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Local disease watch 

Worms hit sheep and goats 

Widespread rainfall in late February gave barber’s pole 

worms a huge boost. Worm egg counts were already 

high in some flocks, with signs of anaemia, bottle jaw 

(soft, doughy fluid swelling under the jaw), weakness 

and deaths observed. 

Barber’s pole worms are astounding. Each female worm 

produces as many as 10,000 eggs each day. When 

there is moisture and warmth available, like in early 

March, these eggs hatch onto pasture in as little as five 

days. And once eaten, it takes only 17 days for these 

larvae to develop to adult worms, and to start producing 

eggs. Little wonder that some sheep and goats show 

signs of barber’s pole worm infection within a few weeks 

of using an effective drench. 

Added to that, drench resistance is being diagnosed 

more frequently, and is making control even harder. In 

one case, sheep were showing signs of barber’s pole 

worms at the time they were drenched with a popular 

broad-spectrum drench. Two weeks later, the sheep 

were still affected, and a couple had died. They were 

drenched again, this time with a more expensive 

combination drench, which was expected to control 

barber’s pole worms for four weeks. But a worm egg 

count two weeks after the drench reached 23,600 eggs 

per gram (that’s a lot!), indicating the worms were also 

resistant to that more expensive drench. 

Barber’s pole worm is now the predominant worm on 

many sheep, goat and alpaca farms in our region. Worm 

control programs we have relied on to deal with mainly 

winter scour worms, such as the “double summer 

drench” program, don’t cut it with barber’s pole. We are 

rapidly tracking the experience of sheep properties on 

the New England, where barber’s pole worm is resistant 

to most or, in some cases, all drenches. More producers 

there use pasture rotation to help break the reinfection 

cycle, and vaccination. 

We know, for example, that barber’s pole larvae on 

pasture survive for only about two months during a dry 

summer, but remain viable for about six months during 

winter. Grazing management aims to avoid rapid 

reinfection of sheep during summer, and reduce 

contamination of autumn pastures with worm larvae. 

Barbervax® is the first successful use of a vaccine to 

control a worm in sheep. It is a clever bit of technology, 

designed in such a way that this highly adapted worm is 

unlikely to develop resistance. This comes with a down-

side, which means that three doses of the vaccine are 

required to prime the sheep’s immune system at first, 

with further boosters given every six weeks. Sounds like 

a lot of work and expense (at about 68 cents a dose), 

but some producers have no alternative. And it works. 

One Far South Coast sheep producer has been using 

the vaccine this season, with remarkable results. Last 

year, despite frequent drenching, worm egg counts 

remained in the thousands, and the productivity of the 

sheep suffered. This year, under the influence of the 

vaccine, worm egg counts are negligible, and the sheep 

reportedly look great. Barbervax® has been trialed in 

goats in Northern NSW, with mixed success; the 

vaccine was very effective in one trial, ineffective in 

another, and moderately successful on a third goat 

property. 

Sheep and alpacas die from exposure 

Sheep died from exposure on a number of properties, 

and many alpacas died on another, following heavy 

rainfall last month. It is usually the weak and bare-shorn 

animals which succumb to a prolonged spell of wet and 

windy weather. But several well-conditioned animals 
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died on this occasion, including seven fat white Dorper 

ewes on one property. There were underlying issues 

affecting most of the animals that died, reducing their 

stamina, including barber’s pole worms and/or 

malnutrition. But the event was a reminder that provision 

of shelter from the elements is important for livestock, 

even in the summer.    

Do you need to drench for liver fluke? 

Recent tests on sheep and cattle show liver fluke are 

making their presence felt on some properties. The dry 

spring and summer forced more stock to graze low-lying 

areas where liver fluke snails thrive. Liver fluke are 

blood suckers, in some cases causing signs of anaemia 

and bottle jaw similar to barber’s pole worms. In less 

severe cases, liver fluke reduce growth rates of young 

stock, and milk production of cows. 

