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Executive Summary 

Financial and economic performance is an outcome of individuals’ motivation and ability to make then 

implement management decisions in a structured reiterating process. The project’s purpose was to 

determine the knowledge, skills and capabilities required to enable the Ontario sheep industry to 

increase its competitiveness, and to propose a roadmap for how this could be achieved. The project 

focused primarily on lamb, with wool studied to a lesser extent. An accompanying report proposes a 

benchmarking process for guiding and monitoring industry growth.    

The research utilized value chain analysis (VCA) techniques. VCA involves triangulating quantitative 

and qualitative data gathered from different sources to develop an objective picture of, in this case, 

the current state of the sheep industry, and to propose recommendations to address performance 

gaps by having identified root causes of current performance. Research activities included a review of 

literature pertaining to challenges, opportunities and trends occurring in the Canadian and 

international sheep industry; confidential interviews with industry experts in Canada and the US; two 

online producer surveys; four producer workshops; discussions with industry advocacy groups; and 

extensive data analysis. The team also reviewed programs used by the New Zealand, Australian and UK 

sheep industries to benchmark performance. To bring a greater global perspective to the project, four 

international sheep industry chain experts acted as project advisors. Detailed research findings are 

presented in the form of a value chain map for lamb (Appendix B) and a value chain map for wool 

(Appendix C).   

The project identified that Ontario’s sheep industry has enormous potential. Based on increasing 

demand Ontario’s sheep industry could double current lamb production and still have room for growth 

— and that is without establishing a marketing program. With excess capacity, processing capabilities 

is not an immediate limitation to industry expansion. There are export opportunities in the US and 

elsewhere; for example, the Middle East, which is a large consumer of lamb and imports the majority 

of its food. However, the ability to supply the export market is impacted by 90 percent of Ontario lamb 

being processed in provincially inspected plants. With the misunderstandings that exist towards the 

segregation of meat from provincial versus federal plants, a predominantly provincial kill represents a 

barrier to market that has been identified by multiple stakeholders, including the Standing Senate 

Committee on Banking, Trade and Commerce. 

The VCA identified that the lamb industry can be broken down into five distinct parts: production, 

marketing, processing, distribution and consumers. While primary consumer research was not part of 

the research, a review of previous lamb consumer research, combined with respondents’ insights 

(most notably those from retail and foodservice) enabled the comparative impact of factors that 

influence lamb consumers’ purchasing decisions to be assessed in relation to practices and processes 

performed by each of the chain’s other four links. Different operating models exist at each point along 

the chain, particularly in production and marketing. This increases the complexity of an industry that is 

comparatively small in total and typically comprises largely uncoordinated constituents, who do not 



possess the resources or motivation to innovate in line with market demands. The effect of a small 

industry, largely uncoordinated and resource deficient operations, combined with multiple operating 

models and ineffective reporting systems, produces outcomes that are symptomatic of an inherently 

inefficient emerging industry. Evidence of the ineffectiveness of current reporting systems (as 

described in Section 7.3) include the fact that three methods used to calculate the amount of lamb 

meat produced in Ontario differ markedly in their estimates, and that none of the calculation methods 

correlate to the processes used to monitor imports. Data from current programs, such as AgriStability 

and Farm Census, is collected, analyzed and reported ineffectively compared to what is possible.  

Industry efficiency is impacted by misalignments in production and demand. This leads to producers 

and downstream businesses primarily focused on minimizing their costs, not maximizing value through 

collaboration. This practice negatively impacts their collective competitiveness. The greatest 

misalignment exists between primary production and processing — resulting in a lack of confidence, 

unwillingness to invest and weak adversarial relationships. Imbalances in supply and demand drive 

buying behaviours that would otherwise not occur and are detrimental to the industry’s long-term 

sustainability. The 2011 farm census found that only 26 (0.73%) out of 3,569 sheep producers owned 

flocks of 400 or more ewes. Respondents to the online producer surveys stated that they market an 

average of 50 lambs annually, with smaller flocks typically comprising a greater number of the ~52 

breeds of sheep produced in Ontario than larger more specialized flocks. Smaller flocks often incur 

comparatively high marketing and handling costs, with transport and sales commission equating to 10 

percent of prices paid for finished lambs.  

