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NEWSLETTER: SHEEP ENTERPRISE
In this issue:  

 Seasonal reminders 

 Heat stress 

 Pinkeye 

 Photosensitisation 

 Polioencephalomalacia 
(Thiamine deficiency) 

 If you would like your newsletter 
emailed to you, please email the 
practice at 
admin@rochyvet.com.au   

 

Seasonal reminders: 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 Monitor sheep for signs of fly-
strike. Early treatment is 
recommended.  

 

 Ensure all classes of stock are up 
to date with their vaccinations.  

 Should I worm my flock? If you 
would like to know the worm 
burden of your flock, collect at 
least 10 samples of faeces from 
the paddock (put them in an egg 
carton) and drop it at the clinic. 
Our vets can perform a pooled 
faecal egg count ($18.00) and 
provide worming advice.   

 
 
 
 
 

 
Heat stress 
 
Sheep are susceptible to heat stress 
over the summer months. Particularly 
the very young lambs, very old sheep 
and obese sheep.  
 
Heat stress can be exacerbated by 
limited access to fresh water and 
moving sheep on hot days.   
 
Sheep can tolerate ambient 
temperatures up to 43 degrees Celsius 
if the humidity is less than 65% (if 
fresh water and shade are provided).  
 
Sheep experiencing heat stress may 
show the following signs: 

- Reduced feed intake 
- Rapid breathing 
- Open mouth breathing 
- Lethargy 
- Dehydration (sunken eyed) 

 
Treatment of heat stressed animals 
should include: 

- Provision of shade 
- Air circulation (this can be 

done using a fan) 
- Run cold water over the body 
- Shear if necessary 
- Provision of fresh cool water 

 
Medium and long-term effects of heat 
stress include: 

- Reduced weight gain 
- Embryonic loss (particularly 

around the 3 to 6-week stage 
of pregnancy)  

- Reduced fertility in rams 
 
Preventative measures that may be 
carried out to reduce the risk of heat 
stress are outlined below; 

- Shear sheep before periods 
of hot weather 

- Maintain stock in good body 
condition (not too fat!) 

- Provision of fresh water at all 
times 

- Provision of shade 
Minimal handling of sheep 
on hot day 

- Avoid overstocking  
 
 
 

 
Pinkeye 
 

 
 
A common bacterial disease of sheep 
especially when conditions are dusty 
and there are large numbers of fly’s 
present. 
 
The condition is caused by infection 
of the eye by Chlamydia and/or 
Mycoplasma species with secondary 
bacterial infection. 
 
The condition can spread rapidly 
through the flock. Usually 5 to 15% of 
a flock may become affected but it 
could be as high as 50% on some 
farms.  
 
The signs of pinkeye include; 

- Inflammation of the eye 
membranes  

- Production of clear watery 
tears that run out of the 
corner of the eye and down 
the cheek.  

- The cornea may have a blue 
haze that becomes opaque to 
white as the disease 
progresses. 

- Ulcers may be present on the 
affected eye(s) 

- Sheep with both eyes 
affected may appear blind. 

- As the eye heals the blood 
vessels grow into the cornea 
giving it a pink appearance 

 
Early treatment can aid recovery 
and reduce the number of 
Pinkeye affected sheep in the 
flock. 
 
Pinkeye is generally treated with 
a topical ointment that is applied 
to the affected eye. It may be 
necessary to repeat the treatment 
48 hours after initial treatment. 
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On farms where there is a severe 
disease outbreak of pinkeye 
(greater than 25% of the flock 
affected), it may be necessary to 
treat the whole flock with an 
injectable antibiotic.  
  
 

(Note: yarding may actually increase 
the spread of the disease within a 
flock due to close contact to one 
another, increased fly numbers and 
dust).  
 
 
Photosensitisation 
 
We have seen a few cases of Photo 
recently. 
 

 
 
Photosensitisation is a condition that 
occurs when a photodynamic agent 
reaches the skin and causes the skin to 
become more sensitive to ultraviolet 
light. The most commonly affected 
areas are the non-pigmented skin of 
the face and conjunctivae of the eye. 
 
The following signs may be seen in 
sheep: 

 Swelling of affected areas 
including ears, eyelids, lips 
and nose.  

 Swelling around the lips and 
nose may cause difficulty 
with eating and breathing.  

 Discharge from the eyes, 
conjunctivitis, corneal 
opacity. 

 Lameness is sometimes seen 
if the condition is affecting 
the coronary band. 

 Dead and sloughing skin in 
the affected areas, with 
underlying tissues becoming 
inflamed and scabs forming 
over the inflammation. This 

may involve the whole face 
and commonly the ears, tail, 
vulva, teats and udder. 

 The tip and underside of the 
tongue may be affected, as 
these can be exposed to 
sunlight when the animal 
licks its affected lips and 
muzzle. 

 jaundice (yellowing of skin, 
gums and whites of the eyes) 
may be noticed in cases of 
secondary photosensitisation. 

 
There are two forms of 
photosensitisation. 
 

1. Primary - This type is 
commonly caused by 
ingestion of photodynamic 
agent from lush green plants. 

2. Secondary - associated with 
excessive levels of blood 
photodynamic agent in the 
blood stream and therefore 
skin, due to severe liver 
disease.  

It is often difficult to determine the 
exact cause. Blood tests may be 
required to see if there are any current 
liver issues in the affected animal. 
 
 
Recommended treatment: 

 Anti-inflammatory such as 
Metacam or Ketoprofen. 

 Antihistamines such as 
Histamil injection twice 
daily. 

 Run cool water over the 
affected areas.  

 Keep the affected animal in a 
shed or under the shade of 
treats. 

 -Zinc ointment on affected 
areas. 
-Penicillin course may be 
required if the skin begins to 
slough to prevent secondary 
bacterial infections. 

 
 
Polioencephalomalacia 
(Thiamine deficiency) 
 
 Polioencephalomalacia, commonly 
referred to as ‘Polio’ is a neurological 
condition caused by a relative or 
absolute deficiency in Vitamin B1 or 
thiamine.  

 
We most commonly see polio as a 
sporadic condition in healthy, well fed 
sheep. Occasionally outbreaks can 
occur with a large number of animals 
affected simultaneously. 
 
Signs vary from sudden death to mild 
depression that progresses to 
opisthotonus (star gazing posture), 
head pressing, blindness, muscle 
rigidity, seizures and recumbency at 
end stage. 
 
Ruminants rely on the daily 
breakdown of microbes in their rumen 
for the production of thiamine (a 
water-soluble vitamin that is unable to 
be stored in the body).  
 
Polio is associated with a thiamine 
(vitamin B1) deficiency, most 
commonly as a result of the presence 
of thiaminases in the rumen – 
enzymes that cause thiamine to 
breakdown. The presence of 
thiaminases can be caused directly 
from rumen microbes or indirectly 
from the ingestion of plants such as 
bracken fern, horsetail or nardoo fern.  
 
High starch diets (particularly those 
with low fibre) have also been 
implicated in outbreaks in feedlot 
sheep.  
  
Other less common causes include 
high dietary sulphur intakes and 
feeding high levels of amprolium (a 
thiamine analogue used to control 
coccidiosis). It has also been 
associated with a change in diet from 
poor stalky grass to lush green 
pasture. 
 
More often than not we are unable to 
identify the exact cause of the 
deficiency, especially in sporadic 
cases. 
 
Animals can be treated with large 
intravenous doses of Vitamin B1 – 
with response being more favourable 
in animals with less severe signs that 
have progressed slowly.  
 
 

 
 


