
 

Have   You   Seen   Pulpy   Kidney   Disease   This   Year?  
 
Late   spring,   through   the   summer   to   early   autumn   is   the   peak   season   for   pulpy   kidney   in   lambs.    Although  
colostrum   from    appropriately   vaccinated   and   boostered   ewes   can   protect   their   lambs   early   in   life,   this  
protection   wanes   from   around   three   months   of   age   onwards,   so   it   is   important   to   plan   for   both   doses   of  
vaccination   for   the   lambs   to   be   complete   before   this   maternally-derived   protection   is   gone.   
 
If   you   have   seen   pulpy   kidney   disease   despite   vaccinating,   you   might   want   to   consider   some   of   these  
potential   explanations:   
 
If   the   cases   are   younger   e.g.   4   –   10   weeks   old,   was   there   sufficient   colostrum   intake,   or   were   you  
suspicious   at   lambing   time   that   there   might   have   been   a   grumbling   problem   involving   lamb   vigour   and  
colostrum   intake,   ewe   body   condition   and   colostrum   yield/quality,   or   udder   health   issues?    Did   you   need  
supplementary   colostrum   via   colostrum   replacer,   or   colostrum   from   unvaccinated   animals   e.g.   due   to  
large   litters?  
 
Do   non-pregnant   ewe   hoggs   intended   for   your   breeding   flock   receive   a   booster   vaccination   at   around   the  
same   time   as   your   breeding   stock,   even   if   wintered   elsewhere?    It   is   not   uncommon   for   there   to   be   an  
accidental   gap   from   the   primary   course   as   young   lambs,   to   a   second   vaccination   as   a   lambing   gimmer   at  
two   years   old,   missing   the   booster   at   a   year   old.    This   can   impact   immunity.   
 
Was   booster   vaccination   of   your   ewes   delayed   this   year?    Boosters   are   usually   timed   to   be   four   to   six  
weeks   before   lambing   date,   but   sometimes   unforeseen   circumstances   can   alter   the   date,   and   the  
immunity   in   the   colostrum   may   not   have   time   to   fully   develop.   
 
If   cases   are   seen   later   on,   e.g.   5   –   6   months   old,   was   there   an   “immunity   gap”   between   colostral  
protection   and   the   beginning   of   vaccine   protection   due   to   other   management   conditions/routines   or  
unforeseen   events   on   farm?    Is   there   a   way   to   rearrange   tasks   so   this   can   be   eliminated   in   future   years?  
Both   doses   of   the   primary   vaccine   course   are   needed   before   immunity   takes   full   effect,   and   there   is   a  
gap   of   4   –   6   weeks   between   doses,   which   can   result   in   a   period   at   risk.   
 
Is   it   definitely   pulpy   kidney?    Very   sudden   deaths   in   lambs   can   occur   for   a   variety   of   reasons,   so   if   you  
have   previously   had   pulpy   kidney   but   have   started   vaccinating,   sudden   deaths   in   subsequent   years   can  
be   unsettling.    A   postmortem   investigation   by   your   vet   on   freshly   dead   lambs   can   help   to   identify   whether  
there   is   something   interfering   with   your   vaccine   efficacy   or   whether   another   disease   is   present.   
 
The   bacterial   cause   of   pulpy   kidney   disease,   Clostridium   perfringens   type   D,   can   be   found   in   small  
amounts   in   the   intestines   of   healthy   animals,   where   they   can   increase   suddenly   and   rapidly   if   the  
environment   in   the   intestines   becomes   favourable,   e.g.   where   there   is   a   lot   of   fermentable   carbohydrate  
present.    Once   the   bacteria   grow   in   large   numbers,   the   toxin   they   produce   accumulates   in   significant  
amounts   and   causes   the   disease.   
 
Risk   factors   that   predispose   to   the   growth   of   these   bacteria   in   the   gut   include   increased   feed   intake,  
movement   to   new   lush   pasture   or   a   sudden   flush   of   grass   growth   in   the   existing   pasture,   sudden  
introduction   to   creep   feed,   or   just   an   individual’s   own   tendency   to   overindulge   in   creep   feed   or   the  
lushest   areas   of   grass.    The   latter   reason   is   why   it   is   often   the   biggest,   greediest   and   best-doing   lambs  



 

which   seem   to   succumb   to   pulpy   kidney,   and   why   sometimes   even   the   best   management   and   very  
careful   introduction   to   new   concentrate   feed   (small   amounts,   with   plenty   suitable   fibre   available  
alongside)   can   sometimes   fail   to   stop   cases   developing.   
 
If   you   do   not   yet   vaccinate   your   flock,   and   are   weighing   up   the   risks:   grass   growth,   feed   intake,   stress,  
weaning   or   other   diet   changes,   and   prior   colostrum   intake   can   all   combine   to   cause   either   a   “good   year”  
or   a   “bad   year”   for   pulpy   kidney.    This   makes   prediction   of   a   significant   problem   difficult,   and   can   also  
cause   sudden   problems   on   a   farm   which   has   not   seen   pulpy   kidney   for   some   time.  
 
Of   course,   it   can   be   noted   from   a   practical   point   of   view   that   if   ewes   are   fully   vaccinated,   ewe   health   and  
condition   and   colostrum   management   is   very   good,   and   if   you   operate   a   system   where   lambs   will   be   sold  
from   the   farm   quickly   before   colostral   protection   has   had   time   to   wane,   then   vaccination   of   the   lambs  
may   not   be   necessary   –   but   this   should   always   be   discussed   thoroughly   with   your   vet,   as   there   may   be  
risks   that   are   not   obvious,   and   vaccinations   are   usually   various   combinations,   so   protection   from   other  
diseases   will   also   need   to   be   taken   into   account.    If   vaccination   is   intended   to   provide   protection   against  
other   diseases   such   as   Pasteurella,   or   if   lambs   are   kept   for   longer,   as   is   common   in   Scotland,  
vaccinating   your   lambs   is   usually   worth   consideration   –   while   vaccinating   your   breeding   stock   is   always  
the   safest   bet   for   your   flock.   
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