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Dear Woolgrower, 

 

Greetings from the team at Connewarran.  Well, thankfully, the pendulum has swung.  Grass is 
green again, wool prices are good, and livestock prices are setting records. For the first time in a 
long time, wool growers may have more demand for their product than supply is able to deliver.  
How this will all play out is anybody’s guess, but one constant remains, the need for on-farm 
productivity to grow and the fundamental role genetics can play in that growth.   

The past season has, as always, revealed an abundance of new information and ideas to the 
team here.  In the following pages we share a few of these ideas and the steps we’ve taken to 
improve the productivity of our sheep as resilient, plain, fine wooled merinos.   

 

Wishing you all the best for the remainder of the season. 

 

 

 

Richard, Jenny, Hamish and Eli Weatherly 
Connewarran 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.connewarran.com.au/


A recap 

For those reading our newsletter for the first time, our genetic objectives are grounded in the key 
profit drivers of a wool growing business:  

• Kg of Clean Fleece Weight per hectare and  
• Kg of Lamb per hectare.   

We pursue these profit drivers respecting the boundaries set by our natural and legislative 
environments.  In our instance these are: 

• Very wet, cold, windy winters 
• Hot, dry summers 
• Occasional hot, wet summers, and  
• The belief that at some point our industry will be required, either by market or 

government forces, to cease mulesing.   

We believe that the competitive advantage of a merino lies in its capacity to produce 
commercial quantities of high value apparel wool.  That’s what merinos do that no other animal 
can.  As such, while we will continue to work on the carcase traits in our animals, we remain 
steadfast in maintaining that competitive advantage, ensuring our animals have a beautiful, 
long, soft, white wool that is magical to touch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All this requires a highly functional sheep.  Obviously, there are a great number of things we 
select for, but the basics are: 

• A skin and wool type that can handle our high rainfall environment and long periods of 
moisture 

• Good feet and sound structure 
• Maternal behaviour and cold tolerant genetics that enable twin lambs to survive 

consistently hostile western district winter weather 

  



Evidence base: Sire evaluation trials 

The 2024 drop Balmoral Sire Evaluation Trial, in which we entered Con 202097, results were 
released in June.  They act as a kind of check point on the progress of our breeding program.  
Overall, the result was more than satisfactory and marks another step in the road as we develop 
our merino.  The most notable aspect was the balance in Con 20297’s performance across a 
very wide range of traits. 

Some key takeaways were: 

• Overall, the Connewarran cohort were one of only three cohorts, out of a total of 25, who 
were able to be equal or lower than average on both wrinkle and dag, and remain average or 
better on wool cut 

• Wool traits continued to be sound overall, with low fleece rot, good staple length and 
strength 

• Structural soundness was satisfactory overall, with the sheep being slightly better than 
average on some measures and slightly worse on others, with no major outliers and 
generally good results 

• Connewarran sheep exhibited a lower risk of flystrike than the majority of the drop, with 
measurements for the three main contributing causes for fly strike: fleece rot, wrinkle, and 
dag all negative (better than) the average of peers 

• Carcase traits were satisfactory, with the Connewarran cohort ranking exactly mid 
field/average on HEMD (hogget eye muscle depth) and HFAT (hogget fat) and slightly above 
average on condition score, indicating that the sheep were doing well.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

In this trial the wether portion of the drop were also processed as lambs with all key carcase 
traits measured.  This was also a pleasing result.  The Connewarran cohort: 

• Had an average Hot Carcase Weight of 26.9kg 
• Yielded 47.3% 
• Had an MSA grading of 54.9, where the trial average was 55.0 and the top 56.4 

What does all this suggest from the perspective of a farmer and their production system?  
Essentially, that the Connewarran sheep had achieved a good balance between safety and 
productivity across a range of traits.  They were able to handle their environment with a reduced 
risk of fly strike, and “do” well, but were still able to cut a high value fleece and produce a high 
value carcase.  This allows our clients the management flexibility to tweak their operations as 
required to prevailing market conditions.   

