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Vibriosis in Sheep
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Vibriosis (vibrionic abortion, vibrio) outbreaks
are responsible for serious economic loss in Idaho
sheep flocks each year. A survey conducted between
1971 and 1976 showed that the disease caused at
least 429% of all abortions in farm flocks and 15% in
range flocks. The higher incidence in farm flocks
might be a reflection of more crowded conditions
and greater opportunity for ewe-to-ewe transmis-
sion of the disease. Vibriosis occurs nearly every-
where sheep are raised. The severity of outbreaks is
probably related to weather and management prac-
tices in various localities.

The Disease

Vibriosis in sheep is caused by either of two sub-
species of a bacterium called Campylobacter fetus.
This organism is different from the one that causes
vibriosis in cattle, and the disease manifestations
also differ. The main manifestation of vibriosis in
sheep is abortion occurring during the last half of
the gestation period. Transmission in sheep is by
mouth; rams are not a factor in transmission. In
contrast, vibriosis in cattle is transmitted venereally
and causes infertility.

The rate of abortions in infected flocks may be as
high as 70%. Lamb loss of 10 to 20% is common. Or-
dinarily the death loss among aborting ewes is low
but may approximate 5% in some flocks.

Carriers

Vibriosis organisms have been isolated from ewes
every season of the year. Some ewes develop chronic
infections in their intestinal tract and shed the germ
in their droppings. Outbreaks are often sporadic
and their occurrence cannot always be explained by
contact with infected sheep, water drainage or hu-
man traffic. Carnivorous birds such as magpies are
also capable of spreading the infection.
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Transmission between members of a flock occurs
following the first abortion. Aborting ewes dis-
charge large numbers of the organisms in the abort-
ed tissues. The bacteria enter other ewes by way of
the mouth through contaminated feed and water
and through the practice of curious ewes nosing and
licking aborted fetuses and placentas. To prevent
this, ewes that abort should be immediately isolated
from the flock and aborted tissues and fetuses
should be removed from the pens.

Susceptibility

Ewes may contact vibriosis at any age. The most
severe losses are among young ewes, but older ewes
can be highly susceptible. In an affected flock where
older ewes have a low incidence of abortion com-
pared to younger ewes, the older ewes have probab-
ly developed an immunity from a previous unde-
tected infection. Non-vaccinated replacement ewes
purchased from a flock that has no history of abor-
tion are likely to be very susceptible to the disease.

The incubation period in experimentally inocu-
lated ewes ranged from 8 to 60 days. Ewes are most
susceptible to vibriosis in the last 3 months of gesta-
tion. Open ewes inoculated with live organisms be-
come immune and did not abort during the next
pregnancy.

Immunity

Ewes that aborted after being experimentally in-
fected with Campylobacter fetus were immune to
vibriosis during the next gestation and for at least 2
years longer. However, there are two varieties of
vibriosis bacteria and immunity to one variety does
not protect against the other. Nevertheless, ewes
that abort are probably immune to that particular
bacterium for life and should be kept in the flock.







