Abortion in Sheep
As we approach lambing time, the issue of barren or aborting ewes once again rears its ugly head.  Lamb losses at this time of year are a big worry due to the loss of income they represent. With timely diagnosis and intervention a plan can be put in place to help prevent further lamb losses in the current year, and safeguard your flock against future problems.

Did you know?

-Over a third of lamb losses occur between tupping and scanning. These are very early abotions that are just resorbed. This does not include the ewes that never conceive in the first place.

-Another 30% are aborted later in pregnancy, or are born dead.

-In the majority of cases, both these types of losses are caused by an infection in the ewe during pregnancy.

There are several infections that can cause abortions in ewes leading to lamb losses. Here is a brief run through of the most common ones.
Enzootic Abortion
Caused by a bacteria known as Chlamydophila abortus. It is a zoonotic disease, which means that it can be transmitted to humans, leading to abortion in pregnant woman.

-Arrives on the farm from infected bought-in replacements. In closed flocks, it can be brought in through wildlife carrying infected afterbirths etc.
-Abortions usually occur in the last 2 weeks of pregnancy 

-Infection then passes from ewe to ewe through infected afterbirths, on new lambs and in discharges for up to 2 weeks after lambing. This means bedding can become very infected. Lambs can also be born infected.

-Any ewe or lamb can pick up the disease, if not in lamb they will store the disease in a carrier state until the next lambing season, or their first lambing season if ewe lambs. She will abort during this lambing season. There is no test to identify carrier ewes.

-Following an abortion, a ewe will have normal lambings in following years, but they may continue to shed the bacteria year after year, thus becoming a source of infection to the rest of the flock. 

-Abortions may be seen in storms of up to 25% of the flock, but it may also present as a grumbling problem of 5% losses year after year,

-CONTROL: this is virtually impossible through management alone due to ewes becoming carriers. Blood tests will diagnose whether an abortion was caused by Enzootic, but by that stage the ewe has already started shedding the bacteria. In the face of an outbreak, it is possible to treat with oxytetracycline antibiotics (e.g. Alamycin LA), this will not completely prevent all abortions, but may reduce losses. Culling of infected ewes will prevent further spread of the disease. The most effective control strategy for full flock protection is VACCINATION.
Toxoplasmosis
Caused by a parasite known as Toxoplasma gondii

-Eggs most commonly found in contaminated cat faeces in sheds, feed stores, bedding, manure or directly on pasture. A single cat dropping can contain enough eggs to infect more than 100 ewes! The eggs are very hardy; they can survive on a farm for over a year. The sheep are infected by eating the eggs

-All flocks are at risk, it only takes one brief visit from a cat to significantly contaminate a farm!

-Effects are wider ranging than enzootic. It can cause: losses during and after pregnancy, barren ewes and reabsorptions of early abortions, mummified lambs, late abortions, still born lambs, and weakly lambs. Often a grumbling problem of 6% losses, but can lead to infertility in large numbers.

-CONTROL: Very hard to control through management, cat population control will help. Very little can be done to during in the current season. VACCINATION is the only effective way to avoid toxoplasma in future years. Some immunity is gained from being exposed to the parasite, so the younger half of the flock is the most important to vaccinate. The vaccination must be given 3-4 weeks prior to tupping.
Campyloacteriosis

Caused by the Campylobacter bacteria.

-Spread by wildlife and carrier sheep.

-Will cause abortion in an otherwise healthy ewe. 

-Antibiotics are generally not effective to treat/prevent abortions.

-CONTROL: Keep aborted ewes and mix with non-pregnant replacements to allow immunity to develop.
Salmonellosis

Caused by various strain of the bacteria Salmonella
-Infection from infected stock or contaminated food.

-Will cause abortion with or without a sick ewe.

-Can be treated with antibiotics.

-CONTROL: Keep aborted ewes, should not be a problem in future years.

Listeriosis

Caused by the bacteria Listeria monocytogenes.

-Infection though soil or soil-contaminated silage.

-Ewe is usually well despite abortion, other sheep in the flock my show neurological signs (star-gazing, head-tilt, cloudy eyes, head pressing etc.)
-No effective treatment, penicillin may help mild cases.

-CONTROL: Keep aborted ewes, should not be a problem in future years.
What to do when faced with an abortion outbreak?
1) Act quickly! The sooner we diagnose the cause, the sooner we can act to prevent further losses

2) Isolate and mark affected ewes.

3) Contact us at the surgery to implement an abortion investigation. 

4) We will then need to collect freshly aborted lambs and afterbirth, in clean bags, to send to the lab for testing. We may also need to blood test the affected ewes if not enough evidence can be gathered from the aborted lambs. There is free blood testing available for aborted and barren ewes. 

Once we have a diagnosis we will discuss treatment and prevention in further detail with you.

Please remember to handle and dispose of aborted material and ewes carefully, especially if pregnant women or young children are about. A wheelie bin is an ideal place to dispose of aborted lambs and afterbirths to prevent other ewes coming in contact of wildlife/dogs spreading problems further afield.
If you have any concerns at all, please contact us at the surgery to discuss how we can help you and your flock!

