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“Why raise sheep?” 

This is the question Bree Pearsall and Ben Abell answered to begin a recent OAK Field Day on Organic 

Sheep Production. Their Rootbound Farm supports a successful organic produce operation serving a 700 

member CSA and a local farmers market. 

“We have 35 acres in produce production,” Ben explained, “but 80% of our 300 acres of land is 

untillable.  We want to be stewards of that land, to manage it well… grass-fed animals just make sense!” 

With no livestock experience and limited infrastructure, introducing a small ruminant flock was a 

manageable option - not just to manage their land, but to diversify their market offerings and close the 

fertility loop with an integrated crop/livestock operation. As a protein option for their current customers 

and to attract new customers with more diverse products, Bree and Ben saw lamb as a profitable and 

marketable option that complemented their produce production.  

“Over time, the sheep will also contribute to our produce production, by reducing purchased, off-farm 

inputs of fertilizer.” 

All of Rootbound’s 320 sheep are Katahdins, including 120 ewes and ~200 new lambs.  They’re working 

towards an ideal size: 50% larger than the current flock.  All of these sheep spend their lives on pasture 

and are nearly 100% grassfed (with exceptions of lactating ewes).  They are rotated to new paddocks 

every 1-3 days to ensure fresh forage and healthy pastures.   

“Katadhins are some of the most frequently-found breeds in Kentucky, along with Dorpers and 

Blackbellies – typically 25-50 head per flock,” explained Kelley Yates, of the Kentucky Sheep and Goat 

Development Office.  “We still have more goats than sheep in the state, but sheep numbers are 

increasing.  They’re very versatile, (some) provide wool and meat, and the limited supply allows for a 

supply-and-demand pricing, which benefits the farmer.  They do have challenges, though – mostly 

parasite and lambing problems.” 

Katadhins are often selected, in part, due to their greater resistance to parasites.  They also require no 
shearing and are known to have good mothering instincts.  Jim Mansfield, an experienced Katadhin 
breeder and buyer at his Four Hills Farm in Salvisa, spoke to the mild flavor of Katadhin meat and the 
benefit of their ability to breed “out of season” (i.e., will breed at times other than the normal August-
January breeding season). 
 
“These characteristics are key!” Kelley added.  “…if they breed out of season (~50-60%) and you don’t 

have to worm them!” 

Kelley encouraged those interested in starting a new flock to “pay good money” for their animals and 

not purchase from the stock market: “you’re just inheriting someone else’s problem.”  Graded sales 

throughout the state offer a better option and take place in Bowling Green, Springfield, Paris, Richmond, 

and Mayfield. 

https://www.kysheepandgoat.org/
https://www.kysheepandgoat.org/
http://fourhillsfarm.com/


Rootbound started with 18 ewes and borrowed rams in their flock, evolving through the past five years 

to maintain genetic preferences and Certified Organic integrity for the lambs. 

“We invested in our flock by selecting rams using the NSIP (National Sheep Improvement Program),” 

Bree explained, “choosing rams from genetics proven to gain well on grass and with parasite resistance.” 

In addition to their selective preferences, Rootbound continues to improve the genetics of their flock by 

culling any less-than-desirable or unwell animals. (NOTE: The National Organic Program requires 

producers to treat animals that need treatment (even if w/prohibited substances which requires 

removal from the flock.)  Rootbound also keeps strict records of every individual animal in their flock, a 

method of intentional management and a requirement for the organic certification. 

One of only two organic sheep producers in the state, Bree and Ben have always been driven by their 

values – safeguarding the health of the land, consumer, and farmworkers – in their choice to certify and 

maintain their produce, land, and meat as organic. 

For their certified sheep, they must (among other requirements): 

 Feed 100% organic feed or forage 

 Not administer any synthetic medicines (e.g., hormones, dedicated feeds, antibiotics, synthetic 

dewormers) 

 Provide access to fresh pasture – animals must graze at least 120 days/year (getting 30% or 

more of nutrition from pasture during that time) 

While meeting most of these requirements is increasingly accessible for organic producers, Ben and 

Bree spoke to the need for quality organic hay in the state, stating they are “at the mercy of the market” 

with such limited local supply. 

“Our feeding plan starts from the hay and works backwards.  The winter hay must be high quality - and 

the rotations throughout the grazing season must equally be high quality.  We take annual forage tests – 

and they’re worth the investment (~$20 each).” 

They supplement this fresh and stockpiled forage with certified organic feed from KOFFI (Kentucky 

Organic Farm and Feed Inc) for lactating ewes.  Their lambs “can get to weight on grass alone - this 

requires very intentional forage/grazing management” towards a healthy animal and a target market 

weight of 100 lbs at 11 months average. 

For parasite management, Rootbound stresses the importance of a well-planned and -followed rotation 

in grazing, moving the flock every 5 days or less and not returning to a paddock for 60-90 days or more.  

Their high-quality forage has additional benefits: increasing pasture diversity, reducing risk of prolapse 

in pregnant ewes, and providing high quality stocking for lush forage in fall.  Forage mixes include cold 

season annuals like orchardgrass and nitrogen-building, high protein legumes like clover, as well an 

“acceptable amount” of common weeds like dock and chickweed - in moderation.  The frequent 

rotations and occasional mowing allow for lush pastures 3-6” high for grazing.  (TIP: clip tall fescue 

stocking in late July, pre-development of seed heads for lush forage in fall) 

Funds from the NRCS EQIP program have supported Rootbound’s rotational grazing efforts, and they’ve 

also made use of the Small Ruminant Profit School, the UK Ewe Profit Schools, KSU Small-Scale Farm 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/ky/programs/financial/eqip/
https://www.kysheepandgoat.org/srps
https://afs.ca.uky.edu/sheep
https://kysu.edu/academics/cafsss/research-extension/small-scale-farm-grant-program/


grant, and County Cost Share CAIP funding and additional resources of their County Extension agent.  

Additional resources for organic sheep production can be found on OAK’s Field Day Resources webpage. 

 

Additional Resources: 

SARE Introduction_to_Organic_Meat_Goats_and_Lambs 

NCAT Small Ruminant Toolbox  

NCAT Guide for Organic Livestock Producers 

NCAT Organic Livestock Documentation Forms 

ATTRA Integrating Livestock and Crops  

https://kysu.edu/academics/cafsss/research-extension/small-scale-farm-grant-program/
http://extension.ca.uky.edu/county
https://www.oak-ky.org/field-day-documents
https://www.sare.org/content/download/72598/1034771/Introduction_to_Organic_Meat_Goats_and_Lambs.ppt?inlinedownload=1
https://www.sare.org/layout/set/print/Learning-Center/SARE-Project-Products/Southern-SARE-Project-Products/The-Small-Ruminant-Toolbox
https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub-summaries/?pub=154
https://attra.ncat.org/product/documentation-forms-for-organic-crop-and-livestock-producers/
https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/download.php?id=481

