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PRODUC TIVIT Y BES T PR AC TICES

Increasing Your Lamb Crop Series 

Reducing lamb death loss

Introduction
Reducing lamb loss at birth should be a goal of 
sheep producers, regardless of production system. 

Establishing benchmarks for lamb mortality is 
challenging as mortality is affected by many factors 

management practices. Establishing a single standard 

of loss. 

and their magnitude and to record this information. 

emerge. The major means of reducing loss comes 

 Once patterns are 

greatest potential for impact. 

RECORDING AND ASSESSING  
PATTERNS OF LOSS
Recording both the age and presumed cause of 

key focus periods. It is also helpful to record loss after 

pattern of loss. Recording this information helps to 

Determining the cause of death may require a simple 

are stillborn lambs and those dying from the combined 

categories include respiratory loss or pneumonia, 
enteric infection, preterm loss due to abortion disease, 
clostridial disease, and accidental death or trauma. 

Table 1.

and lamb mortality patterns. 

May lambing period
Number % of total

Conception rate

Lambing percentage

Period of lamb loss
 Preterm
 

 

 Total 
Presumed cause of lamb death

Stillborn/dystocia

Pneumonia
Clostridial disease
Enteric infection
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Figure 1. 

ASSESSING PATTERNS OF LOSS
Pre-term loss. 

 

features, and small size. 

for abortion disease. In cases of an abortion disease 

to submit fetal and placental tissues (membranes and 

cause of the increased preterm death loss. 

results identify infectious agents, then appropriate 

occurrence. All tissues collected from pre-term losses 
should be handled with caution with appropriate 
protective equipment as several abortive agents in 
sheep are zoonotic. 

There are also other causes of preterm loss that are 
not due to infectious disease including micronutrient 

 If no 

mineral concentration.

 It is important to 

 

 The cause of 
stillborn death can be hard pinpoint as it can be related 

 One differentiating factor 
can be damage to ribs and pooling of blood in the 
soft tissue of the ribs. This can occur in dystocia losses 
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uncomplicated hypothermia. 

interact to cause loss, and the combined effect is often 
 Lambs that 

and often empty stomachs. Lambs that succumb to 

 

their stomachs. 
 Lambs that die of the combined effects of 

kidneys and heart, and little to no colostrum/milk in 
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their stomachs. The remaining tissue surrounding these 
organs and depleted of fat has a red color and is sparse  

 These lambs are usually also dehydrated 
 

are typically characterized by lesions in the region of the 

 Pneumonia progresses quickly in young lambs, so 
 

Other important but typically less frequent causes of 
 

intestine and is most commonly caused by Clostridium 
Perfringens Type C. Scours caused by E. coli are 

 

Predation losses are also a factor in some production 

period. The indicators for predation loss in young lambs 
can be subtle. 

bruising in surrounding tissues. 

birth. These include suffocation from getting laid on 
 Trauma 

 

be non-disease related term stillborn loss in highly 
 While the idea of “acceptable” 

reduce non-disease related, full-term stillborn loss 

 

late pregnancy nutrition and crossbreeding may offer 
promise but impacting this loss can be challenging 

 The 
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Figure 3. 

 There is a small amount of red 

Internal organs from a lamb that died of 
 Note the dark lesions in the region 
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 Impact potential of lamb loss according to age 
at death and category.

Category of lamb loss Impact potential 

Preterm High

 Day 1
 High
 Stillborn 

 

 Pneumonia High
 High
 Enteric infection High

PREVENTION STRATEGIES TO  
TARGET LOSS
Birth zone climate-Change birth time. In pasture 
lambing programs it is ideal to time lambing until 

 This 

quality forage during late pregnancy to optimize 
 

to start the birth period is not optimal, as this creates 

 Indoor lambing programs are also 

reduce loss.

Birth zone climate- Modify environment. In indoor 
lambing programs, maintaining ambient temperature 

losses appreciably. But can this be done economically, 
 

energy to heat large barn areas. Heat lamps are often 
used but these are only useful after birth, and they can 

 

 

early rearing area that relies on animal heat to maintain 

of humidity. 

for the cost of insulation materials compared to lambs 
 

needed. 

that are harder to measure in economic terms. 

shepherd comfort. 

Improve ventilation and air quality. 

lead to increased incidence of pneumonia, scours and 
other issues. 

 

adapted to nearly any building. 

reduce manure gas. 

to enter the lungs. Barn cleaning and maintaining 
adequate bedding are also important in minimizing 
issues related to enteric infection. 

Nutrition. Optimizing nutritional management of the 

 This topic is 
 

are of central importance in determining size at birth, 
 These are 

 Therefore, 

late pregnancy and into early lactation should be a 

Bonding management. 

maternal bonding process. The management of 

system. In pasture lambing, the concept is to minimize 

and in indoor or drop lot lambing systems, bonding 

 In pasture lambing, 
disturbance from the birth site due to human or 
predator pressure or to seek food should be minimized. 
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from the birth site. 

lambing, set stocking and drift lambing, can both be 

birth site. 

In indoor and drop lot lambing systems, the time 

in minimizing mismothering. 
 

Health program. Elimination of chronic disease (i.e. 

inadequate colostrum/milk production. OPP can cause 

little milk. 

their lambs. When abortion is a documented problem, 

reducing losses. 

of reducing lamb mortality. 

of age. 

Genetics 
 This strategy 

 There are also 

 

subject to natural selection (less shepherding and 
 

to be opposed. 

that cold resistance has modest heritability (h
manifest mainly through determinants of heat 
production and to a lesser degree through birth coat 
characteristics. 

 

use of these polymorphisms as markers for selection of 

Predation control: Wildlife, especially coyotes, prey 

and geographical location in the United States. 

fencing, and the use of guard animals. Guard dogs, 

Treatment strategies to Target loss

The major arm of control to reduce lamb loss should 

and employed as needed to reduce loss. The feasibility 

production system. 

Colostrum management. Ensuring colostrum 

of life. 
 

 In high-

 

These high-risk conditions include climatic conditions 

from litter mates. 

 

fed at a single feeding. 

to better distribute colostrum among litter mates is a 
good strategy. 

rearing of at least some of the litter is needed. 

Treating hypothermia. 

 

rescue a hypothermic lamb. Hypothermic lambs 

process can deepen hypothermia. When lambs are 
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training in these techniques. 

 Identifying if the lamb died 

solutions. 
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