
Letting the Flock Roam 

   Sheep and goats 
are a great 
addition to your 
yard’s eco system, 
adding another 
layer of diversity.  
From large flocks 
on acreage to a 
pair on a city lot 

(where city code allows), these four-legged 
eating machines fill a niche often 
overlooked.  And if you’ve hesitated inviting 
livestock into your life from fear of their 
large size, know there are medium-sized 
breeds which make fencing and physically 
interacting with them more manageable and 
safer. 

   Goats are great for clearing land of shrubs, 
small trees, vines and brambles.  They are 
browsers, preferring roughage and woody 
vegetation, stripping leaves and twigs, but 
will eat most any plant.  A funny sight is a 
goat raised up on hind feet to stretch for tall 
hanging leaves and twigs.  If browse isn’t 
available, they will eat pasture or lawn 
within a few inches.  

   Sheep are grazers, preferring grass and 
weeds on the ground, clipping close to the 
roots.  Careful pasture rotation for both 
species will prevent compacted soil and over 
grazed land, creating a healthy ecosystem.  
Another benefit to keeping sheep is wool as 
mulch around perennials – it helps retain 
moisture, adds nitrogen as it biodegrades 
and deters slugs. 

   Both species are ruminants, which mean 
they have a 4-chambered stomach.  This 
allows them to eat and breakdown vast 

quantities of green material, and goats can 
eat hard to compost lignin-rich woody 
material.  Because plant material spends so 
long being digested, the dry pellets of 
nitrogen-rich manure can be directly added 
to your soil without further composting.  
Much of the manure will be added back into 
the soil where the animals graze, feeding the 
pasture and woody lots, but it can be 
collected where the animals congregate 
during the day to chew their cud or bed 
down at night.  Another bonus is their 
manure is relatively odorless. 

   Goats and sheep make good pets, too, if 
socialized at an early age, making future 
interactions with them easier, such as 
trimming hooves, treating injuries and 
moving between pastures.  They can be 
trained to a leash or other useful habits if 
worked with often enough.  They are highly 
social animals, requiring companionship.  A 
single goat or sheep will be miserable, so 
make sure there are at least two animals 
together, even if of mixed species.  A goat 
and horse together make better pasture pals 
than housing separately. 

Infrastructure – Shelters and Fencing 

 

   Buildings for shelters don’t need to be 

elaborate affairs.  Sheep can be out on 

pasture without a shelter, but will appreciate 

shade in the summer and protection from 

extreme weather.  Goats, however, require 

some type of shelter.  Their coat isn’t as 

insulating as sheep’s lanolin infused wool.  

They can easily be chilled in rain or snow, 

and prefer protection from wind.  A three-

sided lean-to is sufficient, but shelter can be 

as intricate as you desire.  Recycled wood or 

pallets are great alternatives to a new 

lumber package.  Allow ample floor space for 

animals to move about and include room for 

water buckets, mineral feeders and hay 

mangers if over-wintering your herd.  If you 

will be milking your goats, also include a 

clean area for a milking stand. 

   Sturdy fencing around your perimeter is 

imperative to keep your herd in and 

predators out.  This is not the place to 

scrimp.  Field fence is much more durable 

than welded wire fencing and the cost 

reflects this.  Cattle panel is also a great 

option if your space isn’t too large.  Animals 

love to lean against fencing to scratch and 

climb on it to reach high branches, so it will 

take a beating if the wrong material is used, 

wasting money in the long run. 

   Interior fencing is used for rotational 

grazing.  Hot lines and electric net fencing 

are often used, but sheep’s wool insulates 

them from the deterrent shock, so isn’t a 

successful solution.  For sheep, permanent 

interior fencing similar to the exterior is 

best.  Goats will respect electric net fencing if 

trained to it early and used properly.  Make 

sure tall grass and branches don’t short out 



the fence.  It is easy to move once you learn 

the trick and can be put up in flexible shapes. 

Before Inviting Your Herd Home 

   Taking on livestock is not for the faint-of-

heart.  It requires planning, organization, 

money and knowledge.  Read several books; 

ask experienced owners, even shadowing 

them several days; take small ranch classes 

or video courses; and mainly, be prepared 

before the animals arrive.  Shelters, fencing, 

food and emergency supplies should be 

ready.  Have a backup plan for your backup 

plan.  And embrace humor and patience. 

   When choosing the location for your 

shelter, make sure it is high and dry.  Boggy, 

poorly draining areas are not healthy 

alternatives.  Make sure fresh water is close 

by for filling up troughs. 

   Take an inventory of toxic plants on your 

property or within stretching distance of 

perimeter fences.  Animals with sufficient 

food rarely will bother poisonous plants, but 

prevention is easier.  Some highly toxic 

plants are: all parts of yew trees; poison 

hemlock and water hemlock; mushrooms; 

rhododendrons and azaleas; boxwood; all 

types of laurels; many lupines; bracken and 

brake ferns; larkspur; delphinium; daffodils; 

pit fruits; rhubarb leaves; chokecherry;  

deadly nightshade and other members of the 

nightshade family – tomatoes, peppers and 

potato leaves.  Goats are attracted to pine 

needles, especially in winter, but ponderosa 

pine can cause abortions. 

     

  

Resources: “Storey’s Guide to Raising Sheep”, Paula 

Simmons and Carol Ekarius 

“Storey’s Guide to Raising Goats”, Jerry Belanger 

For more information 

visit the Master Gardener 

Diagnostic Clinic 

May through September 

Tuesdays 11:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. 

 

WSU Extension Office 

901 E 7th Ave., Suite 2 

Ellensburg, Wa 98926 

phone: (509) 962-7507 

http://www.kittitas.wsu.edu 

www.facebook.com/mgofkittitas 
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