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Clostridial disease is a real issue on every NZ pastoral farm. If not 
controlled it will almost definitely result in lamb losses. Usually it 
affects  the best lambs that were fine the night before but are 
found dead in the morning. 

 

The five most common clostridial diseases are: 

Pulpy kidney (PK) – also referred to as enterotoxaemia: The classic sign is sudden death in young 
lambs that are well fed and growing quickly. If grazing lucerne – this must be a consideration. 
However it can affects animals at any age, especially when they are grazing high quality pastures.  

Tetanus: This occurs when the tetanus spores enter a deep wound where there is minimal aeration 
in the presence of dead & damaged tissue.  Tailing with rubber rings brings with it, one of the 
greatest risk.  However having a searing iron that is not hot enough can cause tissue damage that 
allows the tetanus spores to proliferate     

The next 3 diseases are similar in appearance and all fall into the blood poisoning category which is 
typified by sudden death followed by rapid post death deterioration, bloody discharge from nose & 
bloating. 

Blackleg: This is usually associated with dirty wounds, grazing muddy winter feed crops, after 
lambing & using dirty vaccination needles. 

Malignant oedema: Lesions very similar to blackleg. 

Black disease: Usually associated with liver fluke infection.   
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Signs and symptoms 

 Lambs with Pulpy Kidney are usually found dead with no obvious signs, but may be found lying 
on the ground with their head extended back. 

 Lambs with blood poisoning usually found dead. They generally go off very quickly and may 
have gas under the skin. 

 Tetanus appears 7-21 days after the injury that causes a deep penetrating wound that seals 
over r one that creates a lot of dead tissue (e.g. from tailing or shearing wounds). Animals are 
stiff and go into a rigid spasm if stimulated.  

Pregnant ewes 
 
If the ewes have not been previously vaccinated, a 1 mL dose should be given at the time of mating 
and a second dose of 1 mL should be given within four weeks of the expected date of lambing.  If the 
ewes have been previously vaccinated, the dose at the time of mating may be omitted.  Successfully 
vaccinated pregnant ewes will not only be protected themselves but will also pass on immunity to 
their lambs in the colostrum or ‘first milk’; such lambs should be protected for the first 6 to 8 weeks 
of their lives against these diseases.  

The Cost 
 
Common clostridial bacteria are endemic throughout NZ farms, however diseases are not commonly 
seen due to the widespread use of vaccination.  Because vaccination is so effective and has been 
around for a long time many new generation farmers may never have seen the diseases. 

Farmers need to be confident that the disease risk will always be present and that a sound 
vaccination programme will be stopping the disease from happening.  Most of the disease outbreaks 
are now associated with farmers forgetting to vaccinate. 

The cost of a 5-in-1 vaccine is approx 24 cents per dose, or 48 cents to fully protect a lamb.  Over 
1000 lambs the cost is $480.00 so the programme only needs to save 5 lambs at $90.00. Therefore it 
has more than paid for itself. 

Protection Through Vaccination 
 
Vaccination is the best method to avoid unnecessary losses. Ultravac™ 5 in 1 vaccine uses a unique 
ultra-filtration process during manufacture to create a pure and concentrated vaccine that 
stimulates rapid and effective protection against dangerous clostridial disease. 

Ultravac™ 5in1 is only available from your veterinary clinic – 

 Low dose – 1ml for sheep of all ages including lambs 

 Lambs require 2 doses 4 weeks apart. 

 Immunity will develop approx 7 – 10 days following the second vaccination. 

 Available in 100ml, 250ml & 500ml 

 Effective in young lambs – This vaccine is effective in the presence of antibodies from 
colostrums and can therefore be used at any age. 

NB. Do not administer selenised vaccine to your lambs – the level of Se will be toxic. Please 
have a chat with one of our vets if you have concerns about the Se levels in you lambs. 



 
 
Active growth of plants after rain following a dry period or drought conditions often will lead to 
nitrate poisoning, especially in manure or fertilised soils. Nitrate tends to accumulate in and near the 
roots of plants during a drought and is taken up rapidly when regrowth follows after rain or 
irrigation. Dull and overcast cloudy conditions favour the storage of nitrogen in the form of nitrate, 
while sunlight assists the plant in converting nitrate into amino acids and proteins.  
Crop predisposed to nitrate poisoning-all Brassica spp.-kale, rape, turnips, oats and other cereal 
grasses and rye grass as well. 
 
Other factors that increase the risk of nitrate 
poisoning include:  
 

 A high rate of feed consumption  

 High carbohydrate diet  

 Sudden introduction of nitrate feed  

 Herbicide treatment of plants 

 Adverse condition such as frost 

 Sulphur and molybdenum deficiency  

 

Symptoms  
 Sudden death without clinical signs. Death usually within 12 to 24 hours of ingestion.  

 
If Alive  

 Neurological signs – Lost of Balance, weakness, reluctance to move  

 Oxygen deprivation – Increased respiration and heart rate, gasping for breath, brown, pale 
gums.  

