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Lamb Growth after Weaning 
Obviously the earlier that lambs can be sent to the works the more feed that is available on the farm for growing out 

young stock, hoggets or yearling cattle, or for fattening more bought in lambs, and or getting better tupping weights for 
breeding ewes. The end result should be increased returns. Of course in years of summer drought sending lambs to the 

works early is desirable. 

The three main essentials in post weaning lamb growth are: 

 Feed quality and quantity 

 Parasite control 

 Trace element adequacy 

We will leave aside discussions on the merits of specialized lamb fattening crops such as rape, pasja, chicory, plantain, 

lucerne, lotus, and red clover, and focus on optimising lamb growth on permanent ryegrass, and white clover pasture. 

Because weaned lambs have only partially developed rumens, feed quality (that is protein and metabolisable energy, ME) 

is extremely important. Consequently lamb growth is maximized when they graze short leafy pasture with a high clover 
content, (making up about 50% of the available feed on a dry matter basis). Therefore the available pasture should be 4-
6cm in height, (about 2000kg DM/Ha) and growing. However even on these lush pastures, there will be variable leaves 

and stems. The lambs will eat out the best quality leaves first, which will provide optimum weight gains, but then if left on 
this pasture they will be forced to eat the older leaves and stems, and consequently weight gains will be reduced, due to 

lower quality feed. As a rule of thumb in green pasture, once one third of the available sword has been eaten, the quality 
of the remainder will be somewhat lower, (in protein content and ME). The longer that lambs are left on a paddock, the 

lower the quality of the residual pasture will be. Therefore for optimum growth lambs should be shifted sooner rather 
than later. Through the summer, pasture quality tends to reduce and thus the proportion of high quality leaves in the 

sword also reduces. So as we go further through the summer the speed of the rotation should increase. Residual poorer 
quality pasture can be grazed off by adult sheep or cattle, who due to having fully developed rumens are more dependant 

on quantity rather than quality. Of course unless absolutely necessary, it does not pay to graze pasture too close to the 
ground. Pastures at 900kg DM/Ha grow at about 60% of their potential compared to 80% in pastures with cover of 1200-

1500kg DM/Ha . At 500kg DM/Ha, regrowth occurs substantially slower. As dairy farmers say “grass grows grass”. 

Internal parasite control is also related to nutrition. The better that lambs are fed, the better they will be able to with-

stand the challenge of worms. Also when parasite eggs from dung pats develop into infective larvae, these larvae subse-
quently migrate up the leaf. 99% of the infective larvae are found below 4 cm of pasture height with the majority in the 

bottom 2cm of the sword. Therefore the closer to the ground that lambs are forced to graze the more likely that they 

will pick up infective worm larvae. 

In regards to trace elements, there are only two which have been shown to have a significant effect on lamb growth rates 
in Northern Southland. They are selenium and cobalt. Provided annual application of selenium prills is carried out, there 

should not be a problem with selenium deficiency in lambs. In respect to cobalt, which is required for vitamin B12 pro-
duction in the lamb, a diet which has a high clover content will almost always ensure adequate B12 levels. Legumes are 

much better in extracting cobalt from the soil than are grasses or brassicas. So B12 deficiency is only likely to occur 

when the clover content of pastures is reduced. 

In summary, lamb growth after  weaning depends a great deal on the quality of feed offered. 

So the primary focus of fattening lambs should be on grazing management, with some attention paid to the monitoring  

worm burdens and selenium and B12 levels. 
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Every year thousands of sheep are vaccinated with 5 in 1, but what are the 5? 
Most farmers will be familiar with Pulpy Kidney and Tetanus, two of the 5. The other three are somewhat 

murkier. Blackleg, Black Disease, and Malignant Oedema are less notorious but no less deadly. 

The two more common diseases, Pulpy Kidney and Tetanus, are seen occasionally in flocks with vaccination 
programs in place. Usually the vaccination program used is a variation from the label recommendations. Vac-

cination with 5 in 1 is sometimes required at tailing if lambs are lost to pulpy kidney before weaning. 
Blackleg is a severe infection of the muscle tissue resulting in a black appearance to the affected muscles 

often in the leg. True Blackleg mainly affects cattle but occasionally sheep are diagnosed with Cl chauvoei, the 

bacteria responsible. The disease is almost always fatal. 
Malignant oedema is also known as Gas Gangrene and is often difficult to distinguish from Blackleg without 

laboratory assistance. It is the result of infection of a wound by one (or more) of several Clostridium species 
of bacteria. Cl novyi and Cl septicum are the two in 5 in 1, although Cl perfringens (pulpy kidney) and Cl 

chauvoei (blackleg) have also been seen to cause the disease. 
Black disease is caused by Cl novyi toxin and is a severe infection of the liver. It is usually seen in conjunction 

with liver fluke infection and so is rare in Southland. The migration of fluke through the liver causes damage 

which allows the bacteria to proliferate and cause disease. 

