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Abortion in sheep

Abortion is still one of the major causes of economic loss to the sheep industry in the UK. It causes concerns for animal welfare and, in some cases, poses a risk to the health of farmers and others who come in contact with sheep at lambing time.

Abortions may be caused by infectious agents or have a non-infectious cause. In any flock there will be a small number (usually 2% or less) of sheep which abort or produce stillborn lambs with no infectious agent present. These may be due to genetic factors, illness or nutritional problems.

Abortions caused by infectious agents can have a much more serious impact. Abortion “storms” can occur where up to 50% of a flock may abort. A number of infectious agents have been identified, the most significant of which are enzootic (Chlamydia) abortion, toxoplasmosis, listeriosis, salmonella, campylobacter,leptospirosis and Q-fever. Enzootic abortion and toxoplasmosis together account for more than 50% of all sheep abortions in the UK. The others are less common but can cause significant damage in infected flocks. All can cause illness in humans. 
Enzootic abortion is the most serious cause of all. It causes abortions in the last fortnight of pregnancy, but causes no illness to the ewe. It is spread from sheep to sheep at lambing time by contact with aborted material. It differs from the other infectious organisms in two ways: firstly, ewes will pick up the infection at lambing time, but will not abort until the following year; secondly, once a ewe is infected, she remains so for life. She may not abort again after the first abortion but will always be a source of infection for the other sheep. Any female lambs produced or reared by and infected ewe will be infected and will abort their first pregnancy. 
Enzootic abortion can cause abortion storms when it is first introduced into a flock, with losses as high as 50%. It then becomes established within the flock causing abortion rates of at least 5-10% in subsequent years. 

Vaccination is the only effective control for most flocks. The aim is to protect breeding ewes before they become pregnant, but vaccines are available that can be used in the face of an outbreak. This does not prevent ewes that are already infected from aborting, but can prevent other ewes in the flock from picking up the infection. Enzootic abortion will also affect people, causing serious flu like symptoms. In pregnant women, the disease is much more serious, causing miscarriages, severe illness and sometimes death. [image: image1.jpg]
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Toxoplasmosis is the second most important cause of abortion in the UK. It is normally a gut infection in cats, but contamination of sheep feed with cat faeces allow the infection to spread. Sheep will become immune to toxoplasmosis without illness unless they are pregnant when they are first infected. Pregnant ewes can suffer from early embryonic death, foetal death and mummification, abortion, stillbirths or production of live but infected and sickly lambs. There is no effective treatment once a ewe is infected. However, the disease can be prevented by vaccinating ewes before they become pregnant. 
Humans are unlikely to catch toxoplasmosis from sheep, but run the same risk as the sheep in catching it from cat faeces. It causes flu like symptoms in healthy people, but can cause severe illness in immunocompromised patients and miscarriages in pregnant women. 

Campylobacter, Salmonella and Listeria are all potential “food poisoning” bugs in humans. In the ewe Campylobacter usually causes abortion mid-pregnancy and causes moderate illness in the ewe at the time of abortion. 

Salmonella causes serious illness in the ewe at the time of abortion, with abortions occurring from mid-pregnancy onwards. Listeria is a bacterium found in the soil that can cause problems when soil contamination of feed occurs (soil contamination of hay or silage). Infection can present as diarrhoea, abortions or encephalitis (infection in the brain). The diarrhoea and encephalitis can be fatal. 
Many of the causes of abortion in sheep will look the same. Accurate identification of the disease or diseases is essential for effective control. It is advisable to have aborted lambs and afterbirths examined at the laboratory. 

Intervet has launched Barren Ewe Check. It is a complimentary diagnostic service to establish whether Toxoplasma is suspected as a cause in empty or aborting ewes. It is a simple blood test and it is recommended to sample 6-8 barren/aborted ewes. The service is available until 31 March 2011. Contact the surgery for details. 
The most important thing to remember is that all of these infectious abortion agents can also infect people. Careful hygiene is therefore essential, and pregnant women should take care not to come into contact with sheep at lambing time. 
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