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Sheep scab blood test  
Sheep affected with ‘scab’ (Psoptes ovis) can be difficult  
to treat and have both welfare and productivity concerns.

There is now a blood test for the detection of sheep scab infestation available. The test 
detects antibodies in the host sheep which means we are able to detect infestation before 
clinical signs are evident. This could be useful in testing newly purchased sheep or sheep 
returning from winter grazing where the disease status is unknown in addition to backing up 
clinically affected sheep as finding the mites can sometimes be difficult. 

The key to controlling disease is detection and treatment before sheep become overtly itchy. 
However, treating sheep where a diagnosis has not been made means that anthelmintics 
(injectable wormers) are being used unnecessarily which can lead to more resistance to this 
group of wormers.

Treatments for scab and lice are different and treating for the wrong one can be costly in 
addition to delaying appropriate treatments.  

We recommend blood sampling 12 sheep to diagnose scab as this has a 95% confidence of 
detecting antibodies where 20% of the flock are infected.

If you are buying or moving sheep or are concerned about sheep scab in your flock 
please contact Holly.  

Schmallenberg has been recently reported in the North West 
of England. First recognised in 2011, Schmallenberg was 
originally associated with birth defects in lambs and calves. 
In adult cattle Schmallenberg virus has been linked with high 
temperatures, a transient milk drop and scouring. 

The last few months have seen both bulk milk and individual animal blood samples test 
positive for Schmallenberg virus. High positives would suggest more recent exposure. 
Generally it is regions in the South East of England where we would expect to see 
Schmallenberg, as the virus is carried by midges from mainland Europe. 

Fortunately the risk period has now passed as temperatures have finally started to fall 
and midge activity now appears to have ceased. Unfortunately if naive pregnant sheep 
have been exposed to the virus transplacental transmission can occur, which can result in 
stillbirths and foetal malformations that only become apparent months later! 

Regrettably the Schmallenberg vaccine has been discontinued, so little can be done to 
actually prevent infection. Fundamentally it is important to be aware that the virus has been 
in the area and thus remain vigilant! 

Schmallenberg in the UK



Pre-lambing profile 
There are long and well established practices for adjusting the nutrient content of sheep 
rations based on metabolic profile results. Ideally blood sampling should be done 2-3 
weeks before lambing is due to start. Earlier than this, sheep are not yet in the high risk 
period and so there is the potential that some energy problems could be missed. If the 
ewes are sampled later than this the opportunity to make nutritional adjustments for the 
benefit of the flock are limited. 

Groups of no less than five sheep in each category (triplet, twin and single carriers) 
should be sampled. Blood testing is still of benefit in flocks that do not scan as the 
same principles apply. We test Urea, Albumin, Magnesium and Beta-hydroxybuterate.  

Why do we test these?

Urea: is a marker of current protein intake. Low protein intake results in suboptimal colostrum 
quality and reduced milk production leading to reduced lamb growth rates. Low protein levels 
are also associated with reduced immune system function. 

Albumin: is a protein produced by the liver. Low albumin levels may be due to liver damage 
(e.g. liver fluke), blood loss (e.g. haemonchosis), prolonged disease or longterm protein 
undernutrition.
 
Magnesium: There are no body stores of magnesium so low levels in the diet result in low 
blood levels without delay. Low magnesium can occasionally cause “staggers” in sheep (usually 
after lambing) but is most useful as an indicator of what may be happening with calcium, as 
magnesium is a co-factor involved with the regulation of calcium levels in the blood. 

Beta hydroxybutryrate B-OHB: is produced in the liver of animals in negative energy 
balance as they try to use body fat as an energy source.  Sheep in negative energy balance 
may develop pregnancy toxaemia (also known as twin lamb disease) due to the combination 
of low blood glucose and the toxic effects of the ketone bodies produced by fat breakdown. 
The treatment of pregnancy toxaemia is often unsuccessful (reported as low as 33% survival) 
so prevention is preferable to cure. Determining the B-OHB levels 3-4 weeks before lambing 
allows adjustment of the diet if necessary to minimise the risk of pregnancy toxaemia and 
avoid the other problems associated with negative energy balance such as poor colostrum 
production. For ewes carrying a single lamb the advice may be to maintain or reduce the levels 
of concentrate feeding rather than increase.

£10.50 1-15 sheep
£6.00* for additional ewes

*Increased turnaround time required.



Red Rose Sheep Discussion Group

Oakhill Veterinary Centre, Langley Lane, Goosnargh, PR3 2JQ, 

01772 861300  
www.oakhill-vets.com

Dates for your diary...

Septic Arthritis in Lambs 

Septic arthritis is most common in lambs less than four weeks of age and in 
flocks housed for lambing.  Response to treatment can be poor resulting in 
chronic lameness and ill thrift.  Prevention relies on management practices 
including effective navel treatment, sufficient timely colostrum intake and good 
general hygiene. Morbidity has been reported to range from 2 to 20% with up to 50% of 
lambs affected in severe cases. Some studies have also reported that around 20% of 
affected lambs will go on to die.

Historically Streptococcus dysgalactiae has been shown to be the most common cause of septic 
arthritis in lambs. Other causal bacteria include Escherichia coli, Trueperella pyogenes and 
Erysipelas rhusiopathiae.  Some flocks will routinely give antibiotics to every lamb at birth which 
is known as prophylactic treatment; however with increasing awareness and scrutiny about 
antibiotic use in livestock this should not be thought of as best practice. 

As septic arthritis is diagnosable on clinical examination the true number of affected lambs 
nationally can not be calculated by submissions to Surveillance Centres.  Following lambing 
2016 it was anecdotally reported that there had been a greater than usual number of outbreaks, 
high morbidity and a poor response to both prophylactic and therapeutic treatments.   

Farmer Training Course

Essential Lambing Techniques - 1 day course

Date: Thursday 23rd February 2017      Time: 10am         £40pp + VAT

Venue: Oakhill Farm Vets, Langley Lane, Goosnargh, PR3 2JQ

Skills covered:
• Getting prepared: vaccinations, feeding and body condition scoring.

• Practical lambing techniques and dealing with malpresentation.

• Disease discussion.

• Handy hints and ‘round up’ ready to put this into action.

Booking is essential. Call 01772 861300 to book your place.

WATCH OUT for further information about our Red Rose Sheep  

Discussion Group meetings!




