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Lambing time is upon us again and there are a few things that you 
can do to get your sheep ready for this stressful time of the year. 
Pregnancy takes a lot out of the ewe, especially in the last 6 weeks 
of pregnancy when 70% of the foetal growth occurs! 
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Preparing for lambing

On top of this, during the last 2 weeks of pregnancy a lot 
of energy has to be put in to udder development. Nutrition is
key to helping the ewes produce healthy lambs and good
quality colostrum.

Grouping ewes according to their body condition and how
many lambs they are carrying is a good way of ensuring that
those ewes which need a bit of extra feed (e.g. those that are
thin and/or are carrying twins or triplets) get sufficient intake
to maintain their body condition.  Ideally lowland ewes should
have a pre-lambing body condition score of around 3 
(pre-lambing BCS of 2 for hill ewes).  It takes a while to change
BCS and so this should not be left until the last minute. The
amount of extra feed required will depend on the BCS of the
animals in question and the quality of the feed available.  Most
flocks start to slowly introduce extra rations (no more than
0.5kg per head of good quality concentrates) around 6-8
weeks pre-lambing. It is also important to keep an eye on
what minerals are being fed: calcium levels should be less
than 1% to help prevent hypocalcaemia and magnesium 
levels should also be kept low.

Housing is important for people who intend to lamb indoors; a
typical 70kg ewe requires 1m2 floor space and 45cm trough
space. Overcrowding can lead to stress-related issues, poor
hygiene and increased disease transmission. If bringing ewes
inside to lamb, this should be done at least 2 weeks before
lambing and ideally when the ewes’ fleeces are dry to help
prevent excess moisture in the sheds. 

Vaccination protocols should have been discussed with your
vet well in advance of lambing. Products such as Heptavac P 

(MSD Animal Health)and Lambivac (MSD Animal Health)
need to have been administered to the ewe at least 4 weeks
before lambing, and as both of these vaccines involve a 2
dose starter course, the 1st of these injections would be
required no less than 6 weeks before lambing starts. Both
Heptavac and Lambivac protect against the clostridial 
bacteria. Bacteria belonging to this family are commonly
found in the soil and gain entry to the body either by being
eaten or via wounds.  Clostridial diseases include tetanus, 
botulism, pulpy kidney and blackleg. Unlike Lambivac,
Heptavac also helps to protect lambs against pneumonia
caused by the pasteurella bacteria.

There are other diseases affecting ewes to look out for 
over the lambing period. These are always best dealt with
promptly, but ideally prevented in the first place through 
suitable management. If there have been multiple incidents 
of problems such as hypocalcaemia or pregnancy toxaemia
then it is appropriate for farmers and vets to work together 
to identify and possible risk factors. Ewes suffering from 
these types of issues are typically ewes at either ends of 
the BCS spectrum: over-fat or over-thin ewes and those 
ewes carrying multiple pregnancies.

Being prepared is key to getting through lambing with as
few problems as possible. Our ‘Lambing Kits’ have proved
popular in previous years and we have them available 
again this year. They include Lubrigel, lambing ropes, 
needles, syringes, lamb feeding tubes, colostrum replacer 
and strong iodine for navel dipping, all presented in a 
handy toolkit. 

We have 2 upcoming ‘Practical Lambing’ 
courses. These are designed to teach the basic
skills required during the lambing period,
including dealing with difficult lambings 
and the aftercare of neonatal lambs. 

They will be run as 3-hour afternoon sessions on
Wednesday 13th and Wednesday 20th of February. 

Visit our website www.scarsdalevets.com for 
more details and contact us at the practice on 
01332 294929 to book your place. 

‘Practical Lambing’ courses - Book Now!
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XLVets conduct UK-
wide surveillance for
Schmallenberg Virus
Schmallenberg Virus is a novel virus, 
first discovered in 2011 in Germany. 
In dairy cattle it causes a high 
temperature associated with milk drop
and diarrhoea. If the virus infects a cow
or sheep early in pregnancy then the
foetus can be deformed, with twisting
of the neck, back and limbs. This is
often only noticed when the dam 
cannot give birth naturally. There have
also been some reports that scanning
percentages have been lower in 
affected sheep flocks.

Utilising the bulk milk test available from Biobest in
Edinburgh, the XLVets group have tested cattle
herds across the length of the UK. Charlie Lambert,
one of the XLVet Directors, said that the 
opportunity came about following liaison with
Biobest. ‘Because we have a group of 49 practices
from Orkney to Penzance, this was a good
opportunity to find out the extent of the spread 
of SBV,’ he commented, adding, ‘We’ve had an
excellent response from our member practices.’
The provisional results confirm that the virus is
widespread across most parts of the UK. Scotland
remains largely clear and most of England and
Wales (including many Scarsdale dairy clients)
have returned strongly positive samples, but with a
more variable pattern in the far north of England.
Paul Burr of Biobest explained that this patchy 
pattern in Northern England probably reflected
local weather and the numbers of midges blown 
in by particular winds.

