Tackling lameness in a sheep flock can seem a daunting prospect, but weaning is the ideal time to make a good start.


Lameness in sheep is something which is often seen as just part and parcel of running a flock. But it can have a nasty habit of becoming worse, and this year’s wet weather is likely to have increased the problem on many farms.

While it can be a difficult and lengthy process, tackling lameness will have a positive impact on flock performance, and weaning is the ideal time to make a start. That is according to Marion McMillan, a vet with SRUC. She is also a member of the Management Group of the South Ayrshire Monitor Farm, and will be playing a key part in discussions and practical work in the flock at Rowanston (see panel).

“Most farmers find sheep lameness quite depressing – it is a lot of work and can feel like a constant battle. But it is a good idea to stop and think about what you could do differently and how you could do something about it. The AHDB five-point plan provides a good framework. 

“I have heard farmers say they can’t afford to vaccinate their commercial flocks – but I would say you can’t afford not to as lameness has such a huge impact on lamb growth rates.”

She says that most sheep producers will be aware of the time of year when lameness is at its peak in their flock, and this risk period can vary between flocks. Vaccinating against footrot with Footvax should be done about four weeks before that risk period, according to its manufacturer MSD. For commercial flocks, especially hill sheep, it can often be difficult to bring everything in repeatedly, and Marion says that for many farms, weaning could be an ideal opportunity.

“Weaning is a good time to start tackling lameness in flocks. It means that every sheep can be treated as an individual. It is much easier to isolate a single ewe or lamb for treatment than identifying and catching a ewe with a pair of lambs.” 

The aim should be to get all ewes sound and in good body condition before the mating season. Starting at weaning gives the maximum time to vaccinate for footrot and treat any affected ewes. It is important to avoid vaccinating before shearing time; it is advised to avoid vaccinating with Footvax within four weeks of shearing as it can leave a lump at the injection site. 

“The vaccine will not protect against CODD, but if you have footrot it makes it easier for the CODD bugs to get into the foot – so controlling footrot will make CODD control a bit easier.”

Previously, trimming would have been seen as an important part of tackling lameness, but that is not the case today. “All the evidence says trimming does not help – in fact, trimming sore feet can make them more sore, especially when people are over-zealous.

“There is always a temptation to trim, but other than if it’s a loose hanging nail or claw which would catch, I would advise leaving the feet alone. Clean them, inspect them and spray them if necessary.  It’s important to remember that anything touching an infected foot can pass infection on to the next sheep.”

Any lame sheep with evidence of footrot or CODD should be injected with antibiotics. Antibiotic choice should be discussed with your farm vet to make sure it’s the appropriate active ingredient for the infection in your flock. In Scotland, lameness is one of areas available for funding under the Preparing for Sustainable Farming funding so there is money available for getting your vet involved.

Ideally weigh sheep before dosing with antibiotic so you are not over- or, more likely, under-dosing. Once sheep have been treated, they should be kept separate from the rest of the flock as footrot and CODD are infectious disease. Isolating affected cases away from the rest of the flock helps to stop the infection spreading. Keeping them in a field near the handling system is useful as they may need repeat treatment depending on what is causing the lameness and the antibiotic used.

“Assess the response to treatment too – if the ewe or lamb fails to respond to a course of treatment, or is a repeat offender, make sure you permanently identify it, and preferably put it in the cull group.”

Research from the University of Liverpool has shown that prompt treatment with antibiotics is key to reducing the impact of lameness. It’s much easier to do this when you are only faced with a small number of infected sheep, adds Marion. 

“Some farmers cull hard for lameness rather than vaccinating, and the results can be good. However, if you have a high level of lameness, it would be difficult to cull hard enough and still maintain productivity.”

Her advice is backed by practical experience as Marion is involved with the flocks her husband, Francis, contract farms near Girvan in Ayrshire. They have been tackling lameness in their 2,000 ewes and their offspring. By following the AHDB five-point plan antibiotic use has reduced, and the farms now spend the same amount on vaccine and antibiotics combined as they did on antibiotic alone before. Crucially, the process has also seen lambs finish earlier and better. 

“Seeing lambs going away earlier has been a major driver for us. Quite a lot of tackling lameness is about mindset – we are all used to seeing lame sheep but we need to push the levels of lameness down. Big differences can be seen quite quickly but you must remember it’s a marathon and not a sprint – keeping on top of the problem on in the longer term is essential.

“We are at the stage now where we can start culling harder on the sheep which are lame in spite of everything we do – they are really showing as being genetically inferior.

“There is a real production impact from lameness. Reducing it will improve welfare and productivity, and there are wider benefits too. You can make things better on-farm as a result, especially if you are not having to turn ewes to inspect their feet or trim them – that used to take days on end for us, and was a lot of wear and tear on the body too.”

Maintaining flock foot health means being strict with bought-in stock, she adds. “If you are buying in replacements or tups, inspect them very carefully and quarantine them for four weeks.” With sales and tupping often close together, this can be a logistical challenge, she says, so considering buying from a single, known source with high biosecurity to reduce risks of buying-in more lameness issues.


Set in panel please
The five-point plan
Steps 1 and 2: Cull and Quarantine - mark sheep to cull and quarantine lame sheep. 
Step 3: Treat - disease spreads quickly, so treat even mildly lame sheep as soon as possible. 
Step 4: Avoid – don’t spread infection during handling, gathering and in the field. 
Step 5: Vaccinate - decide with your vet if and when, to vaccinate. 

The five-point plan should result in;
· Increased resilience to the diseases that cause lameness;
· Reduced disease challenge on-farm, and;
· Improved immunity via vaccination. 

More at: https://ahdb.org.uk/knowledge-library/lameness-in-sheep-the-five-point-plan


Set in panel please
On the Monitor Farm
As a vet and one of the Management Group members at the South Ayrshire Monitor Farm, Marion McMillan will be playing a key role in helping the Andrew family assess and tackle lameness in their flocks at Rowanston and Blair.

A total of 720ha (1,770 acres) are farmed by John and Allison Andrew in partnership with their son David. Rowanston, near Maybole, comprises 130ha (320 acres) of owned land, with an additional 40ha (100 acres) of neighbouring land rented annually, while the 550ha (1,350 acre) hill farm of Blair lies three miles away and is rented on an MLDT from Kilkerran Estate.

The sheep enterprise comprises a flock of 1,040 crossbred hill ewes and pedigree Charollais flock. Lameness was identified as a potential issue in the farm’s Integrated Land Management Plan, and is a common issue on many farms, says Monitor Farm regional advisor Christine Cuthbertson. “The weather and wetter ground has been challenging for foot health.”

The Andrews run a closed flock, and are focussed on expanding it, so productivity is important. “The Monitor Farm and Management Group will be looking at lameness and other iceberg diseases.”

During weaning, Marion and Management Group members will be on the farm, looking at lameness and the extent of the issue, as well as the practical steps they can take to tackle it, adds Christine. “There are no quick fixes for tackling lameness, but by sharing the problem and creating a protocol to treat it, the Management Group will be able to provide support for one another.” 


