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Introduction 

Around 30 people attended the sixth meeting of the Peeblesshire Monitor Farm held on 

Tuesday the 27th August 2013 at Hundleshope farm, kindly hosted by Ed and Kate 

Rowell. The group were joined by Alistair Hamilton, muirburn specialist with SRUC. 

Prior to the meeting an environmental audit of the farm was carried out by Moira 

Gallagher (SAC Consulting) with specific concentration on the hill. Her suggestions can 

be found attached to this report.  

The meeting focussed on the hill and hill sheep enterprise with specific focus on 

muirburn practices.  

Monitor farm matters 

Since the last meeting: 

Sheep 

The field of 94 singles which had been receiving creep feed are now all sold with the 

last of the batch going on the 15th of August. These lambs averaged £81/head for 

average weight of 39kg.  In 2011 the first lambs were not sold until this date.   

 

Date of sale No. lambs 
Weight 

(kg) Price pence / kg 

          

27-Jun 14 39.1 89.8 229.4 

08-Jul 31 39.3 87.2 222.1 

29-Jul 30 39.7 73.2 184.3 

15-Aug 19 19.0 74.9 3.9 

 Make a fire plan at the start of the burning season with intended burn areas, 

firebreaks, access roads, water points and contact numbers detailed and send to 

the local fire brigade. Remember to inform neighbours. 

 Consider forming a local fire group – for help on burning days, sharing 

expertise/equipment, and emergency help if required. 

 Conduct a test fire first to see if you can control it ok  



 

The lambs ate 3 tonnes of creep feed at a cost of £912 or £9.70 per lamb. Despite the 

extra cost incurred for purchasing creep the group thought it had been a beneficial 

exercise because: 

 Lambs were off the farm earlier 

 Earlier finish had allowed them to capitalise on the high price in June / early July 

 Improvement of cash flow with earlier start to income 

 Not much additional work involved 

It was discussed whether it would be more beneficial to creep feed twins rather than 

singles. Kate pointed out that this was the original plan but constraints of the season 

meant that the singles were fed instead.  

The poor grass growth in the spring meant that the creep was crucial to enable these 

lambs to finish quickly however it was pointed out that in a good grass growing season 

the creep was perhaps not needed. This could be trialled next season. 

Separating and keeping the singles separate was not much more work for Ed and Kate 

and they agreed that it was something they would do again. Keeping the males entire 

would also be considered again as it had not been a problem to them as the lambs were 

away early enough.  

Silage 

The first cut silage from the field of Italian Ryegrass which was cut on the 20th June had 

been analysed. The results were excellent with Dry Matter 428g/kg, ME of 11.9 MJ/kg 

DM and Protein 136 g/kg DM.  The SIP (silage intake potential), a measure of how 

much an animal is likely to eat, is 120 which is at the top of the scale indicating that the 

sheep should eat quite a lot of this high quality silage.  This dry, high energy and high 

protein silage is ideal sheep silage and should allow for only small amounts of 

concentrate to be fed late in pregnancy. (See meeting 3 report)  

A second cut of this field was taken in July. So far the field has yielded 13.5 bales/acre 

with a third cut planned this month. The field has received 4t/acre hen pen for first cut, 

80units/acre (100kg/ha) of 34.5%N for second cut and 60units/acre (75kg/ha) for third 

cut.  

Despite good yields from this field Kate and Ed are still short of the 1000 bales of silage 

that they normally require. To make up this deficit a further field of young grass 

(previously grazed with the 94 ewes with singles) has been fertilised and shut off for a 

late cut.  



Animal Health 

10 lambs from one of the wetter fields on the farm had been blood sampled for fluke 

antibody on the advice from meeting 2 from Philip Skuce. Sampling lambs this way 

gives an indication as to whether the lambs have been challenged at any point in there 

lives. The blood samples from the lambs came back negative for fluke. Speaking to 

SAC Consulting vets this is a good indication that the rigorous dosing of ewes and 

gimmers with Trodax as they left the lambing shed following a period of housing 

coupled with the dry weather has lowered the fluke burden on the farm. Advice is to 

continue to monitor for any signs of chronic fluke in older sheep and watch for acute 

fluke in lambs. If weather stays dry faecal samples should be tested in November. 

