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Lambing and care of newborn lambs
Lambing is the most exciting and hard-working time for a shepherd. Here an extra effort will be
crucial for the annual profit. In this section, the most common events during lambing and the most
common complications will be reviewed.

Lambing difficulties are often due to feeding errors or combination of unfortunate genes. The first
problem can be solved by the shepherd by assessing the sheeps’ health condition regularly and by
following a balanced diet. Body condition should preferably be between 2.5 and 3.5 to avoid
problems. If you find out that a ram breeds lambs, which are too large and give lambing problems,
it should be taken out of the herd.

Preparation of the lambing season
It is important to get the necessary equipment in good time before lambing. It can suddenly be
required and it can take days to get it.
Equipment which shall be available prior to lambing
Desinfectioner

Iobac
Vaseline
Long gloves

Lambing string or a
pjece of string
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To wash the birthing
canal
To glide easily into the
birthing canal if this
requires examination.
The gloves are
important for hygienic
reasons for both sheep
and the shepherd.

To bind together knee
or hock when pulling
out the lamb.
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Iodine

To desinfect the navel.

Raw milk or a raw milk
probe and a container
as udgør tilsammen en
”lamb rescue system”

If the ewe lacks milk or
the lamb has drinking
problems.
To control the lambs
temperature, if you find
it weakened. See below

Thermometer

Ready mixed
Glucose solution

To dry and revive cold
and weakened lamb.
See below.

Heat source, here a fan
heater under the grate
in warming box.

To revive cold lamb.

In case of accidents
Bolt pistol and knife

Bucket for warm water and
soap.
Apron and boots.
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To kill the animal to avoid
unnessary suffering.

For the veterinarian.
For the veterinarian.
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Have ready for the days after lambing, when the lamb is one day or two days and
bonding to the mother is established
Ear marks and pincers For registration and
and the lamb book
identification of the
lamb.
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Elastics and pincers

For tail docking.

Blue earmarks.

For problem ewes, so
that they do not mate
again.
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Signs of an impending lambing
When a ewe gets close to lambing, the hormonal balance changes in such a way that the ewe
develops special signals. Here is a list of the signals which tell the shepherd that the ewe is about
to give birth, so the shepherd can offer the ewe a possibility to withdraw to a pen with an open
lambing box to relax.Ewes should not be locked in lambing boxes before lambing, since they get
stressed and lose appetite, when they get isolated from the flock.
Time before
lambing
A week before lambing
24 hours before
lambing
18-24 hours before
lambing

What happens to the sheep before lambing
Udder and tits become big and tense.
Colostrum develops. The outer labia swell.
The pelvis, which can be felt between buttocks and the tail, becomes
lax. The uterus contracts, thus creating a hollow in the flanks and
around the tail root.

Just before lambing
The ewe seeks refuge to a quiet
Place and has a need to be
undisturbed.She is restless, i.e,, lies downand gets up.
One can see contractions in the abdominal wall.The ewe looks up and
her lips are rolled backwards.

When the ewe drives her bladder out, the lambing begins. The ewe must have absolute
quietness. Humans and dogs should maintain an appropriate distance until the shepherd
estimates that help is needed.
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The actual lambing

Duration

What happens for the ewe during lambing

Openingphase
2-6 hours

Veerne presser vandblæren ud igennem livmoderhalsen, der på denne måde
udvider sig. Fostrene lægger sig i stilling klar til fødslen med mulen ovenpå
forklovene. Det er bedst, hvis forknæene er udstrakte. Når vandblæren kommer
til syne i skedeåbningen er oplokningen slut.

Ejection of the
lambs
under an hour

Ejection begins when
the internal (whitish) fetus membrane and hoofs appear in the vagina. When
the fetus has wedged itself firmly in the vulva the birth contractions start.
The fetus can lie forwards or backwards, and there may be one or more fetuses
can be on the way out. A skilled lambing helper can feel with his hands what is
to expect. See drawings on lambing assistance.

After birth
½ to 6 hours and
max 12 hours
after the last
birthing

After birth (1 per lamb) consists of fetal membranes and placenta. Placenta is
the dark clump of the afterbirth, enabling nutrition transfer between the uterus
and the fetus. See photos below.
The uterus will normally eject the after birth after the last lamb is born. The
ewe will normally eat part of the afterbirth, which is natural.
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Obstetric care may be needed when
•

The ewe has had birthing contractions for over an hour and no
lamb is in sight yet.

•

The fetus liquid is gone and there is no progress in the birthing.

•

It seems that the fetus lies in the wrong direction, i.e. in spite of
strong contraction only few or no parts of the fetus are visible.