 Gut signs – Diarrhoea, abdominal pain.  

Treatment 
 Remove all stock from the toxic feed and feed hay.  

 Call veterinarian to help treat animals that are still alive with intravenous antidote.  

 Restrict grazing of high nitrate feed - only 1 hour per day.  

 Avoid feeding at danger times - i.e. Dull warm weather on fertilised or on soils with a lot of 
manure. 
  

 
This is a poisoning that we can help prevent through crop monitoring and grazing advice as well as in 
house testing.  
 

Bring in crop samples to check levels. Our staff are trained to perform the tests accurately and 
quickly. 
 

 

 

 

 



 
 
There are two disease forms of ostertagiasis, Type I and Type II. Type I disease occurs in calves in 
their first grazing season when the ingested larvae mature in the abomasum. Type II disease occurs 
in the 9-12 month age group due to resumed development of larvae that have undergone arrested 
development, or hypobiosis. Hypobiosis happens now, from early autumn to late winter - spring. 
This is the time to treat your calves. 
Dietary energy and protein, which in a healthy calf would normally be used for growth, are used in a 
calf with ostergiasis to replace proteins lost in the intestine. Protein loss in the intestine will further 
lead to diarrhoea. The result is unwanted weight loss, with severe infections even resulting in death. 
How do we control osteragiasis? We should avoid overstocking, use wise pasture management to 
avoid the accumulation of infective larvae on herbage, and treat calves regularly with an 
anthelmintic known to be effective against the inhibited fourth larvae stage.  
 
Vets on Alabama can help you choose the right product and advise you on the best time to use it 
 

 

 

 
 

This is a disease that we tend to associate more with high producing dairy cows rather than beef 

cows, but it certainly can occur. At the time of calving, the demand for both calcium and magnesium 

increases dramatically as milk production starts. Issues associated with low magnesium are most 

often seen from about 10 days post calving until about 2-3 months after calving. 

There are several factors along with magnesium going into the milk which can lead to lower levels of 

in the cow. Pasture in spring is often quite low in magnesium; this is because it is rapidly growing 

with low dry matter content. Levels decline when feed intake goes down, this is often associated 

with inclement weather. The uptake of magnesium is also interfered with by other minerals, 

especially nitrogen and potassium following fertiliser application. 

Magnesium is very important to the correct function of the nervous system and therefore signs of 

deficiency are usually related to this. In the most dramatic cases cows may just be found dead in the 

paddock, with or without signs of a struggle or thrashing about. In the mildest cases there may just 

be mild tremors, increased urination and pooing and look a bit excited. Following on from this they 

can get aggressive (I got ran over by one last year, which subsequently seizured and died, all very 

dramatic) or staggery. 

Unlike calcium, there are no systems in the cow to increase the availability of magnesium and 

supplementation for at risk cows can often be a good idea.  The only practical solution for most beef 

properties will be with long term sustained release magnesium boluses into the rumen. These will 

release a constant daily dose of magnesium for 9-12 weeks; ensuring levels remain elevated during 

the risk period. Most of the other forms of supplementation require daily treatment which is often 

highly impractical in extensive situations. Salt licks containing increased levels of magnesium are 

inefficient as a supplementation option due to the low levels they contain and the intermittent 

access to these blocks by most cows.  



Treatment can be difficult when the animals are staggery or aggressive, but the aim is to give an 

injectable form of magnesium either into the vein or under the skin, depending on which product is 

used and the access to veins. 

If you have previously had issues with low magnesium or would just like to discuss option for your 

property contact the clinic for more information. 

 

 

 
 
A recent case involving two horses highlighted how different seasons and a change of circumstances 
can result in serious consequences.  While the seeds of the Acer family (Box Elder and Sycamore) are 
known to be poisonous, reported cases are not common. In some cases the seeds have been eaten 
in relatively large amounts due to a season or situation of reduced available feed while in others 
there has been a good quantity of pasture but the animals have taken a liking to the seeds.  The 
horse affected become lethargic and sit or lie down and when roused are reluctant to rise if they 
can.  The symptoms do appear similar to a horse with mild colic.  They become dehydrated and the 
poison has a severe effect on the skeletal muscle. The muscle enzymes in the blood which are 
elevated in cases of severe “tying up” are in these cases off the scale even though the horse has 
done little or no significant exercise, just turned out in the paddock. 
There is no specific antidote only supportive treatment with an urgent need to maintain fluid 
balance. Once a horse becomes recumbent and cannot get up the situation is serious. In this case 
one horse survived but unfortunately the other did not. 
 

 

 
 
A research project involving 5 ponies trained to wear experimental equipment necessary to 
obtain measurements of energy expenditure and heart rates at rest, when walking and 
while being transported showed a considerable amount of energy was expended when 
simply standing in a moving vehicle. In fact the increase in energy expenditure associated 
with transport was over 80% if that which was expended when walking and the increase in 
heart rate were about the same.  
So the energy expended in a 5 hour float trip is similar to a 4 hour walk without a rider. 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 