Abattoir reports from any sheep sold deadweight will also be monitored for any 

condemned livers.  

Reports from the group and other monitor farms show that the fluke situation varies 

from farm to farm with some now seeing acute and chronic fluke. Rumen fluke has also 

been found on some farms. Making best use of abattoir reports, continual monitoring 

and discussion with your vets remains the best policy.  

Ewes from the inbye flock were also tested for Schmallenberg. These ewes came back 

negative for infection in line with information from SAC vet labs that the disease is not 

yet present in the area. As with fluke the weather conditions in the coming month may 

be critical with regards to the spread of Schmallenberg. A vaccine is available though 

this is not licenced for use on pregnant animals. The main risk period for infection which 

will lead to deformed foetuses is day 25-51 of pregnancy in sheep and day 70-120 in 

cattle however infection at time prior to this when sheep are with the tup will lead to an 

increased temperature in the animal which could lead to abortions or reabsorptions 

which will go unnoticed until scanning time. Bulk milk sampling and surveillance at the 

vet labs is on-going and further news or information will be reported in the press. If in 

doubt of the risk to your farm speak to your local vet.  

 

Hill Sheep at Hundleshope  

The hill sheep enterprise was summarised as follows: 

 350 Blackie ewes run on the hill (1447acres)  

 Ewes are tupped with blackie tup to provide female replacements  

 Gimmers tupped with Bluefaced Leicester to provide replacements for inbye flock 

 Tupped inbye from the end of  November and fed high energy blocks 

 All ewes are kept inbye after scanning and twins remain inbye until clipping 

 Ewes are gathered at tupping, scanning, clipping and weaning. 



 Lambs are usually weaned in September 

 Ewe lamb replacements have to be purchased as not enough ewe lambs 
replacements 

 Male lambs are either fattened and sold deadweight or sold store 

 High barren rates each year (60 barren ewes in 2013) 

 Purchased lambs do not thrive on Hundleshope.  

The group were then taken part way up the hill to discuss muirburn and sheep 

management.  

Muirburn 

Current Practice 

 As a tenanted farm burning is largely undertaken by the estate gamekeepers with 

assistance from Ed and Kate.  

 Grouse are present on the estate although they are not that common on the 

Hundleshope hill. Hundleshope lies within the core black grouse area 

 Current SRDP to promote grouse allows for 20 Ha/year to be burnt.  

 These areas are usually burnt in small strips to create beneficial habitat for the 

grouse 

 A few larger fires have occurred in the last few years where fires have gotten 

away or larger areas have been opened up to improve grazing potential for the 

sheep.  

 There is healthy heather coverage on the hill and good annual shoot growth in 

the older heather leading to healthy heather dominated vegetation.  Bracken 

cover is limited and confined to the lower slopes.  

 In some areas the heather appears to be older than would ideally be wanted for 

quick/good heather regeneration, so careful burning/grazing management is 

needed.  

Comments from Alistair Hamilton 

Part way up the valley the group stopped at a 5 year old burn site that was showing 

good regeneration.   

 Alistair explained some of the basic factors which will influence your fire. These are: 

 Wind/Weather conditions- Light, swirling and changeable wind conditions may 

be more dangerous than a stronger wind with a continuous direction. Make sure 

you understand how wind can/will drive your fire. 

 Slope- fires on slopes can increase in pace as they heat the fuels upslope, and 

create their own wind drawing oxygen into the fire.  



 Fuel- The older the heather the more fuel is available, but it depends on the 

amount of smaller sized branches (often the larger stems are left unburnt, which 

is fine). Heather burns well as the plant sits up high allowing oxygen underneath 

and potentially creating a moderate/high intensity fire. Grasses lend themselves 

to a different type of fire with the lighter fuel load creating a lighter/moderate 

intensity fire with a very high rate of spread.  

 Aspect- be aware of the different vegetation on different slopes, and how these 

slopes will dry out differently creating very different fire behaviour. 

The positioning of your fire is also important from a grazing perspective. Fire patterns 

should lead sheep further into the glens and up the hills.  

