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Preventing Calcium Deficiency in Late Pregnant Ewes

Role of calcium

Maintaining adequate nutrition during pregnancy is important to prevent health complications and
poor foetal development. One of the main complications in ewes is hypocalcaemia (milk fever) due to
insufficient calcium in the diet in the last two months of pregnancy and early lactation. It is the result
of increased demand for calcium during bone development in the foetus and lamb®%3,

Signs include a stiffened gait, muscle tremors, weakness, fatigue, stupor, inability to stand, and
eventual death in 1-3 days if not treated. Diagnosis is based on feeding history, pregnancy status, age,
appearance, and response to treatment. Ewes suffering from early-stage hypocalcaemia may respond
quickly to calcium gel given orally and calcium borogluconate (CBG) solution injected under the skin.
In addition, pasture and blood samples can be used to both predict the risk and confirm
hypocalcaemia.

Calcium is typically low in grain, grass hay, dry pasture, and short green feed due to suppression by
excess phosphate content®. High grain diets for more than 6 weeks are prone to causing
hypolcalcaemia. Bone is the main store of calcium and up to 20% of the ewe’s needs are met by bone
reserves during pregnancy, but this is insufficient in late pregnancy and lactation where the need for
calcium is almost doubled®?.

As a result, it is difficult for autumn/winter lambing ewes to absorb enough calcium in the last 6 weeks
of pregnancy. This is further compounded in older ewes as they are less able to absorb, retain, and
mobilize calcium from their diet’. Maintaining ewes in condition score 3 also reduces the risk as ewes
in a score below or above this are also less able to absorb and mobilize calcium?.

Lambs born to ewes with low-calcium milk will not achieve the 150 g/day growth rate considered
necessary to prevent weak bones and calcium deficiency post-weaning®. If they fail to accrete
sufficient calcium by 18 months of age, they are likely to be at risk to hypocalcaemia later in life°.

It takes ewes 3-4 months of grazing on calcium-sufficient pasture to re-establish adequate calcium
stores post-weaning. Ewes become more prone to hypocalcaemia with age and failure to replenish
their calcium stores between successive pregnancies when they are fed inbalanced diets deficient in
calcium. A preventative management strategy is to provide supplements high in available calcium both
during pregnancy and lactation.

Prevention

Hypocalcaemia can be prevented by supplementing calcium at 3-4gm/kg dry matter (DM) for single
bearing ewes and 5-6 gm/kg DM for those with twins and triplets®®. Supplementation should
commence at least 6 weeks before lambing and may be achieved by providing a 50:50 stock lime and
salt mix, legume-based forages, or specifically formulated pre-lambing blocks and licks4,

It is also important to provide shelter, avoid grazing oxalate containing plants, and limit mustering,
yarding, drenching, and crutching in late pregnancy. These stressors increase the incidence of
hypocalcaemia as less time spent grazing means reduced calcium intakel*>®,
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