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What to do with a barren ewe?
Lambing season is upon us! In the madness and busy chaos, it can be easy to overlook empty ewes left over… 
But it’s important to take a moment to count these girls and ask yourself how many is too many? From a vet 
perspective, any more than 2% barren is worth investigating, and more than 5% is definitely a problem. Lambs 
reared per ewe is one of the most significant factors affecting profitability of the flock – these empty ewes have 
missed their only chance to pay back their keep this year. As always, prevention is key, but needs a diagnosis first. 

 

If you’re worried about your barren rates, it can take a bit of detective work to find the answer. The good news is you probably already 
have a lot of clues based on what you’ve seen at tupping plus scanning figures. Help is always at hand from the vets too – give us a 
call and we can build a personalised plan to rule out different possibilities from the list. Until June 2021, thanks to MSD, we also have 
access to sponsored lab fees for Toxo and Enzootic Abortion, which will be a cost-effective start to help ewes reach their full potential. 

Welcome
Hello and welcome to the Langford Vets Farm Animal Practice’s Spring Newsletter, farmer edition. It’s a busy time of year for 
many of us, with lambing and calving underway for many herds. Why not take 5 minutes to read our seasonal news with a 
cup of tea - you’ll feel better for recharging and will hopefully learn something too. 

This month we’re discussing barren rates (how high is too high?), pain relief (which one when?) and farm animal supplements 
(what’s in that powder?) As always, let us know if you have any questions, and best of luck for a successful lambing and 
calving season! 

Initial investigations should involve working out where the 
process has gone wrong – have the ewes lost a pregnancy 
or did sperm never meet eggs? We should review your 
tupping figures, including ewe condition, ewe : ram 
ratio, length of tupping, information from raddle marks. 
It could be something as simple as a ram going lame, or 
firing blanks (here’s where a fertility test comes in useful!) 

Once we’re confident that the rams are doing their jobs, and 
the ewes are fit to ovulate, it is likely that barren ewes are 
losing pregnancies – which can easily go unnoticed, if they’re 
early pregnancies being reabsorbed or if aborted lambs get 
scavenged by wildlife. There are many, many possibilities for 
causes of pregnancy loss; some infectious, others nutritional 
or relating to sickness in the ewe. We can narrow them down 
by stage of pregnancy – scanning figures are helpful here.

Possible causes of early, first trimester pregnancy loss include:

- Stress (handling, extreme weather, transport etc)

- Disease in ewes (especially liver fluke and sheep scab)

- Mineral deficiency (particularly selenium or iodine)

- Nutritional (e.g. feeding high levels of clover or 

brassicas like kale)

- Toxoplasmosis (“Toxo”)

- Border disease 

Possible causes of later, second/third trimester pregnancy loss: 

- Placental problems (usually associated with over-feeding, 
causing poor development of the ‘cotyledon’ bloodstream 
attachments between lamb and womb) 

- Enzootic abortion, Chlamydophila abortus (EAE)

- Campylobacter abortion 

- Salmonella abortion 

- Other rarer infectious causes of abortion, such as E.coli, 
Listeria, fungal abortion 

Barren rate (%) = 

Number of ewes not pregnant 
at scanning or lambing

______________________

Total number of ewes put to 
the ram

x 100

Boost Immunity for Calf Scours
Dealing with scouring calves can be so demoralising – a drain on time, medicines, and growth rates. There could be an easier 
way however, through vaccinating your cows against rotavirus, coronavirus (the bovine kind!) and E.coli. Although these bugs 
don’t cause disease in adults, stimulating immunity in expectant mums means that their colostrum will be full of protective 
antibodies to pass onto calves. Bovilis Rotavec Corona® is given as a one-off dose in the three months before calving. It’s got a 
new license to stay open in the fridge for up to 28 days, which may suit year-round calving herds, especially if dosing at drying off.  



What are NSAIDs? What do they 
do? When do you use them?
Animals feel pain. Any of us that work with animals 
knows this, and if you know certain animals well enough 
you will be able to tell if your animal is in pain just by 
how they are acting or carrying themselves. But it is 
only recently that a better understanding of how pain 
and managing pain in livestock species can improve not 
only welfare but disease outcomes and productivity.

The most commonly used pain relief drugs we use in farm 
species are Non-Steroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drugs (NSAIDS). 
NSAIDs work by reducing the production of prostaglandins. 
Prostaglandins are hormones that promote inflammation, 
pain, and fever. Different NSAIDs act for different lengths 
of time and have different withdrawals (see table 1) and 
so one may be more appropriate in a given situation than 
another - it’s always best to discuss the options with a vet.

NSAIDs have a wide range of uses and can be given, at the 
correct dose, over short periods to manage acute pain, like 
a suddenly lame cow or after a calving, to reduce fever in 
a sick animal like a calf with pneumonia. They can also be 
used over longer periods to manage chronic pain, like an 
older pet sheep with arthritis. While being very safe drugs 
to use at the correct dose or for shorter periods (less than 
1 week), longer-term use or overdose can result in side 
effects such as gastric ulcers or damage to the kidneys. 