Areas to stay away from when considering a burn site include 

 Scree 

 The sides of any watercourses 

 Any deep peat and especially areas with peat hags. 

 Bracken- burning bracken will only remove the top part of the plant as well as 

removing any competition so the bracken may come back stronger and more 

vigorous.  

 Juniper or other trees 

 Any known nest sites, or areas of conservation importance 

How long your burning rotation is depends on the individual situation 

 Young heather will regenerate quicker than old heather 

 Wait until the heather is around 20-30cm before consider re burning 

 10-15 years would be a suitable rotation if regeneration good 

 Where heather growth is slow rotation could be 20-25 years 

 Don’t have to burn off the woody stems. In younger heather these stems will 

provide means of regeneration through the nodes in the stems. They will also 

prevent the sheep from close grazing the regeneration too early 

You should also consider the different types of fires that are most suitable for your 

situation. 

 Line ignition – creates a fire front very quickly 

 Spot fires- spot ignition reduces intensity; these are more controllable than a line 

fire.  

 Back fires- using a slow burning back fire is very useful when creating firebreaks 



Use natural landscape features as firebreaks and back-up fire breaks. Previous burnt 

strips can be used as natural breaks. You should not burn into watercourses as a 

routine but they are useful to plan as a backup firebreak in case a fire gets away  

Burning at night is forbidden however burning into the evening can be beneficial as you 

know that the dew will come down and can assist in controlling the fire. Similarly burning 

when you know heavy rain is forecast later that day can also help you control a fire.  

It is always important to have a back up plan in case a fire does get out of control. It is 

worth considering forming a fire group of friends and neighbours who can come quickly 

to help get a fire under control. 

Make sure you have a fall-back plan if you lose control of the fire – where are your fall-

back control lines? 

Informally monitor your fires – five years after the fire, have you achieved your aims? 

Make sure you know why you are conducting muirburn, and have specific aims. It is 

also a good idea to inform the fire brigade of your intended burn sites at the start of the 

season along with a note of contact numbers and access points. This will allow for 

better assistance from them if a fire does get out of control.  

Remember muirburn is linked to GAEC and ultimately your Single Farm payment so 

remember to adhere to the Muirburn Code. This can be found with a useful supplement  

at: 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/08/09125203/0 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/08/09125113/0 

Group Exercise 

Further up the valley the group were split up to discuss some points for a Muirburn plan. 

They then regrouped and put their ideas forward with input from Alistair.  

 Some groups raised the case for large burns to take out large areas of old 

heather. This would in theory allow for easier control of smaller strips in future. 

 Although large burns may seem beneficial in the short term a mosaic of ages of 

heather with burning in rotation is more beneficial for sheep as well as wildlife 

and biodiversity.  

 The groups pointed out a large area of hillside that had been burnt around 10 

years ago. This had regenerated effectively and green vegetation could still be 

seen. On the other side of the valley the hill was covered in scree. The groups 

were in agreement that burns should be concentrated on the most productive 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/08/09125203/0
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/08/09125113/0


areas of the hill which are able to grow grasses to provide good forage for the 

sheep as the heather regenerates.  

 It was asked whether cutting the heather would be a valuable alternative to 

burning.  

 Cutting is not as suitable as the heather debris is left which is undesirable for 

regeneration. Burning leaves ash which is a natural fertiliser and aids 

regeneration. The topography of the site would make large scale cutting difficult, 

although cutting could be useful in creating firebreaks. Just be careful that you do 

not leave the cut area too long as otherwise you are just creating a bed of dry 

fuel. You can also use a cut/swiped area along with a burnt firebreak.  

Sheep Management 

The problems 

The group discussed the current sheep and hill management both on the hill and on the 

return to the shed. The biggest problem with the Blackies is the high number of barren 

ewes each year. This year 60 ewes failed to get in lamb. Kate and Ed do not wish to 

increase the prolificacy of the sheep but would prefer if every ewe could rear one lamb 

every year. The lack of ewe lambs means purchasing ewe lambs which are not used to 

conditions at Hundleshope and consequently don’t thrive as well. They also stay in 

valley bottoms rather than venturing further out the hill. The best lambs produced on the 

hill come from the few homebred sheep that do heft to the back of the hill.  

