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Hypocalcaemia vs. Pregnancy Toxaemia (“twin lamb disease”) 
 
Checklist: 
 
 Hypocalcaemia Pregnancy Toxaemia 
Class of sheep Particularly ewes (but see below) Ewes only 

 
When Late pregnancy, early lactation Late pregnancy, particularly 

with multiple lambs. 
 

Any other 
circumstances? 

Transported sheep of any class, 
sheep being grain fed without 
calcium supplementation and 
then stressed 
 

 

Rate of onset 
of signs 

Sudden, larger numbers of the 
mob 

Gradual, death over 1 week 

 
What signs are 
seen 

Depression & unawareness 
Sheep go down, often on their 
brisket. 
Going off feed during hypocalcaemia 
predisposes a ewe to pregnancy 
toxaemia 
 
 
 
 

Separate from mob 
Depressed, appear blind 
Tooth grinding, but will eat if 
offered food. 
Go down after 3-4 days 
Then may see convulsions 
Can demonstrate a ‘wool pluck’ 
(break at skin level) 
 

Treatment Calcium injection under skin, 
prefer 4-in-1 solutions with 
calcium & glucose. 

Vytrate®  concentrate, or 
Propylene glycol solutions by 
mouth PLUS 4-in-1 injection. 
 

Response to 
treatment 

Good, within an hour Poor, unless given very early 

Recovery rate Moderate to high 
 

Low. 

Predisposing 
factors (what 
brings it on?) 

In ewes: Stress. 
Inclement weather 
Change of paddock 
 

Twin or multiple lambs. 
Stress and being held off food; 
or a declining plane of nutrition 
in late pregnancy. 

 In others: Stress, e.g. transport. 
Stress after being fed grain with 
no calcium supplementation 
 

 

Prevention Add 1% limestone to cereals 
when feeding 
Reduce stress on all classes of 
sheep 
 

Minimise time-off-feed 
Reduce stress 
Provide adequate feed to late 
pregnant ewes 
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Case study: 
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Short pasture – certainly not enough for a late pregnant, twin bearing ewe 
Sheep is alert, but lying in a funny posture 
What we can’t see is that she does attempt to get up, and was recently treated with 4-
in-1. Several other similarly affected ewes in the mob had also recovered with the 
same treatment. 
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Because she appears to be responding to treatment for hypocalcaemia, that is the 
likely diagnosis 
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Calcium injection under skin, prefer 4-in-1 solutions with calcium & glucose. 
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A blood test taken at the time of taking the photo showed she had pregnancy 
toxaemia, a normal blood calcium level, but very high levels of muscle enzymes, 
indicating severe muscle damage. 
 
The diagnosis was pregnancy toxaemia. 
 
The ewe died that evening. 
 
It just goes to show……
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Vaccines: 
 
Clostridial vaccines: 
 
“2-in-1” 
 
“5-in-1” 
 
 

Produce protection from the toxins produced by these 
bacteria, preventing the diseases tetanus, pulpy kidney, 
blackleg, malignant oedema and black disease. 
 
The bacteria that cause these diseases are found 
everywhere about animals, and proliferate in areas of low 
oxygen, eg in pulpy kidney in the intestine when the flow 
is slow (from low fibre, and lots of carbohydrate), or in the 
other disease where there is damaged tissue (eg bruising 
for blackleg) 
 
Pulpy kidney is the most commonly diagnosed disease in 
Australia, because a complete vaccination program is not 
put in place on every farm. 
 

These are cheap! 
 

“6-in-1” e.g. ‘Glanvac’. Added protection against cheesy gland, a 
disease that si spread at shearing time, and the resultant 
carcass condemnation is due to abscesses which are more 
common in older sheep. The incidence of carcass 
condemnation has dropped dramatically since the vaccine 
was introduced. 
  
For 10% more cost, you can ensure a quality product. 
 

Vaccine with Selenium 
&/or Vitamin B12 

If your farm is deficient in these trace minerals, then 
inclusion of these in your marking vaccine makes one less 
task. The dose included will only be sufficient for a lamb 
at marking, and will only last for around 6 weeks. Used 
with ewe vaccinations prelambing, they can provide some 
protection for the newborn lamb through milk. 
 
They are expensive additions to the cost of vaccine so 
should only be used if needed. 
 
Selenium deficiency causes white muscle disease and 
illthrift (slower growth rates) in growing sheep, 
particularly on spring pastures. 
 
Cobalt deficiency (which is treated with vitamin B12) 
causes illthrift in growing animals. 
 

Vaccine plus drench e.g. ‘Eweguard’, ‘Weanerguard’. Contain moxidectin, a 
long-acting drench. 
Use where this is part of your drench rotation program, 
and where there will be on-going benefits from limiting 
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worm contamination of that pasture. 
“Eweguard” may reduce dags 
 

‘Eryvac’ 
 
 

The most common cause of arthritis in lambs after 
marking is Erysipelas. If this is a problem on your 
property, then Eryvac can help. Use of portable yards and 
frequent disinfection of all instruments (and vaccinators) 
used at marking is “good practice” and will limit losses 
from arthritis. 

 
Vaccination program: 
Need 2 doses 4 weeks apart for strong, lasting immunity, then annual boosters. 
 
Lambs at marking 
Lambs at weaning (at 13-16 weeks of age) 
 
Booster at 12-15 months of age 
Ewes pre-lambing (but preventing preg tox) 
 
Rams fight a lot, are expensive, and can get blackleg and swelled head. Vaccination 
twice a year (at each shearing) is worthwhile. 


