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By Louise Silk, vet
Infectious abortion causes considerable losses to the UK 
sheep industry. Despite the availability of effective vaccines 
and advice on disease prevention there are still large 
numbers of fl ocks where endemic disease grumbles on 
unnoticed, or fl ocks which remain highly susceptible to the 
introduction of new infections.

Diagnosis is key and an abortion or barren rate greater than 
2% should always provoke further investigation. So too should a 
cluster of several abortions within a short period of time.  Any ewe 
that aborts should be marked and isolate. Contaminated 
bedding and abortive material should be 
disposed of and contaminated pens or 
lambing areas thoroughly disinfected.

Diagnostics
The most effective way to achieve a 
diagnosis during an abortion storm is 
through the examination of aborted material by 
a veterinary laboratory. Several freshly aborted foetuses and, 
more importantly, placentae should be submitted immediately. It 
is important to discuss this with your vet to maximise the chance 
of a successful outcome.

Free and/or subsidised testing services are often offered by 
commercial companies and laboratories so take advantage of 
these to check for the presence of enzootic abortion (EAE) and 

toxoplasmosis in fl ocks that are not currently 
vaccinating. Your vet will take six to eight blood samples 

from ewes that have aborted or were barren. 
Whole fl ock treatment with antibiotics (oxytetracycline) could 

be used pre-lambing during an abortion storm, to increase the 
number of viable lambs born to ewes known to be in contact 
with EAE or campylobacter. The use of antibiotics in this situation 
should only done following careful discussions with a vet. The 

While antibiotics can be used in the face 
of an abortion storm, their use should not 
be undertaken lightly.

Assessing the role of antibiotics in 
the on-farm fi ght against abortion

Abortion vaccines

Discuss your fl ock’s individual requirements with your vet prior to starting a vaccination programme. In fl ocks which continue to vaccinate replacements 
every year, some vaccines do not require a booster for ewes due to the natural lifespan of the ewe within the fl ock. 
*Imported from Australia under special VMD import licence.

Vaccine
Enzovac (MSD 
Animal Health)

Cevac Chlamydia 
(Ceva)
Mydiavac 
(Benchmark Animal 
Health)
Toxovax (MSD 
Animal Health)
Campyvax 4* (MSD 
Animal Health)

Disease
Enzootic 
abortion

Enzootic 
abortion
Enzootic 
abortion

Toxoplasmosis

Campylobacter

Type
Live

Live

Inactivated

Live

Killed

Use
Prevention

Prevention

Prevention or in 
the face of an 
outbreak
Prevention

Prevention

Vaccination programme
Initial single dose more than four weeks pre-tupping with booster every three to 
four years (farm replacement rate dependent); replacements must be vaccinated 
annually.
Initial single dose more than four weeks pre-tupping; replacements must be 
vaccinated annually.
Initial single dose four weeks pre-tupping with booster every two years; replacements 
must be vaccinated annually.

Initial single dose three to four weeks pre-tupping with booster every two years (farm 
disease status dependent); replacements must be vaccinated annually.
Initial two doses four two eight  weeks apart pre-tupping; single annual booster.
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This is the second article of three looking at 
appropriate antibiotic use on sheep farms. 

‘As little as possible as much as 
necessary’
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TWO STAGE FEEDING BUCKETS WITH 
A BURST OF INSTANT ENERGY

Speak to your local Harbro specialist or 
contact 01888 545200

harbro.co.uk

®

 Research based formulations that balance 
local mineral deficiencies and mineral 
requirements in the ewe

 
 Enriched with fish oil, Sel-Plex (selenium),
mannans (Vitality) and cobalt/B12

 Optimises performance from forage with key 
minerals, trace elements and vitamins unique 
to the Energyze range

 Created for strong embryo production,
improved colostrum and improved lamb
vitality, thriftiness and survival

Forage Booster Vitality

Now with added choline 
for lamb vigour and 

stronger lambs! 

antibiotic treatments should be targeted to ewes at a certain 
stage of gestation, depending on the organism causing disease, 
and timed appropriately in order to be most effective. A number of 
ewes may still go on to abort despite treatment and success rates 
vary from fl ock to fl ock. In the case of EAE, vaccination with the 
inactivated vaccine in the face of a disease outbreak may also be 
a consideration.

It is important to remember antibiotics will provide no 
protection against abortion in subsequent years. Vaccination of a 
ewe fl ock pre-tupping, in the autumn following an abortion storm, 
will reduce the number of abortions in subsequent years by 
preventing new infections in unexposed ewes and, in the case of 
EAE, reducing the number of abortions in ewes already infected. 

Toxoplasmosis is a protozoal parasite, against which 
antibiotics have no effect. There are of course other much less 
common causes of infectious abortion in sheep. Treatment in 
the face of an outbreak may prove successful, depending on the 
organism involved and lambing management.

Reducing use
With ever increasing pressure to reduce the use of antibiotics on 
farm, any use of antibiotics in the control of infectious abortion, 
for which there are highly effective vaccines available, should 
certainly be questioned.

There are two main ways to protect your fl ock against 
infectious abortion. The fi rst is by maintaining good biosecurity 
to prevent the entry of new diseases onto your farm. This 
involves sourcing replacement stock carefully, maintaining fence 
boundaries and applying a quarantine period to incoming stock. 
To protect against abortion, quarantine ideally means lambing 
bought-in ewes separately in their fi rst year on your farm.

The second way is by vaccination. There are vaccines available 
for protection against all the major causes of infectious abortion 
in sheep (see table) and their use in the prevention of disease is 
very cost effective.

It is only by understanding the nature of a disease that it is 
possible to protect yourself effectively. It is therefore important 
to have a close working relationship with your vet, with whom 
you can discuss the risks to your fl ock and put in place the most 
effective and economically viable preventative measures.

Cost benefi t analysis of vaccination
EAE is the most common cause of infectious abortion in 
sheep within the UK and one of the most signifi cant causes of 
lamb mortality worldwide – yet the cost of an outbreak vastly 
outweighs how much it costs to vaccinate.

The cost of vaccinated a 600-ewe fl ock in the fi rst year of 
a vaccination programme, based on £2 per dose, is £1,200. 
Assuming a replacement rate of 21.5%, the cost of vaccinating 
replacements in subsequent years would be £258. This is 
compared to costs running into the thousands if you work on the 
assumption that a lamb taken through to fi nished is worth the 
best part of £90 before input costs.

*It is worth noting an abortion storm due to campylobacter can often result in an 
abortion rate of 40%.

Flock status

No EAE
Endemic disease 
(ongoing) - 5% fewer 
lambs weaned
Abortion storm 
(new outbreak) - 
25% fewer lambs 
weaned*

Lamb output per 
ewe per year (£ 

per head)
£88.78

£84.14

£66.25

Lamb output 
for 600-ewe 

fl ock per year
£53,268

£50,484

£39,750

Potential loss 
in 600-ewe 

fl ock

£2,784

£13,518
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