Respondents stated that many breeds of sheep produced in Ontario are unsuited to producing meat. 

Breed negatively impacts efficiencies at multiple points along the value chain. Varying production and 

marketing practices result in the production of lambs differing in weight and carcass characteristics. 

Inconsistency in supply, yield, cutability and meat quality negatively impacts processing efficiencies. 

The same factors also negatively impact processors’, retailers’ and foodservices’ ability to create value 

by satisfying customer and consumer expectations. Margins made from processing other livestock 

species subsidize lamb processing operations. Each key section of the report concludes with a 

scorecard that identifies short and longer opportunities for members of the value chain to benefit 

from by improving performance in relation to each other and target consumers. 

While the lamb chain analysis identified that improved quality followed by increased quantity is critical 

to enabling the development and growth of an efficient and effective industry, the wool chain analysis 

identified improved quality as the most critical requirement. Producers typically view wool as a bi-

product, expecting at best to sell wool at a price that covers the cost of shearing and handling. While 

some producers supply direct to spinners and weavers, most sell their wool to the Canadian Wool 

Cooperative. Purchasing wool directly from producers, say customers, is arduous, due to 

inconsistencies in flock production, shearing and wool handling practices. That the analysis identified 

considerable overlaps between factors impacting wool and lamb production suggests that instead of 

being perceived as a bi-product, producers should consider the production of wool as an important 



aspect of overall good management practices. This would provide producers with considerably greater 

benefits than those attainable by solely seeking to reduce shearing and fleece handling costs to a 

minimum.  

Encouraging for Ontario’s sheep industry is that pork is a home grown example of how an industry can 

become a master of its own future by working more cohesively from a value chain perspective. The 

Ontario pork industry is an international leader in the production of fresh and processed pork; 

although in the 1990s it was in a similar situation to which the Ontario’s sheep industry finds itself 

today. A roadmap to objectively address root causes impacting industry performance is important to 

the future of Ontario’s sheep industry. This is particularly important given the fact that new, highly 

capable international competitors have recently begun supplying the market. Other potential 

competitors are also exploring opportunities. The diagram below portrays where the Ontario sheep 

industry currently stands and where it could be in the future.

Antagonistic fragmented 
value chains

Focus on individual 
cost minimization

No grading system, 
ineffective reporting

Lack of strategic market-
driven alignment

Collaborative market-
aligned value chains

Investment in market insights 
and effective reporting

Market-driven grading, 
value-based pricing

Improvements at critical 
control points along 

value chain

Industry 
competitiveness 
and profitability 

declines

Industry 
competitiveness 
and profitability 

grows

 



The roadmap for Ontario’s sheep industry is presented in the form of eight recommendations, 

presented in Section 10. The recommendations reflect the reiterating “Plan-Do-Check-Act” 

methodology for driving continuous improvement and are prioritized into three categories:                   

1) benchmarking, 2) meat quality improvement and 3) research and communication. Described in 

Section 10, the eight recommendations (grouped under three categories) are: 

1) Benchmarking and related initiatives: 

 Align industry 

 Training 

 Data accuracy 

2) Meat quality improvement: 

 Grading 

 

3) Research and communication: 

 OSMA board appointments 

 Industry dialogue 

 Inform relationships between provincial and federal inspection systems 

 Dedicated sheep industry researcher  

The most important category is benchmarking, composed of “just do it” activities that industry and 

government can begin implementing immediately. Benchmarking programs, designed to guide 

decisions on improving the performance of commercial scale flocks, play an important role in shaping 

the innovative, forward-thinking, solution-driven cultures that Ontario’s sheep industry seeks to 

emulate. The subsequent two categories are recommendations to enable improvements to be 

sustained by developing increasingly sophisticated solutions. Given the overlaps identified in the 

determinants of profitable wool and lamb production, the recommendations can, by definition, 

increase the value producers’ capture from wool. 


