
 

 

 

Thin Hill Ewes 

 

Over a nine month period 14 hill flocks submitted ewes to the SRUC Veterinary Laboratory in Dumfries 

for investigation of ill thrift affecting a large number of sheep.  Winter 2017/18 had an impact on ewe 

condition however many of the flocks described an ongoing issue with increasing numbers of thin ewes 

over the last few years.  41 ewes were examined (23 SBF, 10 Lleyn, 5 Cheviot, 3 Swaledale), with many 

being submitted alive.  The following diagnoses were made: 

 

• Parasitic gastroenteritis (PGE) – 9 flocks 

• PGE and OPA – 2 flocks (OPA was already known to be present in both flocks and was not 
considered to be the main cause of the widespread ill thrift in either.)  

• PGE and chronic pneumonia – 1 flock 

• PGE, chronic pneumonia, and chronic liver fluke – 1 flock 

• Chronic liver fluke – 1 flock 
 

The majority of ewes were screened for Johne’s disease and Maedi Visna with negative results.  Routine 

trace element supplementation was common practice and no evidence of copper, cobalt or selenium 

deficiency was detected on liver analysis.  

The finding of large worm burdens in so many extensively grazed ewes was unexpected.  This 

undoubtedly contributed to the ill thrift but it may not be the sole problem.  Ewes experiencing poor or 

inadequate nutrition (particularly protein) will have impaired ability to control their own worm burdens, 

however this is difficult to prove.  The possibility of anthelmintic resistance having a role to play in 

increasing worm challenge should not be dismissed based on the fact that these are hill flocks and is 

worthy of further investigation.  It has been suggested that reduced stocking densities could contribute to 

the problem if the ewes no longer have to spread out over the hill to find food but preferentially graze 

smaller areas instead.   

Samples from thin ewes are commonly received at two main times of the year: 

• a month or two post weaning to investigate why individual ewes have failed to gain weight. 

• from empty ewes in poor condition at scanning time. 
 

In situations where the value of thin ewes is negligible, and/or large numbers of ewes are affected, 

submitting 3 to 4 typical cases live (if fit to travel) for euthanasia and postmortem examination can be the 

most cost effective way of investigating the problem.   
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Fertility Too High This Summer? 

 

Early calving herds are now being weaned, the bull removed and scanned.  For late February/March 

calving herds fertility has generally been extremely high with barren cow numbers lower than normal.  

Presumably a lot of this is due to the start of mating coinciding with the “start” of grass growth in late 

May? 

 

However the problem is the large numbers of heifer calves which have been successfully served at 

around just 5 ½+ months, generally by the stock bull.  (Can the much higher numbers the year be 

explained by heifer calves also being flushed having come through drought and then having ad-lib high 

quality grass in front of them when the rain came.  Alternatively could it be due to calves having started 

creep feeding much earlier than normal and fed more which has increased their growth rates so they 

have reached the required weight to start cycling sooner than normal?) 

 

Whatever the reason the message is clear –  

• If you are selling heifer calves this autumn and have only just taken the bull out then consider getting 
them PDd ASAP so they can be injected.  (This is probably a sensible option when calves are being 
kept over winter.) 

 

• Plan now where you can keep the stock bulls next autumn so they can be removed before heifer 
calves are likely to start coming into season.  This will also help tighten the calving period.   
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