
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Flock News 
Winter 2021-22 

In the deep mid-winter, the first few brave 

lambs are already making an appearance! For the 

majority, there are still a few months to wait 

before the patter of tiny feet, but we know how 

time flies. Before we know it, a full night’s sleep will 

be a long distant memory and the lambing pens will 

be busy once more. Have a look down our check-

list to make sure you are fully prepared, so lambing 

gets off to a stress-free start at least!  

For those lambing in March and April, it’s scanning 

time around now. There are many reasons to have 

your ewes scanned. From a husbandry point of 

view, ewes carrying triplets (or older ewes in 

poorer body condition) can be split into a separate 

group to feed on, without the risk of those carrying 

singles getting too fat. Empty ewes can be sent as 

culls, freeing up space and time before lambing. It 

is also important for the control of infectious 

diseases. A significant proportion of 

empty/resorbing ewes at scanning raises alarm 

bells – timely investigation can allow biosecurity 

measures and sometimes fire-break treatments to 

be given before it’s too late. In this newsletter, 

we’ll discuss the common causes of abortion, and 

how you can minimise the risk to your flock. Look 

out for Part 2 in our Spring newsletter, which will 

cover the more uncommon abortion problems. 

The rain looks set to continue for the next couple 

of weeks at least, and many of you (especially 

those grazing clay ground) will be reaching for your 

waders. Although we are past the major autumn 

risk period for liver fluke, we can’t get complacent 

– identifying and treating infestations appropriately 

at this stage can significant losses later on in the 

year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-Lambing Checklist 

If you get a spare minute during lambing time, it’s 

better spent with a cup of tea than dashing to the 

country store for emergency supplies. It’s worth 

looking now to check you have everything you need 

(and it’s all still in date!)  

 

Also don’t forget to Heptavac-P all the ewes 4-6 

weeks before their expected due date – it’s a good 

time also to get them dagged out.  

• Calciject 5 40 CM (red top) 

• Glucose 50% for injection 

• Metacam 20 mg/ml injectable 

• Pen & Strep 

• Wormer for ewes – Group1, 2 or 3 depending on 

farm history / previous resistance testing 

• 10% iodine (spirit based) for lamb navels 

• Terramycin spray 

• Stock markers 

• Syringes – 2.5ml, 5ml, 20ml 

• Needles – 21G 5/8 inch and 20G 1 inch 

• Powdered colostrum and milk, jug and whisk 

• Lamb stomach tube and syringe 

• Bottles and teats 

• Heat lamp(s) 

• Lubricant 

• Long plastic disposable gloves – optional, saves 

scrubbing your arms between every ewe! 

• Lambing ropes – several sets so can be washed 

and disinfected between ewes 

• Prolapse spoons 

• High energy, high magnesium lick blocks 

• Elastrator bands and applicator 

• Towels 

 

Thank you for 

your ongoing 

support! 

Team Farm 



 Indoor lambing flocks: 

• Good quality hay and straw (no mould) 

• Lots of water buckets 

• Disinfectant for pens (Virkon or FAM) 

• Vet student?! 

Outdoor lambing flocks: 

• Indoor “sick pen” for ewes and lambs 

needing extra TLC 

• Functional quad-bike, shepherds crook and 

well-behaved sheep dog 

All: 

• Caffeine and biscuits! 

Abortions – the bad, bad and ugly: 

Part 1 

Experiencing high numbers of abortions at any 

stage of gestation is both stressful and soul-

destroying. If it helps at all, remember you are not 

alone – ovine abortions are common, especially 

after day 100 of pregnancy, and there are three 

infectious diseases responsible for the majority. 

With the right preparation ahead of tupping, and 

tight biosecurity protocols throughout gestation, 

the risk to your flock can be reduced substantially. 

In this two-part series, we’ll look at both the 

common and less-common causes of abortion, 

and guide you through what to do in the event of 

an abortion crisis.  

Enzootic Abortion in Ewes (EAE) 

EAE is caused by Chlamydophila abortus bacteria, 

and is the most common infectious cause of 

abortion in the UK. It was responsible for 37 

percent of all ovine abortions between 2012 and 

2021 (APHA and SRUC, 2021).  

When the infection is first introduced to a naïve 

flock, the bacteria may circulate unnoticed, or 

there may be a small number of abortions. This is 

because infection is picked up from contact with 

aborted materials or uterine fluids from infected 

sheep. If a ewe is infected in the last 6 weeks of 

gestation (most likely the case with tight lambing 

blocks), she’ll hold on to the lamb this year, but 

abort her next pregnancy. This pattern results in 

abortion “storms” the following year, where up to 

30% of the flock might be affected. 

Biocontainment is extremely important to  

 

minimise the number of sheep infected during this 

lambing period, and keep the number of abortions as 

low as possible next year. All aborting ewes should be 

isolated, foetal materials cleared up and infected 

bedding removed immediately. Ewes that give birth 

to still born or weak lambs should be treated in the 

same way as a precaution. Avoid fostering ewe lambs 

on to aborted ewes if you are intending to keep them 

as replacement - they may well become infected 

themselves.  

