep, keeping 
records on their nutritional and health 
status, and on land use. A similar 
program is underway on the Paiute 
Indian Reservation in Nevada. 

Results from the first lamb crop 
pleased the participants. 

"We're happy with what we got - 
big lambs," said Ron Smith, whose 
family in Standing Rock received one 
of the rams. "We bred ewes from three 
different herds to the buck So far, 68 
ewes have had 127 lambs. Almost all of 
them had doubles (twins)." 

Gerald Moore, coordinating 
extension agent for The Navajo 
Nation, hoped subsequent offspring 
would continue to pick up the size 
and wool traits of the new rams. 

"The ewes produce a large -framed 
lamb, and that's what the majority of 
the people want," Moore said. 

"There's a need for good rams on 
the reservation," said Felix Nez, 
Navajo extension agent. "Most are 
seven or eight years old right now, so 
there's a lot of interest because good 
rams are hard to find. My goal is to get 

the top end off these lambs and see 
them used for breeding purposes." 

Nez and several of the sheep 
producers expressed concern over the 
lack of younger sheepherders on the 
reservation. The reservation has about 
half the sheep it had five years ago 
because younger people are working 
and don't have time to raise sheep. 
Nez fears the practice could end with 
the current older generation. 

"Right now, all the older people do 
this," Nez said. "What will happen 
when they die ?" 

Part of the solution may lie with 
some of the vocational agriculture 
students who received rams. Alan 
Blacksheep, a vocational agriculture 
instructor at Ganado High School, has 
been encouraged by the response. 

"I think this is one of the best things 
coming into the area," Blacksheep said. 
"I've had more parental involvement as 
a result of these rams. It's not a freebie - we're looking at bettering the 
situation with this project, and we 
would like more rams." 

Arthur Yazzie, who lives near 
Dilkon, also wants more rams. His 
son Rick said they were pleased with 
both the quality of the wool and the 
hardiness of the lambs. 
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Ganado High School students Melvin Shirley (left) and Peterson Hubbard (right), and vocational agriculture 
instructor Alan Blacksheep (center), with their project ram. 

"The lambs came out vigorous," he 
said, translating for his father. 

The project leaders were equally 
satisfied. 

"We're happy with what we're 
seeing," Kattnig said. "Both the rams 
and the lamb crop look good." All of 
these demonstration flocks will be 
used for educational purposes. 

"In addition to the breeding trial, 
future efforts will be directed 
towards sorting the fleece by grade, 
and sacking the grades separately at 
the time of shearing," Kattnig said. 
"By minimizing wool grade varia- 
tion, the clip can command a higher 
price." 

Navajo sheep grazing on native rangeland in northern Arizona. 
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"We'll continue the program as long 
as possible," Glimp said. "We want to 
help Native Americans build an 
infrastructure for their sheep industry, 
including an organized sheep and wool 
marketing outlet. Right now, our 
problem is that we're having trouble 
producing enough rams to meet the 
demand." 
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Contact Dr. Robert Kattnig at 
239 Shantz Bldg., University of 
Arizona, Tucson, AZ 85721, or 
call (602) 621 -9757. 
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