John, Kate’s father, told the group of a previous trial into forage quality on different hills 

around Peebles. This trial ranked Hundleshope hill at the very bottom of the league for 

forage value with the comment that even with additional feeding Hundleshope hill will 

never produce to the same extent as the better ranked hills in the area.  

The discussion  

 To combat the problem of too many sheep remaining in the valley bottoms it was 

suggested that active shepherding of the sheep to push them further up the hill 

could be beneficial.  

 This was followed by a suggestion of feeding blocks on the hill, placing the 

blocks on the summits and further to the back of the area which would entice 

sheep to where there is more forage.  

 Lambing on the hill was suggested as a means of further reducing input and 

encouraging more hefting behaviour. This was countered that this had been the 

norm up until 5 or 6 years ago however this lambing percentage had increased 

by tupping and lambing inbye. 



 Purchasing of blackie lambs should be stopped even if this means a slight 

reduction in ewe numbers 

 Tup the older blackie ewes with blues in the fields to produce some mule 

replacements  

 Wean lambs earlier e.g by the 20th August, to allow plenty of time for the ewes to 

recover before going to the tup. Forage quality of the hill will be at its peak in 

August. Keeping lambs out their longer may cause decline in condition of the 

lambs as well as the ewes.  

 Weaning at clipping was suggested (clipping normally end of July) but this was 

seen as too early. Clipping could be pushed back until august which would 

reduce the number of gathers in a year.  

 Keeping cows on the hill either overwinter or all year round was also discussed. 

Heifers have been put to the hill before prior to the erection of a hill fence. These 

heifers were found in Yarrow valley! Keeping cattle on the hill would be good for 

the biodiversity of the hill as well as helping to return nutrients and improve 

forage quality. Feeding on the hill would be an issue over winter especially when 

there is snow. Current cow stock at Hundleshope, largely dairy crosses, may not 

cope so well on the hill.  

 Ewes are currently fed on high energy blocks at tupping time. This year they will 

be fed ewe rolls as means of increasing energy and condition of the ewes.  

Opinion was split within the group as to whether this was a good idea. Feeding 

blocks inbye before putting them back to the hill may be putting the ewes under 

stress and ewes could be reabsorbing lambs to cope with the sudden loss of 

higher nutrition. Others commented that hill sheep shouldn’t be getting fed at all. 

Others commented that shutting off fields to allow for them to go onto a fresh 

field of grass to flush them may be just as successful as well as cheaper.  

 

Action points  

 Kate and Ed are going to arrange a meeting with their landlady and the 

gamekeepers to draw up a Muirburn plan for the hill which will be beneficial to 

both sheep and grouse. Getting the keepers to burn small controlled strips to act 

as fire breaks could be effective. 

 Older blackie ewes from the hill are going to be brought inbye and tupped with 

the Bluefaced Leicester to get mule replacements for the inbye flock 

 Ewes from the hill are going to be re blood sampled for selenium and trace 

elements as per last year 

 All hill ewes are going to be tupped with high index blackface tups 

 Considering drenching half of hill ewes with mineral drench such as Liquithrive 



 All hill stock will be weighed and lambs will be weaned on the 19th September.  

Following the meeting 

 It has been decided in order to allow ewes to gain some condition prior to tupping 

the ewes will be condition scored at weaning with the thinner ewes being kept 

inbye and the rest returning to the hill.  

 

Dates for your Diary 

 Martin Tomkins of Borders Software is coming up from Wales with his weigh 

crate and EID system to weigh the hill flock at Hundleshope. Any of the group 

and/or anyone you know who may be interested in coming along is more than 

welcome to do so. The crate will be in operation from 10.30am-12 noon and 

1pm- 3pm. 

 

 Performance for profit workshop: There will be a workshop run by the Scottish 
sheep strategy held on Wednesday 4th September 2013 at  Roxburgh Mains, 
Kelso, Roxburghshire, TD5 8NJ. This will be an interactive workshop looking at 
choosing the best tup for your flock based on performance figures.  

 

 The next meeting will be held in the first week of November 

 

 

 

 