Long acting Terramycin LA can be used as a “fire-

break” to try to reduce the number of abortions after 

EAE has been confirmed in a flock. It cannot however, 

reverse the damage to the placenta already suffered, 

so there may still be a significant number of still-born 

and weak lambs.  

Vaccination offers an excellent means of control for 

farms buying breeding replacements from non-

accredited sources, and in those flocks with an 

endemic C. abortus problem. Vaccination of sheep 

already infected with C. abortus will not prevent all 

abortions but can reduce the incidence. The 

vaccination cannot be given to pregnant ewes, but it 

will be vital to protect your flock ahead of tupping 

next year. 

 

Toxoplasmosis 

Toxoplasmosis results from infection of susceptible 

sheep with the protozoan parasite Toxoplasma 

gondii. Infection during early pregnancy may result in 

early embryonic losses – you’ll see more ewes 

returning to oestrus after an irregular extended 

oestrus interval, or an increased barren rate. This can 

often be 8-10% or more, with the highest number of 

barren sheep usually in the youngest age group. 

Toxoplasma infection during mid pregnancy results in 

either abortion, often with a small, leathery 

mummified foetus, or weak lambs close to full term. 

Toxoplasma protozoa are picked up by sheep when  



 they eat grass or other feed contaminated with 

faeces from infected cats. Keeping cats out of 

feed stores is the primary means of control, and 

ensuring farm cats are neutered young so they 

cannot breed. There is a very effective 

Toxoplasmosis vaccination which provides 

lifetime immunity, and is recommended for all 

naïve sheep ahead of tupping. 

Campylobacter 

Infection with Campylobacter bacteria is another 

common cause of abortion, especially in heavily 

stocked environments, where bacterial replication 

leads to high levels of contamination unless 

stringent hygiene is maintained. The highest risk 

environments are classically indoor lambing 

sheds, holding large numbers of ewes in late 

gestation, although wet, poached up fields are a 

risk too. The initial source of infection is usually 

bought-in carrier ewes. Lambs are normally 

aborted late in gestation, although some lambs 

are carried to full-term. These are born weak and 

usually die soon after birth. After infection, ewes 

will develop a good level of immunity so won’t 

abort again. 

 

As with EAE, all aborted ewes must be isolated 

immediately and the main flock moved to other 

accommodation/pasture whenever possible. 

Treatment options are limited because infection 

has already spread rapidly through the group by 

the time the first abortions are recognised. 

Maintaining good hygiene is vital in prevention, 

especially where heavily pregnant ewes are kept. 

Bought-in sheep should be kept in a separate 

group until after lambing. 

Salmonella 

There are three different types of Salmonella  

 

 

 

bacteria that have been associated with abortions 

in sheep. The type of environment where these 

bacteria thrive can be found on nearly every farm, 

so care needs to be taken to protect your in-lamb 

ewes especially.  

Sources of salmonella include feed contaminated 

with infected faeces or carrion, so it’s important 

feed is kept in vermin-proof, covered stores. 

Pasture and water courses can be contaminated 

by sewage/effluent overflow, and stagnant ponds 

and standing water can also harbour Salmonella. 

The provision of mains drinking water is highly 

recommended and will help reduce the risk of 

other infections such as Leptospirosis. Cattle can 

also act as asymptomatic carriers of Salmonella, 

so mixed housing/grazing with pregnant ewes 

should be avoided.  

Investigating abortions 

It is important that every unexplained abortion is 

investigated, as early diagnosis can make a 

massive difference to the efficacy of control 

measures, limiting the devastation these diseases 

can cause. For example, with EAE, there may be 

very few abortions seen the first year, but by 

making the diagnosis at this stage, ewes can be 

vaccinated ahead of next tupping and the 

expected “abortion storm” fairly well avoided.  

If you find an aborted foetus, please drop the 

whole thing in to the practice, as well as the 

placenta if possible. Put it directly into a clean 

plastic bag to avoid further contamination, but 

don’t try to wash it! If you can work out who the 

dam is, a blood sample from her is often very 

useful, so please call us out. We can then collect 

the foetal samples ourselves while we are there. 

 

 

 

 

 

Look out for Part 2 in our Spring Newsletter, 

where we will discuss the less common causes of 

abortion and how to fortify your farm against 

these infection risks. 



SPOTLIGHT ON… LIVER FLUKE - Sarah Thompson MRCVS 

Liver fluke is a trematode parasite (Fasciola hepatica) which causes fasciolosis in sheep. Fluke is the 
second highest cause of condemnations in abattoirs and losses are estimated at £3-£5 per infected 
sheep. The parasite has a complex life-cycle, which is hugely affected by environmental conditions 
including temperature and rainfall – both of which are increasingly difficult to predict!  
 