•

The lamb gets stuck in the birth canal and the ewe has no
contractions. (There are naturally breaks between the
contractions)

•

The ewe has given birth to one or more lmbs, but is still restless. It
can bet hat the last lamb lies in the ewe. Sometimes the shepherd
must reach with his arm deep into the uterus to examine whether
there are more lamb.

NB: Restlessness can be mistaken for the ewe’s reactions during the
after birth, when the placenta must be ejected.

Examination of the birth canal
Wash the ewe's genitals with hot water and disinfectants, e.g. Iobac solution. Soap will
dry the birth canal, and destroy its smoothness. Use long examination gloves and vaseline
for your hands.
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Front legs or back legs first in the birth canal
The normal placement in the birth canal is with the front legs first. When the lamb lies
correctly in the birth canal, i.e, the lamb’s back lies upwards against the mother’s back,
the front legs with the hooves upwards and the dew claws downwards. The frontlimbs
also have foreknees, which are located opposite of the bone, where the dew claws are
located.
Lambs, which are born with backlimbs first have the hooves downwards and the dew
claws upwards. Moreover, backlegs have hocks. The ends sit on the same side as the
dew cloves.
It is important to learn about the difference of front legs and back legs. A good exercise is
to close your eyes and feel the newborn lamb, maybe a stillborn lamb.
If the examination shows that the lamb lies normally with the back upwards and with
stretched out front limbs and the head upwards (see the following drawings), the ewe can
tackle the task itself with patience.
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Positions where lambs are correctly placed and require no or little lambing
assistance
Normal birth
The lamb lies correctly, if the head lies on 2 stretched out front legs. That way a
normal ewe can give birth without problems.

Backwards normal birth
The lamb als olies coorectly, if you feel two back hooves , i.e. two hooves,
where dew claws turn upwards like the hocks further upwards. They are born
backwards. This should happen fast, when the tail is in sight, because breathing
is activated, when the navel is pinched in the birth canal.
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One lamb forward and one lamb backwards
It can be difficult to get a picture of what you feel with your hands, but practice makes
perfect. It may happen that you become confused if there are parts of two lambs at birth
simultaneously. For example, one located forward and one is backwards. If there is only
one front leg out with the first lying forward and one leg from the one lying backwards,
then this could feel like two legs from one lamb for unexperienced shepherds. The position
does not need to be corrected, but maybe the one lamb can be pulled a bit forward
whereas the other one is held back.

Two lambs, both forward
This does not need to be a problem, but if the shepherd pulls two legs to help, he first
needs to make sure that the legs belong to the same lamb. This is done by feeling with
the fingers along the legs of the lamb up to the body and out again along the other leg.
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Birth assistance is necessary, when these positions exist
Foreleg not straightened, bent shoulders and elbows
One of the most common mistakes with big lamb is that legs are not directed into the
birth path. Shoulders and elbows are bent and the hooves are not further out than the
muzzle. A slight pull in a foreleg at a time can place the forelegs correctly with a bit of
luck. If it does not work, you must have your hand in and correct the shoulder position, so
there is room in the birth path.

Folded front legs
The lamb's head lies forward in the birth path, but one or both front legs turn backwards.
The lamb can sometimes be born that way if only one leg is bent. If the lamb sits a long
time without help, however, his head can swell tremendously. If both legs are folded, you
may need to push the head quickly back inside and pull the legs forward, protecting the
sharp hooves. This action must be especially fast if the lamb has already begun to
breathe.
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Positions, which need to be corrected
If the fetus needs to be turned or its position must be corrected, it must first be pushed
back into the womb. The birth helper does this between two contractions. It helps if you
can lift the ewe's hindquarters up. So the uterus, fetuses and guts glide back into the
sheep, and there will be more room to correct the fetus.
In the following forward for lamb means forward through the birth canal and backwards
means toward the bottom of the uterus (womb).

Head sidewards
If you find two frontlegs, but no head the head probably turns backwards. Check if this is
the frontleg with the foreknee. Push the lamb back into the womb between two
contractions. Turn the head forwards over the front legs and pull the lamb forwards. Pull
forwards during the contractions.

Backwards birth and folded back legs
No or only one leg and a tail are in the birth canal. The lamb must be pressed back during
the contractions and the back legs must be straightened. And must be put into the birth
canal before giving birthing assistance. You should be careful that the small pointed
hooves do not injure the uterus. You should hold your hand around the hooves, while the
back legs are pulled out.
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Call the veterinarian, if in doubt.
If you can not find out what is wrong, call the vet. Remember to get hot water and
provide good light and prepare everything, so that the ewe is easy to reach.

