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Farm Update
Wow, the lambs are popping out all over!  We have 80 lambs born to 39 ewes (as of April 27th).  All have been born out on the pasture.  The ewes in full fleece did not feel the need to come into the barn to lamb even on those cold rainy/snowy days.  As a result, I had to modify our lambing procedures a little bit.  We normally use an electric tail docker that cauterizes and cuts the tails (and needs to be plugged into the wall in the barn).  I really got tired of having to walk up the hill, carry down two lambs, do their tails and then carry them back up the hill.  

After I lost five pounds I decided to find the elastrator tool and bands.  Twice a day I hiked up the hill with the lamb spray paint and the elastrator, found the new lambs, sprayed the numbers on their sides, did their tails and then marked the mother on the shoulder so I would know she had lambs.  It was much more efficient.  

The only challenge left was reading the ear tattoos in the ewes.  The older ewes were not too hard to read because I recognize them and they will let me grab them and look at their ears.  The young wild ones were another story!  I couldn’t even get near some of them…I tried playing dead on the ground, crawling on my hands and knees, kidnapping their lambs, and hiding and pouncing.  I’m sure they told a lot of people jokes at my expense.  I was able to get most of the numbers and will get the rest by bringing the flock down the hill into the barn and picking up the lambs and seeing who comes looking for them.  Most of these sheep did have ear tags once upon a time but lost them.  Luckily they are tattooed….if I could just get them to wash their ears once in awhile…you have to see me with my arms around the ewe’s neck licking the inside of her ear and then rubbing it with my thumb…so see the numbers clearly.

We lost 8 lambs.  We had one really bad day when I pulled a set of dead twins and found a set of triplets dead.  Other than that we lost a few odd ones with the sack over the nose or something like that.  I don’t think we would have necessarily saved any of them if the sheep had been in the barn or checked more often.

This year is first time I have ever had animals on pasture before May 1…April 15th we had a good supply of grass and the ewes just stared at the nice hay in the feeders.  Eventually we had to give them progressively more of the back hill until they had the whole thing.  They finished lambing just as they ran out of grass in that section.  

It is very hard to rotationally graze while lambing.  The new mothers just don’t like to leave the area where they lambed.  I think they are done now and we can shift them to the front pasture.  

We are not supplementing at all other than a loose sheep mineral.  The ewes may lose some condition but we don’t have a safe way to feed grain with the lambs underfoot.  One strategy might be to wean the lambs at 8 to 10 weeks and feed them and let the ewes regain condition on the pasture.  This would correspond well with the decline in pasture during the hot season (if we have one this year).  It is not a bad idea to feed a little energy source on pasture like whole corn (under a half a pound per day) if it can be done easily.  

So what do we do next year?  We didn’t really intend to lamb on pasture this spring but pasture came early and it worked out well.  Do we do the same thing next year or do we plan a little later so we can be sure there will be pasture?

And what does this mean for parasites…maybe the snow today will slow them down but I suspect we will have to be extra vigilant due to the early start to the season.  I am scheduling an Integrated Parasite Management/FAMACHA Class for Saturday July 17.  Sign up soon to save yourself a spot.  I will also be teaching one in Shelburne, Vermont on June 12th if that is a better day.

Foot Challenges 

When Chet Parsons visited from Vermont, he gave a good presentation on foot scald and foot rot in sheep and goats.  While we are lucky and don’t have any problems at the Extension Farm, I am fighting some foot problems at the home flock.  After hearing the talk I am changing my strategy.  Here’s the scoop.

Footrot is a painful, debilitating bacterial infection of the foot in sheep and goats.  It is not the same one seen in cattle  It can cause production losses when animals won’t get up to eat or have to graze on their knees. There are a couple other foot problems that affect sheep, namely foot scald and foot abcesses.