As seen in the diagram, the liver 
fluke life-cycle involves multiple 
free-living stages and also the 
passes through the mud snail. The 
preference of the snail is that of 
warm, wet climates and muddy 
areas with poor drainage – 
meaning liver fluke is highly 
prevalent in periods of heavy 
rainfall!  
With Spring approaching, the risk 
stems from snails infected in late 
summer/early autumn. The snails 
hibernate over winter, then shed 
large numbers of Cercaria onto 
the pasture when they come out 
of hibernation in the Spring. 
 
The clinical disease “Fasciolosis” is fairly common and occurs due to the mass migration of immature 
flukes through the liver, adult fluke accumulating in the bile duct, or both.  

 Acute infections: causes severe disease due to blood loss in the liver or secondary to 
infection. Sudden death, lethargy and reduced grazing can be seen. 

 Sub-acute infections: usually rapid weight loss seen, poor fleece quality, depression and 
inappetance. High mortality but low morbidity.  

 Chronic infections: poor body condition, poor fleece, bottle jaw, emaciated appearance.  
 
Due to the complex nature of the lifecycle, diagnosis is a challenge. Infections can remain patent 
within the sheep for 10-12 weeks before eggs are produced. This makes diagnosis by egg counts 
fairly unreliable. Blood tests are therefore usually the diagnostic method of choice.  
 
Treatment: 

 There are different flukicides for the different life-cycle stages, it is very important to choose 
the correct product to avoid overuse and resistance. 

 In the spring time: treatment with adulticides only can be used - please see the table below 
 Triclabendazoles are widely misused, which is leading to the development of resistance. We 

need to protect this group by using it as infrequently as possible, as it is the only anthelmintic 
effective against immature fluke. It should be reserved for use in Autumn ONLY. 
 

 

  



 
IN THE NEWS: 

Future Farming Resilience Fund – less 

than 3 months left to apply 

Farmers are being encouraged to apply for 

free support from the Future Farming 

Resilience Fund, which is designed to help 

farms cope with the phasing out of the BPS 

scheme. There are 19 different organisations 

funded by DEFRA to provide free consulting 

advice on a range of issues, including 

succession planning, benchmarking and 

adapting business models. Some of this 

support will be in the form of one-to-one 

consultations and farm visits with follow up 

reports. Other providers are running 

workshops, webinars, tours and networking 

opportunities to help farmers support each 

other.  

The names and contact details of the 

organisations involved can be found by 

following the link below. You can then contact 

the providers directly to access the support on 

offer.  

The Future Farming Resilience Fund: access free 

support - Future Farming (blog.gov.uk) 

UK-Australia trade deal signed to 

disappointment of NSA 

On 17th December, the Australia-United 

Kingdom Free Trade Agreement was officially 

signed, prompting serious concerns from the 

both the National Sheep Association (NSA) 

and the NFU. The deal will see an immediate 

jump in Tariff Rate Quotas (TRQs) for lamb, 

from around 8,000 tonnes per year currently, 

to 25,000 tonnes each year. Over the next ten 

years, it is then set to grow to 125,000 tonnes 

- more than 40% of the UK’s total sheep meat 

needs. The concern is that imported lamb, 

produced to lower welfare and food safety 

standards than our own British meat, will 

under-cut British lamb on price and reduce 

the domestic demand for British lamb.  

 

Along with the increase in TRQs, an impact 

report produced by the Department for 

International Trade has stated there will be a 

re-allocation of resources, to the value of 

around £94 million, away from agriculture, 

forestry and fishing. The NSA has voiced their 

concerns about the sheep industry becoming 

a “sacrificial lamb” for other industries, and 

are pushing for urgent scrutiny of the trade 

deal by Parliament and the Trade and 

Agriculture Commission. The NFU have said 

“it is extremely disappointing to see that the 

UK government has given in to Australian 

demands on the final outstanding areas still 

being negotiated, those relating to the 

administration of quotas and safeguards”.  

The Secretary of State for International Trade 

insists that trade deals have the interests of 

British farmers at heart, prompting the NFU’s 

request for government to “level with farmers 

about the commercial reality” and set out 

“detailed, complementary policies that will 

help UK farmers compete and adjust”. 

 

Sheep have positive effect on 

plant biodiversity 

A team of researchers from Imperial College 

have been studying the interaction 

between plants and sheep in the Outer 

Hebrides for the last 28 years. During the 

study period, the sheep population 

increased significantly, which was linked to 

improvement in growth and productivity of 

plants, as well as the richness of plant 

species. Here in the south of England, cover 

crop grazing is becoming more popular with 

arable farmers, with benefits including 

improved soil structure and nitrogen fixing.  

https://defrafarming.blog.gov.uk/2021/07/13/the-future-farming-resilience-fund-providers-named/
https://defrafarming.blog.gov.uk/2021/07/13/the-future-farming-resilience-fund-providers-named/


 

 

 


