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If U.S. sheep numbers are to increase, we need people new 
to the industry as well as the expansion of existing flocks. In 
either case, the situation calls for additional capital to build, 
expand or remodel facilities and to purchase ewes. 

How much does it cost to build or remodel a barn? What 
do fencing, feed bunks, waterers and miscellaneous equipment 
cost? Obviously, costs vary by location and how elaborate they 
are, but solid information is available as to how much space a 
ewe requires; how many rods of fence are required to enclose 
a given area; and requirements for feed bunk space per ewe, 
waterers, and lambing hurdles (jugs) per 100 ewes. It's also 
feasible to estimate the costs of these requirements based on 
current prices and arrive at reasonable capital needs for a 
sheep enterprise. The data presented in table 1 is an attempt 
to determine the magnitude of these costs in relation to one 
another, and to feed costs. The data should also provide 
lending agencies with some figures upon which to base a 
sound loan. 

Table 1. Capital requirements for a flock of 100 ewes-facilities 

Item 

Barn, new 
@ $5/sq. ft. 
Altering existing 
barn @ $1 /sq. ft. 

Fencing pasture 

Feedbunks 

Waterers 

Jugs-panel gates-$10 ea. 

Misc. equip.- (syringe 
shears, castrator, hoof 
trimmer, etc.) 

Total facilities and equip-
ment with new barn 

Altered barn 

Amount, Yearly Int. 

Debt 
Cost/ 
Ewe 

Annually 
No., Capital Capital @ 10% @ 10% 

Payback1 @(12%) @(12%) Size Costs 

1500 $7500 $375 $393.75 $7.69 
sq.ft. ($472.50) ($B.48) 

1500 $1500 $150 $ 82.50 $2.32 
sq.ft. ($ 99.00) ($2.49) 
20 acre $1440 $144 $ 79.20 $2.23 
240 rod ($ 95.04) ($2.39) 
of wire 
($6/rod) 
& posts 

50 foot $ 50 $ 5 $ 2.75 $0.08 
linear ($ 3.30) ($0.083) 
at $1.00 
per foot 

2 $200 $ 20 $ 10.31 $0.30 
($ 12.38) ($0.32) 

15 $ 150 $ 15 $ 8.25 $0.23 
($ 9.90) ($0.25) 

$ 150 $ 15 $ 8.25 $0.23 
($ 9.90) ($0.25) 

$9490 $574 $502.51 $10.76 
($603.02) ($12.91) 

$3490 $349 $191.26 $ 5.39 
($229.51) ($ 6.47) 

1 Payback or yearly amortization of loan on new barn is over 20-year 
period. All other capital expenditures over 10-year period. 
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Capital Requirements for 
a Flock of 100 Ewes 

Some of the large and obvious needs for capital are shown 
in table 1. While all of these "costs" do not represent actual 
cash expenditures, they are costs of operating that must be 
faced eventually. There is a limit to the time any type of enter
prise can live off its depreciation. 

BARN- This is the major facilities cost for a Minnesota 
sheep flock operation that's bent on winter lambing. Assuming 
that 15 square feet is the minimum space per ewe, and a barn 
can be built for $5 per square foot, this means that the initial 
capital cost for sheltering a ewe is $75. Assuming the barn is 
depreciated or the loan on the capital to build it is paid back 
in 20 years ($375 per year) and the interest on the amortized 
loan over the 20 year period is $394 per year, then the annual 
cost of depreciation and interest totals $7.69 at 10% interest 
or $8.48 at 12% interest per ewe annually for the barn. This 
barn cost is a sizeable burden. It prompts one to ask, "Do I 
net $7 .69 more per ewe by lambing in February than in April?" 
Obviously, even April or May lambings require some shelter 
but not nearly as much as February lambing. If you can remodel 
an existing structure and make it suitable for sheep, you can 
make an appreciable saving. 

How can you lower the annual barn cost per ewe? The 
most effective and obvious move is to run two sets of ewes 
through it by lambing January through February and April 
through May. Using it for other purposes obviously will reduce 
the cost that must be charged against the ewe. Shopping for a 
lower-cost loan (10% vs. 12%) will reduce the cost of keeping 
the ewe by about 80 cents per ewe, annually. 

Depreciating or paying the loan off the barn over a 30-
rather than 20-year period would reduce the costs per ewe by 
one third. Regardless, barn costs are sizeable and must be 
considered. 

Figure 1. This fence line feeder permits the use of a power driven, self
unloading wagon. It will quickly pay for itself in labor and feed saved. 



FENCING - The $6 cost per rod of enclosing an 80 by 
40 rod, 20-acre pasture area (5 ewes per acre), totals $1,440 or 
a capital cost of $14.40 per ewe. The depreciation figure of 
10% may be too severe, as certainly many fences last longer 
than 10 years. The significant figure is the $2.23 annual cost 
per ewe. If the fence lasts 20 years, the costs would amount to 
about $1.25 per ewe annually. Actually, this $2.23 annual 
fencing cost should be either added to the cost of pasturing 
sheep or subtracted from the cost of "summering" dry ewes in 
confinement when one is contemplating one system or the 
other. Electric fencing at about $2 per rod would reduce costs 
considerably. 

A point often overlooked in calculating fencing costs is 
the size of the pasture. One can fence 80 acres with 480 rods 
of wire or four times the area with only twice as much wire. 
Eighty acres would reduce capital required for fencing per ewe 
from $14.40 to $7.20. 

FEED BUNKS, WATERERS, ETC.- Less than one 
lamb producer in five has adequate feed bunks. Jugs, spare panels 
and creeps are too often in short supply on a sheep farm. Too 
many sheep go without adequate water for lack of a frost-free 
hydrant. One can purchase equipment that can save feed, 
reduce disease, save labor, and increase production for about 
75 cents to $1 a year per ewe. Feeder and waterer expendi-
tures are wise investments that are not in the area where one 
should attempt to economize. 

