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To investigate variation in sheep milk fatty acid composition, tank milk of 10 commercial dairy sheep farms in The Netherlands with contrasting feeding regimes was sampled periodically. Management details and diet information were provided by the farmers. Fatty acid (FA) analyses were carried out and the FA profiles were related to the rations fed prior to sampling, so seasonal variation could be related to actual changes in diet, as well as to lactation stage of herds on farms with seasonal lambing. The concentrations measured in this experiment were on average higher than published values for sheep for total unsaturated FA (UFA) and poly-UFA, but large variation was found among farms and sampling dates. Concentrations of conjugated linoleic acid and UFA were correlated, and positively associated with grazing. This also applied for omega-3 FA and mono-UFA concentrations, albeit less strong. One farm with two breeds showed lower concentrations of UFA in 'Lacaune' sheep in early lactation than in milk from 'Zwartbles' sheep in late lactation, but breed and lactation stage were confounded. In another farm the effect of lactation stage and season was unravelled, as autumn- and springlambing groups were present and sheep in early and late lactation were sampled separately at similar dates, while fed similar diets. Sheep in late lactation had much higher concentrations of UFA than sheep in early lactation. This was found on a winter ration, during transition in spring when sheep had daytime access to pasture and were fed grass silage at night, when sheep were at pasture day and night with additional grass silage feeding during milking, and when they were at pasture without additional silage feeding, respectively. Levels of UFA increased during the subsequent feeding regimes from April till October. Opportunities for marketing sheepmilk-based dairy products will be discussed.

