
 

Figure 1: Causes of ovine abortion 2026 

Ovine abortion submissions were slightly 

increased in total number compared to last year, 

and the rate of diagnosis was the highest since 

2020 at over 72%. This is largely due to the quality 

of submissions from referring vets – so thank you! 

Enzootic Abortion of ewes (EAE; Chlamydophila 

abortus) remains the most common cause of 

ovine abortion at WVSC, with Campylobacter fetus 

fetus and Listeria monocytogenes in second and 

third places respectively. In early March APHA’s 

syndromic alert system indicated higher than 

expected cases of Campylobacter abortions across 

England and Wales. More cases of listeriosis  

causing abortion (L. monocytogenes also causes 

encephalitis) were seen than previous years; 

poorly preserved silage is most likely to be the 

source in outbreaks. Fewer diagnoses of the 

protozoon parasite Toxoplasma gondii were made 

this year than in previous years. It is also 

interesting to note that mixed infections are 

uncommon.  

Chlamydophila abortus is an obligate intracellular 

parasite which can cause in utero infections in 

sheep and goats, resulting in abortion, stillbirth, 

and the birth of weak lambs. Importantly, it is 

zoonotic and can also cause abortion in women in 

close contact with affected sheep.  

The sources of the organism are the products of 

abortion, uterine discharge, vaginal fluids and 

occasionally semen. The infection enters the body 

via mucous membranes (oral, conjunctival or 

reproductive) resulting in chlamydophilaemia. 

Interstitial pneumonia or focal hepatitis may 

develop. Weeks or months later, the organism is 

found in mononuclear cells of the pregnant uterus. 

The placenta and foetus can then become 

infected. Abortion is likely to be the result of 

several factors including tissue destruction by C. 

abortus, vasculitis, thrombosis and a foetal 

inflammatory response. If ewes are infected in 

early gestation, abortion may occur in the final 

trimester, or stillbirths or weak lambs are seen. 

More commonly if infection occurs in late 
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pregnancy, abortion will occur in the next 

pregnancy.  

Retention of foetal membranes may occur, and 

occasionally ewes are reported to be unwell. The 

aborted foetus is usually well preserved with few 

gross lesions. The placental cotyledons are brown 

or dark red in colour with a brown exudate. The 

intercotyledonary area is also affected; red to 

brown in colour, oedematous and thickened 

(figure 2) 

 

Figure 2: Placenta - a modified Ziehl-Neelson stain of a smear 
demonstrated acid fast organisms consistent with Chlamydia spp. 

Both Campylobacter jejuni and Campylobacter 

fetus subsp. fetus may cause late abortion, 

premature birth, and birth of weak lambs. 

Occasionally maternal deaths are seen due to 

metritis, and infected but clinically normal lambs 

may also be born. With both species, transmission 

is by ingestion; uterine infection is the inadvertent 

outcome of a brief bacteraemic phase in a naïve 

sheep. Campylobacter fetus fetus is consistently 

the more common species diagnosed at WVSC. 

Clostridium perfringens type B (lamb dysentery) 

in young lambs has been diagnosed in a 

surprisingly high number of cases this spring.   

Clinical signs in lambs submitted between three 

days and four weeks of age ranged from a very 

short acute history of depression and malaise in 

one case, but most lambs were found dead with 

no prior symptoms.   Postmortem examination 

findings included haemorrhagic enteritis with 

portions of the intestine appearing dark purple in 

colour (figure 3).   Diagnosis was made through 

testing for Epsilon and Beta toxin on terminal ileal 

contents, although the toxins are labile and a 

negative result does not exclude the diagnosis.   

 

Figure 3: Small intestine 

Outbreaks of lamb dysentery can see losses 
approaching up to 20-30% of susceptible lambs. 
Cases in young lambs often present as sudden 
death but occasionally lambs can be observed with 
symptoms including lethargy, refusal to suckle, 
and a ‘tucked up’ or hollow appearance which 
usually progresses to dysentery, rapid dehydration 
and death.   Unfortunately, there are no effective 
treatments for lamb dysentery advice should be 
concentrated on establishing a vaccination 
protocol of the ewes prior to lambing time to 
ensure maternal antibody protection against this 
easily preventable disease.   

 

We are really excited to welcome Frances Jones, 

our new Veterinary Diagnostic Investigator lead 

in August. 
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Please check the 

eligibility for free 

carcase collection 
via this website: 

http://apha.defra.gov.

uk/postcode/pme.asp   

The suitability of 

submissions for a 

postmortem exam. 

must always be 

discussed with the 

WVSC duty vet.    

WVSC VIOs: Claire Jones, Jane Lindop & Kathrin May 
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