Clostridial diseases in general are usually fatal and seeing sick animals is often rare. Usually animals are found 

dead and “go off” very quickly. This makes diagnosis difficult, even with lab tests. Vaccination fortunately is 

very effective. 

M Baer BVSc 

5 Clostridial diseases in 5 in 1, what are they? 
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Sheep Edition.........VetTIMES 

Please let us know if you are unhappy with your reproduction performance percentages this year.  Intervet/

Schering-Plough has developed a Sheep Performance Programme to help increase lamb numbers.  The focus 
is on abortions and early embryo losses.  They have produced a „Potential Earnings‟ calculator to demon-

strate potential risks of non-vaccination as well as the corresponding gains of vaccination.   

You may remember last year in conjunction with Intervet, we offered FREE lab testing to assess the Campy-
lobacter and Toxoplasmosis status on your farm (Flock Check).  This is valuable information to have on 

your farm.  This programme is still available.  You may wish to take advantage of this offer particularly if 
your scanning or lambing/tailing percentage was lower than expected this year, or indeed lower than you 

would like for next year.  Blood samples are taken from ten wet ewes and ten dry ewes for testing. Obvi-
ously the dry ewes need to be available and not yet had a visit to the works!  A full report is then provided 

with explanations and recommendations for future management. 

Please let us know if you are unhappy with your percentages, we may be able to help you out but we should 

act before tupping (not at scanning).  Or perhaps pop in to check out the „Potential Earnings Calculator‟ and 

enquire about the „Flockcheck‟ blood tests. 

M Greene MVB MRCVS 

Sheep Performance Programme/Flock Check 

 
Donõt forget we will happily  quote for your whole 

season animal health product requirements.  
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Biochemistry  

This vitamin is synthesised by rumen microbes from dietary cobalt. Propionate, which comes from the fermentation of plant cellu-
lose in the rumen, is the major source of energy in the ruminant. It is converted to succinate to provide energy.  This process 

occurs in the rumen (note lambs do not have a functioning rumen when born) and is dependent on a Vitamin B12-containing en-
zyme. Deficiency of vitamin B12 leads to an accumulation of methylmalonic acid in the liver and a high level of propionate in the 

blood. Propionate cannot be converted to succinate hence low energy. The impairment of propionate metabolism is accompanied 
by a progressive loss of appetite.  

Clinical signs  
Ill-thrift 

Sheep which have an inadequate dietary source of cobalt, unless supplemented with injectable vitamin B12, develop a syndrome of 
reduced appetite and weight loss, even in the presence of otherwise sufficient pasture. The wasting is accompanied by lethargy, 

eye discharge, scaly ears and a mild anaemia. Before cobalt deficiency was recognised, there were areas of New Zealand where 
sheep and cattle could not be grazed without developing bush sickness. Affected ruminants became weak and emaciated, progres-

sively anaemic and died. Oral, but not injectable, treatment with cobalt was found to prevent the disease, although copper was 
also necessary for complete treatment and prevention. 

White Liver Disease 
Ovine white liver disease appears to be a vitamin B12 deficiency complicated by liver damage. It usually affects lambs 2 to 6 months 

of age causing severe ill-thrift, liver disease, depression, serous eye discharge and crusty lesions on the ears probably as a result of 
photosensitization.  High numbers may be affected with mortality rates of 10% to 15% or, rarely, over 80%.  Affected sheep lose 

weight rapidly. Clinical signs are present for up to 14 days before death. Vitamin B12 or cobalt therapy leads to rapid improvement 
except in advanced cases. At post mortem, the liver is pale and, in some cases, almost white, and very swollen.  

Subclinical  

Large body weight and wool growth responses have followed supplementation of lambs with low vitamin B12 status but which are 

not showing clinical signs of deficiency. 

Clinical Pathology  

The seasonal variations in cobalt nutrition are significant. The concentration of cobalt in pastures and of B12 in plasma is lowest in 
spring. There are also large fluctuations in the availability of cobalt between years. Seasons with lush pasture growth favour cobalt 
deficiency - perhaps because the sheep ingest less soil as soil provides a more concentrated source of cobalt to the ruminant than 

pasture. Plasma B12 levels reflect current cobalt nutrition rather than liver stores. Consequently, pre-ruminant lambs and lambs 
with recently developed rumens will have low plasma B12 levels even if liver stores are adequate. By 4 months of age, testing of 

plasma B12 levels should indicate cobalt availability and hence whether deficiency is likely to exist or to develop. 

Diagnosis 

Early spring is often a good time to test. Plasma or serum B12 levels are both satisfactory tests of cobalt nutrition. (Note that, for 
cattle, liver B12 is preferred because the relationship between cobalt nutrition and plasma levels is less precise than in sheep.) Soil 

levels of cobalt provide little or no information about the likelihood of deficiency in animals. 