Ewe and lamb directly after lambing
The lamb must breathe
When the lamb is born it is important that it comes to breathe instantly. Remove
membranes and mucus from the lamb's nostrils. This could already help the lamb, while it
is stuck in the birth path. The lamb can breathe while it sits and waits for the next
contraction. After a backward birth the lamb could have swallowed foster water, and this
can be helped out by swirling the lamb by the hind legs. Clear the nostrils thoroughly.
Artificial respiration may need to be given.

The lambs nostrils must be clean so that it can breathe after birth. The ewe clean sher
lambs by licking.

Warm water for the new mother
A good tip is to give half a bucket of warm water to the thirsty new mother. The water is
important for milk production and rumen is fine, if the temperature is stable at approx. 38
degrees. Some grape sugar and little salt stimulates the ewe's to drink. The ewe likes to
eat hay and some concentrates, but her appetite is not usually so good until after a day.

Retain placenta
The uterus will usually eject the placenta after the birth of the last lamb. The ewe will
usually eat parts of the placenta. If it is not ejected after more than 12 hours after
lambing, you can try very gently to get it out with a gentle but firm pull. If this does not
work, the veterinarian can come and pull it out, and possibly give antibiotics to prevent
infection. If an infection of the uterus is arising, it may spread to the rest of the ewe and
stop milk production.
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Placenta from one lamb.

”Knapperne” skal løsnes inden efterbyrden kommer fri. Membranes with the point-shaped
placenta, which like "buttons" were connected to and were feeding the fetuses with
nutrients from the mother. The uterus will eject the placenta, one per lamb, after the birth
of the last lamb. The "buttons" must be loosened before the placenta is released.

The lamb must drink milk and the bond to the mother is established in
the first hours of life
Already a few minutes after lambing the lambs are ready to stand up and try to suckle. It
is here that the kidnappers may be dangerous for the lamb. The ewes about to lamb feel
attracted by the newborn lambs and may try to steal them from their new mother, who
may be busy with giving birth or licking number two or three of her lambs clean.
Therefore, a lambing pen or cabin is a good offer for the ewe, so the bond to the mother
is insured. The ewe knows the lamb’s smell through the amniotic fluid, and when the
lambs have suckled, they emit the fragrance of their mother's milk via faeces. A ewe will
always sniff his lamb in the back to ensure that it is her own, she nurses.
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The ewe sniffs her lamb in the back to make sure that it is her own.

After lambing the shepherd should check whether the sheep have milk in both glands.
There may be problems with milk deficiency in sheep, or possibly the shepherd discovers
that the teats have been destroyed because of an inflammation. In such a case, the lamb
is heavily dependent on getting colostrum from another sheep, from a colostrum bank, or
artificial colostrum. Is there enough milk, you calm down the lamb and ewe peace within
an hour. There should be no stress which can destroy the important mother bond. It is
important to check that the lamb will drink from the ewe. You must take action within six
hours and give colostrum, if the lamb can not suckle from a sheep. A quiet lamb with a
thick stomach is usually filled with the good sheep milk.
A lamb who keeps getting up trying to suckle has trouble getting enough milk, and this
requires the assistance of the shepherd with a probe of milk from the colostrum bank.

Colostrum from other sheep, colostrum substitute and milk substitutes
Approximately one hour after lambing it is wise to ensure that the lambs have suckled
milk. Colostrum as soon as possible after birth prevents the lamb from getting sick. It is
extremely important for the lamb's immune system to get colostrum within the first six
hours of life, and preferably as early as possible. The antibodies in the milk more easily
pass through the intestinal wall and into the body the younger lamb is. This is because the
intestinal mucosa only in the first 6 hours after birth are passable for colostrum containing
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giant antibodies. The antibodies will protect the lamb against diseases during the first
weeks of life until they have an active immune response.
The colostrum bank can be made when a high performance ewe has only born a single
lamb. Here you can milk the first colostrum into a bowl and distribute milk in servings of
approx. 1 dl. Durability in the freezer is one year. You can also buy dried colostrum, but
the price is approx. 5 Euro for one portion for one lamb.

Thawing of colostrum
Colostrum is thawed by putting a portion in a bowl of 50-60 o C hot water. The milk is
should be 38 o C when the lamb gets it and remember that it cools down on the way to
the stable. A milk thermometer can be obtained from feed companies selling milk
substitutes.