Drenching for liver fluke used to be routine on many 

properties. With widespread use of dual-purpose drench 

to control barber’s pole worm in sheep, and retraction of 

snail habitat during the ‘millennium drought’, liver fluke 

became less important on some farms. Testing dung 

samples for liver fluke eggs is unreliable in cattle, and is 

a less useful test in all livestock at this time of year 

when fluke are mainly immature. A blood test for fluke, 

arranged through your usual veterinarian or district vet, 

should be a better approach in cattle and sheep.  

April has traditionally been regarded as a good time for 

a strategic liver fluke drench, usually after the first 

decent frost. The theory is that liver fluke snails 

hibernate when the weather turns cold, so that fewer 

new fluke larvae are available to reinfect stock drenched 

after the first frost. Unfortunately frosts in April are 

becoming less predictable, but the drench is required 

nonetheless.  

Use a drench that removes immature worms at this time 

of year. There are a couple of drench options for cattle 

producers, but only one type of immature fluke drench 

for sheep and goat producers. Fluke drenches tend to 

have a long Export Slaughter Interval (ESI), and many 

are unsuitable for use in animals producing milk for 

human consumption, so check the label before 

purchase. 

Ringworm is not a worm 

Several cases of ringworm have been reported on 

cattle. This common skin condition is caused by a 

fungus that can live in the farm environment, away from 

cattle, for months. 

It is not unusual to see ringworm on young cattle. We 

often observe that where ringworm has occurred on the 

farm previously, adult cattle carry immunity following 

infection early in life. This leaves only the most recent 

calf drop in the herd susceptible to infection. But lately 

there have been cases where all ages of cattle in the 

herd have been affected, indicating recent introduction 

of infection onto the property. 

Infection starts as one or more roughly circular, flat, 

grey, hairless areas, usually on the head or upper neck. 

As lesions expand and more appear, large irregular 

patches develop, often encircling the eye. 

Ringworm is best left to run its course in cattle, as there 

is little effect on growth rate. It takes several months for 

hair to regrow. Mass treatment is impractical, and about 

20% of normal cattle in an infected group may carry 

fungal spores. Because of its name, some owners 

immediately drench with a broad-spectrum worm 

drench, which has no effect on the ringworm fungus. 

Cattle ringworm infects people. Take care when 

handling infected cattle, or when later working in cattle 

yards or with equipment previously used with infected 

cattle. Children are particularly susceptible to infection. 

Information on Johne’s disease 

transmission for sheep and beef 

cattle producers in the South East  

Kate Sawford, Braidwood district vet 

There was considerable angst around the middle of 

2017 when changes to Johne’s disease (JD) regulation 

in Australia came to light. Now that the excitement has 

died down, it is well worth reviewing the current state of 

JD knowledge so sheep and cattle producers know best 

how to control the disease on their farms, whether that 

means managing disease already present on the 

property or minimizing the risk of disease introduction.  

JD is caused by infection with Mycobacterium avium 

subsp. paratuberculosis (Mptb), a species of bacteria 

that grows slowly in the gut wall of infected animals. 

Animals become infected by ingesting bacteria, though 

in addition the fetuses of clinically affected dams can 

become infected. Animals are more likely to be 

susceptible to infection when young, especially up to 12 

months of age. Infection with bacteria causes the walls 

of the gut to become thickened, which interferes with the 

absorption of food. As a result, infected animals will 

progressively lose weight despite a good appetite. They 

may also have diarrhea and bottle jaw. As the 

thickening of the gut develops slowly over time, an 

infected animal is more likely to show clinical signs as 

an adult.  

Infected animals with clinical signs shed larger numbers 

of bacteria in their faeces compared to infected animals 

without clinical signs, although animals without clinical 
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signs will still shed significant numbers of bacteria. 

There is no treatment for infected animals. At any point 

in time in herds or flocks infected with Mptb, animals 

showing clinical signs of infection are the tip of the 

iceberg. Many more animals will be infected, shed 

bacteria, and have reduced production levels but will not 

show obvious clinical signs. As a result, the economic 

impact of Mptb on infected farms is often 

underestimated. 

Mptb usually enters a herd or flock via the introduction 

of infected animals. However, Mptb can survive in the 

environment for extended periods of time and animals 

can also become infected by grazing contaminated 

paddocks. It survives much better in shady locations 

compared to sunny locations, and survival can be longer 

than a year in faeces in shaded locations. However, 

around 90% of the bacteria in the environment die in the 

first three months of spelling the paddock.  