 

 

 



On farm research: Understanding 
Chemical Resistance   

A critically informative research project in which we completed the second phase this year was 
the “Understanding Chemical Resistance” research conducted by Narelle Sales of the Elisabeth 
Macarthur Ag. Institute.  Having first had maggots cultured and tested in 2022, and again in 
2026, we were able to see the change over time in the effectiveness of chemicals on 
Connewarran. The somewhat shocking learning, which is by no means isolated to 
Connewarran, is that the resistance profile was changing for chemicals we were not even using!  
The excerpt from the report below relates to the chemical Spinosad, which has only been used 
on a small handful of sheep over the four years between the surveys. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Flies are not like worms.  They can move relatively long distances without a host.  In the more 
intensive farming systems of the southwest, we are not in control of our own destiny with 
regards to chemical resistance in flies.  The unfortunate truth is that the effectiveness of our 
chemicals is far more highly influenced by our least responsible neighbour than by our own 
good practice. For the nerds amongst us, this situation is a perfect example of “the tragedy of 
the commons”, where it is in a farmer’s best interests to use the cheapest chemical and lose it, 
before someone else does it for them!  Harvard provide a good explanation of this in the link 
below. 

https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/tragedy-of-the-commons-impact-on-sustainability-issues 

It is clear that the ability of woolgrowers to lean on chemical support for flystrike management is 
reducing.  Another lever will need to pick up the slack and genetics is the most obvious 
candidate.  For this reason, we feel it is important to remain vigilant with regards to wrinkle and 
dag, defending the progress we’ve made on wrinkle and seeking further gains on dag.  

 

 

 

 

https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/tragedy-of-the-commons-impact-on-sustainability-issues


On farm research: Worms and Saliva 
with SwabTec 

The Connewarran team were delighted to support Dr. Sarah Preston and her Federation 
University colleagues as they developed their new “Wab swab” technology.  This is a saliva-
based test for mucosal antibodies to worms.   

This is a great new technology for anyone who prioritises WEC in their breeding/ram selection 
decisions. The test starts with an oral swab of the sheep which is processed to determine the 
extent to which that animal produces an antibody immune response to internal parasites. 

The main reason we find this approach so attractive is that it is not focused on the population of 
worms within the sheep, which is volatile, especially when Barber’s Pole is concerned.  Rather, 
it is focussed on what the sheep is doing about it, which we believe is the critical thing.  A 
secondary benefit is that the route and methodology for sample collection is far more pleasant! 

At this point it is our understanding that Wab swab results can’t be submitted to Sheep Genetics 
to generate the WEC ASBV, if that’s your thing. So, we will probably still need to pull WECS for a 
while yet.  However, we think this is a very exciting development and intend to start using Wab 
swab internally to evaluate our own stud sires on this metric.  It would not be hard for 
commercial breeders to do the same. 

You can learn more at https://swabtec.com/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other research: 

During the year the team at Connewarran also 
had the pleasure of continuing their support of 
two further very interesting research projects 
relating to flystrike: 

• The Flystrike Genomics Project, which aims 
to develop breech and body strike breeding 
values 

o https://www.wool.com/on-farm-
research/ongoing-rd/flystrike-
genomics/ 

 
• And the Deakin University led Development 

of Novel Fly Traps project 
o https://www.wool.com/on-farm-

research/flystrike-progress/ 
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https://www.wool.com/on-farm-research/flystrike-progress/
https://www.wool.com/on-farm-research/flystrike-progress/


Artificial Intelligence 

Readers of our newsletters over the years will know we’re not into hype. We prefer to test new 
tools in our own operation before accepting the claims made about them. With AI, we’re 
definitely curious. Its analytical capacity is extraordinary, and it is paired with wonderful 
interface flexibility.  It’s massive computing power with “computers for dummies” accessibility. 
That is exactly what we need! 

We’re just scratching the surface, but it’s clear our capacity to interrogate data has expanded 
enormously.  We can now avoid having assumptions, indexes or even timeframes imposed upon 
us by a third party.  It shifts data analysis from generic to bespoke.  As a team that has always 
advocated breeders should take responsibility for interpreting their own data, rather than 
outsourcing that task, it’s exciting.   

We’ve used AI this year to do some really basic stuff, like calculate summer feed rations for 
lambs.  But we’ve also used it to do in depth analysis, like calculating statistical significance of 
comparisons on lamb survival rates between sires.  And then lamb survival rates of sire 
daughter groups. Like any tool, as we become more familiar with it, we will become more 
effective.  Given that our effectiveness is growing rapidly, and the effectiveness of the tool is 
also growing rapidly, we foresee tremendous possibilities in the years ahead.   

What might these possibilities look like? It seems that breeders will have the capacity to create 
customised tools to suit not just their breed objectives, but also their breeding methodology.  
The requirement to use off the shelf, rigid, tools such as ASBVs is going to reduce.  For ram 
breeders, who already have their own data, this is great news.  For commercial breeders, who 
consume data filtered through a third party, like Sheepgenetics, the pathway is less clear.  But 
as the tools used to gather data continue to develop, and costs reduce, the attractiveness of 
collecting and interpreting data will improve for commercial growers also.   