Interpretation of results  

 Are levels low because lambs are too young, or because cobalt nutrition is low? B12 injection will not lead to extended 

maintenance of plasma levels 

 Are cobalt pellets in the sheep but not working? 

 Are levels low enough to warrant treatment every year or should further testing be advised? 

Treatment/prevention  

The sub-cutaneous injection of vitamin B12 is recommended for the immediate treatment of deficient animals and for short-term 
(up to 3 months) prevention of deficiency. It is the preferred method of prevention for pre-ruminant lambs and is often adminis-

tered at tailing, when lambs are 1 to 8 weeks of age. Intra-ruminal cobalt pellets ('bullets') are the most efficient method of long-
term prevention in endemically deficient areas. They are usually administered to weaners over 6 months of age or hoggets, be-

cause pre-ruminant (under 10 weeks of age) sheep do not benefit from cobalt and because larger sheep are easier to dose with 
pellets. (There are also long acting products available, one as an injection and one as an implant, that can last from 3 months to 1 

year). Oral drenches of cobalt salts are used but give only short-term protection. Salt licks and mineral blocks may be effective 
provided sheep ingest at least 0.05mg of cobalt per day. Addition of cobalt to pastures with fertilizers and foliar sprays can be 

useful, particularly when cobalt is being administered as an aid to preventing phalaris staggers, something rarely seen down here. 
Ewes grazing cobalt-deficient pastures should receive cobalt bullets at least 8 weeks before lambing to ensure adequate colostral 

vitamin B12 and to provide adequate foetal liver reserves of the vitamin. Non-colostral milk contains only low levels of vitamin B12.  

R Smith BVSc MACVSc (Sheep Medicine) 

Cobalt (B12)  

Sheep which have an inadequate dietary source of cobalt, unless supplemented with in-

jectable vitamin B 12, develop a syndrome of reduced appetite and weight loss, even in the 

presence of otherwise sufficient pasture.  

Treatment against tetanus is time 

consuming, expensive, and often 

unrewarding. Prevention is by far and 

away the best way to attack tetanus in 

horses. 
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All computer modelling evidence indicates that combination drenches are better for slowing the development of worm resistance 

on a particular farm. Mindful of the three questions you should ask yourself before drenching any stock, you should especially be 

mindful when giving this years lambs their first drench. 

1. Do you know whether or not the drench you intend to use is effective? 

2. Have you carried out a Faecal Egg Count Reduction Test (FECRT)? 

3. Do you know the levels and type of worm burden in the lamb you are about to drench? 

If you are not sure of the answers to these questions or the answers are no, then we consider you should begin drenching this sea-

son with a triple combination drench. This is said being aware of the cost of worm drenching. If you begin with the first drench as a 

triple combination you are drenching lambs at their lightest weight of the season (therefore minimising the drench cost of a triple at 

this time of year). Also it will be a time of year when the number of worm types is at it‟s greatest. We would expect to get a com-

plete clean out of all the worms with this triple combination drench so that you can face the rest  of the lamb drenching season with 

confidence that the lambs are worm free after their first drench. 

This changes the answers to question (1) and (3) to yes! 

Getting the answer to question (2) to yes will take some more time and effort and as indicated in earlier newsletters you should 

contact us at NSVS for discussion on this subject. 

After completing this first drench I imagine there will be different strategies on different farms. Some may stay with the combination 

drenching, some may resort to single action families and some may do pre-drenching FEC to indicate when to drench. Whatever 

the procedure you should have a drenching interval of at least 4 weeks, and you should carry out a post-drench FEC 7-10 days after 

drenching, At least do this 2 times during the lamb drenching season to make sure the drench you are using is still working. 

While the efficiency of single active drenches varies on different farms the results are not all negative. 

There are some farms that have 100% efficacy to levamisole, some have 100% efficacy to abamectin (Genesis) and even some farms 

still have 100% efficacy to benzimadazoles (white drenches).  

Drenches used in combination result in one family “mopping up” the worms which may have been resistant to another family, re-

sulting in few (if any)  resistant eggs being passed onto the pasture. The idea of using products in combination, so that one drench 

family protects another drench family, is of critical importance in extending the useful life of the currently available drench families. 

P A Langford BVSc 

Lamb Drenching this Season 

Christmas Giveaway  
Valued at $2300  

To qualify for this Fantastic  giveaway 

you only need to purchase Merial Ancare 

drench between 1st October and 20th De-

cember 2009. For every $200 spent, you 

get one entry in the draw. 

Incredible home entertainment package 

includes: 

 32ó LCD Television 

 DVD Home Theatre  

         System 

 Play Station 3  

 

Valued at $2300  