Water is good at moving bacteria around – bacteria can 

spread to neighbouring properties in run-off water and 

bacteria will survive longer in water compared to soil 

under the same environmental conditions.     

In Australia, Mptb infection of cattle is most common in 

dairy herds and therefore in the states of Victoria and 

Tasmania. It is also common in the dairy sector of NSW, 

although there are no evidence-based estimates of the 

percentage of NSW dairy herds infected. Infection 

occurs rarely in beef herds, and is most commonly 

identified in beef herds having close contact with 

infected dairy herds. Because of the differences 

between beef and dairy enterprises, dairy calves are 

more likely to be exposed to high doses of bacteria at a 

younger age compared to beef calves.  

Not all animals exposed to Mptb will become infected. 

Further, not all infected animals with go on to shed 

Mptb.  

The consequence of exposure in an uninfected animal 

depends largely on four factors: 

o the strain of the bacterium the animal is exposed to 

o the dose, or the number of bacteria the animal is 

exposed to 

o the age of the exposed animal 

o individual animal factors (genetics and immunity). 

These factors are reviewed in detail, along with their 

implications for disease control. 

The strain of the bacterium 

There are two strains of Mptb of significance to 

Australian sheep and cattle producers. The cattle strain 

of Mptb mainly affects cattle, goats, deer and camelids 

(i.e. alpacas and llamas), while the sheep strain mainly 

affects sheep and goats. Ovine Johne’s disease (OJD) 

is almost always due to the sheep strain of Mptb, while 

Bovine Johne’s Disease (BJD) is almost always due to 

the cattle strain of Mptb, however cross species 

transmission (sheep strain Mptb infection in cattle and 

vice versa) does happen, albeit very occasionally. The 

recent changes to BJD policy mean that the sheep and 

cattle Mptb strains are not considered as separate 

infectious agents and infection of cattle with either strain 

is classified as BJD. 

The age of the exposed animal 

Younger animals are more susceptible to Mptb infection 

compared to older animals. Further, animals exposed at 

a young age are more likely to develop clinical disease 

compared to animals exposed later in life. Finally, 

animals exposed at a young age are more likely to shed 

bacteria compared to animals exposed at an older age.  

The dose of bacteria  

Animals exposed to high doses of Mptb are more likely 

to shed bacteria compared to animals exposed to low 

doses of Mptb.  

Individual animal factors 

There is evidence that some animals are resistant to 

Mptb infection. These are the animals that you want to 

maintain in the herd or flock and use in future breeding 

programs. This area is the subject of ongoing research. 

Taken together, these factors have one implication for 

infected properties – to reduce the burden of disease, 

reduce the number of bacteria to which young stock are 

exposed, particularly lambs and calves.  

Similarly, to minimise the risk of introducing Mptb onto 

uninfected properties, ensure new stock have not been 

in contact with large numbers of the relevant strain of 

Mptb early in life and reduce the likelihood of young 

stock coming into contact with large numbers of the 

relevant strain of Mptb. 

Recommendations for beef herds 

By far the greatest risk to uninfected beef herds is 

infected dairy cattle shedding bacteria, or land 

contaminated by dairy cattle shedding bacteria. The first 

recommendation is to avoid the risks associated with 

dairy cattle. To keep your risk to the absolute minimum, 

don’t buy dairy cattle. If you are going to purchase dairy 

calves, do not mix them with calves you plan to retain in 

your herd and move them off your property by 18 

months of age. Do not run calves you plan to retain on 

land grazed by cattle from the dairy industry for at least 

twelve months after the dairy cattle have moved off that 

land – other classes of stock are at lower risk. If you are 

in the business of buying adult dairy cattle do not mix 
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them with cattle under a year of age that you plan to 

retain or intend to sell as breeders.  

Many producers agist their cattle down the coast when 

feed on the tablelands is in short supply. It is important 

to ask about the grazing history of the property. Avoid 

grazing cattle you plan to retain that are less than a year 

of age on agisted property that has been grazed by 

adult dairy cattle, particularly in the previous twelve 

months. 