It is also likely that the point of difference for genetics service providers, such as Sheep 
Genetics, will become more about the dataset itself than the algorithms that interrogate that 
dataset.  It is the dataset that allows breeders to locate their own performance in a broader 
context.  Doing so is important. We still believe that the best dataset is the AMSEA dataset.  This 
is because it has been collated methodically, with public scrutiny, using very rigorous protocols 
across relatively consistent locations.  This is in stark contrast to the service provider datasets 
which are largely user generated (created by the breeders themselves) in a relatively ad hoc 
manner.   

The other critical thing to remember is that, no matter how powerful our number crunching tools 
become, genetic recombination will remain a random and chaotic process.  For example, in the 
game of roulette, despite the probabilities and odds being well understood since the game’s 
inception, AI can’t tell you whether to bet on red or black.  This is because each spin is random 
and chaotic.  The same is true of genetic recombination and it has profound implications for 
how we breed sheep.  For us, we will ask AI to help us understand and describe what is 
happening, and make decisions accordingly, rather than to estimate what may happen.  It’s a 
subtle difference, but a critical one in the way we make decisions.   

 



Future Direction 

So, what do these learnings mean for the next few years?  Overall, the outlook is positive. The 
evidence suggests we are making steady progress in the traits we have targeted, so our 
approach will remain one of continuous improvement rather than major change. 

Our aim is to continue increasing productivity without increasing risk to the sheep. Our primary 
focus will remain on wool cut, reproductive efficiency and reducing dags, underpinned by our 
commitment to good feet, sound structure and the "Connewarran wool" type. 

Welfare Traits 

Wrinkle 

We believe we have reached our objective for this trait, a view supported by independent trials. 
Our aim is now to maintain this position. With a generally plain ewe base, we have a margin of 
safety that will allow us to use the occasional sire with slightly more skin if it offers worthwhile 
gains in other economically important traits. 

Dag 

We have made clear progress, but one dag remains one too many! Reducing dag will remain a 
priority. 

Reproductive Efficiency 

Genetic Cold Tolerance 

We will continue to genotype sires for genetic cold tolerance and incorporate the results into 
selection decisions. As discussed in previous newsletters, cold tolerance has a major influence 
on lamb survival under our environmental conditions. Our own observations suggest this test is 
adding value to our operation, so while it won't become a stand-alone selection criterion, we 
will continue to favour sires with superior test results where other traits are comparable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Maternal Capability 

This is the area where we see the greatest 
opportunity. With around 35 years of complete 
pedigree records, advances in artificial 
intelligence now allow us to interrogate this 
information in ways that were previously 
impractical. 

We will increase our direct measurement of 
lamb survival through both sire and sire-
daughter groups. Because these traits require 
large numbers of records to evaluate 
accurately, we will also review our joining 
structure to maximise the value of the data we 
collect. 

 

 

 

 



Wool 

The number of words wool receives in our newsletter does not correlate with the importance we 
place upon it.  The reason for this is wool is one of the few areas we’re not doing anything new.  
Our objective is to maintain micron, wool quality and the distinctive Connewarran type while 
placing renewed emphasis on increasing fleece weight. 

Carcase Traits 

We seek to maximise kilograms of lamb produced per hectare through reproductive efficiency 
rather than rapid individual growth. In our cold, wet environment, increasing lamb survival 
delivers greater long-term returns than selecting solely for faster growth rates. 

Our Merino wether lambs are managed using a "double spring" system.  This involves spring 
lambing in year one, followed by sale at the end spring the following year before permanent 
teeth erupt. Maternal and terminal cross lambs are lambed in July to allow earlier turn-off. 

We will continue to measure both eye muscle depth (EMD) and Fat depth but will place greater 
selection pressure on fat. Fat reserves play a critical role in newborn lamb survival by providing 
the energy needed for heat production during periods of cold stress. 

11th Annual on-property ram sale 

Wednesday 14 October, 2026 

60 NM rams. 50+ Polls 

Inspection from 11am.  Sale from 1pm 

We’re pleased with the progress of this year’s sale team.  They’re growing well and have plenty 
of wool on good, plain, low-dag bodies.  Most of their data has now been collected; just a final 
weight, side sample and WEC remain. 

• 60 rams. 50-55 polls. 
• All rams Non-Mulesed and Brucellosis accredited.  
• Sale via helmsman auction using the Auctions Plus platform.  
• Videos and photos on Auctions Plus approximately 2 weeks before the sale.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