It all starts when there is moisture and trauma.  It doesn’t have to be much trauma.  It could just be walking in soft ground and having a stick or stone press up between the toes.  When it is moist like it is all spring and almost every morning when there is dew, the tissue is softened and easily bruised.  Usually the first problem is foot scald or interdigital dermatitis (caused by fusobacterium necrophorum).  The animals may limp and if you look at the hoof it will be pink and tender looking up between the “toes.”  It might also have a kind of white scum or serum oozing in that area.  They might also have manure clumped tightly to the hoof from the moisture and the fact they aren’t walking on it quite right.  You need to peel that back and take a look.

From here it could turn into foot abcesses, foot rot or nothing.  If the bacteria actinomyces pyogenes get in there you can get a foot abcess.  The foot will feel warm and the sole will be tender.  It might eventually leak puss from above the hoof or out the sole if a hole is made.  This is more of a once in awhile thing.  Foot rot is much more persistent and affects usually more than one or two animals.

If the bacteria dichelorbacter nodosus get into the foot you will get foot rot.  It smells bad and eats away at the inside of the heels.  It can also cause the horn of the hoof to separate.  The sooner it is treated the less damage there will be and the shorter recovery time there will be.

It only takes one infected animal to spread the foot rot around.  The catch is that you can have an animal that is carrying the foot rot but not showing any signs of it.  If you have been treating the flock but the foot rot keeps coming back then there is probably a carrier in the group.  How do you figure out which animal it is?  That is the million dollar question.  To add to the confusion there are many strains of the bacteria – some less damaging, some more.

So…how do you get rid of this stuff?  It is not easy and takes a multi-pronged approach.  Keeping the feet trimmed normally is a good thing although radical trimming is not that helpful.  Get rid of any trimmings (we have not determined whether the dogs’ digestive system kills the bacteria or not – since they consume a lot of trimmings).  Work on getting rid of sharp objects like thorn apple branches, stones, etc.

There is now a vaccination available with ten strains in it.  I am trying that at home.  It is not 100% effective.  Foot baths are another possibility.  The sheep need to stand in the bath to soak and then need to stand somewhere dry (concrete, clean bedded area) until the feet dry.  You can just imagine how much the sheep love standing in the foot bath.   It can be in a chute or in a pen and the bath does not have to be fancy – plywood with wooden sides can work.  I tried a walk through type and I am not sure it did much for them.  The foot bath recommended is 10% zinc sulfate (10 lbs of zinc sulfate to 12.5 gallons of water).

How do you treat it?  It does respond to antibiotics.  It would be a good idea to talk to your vet.  I have had good luck with a product called Foot Cure that is copper sulfate in a thick paste.  I put it on the foot and between the toes and then wrap it and leave it on for a few days.  Sometimes if I have waited too long to treat it, it takes two treatment.

Culling animals that don’t respond to treatment is important but not always easy.  Most animals I have treated have responded and cleared up but can flare up again later in the summer.  I actually had everyone doing fine for about a month in March but now have many animals – mostly goats – limping again.  Interestingly, there is one goat that never gets it.  I vaccinated the flock and the goats on April 24.  We’ll see if this helps.  Knowing what I know now I wish I had vaccinated them in early March so there would be some immunity imparted to the lambs.  I have tried foot baths but not actual soaking…lots of trimming and washing in buckets of warm soapy water.  Even a zinc sulfate cream like you use on babies works pretty well if you catch the problem when it is still foot scald.  It is very frustrating and hard on the back.  I have not been able to find the carrier – even after studying the feet of the 8 original ewes…they all have gnarly feet like they had it a long time ago.  I will report on the progress as the treatments continue.

Stockdog News 

The Border Collies are itching to round up the sheep.  Join us on June 12th and 19th to make the ring usable for the 4-H dog club and our stockdog club.  Call for more details or watch your email if you are on my stockdog list.

Marketing News
Prices are holding at the terminal markets (New Holland).  100 pound lambs are still in the $1.60s per pound.  At that price it might pay to feed them out to higher weights.  Time to push the pencil!  There is a new USDA slaughterhouse opening in Oneida County.  Good news for our state.  We are still working on our slaughterhouse issues in the North Country.  