It is likely that some farms have been infected at
the crucial point of pregnancy when the foetus is 
at greatest risk.  As a result, farmers struggling with
a difficult calving or lambing in the late winter or
spring should consider that deformities might be
present, and call their vet accordingly.  There is no
treatment for affected animals, and no vaccine is
available yet, but keep watching this space!

Gypsum Bedding
The AHVLA has issued a warning about the 
use of gypsum on farms. If gypsum is used as a
bedding material and added to slurry, it can
cause hydrogen sulphide to be released, which is
poisonous to cattle.  For anybody still using waste
recycled gypsum (often recovered from waste
plasterboard) as a bedding material, or as a 
desiccant, please be aware that this is not 
advisable and is not legal without a permit from
the Environment Agency.

The theory goes that if resistant bacteria are
passed from animals to humans through the food
chain, then the effectiveness of antibiotics used in
humans that are similar to those used in animals
might reduce.  However, as yet, there’s no clear
evidence of any harm coming to humans because
of antibiotic use in animals.    

Despite this, though, we have to be seen to be
‘doing our bit’.  The EU regulations concerning
antibiotics are under review at the moment, and
we might see strict changes over the next few
years, although no-one knows exactly what they
might be in the UK.  The Dutch have had to 
commit to reducing antibiotic use in animals by
50% by 2013 (although they did use a lot to begin
with), the French face a 25% reduction over 5
years, and the Danish have very strict regulations
on the way vets prescribe and supply antibiotics. 

By far the biggest animal antibiotic users are the
pig and poultry industries, but again the cattle and
sheep sectors will also have to be seen to be
‘doing their bit’.  The main antibiotic uses in cattle
are for dairy cow mastitis and calf pneumonia.

Three of the main areas of interest in the
EU are as follows:

l Reducing the amount of antibiotics used
for prevention, rather than treatment.  

One of the biggest offenders here is the ‘blanket’
use of antibiotic dry cow therapy for all cows on a
farm, regardless of whether they’ve been infected
during lactation or not.  

In fact, there’s now evidence to say that using dry
cow therapy in uninfected cows can wipe out the
normal bacteria of the teat that are supposed to
be there, and by doing this increase the risk of
toxic mastitis after calving.  On the other hand, not
using antibiotic in cows at drying off can lead to
some increase in somatic cell count (SCC).  

The best advice at the moment seems to be:
High SCC herds:  Blanket antibiotic dry cow 
therapy, plus teat seal.  Low SCC herds: Selective
dry cow therapy based on individual cows’ 
histories - either antibiotic dry cow therapy plus
teat seal, or teat seal alone.  The drying off 
technique must be excellent, to make sure no
bacteria that could later cause mastitis are
pushed up the teat with the tubes.

It seems to make sense that the more an 
antibiotic is used, the more resistance we’ll see.
Interestingly, though, cloxacillin has been used 
for 30 years in dry cow tubes, but there’s still 
virtually no resistance to it at all.

l Reducing the use of 3rd and 4th 
generation cephalosporins. 

Cephalosporins are a group of antibiotics similar
to the penicillins. They are categorised into 
‘generations’, according to how long ago they
were discovered, and different generations have
different properties.  In general, later generations

are ‘broader-spectrum’ and are better able to kill
bacteria resistant to penicillin.  

Cephalosporins are used in both humans and 
animals - they act rapidly, are very effective 
and have few side effects. They’re especially
important in children. Generations 1-4 are used 
in animals and generations 1-6 in humans.
Examples include:

1st generation: Cephalexin (e.g. Ceporex)
Cephalonium (e.g. Cepravin 
Dry Cow)
Cephapirin (e.g.Mastiplan) 

3rd generation: Ceftiofur (e.g. Excenel, Readycef,
Naxcel, Metricure)

4th generation: Cefquinome (e.g. Cobactan,
Cephaguard DC)

There’s been some debate as to whether the use
of cephalosporins in animals will lead to
cephalosporin resistance among bacteria causing
infections in humans. Again, there’s little evidence
that this is the case, but there have been some
demands to ban cephalosporins in animals 
completely, and save them for human use.  

l Reducing use of fluoroquinolones (FQs).
Again, FQs (e.g. Baytril, Marbocyl, Forcyl, A180...)
are used in both human and animal treatment.
Recently in Canada, testing of chickens has
detected a sharp increase in drug-resistant
Campylobacter, and Canadian poultry farmers 
are being urged to stop using FQs.  

For now, the best advice we can give regarding
3rd and 4th generation cephalosporins and 
FQs is as follows:

l Try not to use them as a ‘first-line’, i.e. save
them for conditions that respond poorly to
other antibiotics, or where antibiotic sensitivity
testing has been done and has shown them 
to be the best choice.

l Use them in individuals rather than giving them
to whole groups of animals, except in very 
specific situations that have been discussed
with your vet, and bear in mind the risk 
of resistance.

l Stick to the label recommendations - avoid 
off-label use.  

Antibiotics and 
Resistance
For some time now, scientists have been debating whether
the use of antibiotics in veterinary medicine might adversely
affect public health. At the heart of the debate is the fact 
that treatment of infections with antibiotics can lead to the
development of bacterial resistance.

Carolyn Baguley BA VetMB MRCVS

Part 2


