Good hygiene
“Before indoor lambing starts, the sheds
need to be cleaned and disinfected,” advises
Laura.
“Significant contamination can build up
over the lambing period, so pens need to
be cleaned right back to the concrete/earth
floor. The most common omission during the
lambing period is individual pens not being
mucked out and disinfected in-between
ewes. The livestock trailer also needs to be
kept clean and routinely disinfected.”
“Admittedly, the weather can be a
hindrance, forcing prolonged housing. But
farmers need to make sure staff are all
trained and that there is adequate labour
even in the thick of lambing.

Colostrum checks
“A lamb is born with no immunity of its own.
Instead, it must get it from its mother’s
colostrum, in the first 6 hours of its life,”
explains Laura. “Lambs need 50ml of good
quality colostrum per kilogramme of
body weight.

Neo-natal
lamb diseases
“Young lambs, housed indoors, will be
exposed to bacteria which can lead to
diseases such as watery mouth, navel ill
and joint ill,” explains Ken.
“Watery mouth is an overwhelming E.coli
infection in the intestines of lambs in the
first few days of life. Bacteria are ingested
by the lamb from the bedding or by
sucking on a ewe’s dirty teats.
“The bacteria multiply rapidly in the gut
leading to toxaemia and septicaemia.
Lambs stop eating, suffer abdominal pain
and have a drooling mouth - hence the
name. Watery mouth can be
devastating and a significant proportion
of lambs which develop the disease
will die before any treatment can be
initiated. Preventing the disease from
occurring is therefore critical.
“Navel ill and joint ill are caused when
bacteria enter the newborn lamb’s body
via the navel. However, all wounds are a
potential site of entry for environmental
bacteria, so joint ill can also occur a few
weeks later, through infection via ear
tags, castrations and tail docking.
“Where there is a history of these
diseases, farmers can use oral antibiotics
which have been licensed for prophylactic
(preventative) use.”
Ken warns: “But farmers really need
to go back to basics and look at their
management, rather than relying on
an antibacterial product to prop up the
system. These products can become
ineffective on farm due to the build-up of

A good supply of quality colostrum and
a clean environment are key for this
lamb’s health and survival.
“A lamb may have sucked and have a full
stomach, but what about the quality of
the colostrum? Farmers can check the
quality very quickly and easily using a
refractometer.
“Another diagnostic is for vets to take blood
samples from 5-6 lambs in the first week of
their life and measure ‘total protein’ levels.
This identifies whether they are getting
colostrum of sufficiently good quality to
confer immunity. It’s more work and cost,
but this spring, Millcroft Vets will be offering
this service to farmers with poor lamb
health or those suffering early lamb losses.”

resistance. Furthermore, prophylactic use
of antibacterial products is firmly under
the spotlight now and it is of the utmost
importance that we explore means of
reducing this application of these products
where it is possible and safe to do so.
“Ensuring clean bedding and good
hygiene practices play a key role in
preventing these infections. As does
ensuring lambs get enough good quality
colostrum and are born into, and live in,
a clean environment.”

Antibiotic failures?
Laura says: “Last season, some of our
farm clients were concerned that the
antibiotic treatments they were using in
their flocks had not been working. These
cases could have been a sign of antibiotic
resistance. Or, treatments could have
failed due to under-dosing, poor timing,
or an incorrect choice of antibiotic.
“Different bacteria need treating with
different antibiotics. It’s very wrong to
just use up the end of a bottle.
“If products are ‘failing’ then it’s time to
talk to your vet. Diagnostic tests can help
identify the problem, and the solution.
“Although the sheep industry has not
been guilty of using the Critically
Important Antibiotics, it has been guilty
of blanket use of antibiotics for disease
prevention. In the face of a disease
outbreak, short-term use of antibiotics is
sometimes justified to help control the
situation whilst preventative
management strategies are put into
place. We need to be careful with the use
of antibiotics for the sake of our futures.”

Treating hypothermia
“Hypothermia is one of the biggest causes of lamb death when the weather is bad,”
says Ken. “But losses can be reduced by ensuring staff have been trained to spot the
problem and are knowledgeable on how to treat the different cases.
“Understanding the treatment protocol for hypothermia and learning how to
administer glucose injections to lambs are core skills that can be learnt and reinforced
on lambing training courses.
“Lambs are born with ‘brown fat’ around their kidneys and abdomen which provides
the lamb with its energy for approximately the first 5 hours after birth until colostrum
has been absorbed into its system. But after this time it will have disappeared.
“If a newborn lamb has become very cold then it can be warmed up under a lamp or
in a warming box to raise its body temperature before feeding it.
“But when it’s older than 5 hours, and it’s not eaten, there will be no brown fat left,
and the lamb will be critically hypoglycaemic as well as hypothermic. So it needs to be
given a glucose injection immediately, else there is a significant chance that it will die
of hypoglycaemia before it can be warmed up and fed.”
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