Colostrum administered with a probe
It is much easier to feed the lamb with a probe

than you first think. The probe is a soft tube
rounded at the end, which the lamb easily swallows when you gently lead it into the
mouth and down her throat. It must just be dipped in a little milk first so the lamb swallow
it more easily. If the probe is placed properly, you can feel the tiny tube in the esophagus
on the lamb's neck, like a pipe beside the trachea. This means that you can feel the two
pipes on the underside of the neck. One can also, for safety's sake, listen to the probe
before connecting the bottle / syringe with milk to it. If you hear no sounds of air, you are
absolutely sure that you have hit the esophagus leading into the stomach and not the
trachea, which leads into the lungs. When the probe is completely down, you can attach a
container with 50-100 ml of milk replacer. Then the milk is poured into the lamb very
gently.
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Bottle lamb is the last resort
There is no needto try the bottlefeed until the ewe has been abandoned. The lamb learns
more easily to suck from the mother than if it is probe fed. If the lamb is bottle fed, it will
immediately attach itself to the person who feeds it, since sucking from the bottle triggers
a natural reflex, which determines the first bonding. This explains the bottle lamb’s strong
attachment to humans.

Sheepskills - Lambing

18

Rescue of lambs with low body temperature
Usually a lamb’s a body temperature is 39-40 degrees measured in the rectum.
In cold areas or in case of hunger the body temperature of a lamb will be lower. If the
body temperature is between 37 and 39 degrees, the cooling is moderate and the lamb
just needs a little rawmilk with the probe. If it becomes lively and being able to suck, it
just needs to be put it in to its mother in a box with straw.
A temperature drop below 37 degrees is a serious chilling fatal for the lamb if not handled
properly. Therefore, you should have the following in place:
•
•
•
•

A digital thermometer
A fan heater, heat lamp or other heat source in a warm-up plac
A lamb respirator
Colostrum

The weak lamb is dried with a towel when it is wet. To know what must happen next, the
temperature must be taken.
Skemaet nedenfor viser de situationer, som kan forekomme ved afkølede lam. The table
below shows the situations that may occur when a lamb is undercooled.
Temperature
37- 39 o C
Under 37 o C
Age
All ages
Under 5 hours
More than 5 hours of age
of age
Condition
Can swallow
Can swallow
Hold the head
Does not hold
up and can
the head up
swallow
and cannot
swallow
Handling
See no. 1
See no. 2
See no. 3
See no. 4
1) If the body temperature is between 37 to 39 o C, ensure that the lamb gets adequate
colostrum, possibly a warm milk substitute. If the lamb is able to swallow itself, you may
insert a probe with colostrum witha stomach probe. If it becomes lively being able to suck,
put it in to its mother and both are kept under supervision for some time.
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The lamb respirator is used to feed raw milk. If you use the respirator you prevent the
lamb from forgetting its mother.

2) If the temperature is below 37 o C and the lamb has lived for less than 5 hours, it has
usually its own energy reserves and can be warmed up directly. Warm it up it with a heat
source, but be careful that it does not get too warm. Keep the lamb under constant
surveillance and check the temperature in the rectum every 20 minutes. When the
temperature is above 37 o C, the lamb should be administered colostrum with a stomach
probe. If it livens up and can suck, take it to the ewe. If the lamb is too weak and remains
weak, it is placed in a warm place and fed with a stomach probe until it is strong enough
to be with its mother.

3) Is the temperature below 37 degrees and is the lamb is more than 5 hours old, the
energy reserves are exhausted. The lamb must be provided with nutrients, so that it has
something to burn before it can be warmed up. Otherwise it can get cramps and die when
the lamb’s muscles quiver trying to achieve a normal body temperature. If the lamb can
hold its head up and is able to swallow, it may be given raw milk with a probe. Then it is
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warmed up by a heat source as in Section 2. When the temperature has reached 37 o C,
the lamb can be given some more raw milk with the probe before placing it with the ewe.
4) If a lamb is more than 5 hours old and lies weakened unable to keep its head up or
swallow, it should be fed with energy in the form of a glucose injection into the abdominal
cavity. The veterinarian may instruct on how to do this. Then the lamb is warmed up as
described in Section 2 and when the lamb has reached 37 o C it is provided with the
colostrum with a stomach probe. The lamb is placed with his mother or in a warm place.

Milk replacement for lambs
Lambs jumping playfully around and testing their newly outstretched legs when you come
in and feed the sheep, is a sure sign that the sheep is healthy, the milk is good and the
lambs are bursting with energy.

Playful lambs get plenty of milk and grow well.

Sheepskills - Lambing

21

Weakened lamb
If, in contrast, you have lambs who will not play with the others and use their time to beg
or steal milk, it is a clear sign of milk shortage in the ewe. You should take a note of that,
because it is a reason to replace sheep. Usually, a blue ear tag is attached to the ewe to
remember that it is to be culled. Lambs must of course have a chance to survive, and in
the first six weeks feeding of warm milk substitutes can keep their them growing. Bottle
lamb must be weaned as soon as possible, because they are time consuming and
expensive and they might as well learn to live on good concentrated feed in the lamb pen.

