
  

Identifying Nematodirus at postmortem examination in practice 

Nematodirus is a significant cause of mortality and morbidity in growing lambs, and it can 
strike quickly.  Important points to note: 

• Disease is likely to occur pre-patency and a low Nematodirus burden will be 
tolerated, therefore a faecal egg count is inadequate to reliably diagnose 
nematodirosis.   

• Outbreaks are weather-dependent and SCOPS provide a forecast service, see 
https://www.scops.org.uk/internal-parasites/worms/nematodirus-in-lambs/. 

• Lambs are at greatest risk between ages 6-12 weeks, but lambs of younger ages 
can be affected. 

• Recovered animals can have reduced growth rates and productivity. 

• Benzimidazoles are cheap and still widely effective. 

• Treatment may need to be repeated as frequently as fortnightly in high risk 
periods. 

• Outbreaks can occasionally occur in the autumn. 

Postmortem diagnosis 

Nematodirosis should always be considered as a differential diagnosis in sudden deaths 
amongst growing lambs in the spring/early summer, particularly if some of the cohort have 
diarrhoea. Diagnosis can be reached readily by examining the small intestinal content for 
the characteristic clumps of worms. 

Worm recovery and identification may be difficult if animals have been dead for more 
than 24 hours or if carcases have autolysed rapidly.  Nonetheless, if Nematodirus proves 
fatal, it is because of a high burden and the procedure may still be of value in reaching a 
rapid diagnosis. 

Equipment  

Buckets 
Scissors 
Jug or similar container, small funnel and/or syringe  
355 µm sieve (From suppliers such as SLS: https://www.scientificlabs.co.uk/product/
SIE1044) 

Procedure  

Remove the small intestine from the rest of the gastrointestinal tract and place it in a 
bucket. 

Gently tear the intestine away from the mesenteric attachment, along its whole length, 
until the whole gut is freed. 

Insert a funnel or large syringe into one end of the small intestine, fill with cold water 
until at least a 20cm section of the intestine is distended with water.  Cold water at low 
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pressure will avoid damaging or bursting the worms.  Run your fingers lengthwise along the 
gut, ensuring all the content is caught in the bucket.  If necessary, split the intestine into 
sections, to prevent blockages.  Discard the gut. 

Pour the contents of the bucket, a bit at a time, over a 355 µm sieve – this process catches 
the fine worms in the sieve.  Gently rinse the debris in the sieve under the cold tap until 
no more material will pass through the sieve and the water runs clear.   

 At this stage it is often 
possible to visualise small 
clumps of very fine white 
worms amongst the fibrous 
debris on the surface of the 
sieve, often described as 
appearing like fine wet 
“cotton wool”.  

(Right: Close-up image of a 
very clean sample in a sieve, 
w i th i nnumerab le f i ne 
worms). 

The worms are tiny and easily overlooked – see the pictures below showing clean clumps in 
petri dishes.  Microscopic examination can be carried out to identify the worms to species 
if desired but is generally unnecessary. 

   

Video 

A video of the procedure being demonstrated can be found here: Gut wash for 
Nematodirus detection   

Please note that there is a comparably small amount of solid content in this case, in which 
Nematodirus were not present. 

Image: Dave Armstrong

https://photos.app.goo.gl/n8XZFGxBtcVhV5C9A
https://photos.app.goo.gl/n8XZFGxBtcVhV5C9A


  

More help 

For advice and support, please contact the North Duty Vet on 01224 711177.