The total capital requirements per ewe for a new shed, 
fencing, feeders, and other equipment are approximately $95 
per ewe, with an annual depreciation and interest cost of 
$10.76 at 10% interest and $12.91 at 12% interest (table 1 ). 
By remodeling existing buildings, the capital requirement 
could be kept under $35 per ewe. 

BREEDING STOCK - How much do increased ewe 
costs affect lamb production costs? A $10 increase per ewe 
raises the yearly cost per ewe by about $2.25. However, the 
higher-priced ewe can be the most productive and result in 
lower costs per 100 pounds of lamb produced. Therefore, 
productivity potential of the ewe is often more important than 
price per head. 

What's the best buy; a yearling ewe or a mature one? Just 
how significant are depreciation and interest costs (table 2)? 
Depreciation is based on 4% of the yearling ewes dying per 
year during a 6-year period and 8% of the mature ewes dying 
per year during a 2- or 3-year period. 

Since depreciation is one of the largest cost factors against 
the ewe, getting only five lamb crops from a set of ewes rather 
than six increases depreciation from $13.50 per ewe annually 
to $16-an increase of $2.50 per ewe in annual production costs. 
Actually, the tax credit on depreciation and investment credit 
(assuming you bought ewes) would reduce these costs somewhat. 

Buying mature ewes that are 5 or possibly 7 years old 
may require less initial capital, but depending upon what you 
paid for them, old ewes do not necessarily result in a lower 
annual depreciation cost per head. Actually, a mature ewe 
priced at more than 50% of the cost of a yearling ewe is over
priced. The yearly depreciation cost of the mature ewe also 
points up the significance of getting honest-aged, mature ewes. 
If you could get three rather than two lamb crops with the same 
level of mortality per year, then the depreciation cost of a $50 
ewe is reduced from $14.50 per ewe to $10.33 annually ($5,000 -

Table 2. Capital requirements of 100 ewes-breeding stock 

Depreciation Interest 
Capital Costs at 10% Cost/ewe 

Number Costs Yearly 1 or15% Annually 

Yearling2 Ewes 100 $10,000 $1350 $583.25 $19.33 
($874.88) ($22.25) 

100 $13,000 $1850 $758.25 $26.08 
($1137.38) ($29.87) 

Mature3 Ewes 100 $ 5,000 $1450 $375.00 $18.25 
(2 yrs.) ($562.50) ($20.12) 

100 $ 7,000 $1700 $466.70 $21.67 
(3 yrs.) ($700.12) ($24.00) 

Rams4 2 $ 400 $ 100 $ 26.70 $ 1.27 
(kept 3 yrs.) ($ 40.05) ($ 1.40) 

Breeding stock total at 10% interest Cost/ewe annually 
Yearling ewes at $100 plus ram costs $20.60 

Mature ewes at 10% interest 
Kept 2 years at $50/head plus ram costs $19.52 
Kept 3 years at $70/head plus ram costs $22.94 

1 Yearly debt retirement (6 years) on $10,000 = $1,667. Costs used in 
the table are less since part of the money comes from the sale of 
cull ewes. 

2Kept 6 years with average yearly mortality of 4% or 76 cull ewes sold 
at $25 per head. Depreciation= $10,000 original cost - $1,900 salvage 
value on 76 cull ewes= $8,100 paid back in 6 years; or $13,000 -
$1,900 = $11,100 to be paid back. 

3 Eight percent mortality per year, thus 84 or 76 cull ewes to sell when 
kept 2 or 3 years, respectively. 

4 Rams kept three years, no mortality and resold for $50 per head thus 
$400 - $100 = $300 + 3 years = $100 per year depreciation per 
ewe bred. 

$1,900 cull ewe value= $3,100 + 3 = $10.33). Conversely, if 
your mature ewes turned out to be 8- instead of 5- or 6-year
olds, and there is 20% mortaility in one year, your depreciation 
costs would skyrocket to $30 per ewe in one year. 

How important is rate of interest to the yearly costs? At 
10% interest on the capital invested for a new barn and equip
ment, the interest cost on the barn per ewe ($5.03) annually is 
87.5% of the depreciation on the facilities. However, at 8%, 
the interest cost is reduced from $502.51 per 100 ewes to $402 
(reduced $1 per ewe annually) and now represents 70% as great 
a cost as depreciation. At 12% interest, the yearly costs for 
interest are 20% greater than depreciation and cost $6.03 per 
ewe annually. 

The $30.09 annual cost per ewe to pay for interest and 
depreciation on $100 yearling ewes, a new barn, fence, and 
equipment may appear staggering. Obviously, it is going to 
vary between one with a shed built in 1965 and one in 1980. 
However, at 1980 prices, these figures are realistic and of con
siderable magnitude, though still a long way from the invest
ment for facilities made by milk and pork producers. 
Basically, capital costs (equipment and breeding stock) repre
sent 30 to 35% of the total costs of lamb production. On that 
basis, ewes that aren't grossing (wool and lamb) $65 to $80 a 
head are not returning a profit to labor and management. 

Issued in furtherance of cooperative extension work in agriculture and 
home economics, acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Norman A. Brown, Director of 
Agricultural Extension Service, University of Minnesota, St. Paul, Min
nesota 55108. The University of Minnesota, including the Agricultural 
Extension Service, is committed to the policy that all persons shall have 
equal access to its programs, facilities, and employment without regard 
to race, creed, color, sex, national origin, or handicap. 5 cents 
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