NSAID Trade name eg: Duration of action Dose rate Route Min age for treatment Meat withdrawal Milk withdrawal

Meloxicam Metacam 24-48 hours 1ml/40kg (cattle)

1ml/20kg (sheep, 
goats, camelids)

Under skin 1 week Cattle: 15 days

Pigs: 5 days

Cattle: 120 hrs

Flunixin Allevinix 12-16 hours 2ml/50kg (cattle) In muscle or vein 6 weeks Cattle IV: 10days

Cattle IM: 31 days

Pigs: 20 days

Cattle IV: 24 hrs

Cattle IM: 36 hrs

Ketoprofen Ketofen 24 hours 1ml/33kg (cattle) In muscle or vein 6 weeks Cattle IV: 1 day

Cattle IM: 4 days

Pigs: 4 days

Cattle: zero hrs

Ketoprofen Dinalgen 24 hours 1ml/50kg (cattle) In muscle 6 weeks Cattle: 2 days 

Pigs: 3 days

Cattle: zero hrs

Therefore, it is important that you discuss with a vet to ensure 
you are using the right dose for your animal or if you plan 
to give NSAIDs for a long time. If NSAIDs are required for 
long-term medication (to manage arthritis in a pet sheep 
for example) it is advisable to use the lowest effective dose 
and occasionally check the health of the animal’s kidneys.

The use of NSAIDs have been proven to be beneficial 
for both welfare and production and so industry 
stakeholders (milk buyers and Red Tractor) are keen 
to see appropriate use of pain relief (including but not 
exclusive to NSAIDs) recorded in medicine records. 
Other than reduced pain, inflammation and fever, other 
(scientifically) proven benefits of using NSAIDs include:

Reducing pain behaviours in calves after disbudding and 
castrating

- Improving the outcome of foot trimming lame cattle if used 
with application of a foot block

- Improving the outcome of mastitis treatments if used with 
intramammary antibiotics

- Improving fertility in cows that are treated within 120DIM 
for mastitis    

- Improving immunity levels in piglets if the sow is treated at 
farrowing

Free Schmallenberg Testing
The APHA are expecting Schmallenberg virus to reappear 
this Spring, due to cycles in midge vectors. We’ve 
already had one positive case in the practice this year. 

They are offering free testing of aborted calves and lambs, 
as well as antibody blood tests from cows and ewes. 

Look out for twisted spines and joints, large 
foreheads and underbites – call us if you spot any.



Nutraceuticals (functional foods and nutritional supplements)
Sick animals have increased nutritional requirements but a decreased ability to source these themselves. Poor 
appetite is often the first sign that all is not well. We as vets often prescribe pain relief on top of other treatments 
needed to successfully cure an animal, in the hope that the animal will feel better and therefore eat to meet its own 
nutritional needs. This includes drinking sufficiently. Sick animals are frequently dehydrated, so we must provide 
additional support in the form of fluid, bolusing either via the veins or via the mouth. We tend to supplement these 
fluid boluses if given orally with powders which you may think only serve to increase the bill. So, what is their purpose?

These dairy cow drenches are also supplemented to ensure the flora and fauna in the rumen stay as normal as possible 
during a change in the diet/ lack of intake, by the addition of yeast and other probiotics. A change in the rumen microbes 
often leads to digestive upsets, thus hindering the cow further and reducing her ability to produce energy. The drenches 
contain energy in the form of propionate, which is a volatile fatty acid (VFA). This enables cows to consume an energy source 
which cannot be utilised by the rumen microbes (these bacteria would eat-up any oral glucose themselves) and can be 
absorbed into the blood stream and then turned into glucose by the liver. In fresh cows we supplement this further by adding 
glycerol, an easily available energy source which supports an inappetent cow even if fat build-up is compromising the liver.

It’s all pretty complicated but by providing these supplements orally we can ensure a cow’s needs are met. Thankfully, the 
intestinal tract is very clever and absorbs what is needed, thus providing a safer way of supplementation than via the vein, 
where a miscalculation of the potassium needed can be fatal.

If you are likely to need larger volumes of these supplements i.e., you have a dairy farm, please contact Elle as buying in bulk 
is likely to prove beneficial to both your cows and your wallet. We can offer a 10% discount on Selekt electrolyte powders 
when you purchase a box of 12 sachets.
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A diet consists of fibre, protein, and fats. These a ruminant can 
live without for quite a long time due to the large size of the 
rumen (the 1st stomach), enabling a slow and reduced source 
of necessary feedstuffs long after the animal has stopped 
eating. But certain things such as electrolytes (salts) are rapidly 
used-up by the body for all sorts of normal functions such as 
muscles moving (this includes the heart and the stomach!), 
hormone release and enabling the brain to work. Fluids 
given by mouth or by vein are carefully balanced to ensure 
these needs are met – it’s not just water! Pumping 40 litres 
of water into a cow will prevent her dying of dehydration, 
but adding electrolyte powders will ensure she can both 
look for and consume foodstuffs but also overcome disease.

Not surprisingly, dairy cows need the most supportive 
supplements if they are to survive. Fresh cow drenches are 
high in calcium as this is the period that cows utilise the most 
calcium for muscular contraction of pushing a calf out and 
producing calcium-rich milk. A sick cow still gives calcium 
to her calf, so she must be supplemented if she is to survive. 
Both Fresh Cow and Restore Cow drench solutions contain 
high levels of potassium. Because animals constantly 
lose potassium via the kidneys a steady potassium 
supply is needed from the food source, hence the need 
to supplement animals which aren’t eating. You can live 
longer with an infection then you can with no potassium.


