
Increasing number of  
cases of sheep scab 

Above left: Sheep showing classical signs of scab;  above right: scab

Over the last six months we have noted an increasing number of 
cases of sheep scab within our clients’ flocks. 

This parasite has serious economic and welfare implications and 
is caused by infection with the mite (Psoroptes ovis) found on the 
skin surface. It is not the presence of the mite itself that causes 
the itch in sheep but rather the faeces of the mite which causes 
an allergic response in the skin. This in turn causes severe itching 
causing the sheep to scratch itself so intensely that it leads a loss 
of body condition, hypothermia due to wool loss, secondary 
infections due to skin damage and eventual death.

Spread of the mite is most commonly from sheep to sheep 
contact and through contact with shared areas such as 
scratching posts.  The mite can survive for 17 days off the 
sheep meaning it can persist on equipment used by external 
contractors such as shearers and scanners. Shearing can help to 
reduce the mite burden as the skin is drier in the summer after 
shearing so the condition is most commonly seen in the autumn 
and winter months when fleeces have grown back creating an 
ideal environment for the mites  to thrive.

The symptoms of scab can be subtle and go largely unnoticed to 
begin with whilst mites are present in low numbers. Sheep may 
appear normal or simply look restless and rub themselves against 
fence posts, have stained areas of fleece or have small areas 
of fleece missing. As the mite numbers increase the affected 
regions become larger causing more frequent and aggressive 
rubbing and head tossing with larger areas of missing  
wool and bleeding wounds. At this point sheep begin to lose 
condition and in serious cases will start fitting.

Diagnosis can be achieved in one of two ways, skin scrapes from 
the edge of suspicious lesions can demonstrate the presence of 
scab mites. This method however is not very useful in the case 
of early infestations as the failure to find a mite on a skin scrap 
does not mean scab can be ruled out. A more reliable method 
in recent years has been the development of a blood test that 
can confirm infection by the presence of antibodies to the mites. 
Definitive diagnosis is important as itching can be caused by 
other conditions such as lice, meaning time and money can be 
wasted trying to treat for the wrong condition.

Historically scab was kept in check by the regular dipping of 
sheep. This control method was effective and resulted in the UK 
being free of P. ovis for some years until its re-introduction from 
Europe in the 1970s. Since the ban of organophosphate dipping 
the treatment of choice has been injectable Macrocytic Lactones 
such as Dectomax (see table 1 for more details). However the 
widespread persistent and incorrect use of these products 
has led to the development of resistance within scab mite 
populations in certain areas and the subsequent spread of the 
parasite. Many farms are now turning back to licenced dipping 
contractors to treat sheep for scab. It should be noted that whilst 
jetting sheep will kill the mite it does not get into the ears and 
sub-orbital (eye) glands which, amongst other areas, are where 
the mite can persist.

Due to the sheep scab and the potential impact upon on the 
health and productivity of your flock we would urge everyone 
to be on the look-out for the initial signs of infection and if there 
is any suspicion of the presence of scab mites within your flock 
then please contact us for a definitive diagnosis.

If the presence of scab is confirmed then the following steps 
should be followed according to SCOPS guidelines:

• Establish where the scab came from. If it was from purchased  
 or incoming sheep, review quarantine protocols.

• Contact neighbours with sheep in adjacent fields to warn 
 them and/or suggest they treat at the same time as you for 
 maximum effect and protection.

• Check common fence-lines for gaps/shared rubbing 
 areas. Consider double fencing any in contact with high  
 risk neighbours.

See over for an overview of the injectable products available 
for treatment of scab. 
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The date for our long-awaited move is getting nearer.  
We should be getting the keys at the beginning of 
February and expect to be fully operational there 
shortly after!
Our new address is Unit 5b, Sigeric Business Park, 
Rotherwas, HR2 6BQ.
We are planning an open day when we have fully  
moved in so that you can all have a good look round.

Product Chemical Name Sheep Scab treatment protocol Meat withdrawl 
period (days)

Move to clean 
pasture?

Cydectin 1%
Zermex 1% Moxidectin

28 days persistent activity for protection,  
two injections 10 days apart to treat  

existing scab
70 No

Cydectin (2%) 20mg/ml
Zermex (2%) 20mg/ml Moxidectin 60 days persistent activity sufficient  

to treat scab 104 No

Dectomax Doramectin One injection 70 Yes

Ivomec
Noromectin Multi

Panomec
Paramectin

Ivermectin Two injections 7 days apart
37-42 

depending 
upon product

Yes

Closamectin injection Ivermectin 
Closantel

Follow up injection of ivermectin  
only 7 days later 28 Yes

Osmunds gold fleece*
Paracide 62* Diazinon One treatment of dip providing  

four weeks protection
49 and 72 days 

respectively No

New premises for 
our Hereford Office 

Trace elements around 
calving:
Here in Herefordshire and the surrounding areas our soils 
are well known for their grass growing ability, however they 
are also often deficient in iodine, cobalt and selenium. 
Trace elements are absolutely vital for your stock all year 
round but at calving this takes an even greater importance 
and supplementation is vital.

Deficiencies can cause large losses at this time of  
year including:
Iodine: abortions, decreased fertility, reduced calf vigour.  
Selenium: weakness and stiffness in calves  
(White muscle disease), retained placentas in cows. 
Copper: poor growth in calves, decreased fertility  
when cows are going back to the bull. 
Cobalt: poor growth and performance in calves.

So as I’m sure you agree its vital to prevent these effects 
before they happen! There are lots of products on the market 
to supplement trace elements. Unfortunately not all cows will 
choose to use lick buckets despite requiring supplementation, 
and drenches tend to be lost quickly through the intestinal 
tract. Therefore bolusing is the best way to ensure that your 
cows are receiving what they need on a daily basis. 
The “Oligovet Super Grazer” is a new French bolus that we 
have sourced which has been extensively tested to prove 
that it does what it says on the tin. Additionally it provides 
supplementation for 8 months which is in contrast to its 
competitors that cover for a maximum of 6 months. Its 8 
month action means that if you target its use just prior to 
calving you can cover the entirety of the calving/service and 
grazing period with only one bolus annually. So get bolusing 
your cows to prevent any issues before they happen!

An overview of the injectable products available for treatment of scab. Resistance to some of these products is slowly 
becoming more common. None of these products are licenced in sheep producing milk for human consumption.

Lambing Meeting - 14th February
Lambing meeting to discuss…

• Colostrum management 
• Treating new born lambs 
• Improving business performance 
• Managing Scours

14th February, 11.00am start. Taking place at Frank 
Lloyd’s, The Dorelands, Abbeydore, Hereford, HR2 0AA. 

Call the office to book a place: 01432 351471

*must be carried out by a licenced contractor – contact the surgery for more details.




