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Tackling Lameness in sheep
 
Lameness is 
estimated to cost 
the UK sheep 
industry £28 million 
a year, with some 
farms having a 
prevalence of over 
10% lameness. 

Scald is the most common cause of lameness in lambs and is most 
prevalent in warm, damp conditions. It is caused by Fusobacterium 
necrophorum, a bacteria found naturally in the environment. 
Infection is localised to the skin between the claws and signs include 
swelling, redness and a white film over the skin. Scald is often a 
precursor to Footrot and so prompt treatment is key. Individual 
cases should respond well to topical oxytetracycline spray (Cyclo 
spray). Alternatively walking through a footbath of 3% formalin or 
10% zinc sulphate provides effective control at flock level.

Footrot is caused 
by Fusobacterium 
necrophorum and 
Dichelobacter 
nodusus.  
It is the cause of up 
to 80% of lameness 
in ewes and is highly 
contagious. First 
signs of infection 
include redness 
and moistening of 

the interdigital area, progressing to hoof separation and under-
running of sole. Affected feet have a very characteristic foul smell. 
Affected animals should be isolated; injected with Metacam and 
oxytetracycline; and topical antibiotic spray applied. Foot trimming 
should only be undertaken when the animal is no longer lame as 
overzealous trimming can result in the formation of toe fibromas.

 

Contagious Ovine Digital Dermatitis (CODD) often affects a large 
proportion of the flock. It is a similar condition to Digital Dermatitis 
seen in cattle and is proposed to be caused by treponemes. Lesions 
begin at the coronary band of the hoof and run towards the toe 
often resulting with loss of the whole hoof capsule. Horn often does 
not grow back properly. Veterinary examination may be required 
to differentiate CODD from footrot and to administer effective 
antibiotics in the acute phase of the disease. 

The 5 point plan has been designed based on academic research 
to help control infectious lameness, reduce disease challenge, 
and build resilience and immunity within in the flock. 

1. Cull 
2. Quarantine 
3. Treat 
4. Avoid 
5. Vaccinate 

1. Cull  - culling affected animals aids to control the spread of 
lameness. This should target any ewes or rams with misshapen or 
chronically diseased feet; repeat offenders and those that fail to 
respond to appropriate treatment.

2. Quarantine – incoming animals should be segregated for a 
minimum of 28 days. All new stock should have their feet examined 
and problems treated as soon as they appear. Quarantine should 
prevent resistant strains of footrot bacteria and CODD being 
introduced onto the farm.

3. Treat - rapid treatment will help to stop the cycle of infection 
and minimise spread. Aim to catch cases within 3 days of lameness 
being seen; inspect the feet but do not trim; identify the cause and 
treat appropriately; and mark the affected limb and record animal. 
Consult one of our vets for help identifying the cause if necessary.

4. Avoid – spread of disease can occur easily at handling and 
gathering. This can be reduced by using hydrated lime, gravel 
or woodchip around handling and high traffic areas at pasture. 
Regularly move mineral buckets and feed troughs to minimise 
exposure to warm, damp areas. 

5. Vaccinate - prior infection does not confer any immunity. Footvax 
can be used to provide active immunisation against footrot in the 
face of an outbreak or as a prevention programme, paying particular 
attention to the risk periods between March – May and October – 
December.
Consult one of our vets if you have any questions about  
controlling lameness in your flock.
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Emergency Slaughter
 
It’s hugely 
disappointing 
when a fit, 
healthy animal 
has an accident 
that renders it 
unable to be 
transported to 
an abattoir.

It is in these situations we are fortunate to be able to provide a 
facility in order to allow the animal to enter the food chain and 
thus, re-coop your costs whilst maximising its welfare. However, 
we have to safeguard this unique system and ensure it is not 
violated or else we will undoubtably lose this beneficial service. 
There are strict rules surrounding an emergency slaughter and 
these include;

Is it an Emergency? 
This means that the event requires immediate action, therefore 
an animal suffering a chronic condition will not qualify nor will an 
animal that has been “given a few days”. The accident has to have 
just happened for an animal to qualify. 

Was it an Accident?  
This is defined as an “Unforeseen or unexpected event causing 
injury or damage” and therefore we as veterinarians have to certify 
that the circumstances surrounding the injury was a true accident.  

Is the Animal Otherwise Healthy? 
Only healthy animals may enter the human food chain and 
therefore they must be free from infection and disease. 

Is the Animal subject to any Drug Withdrawals? 
The animal must be free from meat withdrawals. We often find 
farmers don’t think about wormer and flukicide withdrawals when 
considering this but it is important to ensure ALL withdrawals 
have elapsed fully. 

Does the Animal Obey the Clean Livestock Policy? 
All animals accepted to slaughter must be clean. If the accident 
has lead to gross contamination of the animal then it will not be 
able to enter the scheme; an example of this would be if a cow has 
gone down on the collecting yard and covered herself in slurry or 
if the animal was already dirty prior to the accident. 

So Finally… 
As you can see there are many rules that apply before an animal 
can enter the scheme, but, if all of these are fulfilled then 
emergency slaughter can go ahead. If you have any situation on 
farm please call us immediately to discuss and arrange a visit to 
examine the animal, if following this the animal is eligible then we 
can help organise it from there. In order to carry out emergency 
slaughter it is vital that the slaughter man, transport and a vet is 
there at the same time and so a vet visit to assess prior to this is 
vital to prevent wasting anybody’s time and accruing costs. It is 
also imperative then when attending casualty slaughters there 
is sufficient facilities to allow it to take place, these include a 
telehandler or tractor and loader to facilitate the bleeding of the 
animal and also suitable restraint of the animal/handling facilities 
to examine and dispatch the animal safely. If these facilities are not 
in place, then the slaughter cannot go ahead. 

Here’s hoping you don’t have to use the scheme anytime soon, 
but if sadly you do, then get in touch as soon as possible to 
prevent any problems later on. 

Worming
With the better weather upon us it is time to turn our attention 
to worm control. Widespread and indiscriminate use of wormers 
has been causing resistance in parasite population, many people 
are finding previously widely used types of wormers such as white 
wormers no longer effective.

Targeted parasite control is easy to achieve and has been 
proven to bring financial gains through saved applications of 
wormers and your valuable time. We recommend that every 3 
weeks throughout the grazing season a faecal sample should be 
gathered from each management group and brought to us to 
check the levels of parasite eggs present and whether on that 
basis treatment is required.

To do this is very simple; gather the lambs or run them down the 
road and find 8-10 fresh dung pats, collect them in individual 

bags and bring it in to us, we will 
measure each pat equally in the lab. 
Results can be reported on the same 
day as you bring it in in most cases 
allowing you to worm, (or not!) with 
confidence.

A second follow up sample is 
recommended after a treatment at 

least once a season, the timing of this sample varies according 
the type of wormer used but will help to ascertain whether the 
parasites in your population are resistant to the type used.

DISCUSSIONS TO INCLUDE
Is it pasturella? And what vaccine should we be using?

An update on worming • Trace element options
Orf and how to use Scabivax
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Bill retires
Enclosed alongside our newsletter is a letter from Bill announcing 
his retirement from clinical practice at the end of this month. 
It goes without saying that he will be sorely missed by all the 
members of our team and by many of you who have known him 
for many years. He has always given us a huge amount of support 
and commitment in so many ways over the years which has been 
integral to helping our practice develop to where we are today 
which we are incredibly grateful for. We wish him all the very best 
for the future and look forward to hearing from him and Ailsa 
about this exciting next chapter of their lives.

GROWING GREAT LAMBS 
An on farm meeting on how to maximise lamb growth
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