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Portable pregnancy tests and handheld blood glucose testing devices are now available for just 

about anyone in any drugstore. We are using the same technology to develop similar handheld 

products to identify sheep feed efficiency, pregnancy and litter size. Animal feed consumption 

contributes up to 70% of the cost of production. Feed quality and quantity is also a great 

contributing factor to the success of ewe pregnancy and number of lambs born. Therefore, 

identification and prediction of sheep with high feed efficiency enables strategic use of the 

resources and optimizes feed cost. More importantly, to meet nutrient requirements during 

pregnancy, we have limited tools to identify pregnancy and litter size early in the gestation period. 

Therefore, we designed two experiments to identify predictive blood components of feed 

efficiency, pregnancy and litter size in 1250 sheep samples across 6 industry-owned farms in 

Alberta and Ontario. We have been able to identify a panel of candidate biomarkers for both feed 

efficiency and pregnancy and litter size. The implications of these results are that it may be possible 

to develop a portable “pen-side” device that would use a few drops of blood to immediately 

identify and/or predict feed efficiency in young animals, open and pregnant ewes as early as 40-

50 days into gestation, and the number of lambs in pregnant ewes. This device will help farmers 

save money on feeding costs, be more efficient and make better management (feeding) and 

breeding decisions using real-time data collection and decision support tools for breeding and 

culling purposes.  

 