Sheep flocks infected with sheep strain Mptb present far 

less of a risk for JD transmission to beef herds than 

dairy cattle. However, to reduce the risk of beef cattle 

becoming infected with sheep strain Mptb on mixed 

enterprises ensure you’re vaccinating your sheep with 

Gudair®, including any bought in sheep, to reduce the 

dose of Mptb to which both young sheep and young 

cattle are exposed.  

It’s important to know that vaccination will not eradicate 

the risk of shedding Mptb (see below). Do not co-graze 

sheep and cattle (i.e. do not graze cattle and sheep in 

the same paddock at the same time), but in particular 

older sheep and young replacement cattle.  

Avoid grazing paddocks previously grazed by older 

sheep with young replacement cattle for the first three 

months after the older sheep have been moved off the 

paddock. If you find a ewe with signs consistent with 

OJD, cull that animal promptly and mark her lamb to 

ensure it is not retained as a replacement animal.  

According to the current BJD policy, clinical JD in either 

sheep or cattle can impact the Johne’s Beef Assurance 

(J-BAS) score of cattle from the same property 

(https://www.animalhealthaustralia.com.au/jd-cattle-

tools/).             

Recommendations for sheep producers 

On infected properties, a Gudair® vaccination program 

dramatically reduces the burden of disease and 

mortalities. Current research has shown that on many 

infected properties low levels of infection will persist 

even with a long history of Gudair® vaccination and will 

increase once vaccination ceases, and therefore until 

further information about eradication is available 

ongoing vaccination is strongly encouraged. If any new 

sheep are acquired make sure they have been 

vaccinated with Gudair®, either as lambs if they are 

coming from high risk or infected properties, or when 

you bring them onto the property.  

There is no benefit from Gudair® vaccination of lambs 

you will sell to slaughter. In addition to vaccination, the 

burden of disease can be reduced by culling any sheep 

suspected of being infected sooner rather than later and 

by identifying and culling lambs from any ewes 

suspected of being infected. Reduce infection rates in 

young stock by ensuring weaned lambs don’t graze 

paddocks for at least three months after they have been 

grazed by older classes of sheep. Consider fencing off 

low areas or creeks where water may be contaminated. 

On properties with no history of infection, only buy in 

sheep with a high level of assurance of having not come 

off of a property infected with OJD. Options include 

buying in sheep from an area previously classified as 

low prevalence and/or buying sheep from flocks in the 

SheepMAP.  

Always ask for a Sheep Health Declaration when buying 

in sheep, which has a large section describing the JD 

risk of those sheep. Consider the risk that neighbours 

with sheep present to your property, in particular the 

potential for movement of water between properties, 

movement of sheep faeces (e.g. the potential for a 

summer storm to wash sheep faeces from a neighbour’s 

sheep camp on the high side of the boundary fence), 

and straying stock.  

Also, consider the location of your property in relation to 

the previous OJD prevalence areas 

(https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/animals-and-

livestock/sheep/health/other/ojd/about/historical/ojd-

prevalence-areas-jan2011). The majority of sheep 

properties within the South East Local Land Services 

region are in what were previously classified as medium 

and high prevalence areas. Depending on the risk 

neighbours present to your property and your level of 

risk tolerance, you may decide to vaccinate your sheep 

with Gudair® even if you do not suspect infection. 

While regulation of JD has changed and now largely 

excludes the involvement of government, clinical cases 

of disease remain notifiable. If you suspect JD in your 

stock contact your local district veterinarian for further 

advice.       

Finally, it is important to bear in mind that the 

characteristics of JD infection make it a challenging 

research subject – the information provided above is a 

brief synopsis of over 20 years of research and is based 

on what is currently known. Recommendations may 

change as further research findings become available. 
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Far South Coast  
Helen Schafer 
02 6491 7800 

Goulburn 
Contact office 
02 4824 1900 

Monaro 
Petrea Wait  
02 6452 1455  

Palerang 
Kate Sawford 
02 4842 2594 

South Coast 
Steve Whittaker 
02 4464 6000 

Yass 
Alex Stephens and Fiona Kelk 
02 6118 7700 

 