Feeding buckets can handle several bottle lambs at a time.
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Lambs can quickly learn to drink milk replacement from a feeding bucket. The milk should
be 40 degrees hot and lambs should preferably be given 4-5 dl. 3-4 times daily for the first
3 weeks of life. After this the number of meals and quantities can be reduced. There is
usually more fat in sheep milk than in milk replacers.
If you can obtain better sheep milk replacement with 24% fat and 24% protein lambs
grow faster. If you can’t, the lambs can also cope with a regular substitute with 60%
skimmed milk containing 22-24% protein and 19% fat. The milk is diluted with 200 grams
of powder per litre, because sheep milk has a higher solids content than cow's milk.
Lambs must also have access to fresh water.
Some dealers specializeing in products and supplies for sheep production sell both artificial
colostrum and milk replacer for lambs.

Fåremælkserstatning indeholder mere fedt, og er bedre til lam end komælkserstatninger.
Sheep milk replacement contains more fat and is a better for lambs than cow milk
formulas.

A good lamb bottle

Sheepskills - Lambing

23

Adoption of lambs
Wet adoptions
Triplets or lambs who lose or are rejected by their biological mother, might be adopted by
another sheep. You should know that a sheep establishes bonds to the lamb that smells of
her own amniotic fluid or if the lamb is a little older, smells of fragrances from her milk in
its feces.
A wet adoption takes place right after the adoptive mother has given birth. The shepherd
lubricates the motherless lamb with the fetal fluid and possibly membranes from the
adoptive mother’s lamb. It is especially important to lubricate the lamb’s head and tail
thoroughly. Here the ewe will sniff to recognize her lamb. The adoption lamb’s legs can be
layed under the newborn 'true' lamb. That way the adoption lamb gets the correct odour
in its attempts to come up and the lambs stay together without human intervention.
The adoption lamb smells wrong in the first 24 hours because it has been drinking foreign
milk. Here it may help to lubricate it with the ewe's milk under the tail and on the back.
Furthermore, you can lubricate the adoption lamb’d hindquarters with the biological lambs
urine and possibley feces from the newborn.

Adoption, if a lamb is dead
If a good ewe has lost its lamb in an accident, one can take the skin off the dead lamb
and put it on an adoption lamb, such as a bottle lamb in the same age, so it gets new
”clothes”. This somewhat amazing adoption method is practiced by the experienced
shepherd Berit Kiilerich from Ulfborg. The photo shows one of her sheep who has lost a
black lamb. When this photo was taken, the lamb had worn the skin for a week. The
adoptive mother was immediately satisfied with a white lamb, who was dressed in the skin
of the dead lambs. When the skin is removed the lamb smells correctly of the adoptive
mother’s milk.
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The adoption lamb is accepted because it smells right on its back of the ewe's own

deceased lamb. When skin of the adoption lamb is removed after one week, the lamb
smells right and the ewe accept his new lambs.

Tail docking of lambs, castration and ear marking
From lamb's second day of life and before the seventh, its tail can be docked. Northern
short-tailed breeds are gratefully free of this, but most meat sheep races have long tails
which accumulate feces on the tail and hindquarters in case of diarrhea. If the tails are
docked, spy flue attacks are prevented. The practice is to docktail all lambs going out on
the grass. An elastrator is used, i.e. a little strong rubber ring attached to the tail with
pliers. The blood supply to the tail end is stopped and after a few weeks the tail end falls
off. It is important that the remaining tail can cover the sheep's genitals.

Tail docking of lambs in organic herds is usually not allowed. The veterinarian may submit
an application to the authorities documenting that the flock has a special need to prevent
attacks by spy flue larvae. Tail docking is then authorized and the same rules apply as
with as non-organic sheep.
Lambs are normally not castrated, but it may be advised for lambs assigned to be out and
work in landscaping. Castration must be done under general anesthesia. See also the
regulation of the Ministry of Justice regarding tail docking and castration of animals.
Excerpt from Regulation no. 324 from 06/05/2003 on dock tailing and castration of
animals
§ 3. Lambs may be tail-docked using an elastrator if it occurs within the animal's 2nd7th days of life. The remaining tail stump should be able to cover the anus and
vulva.Paragraph. 2. Tail docking after paragraph 1 can be made by the producer without
prior anesthesia of the lamb.
§ 5. Animals may be castrated if the animal is stunned before the castration is
performed.
§ 8. Castration of lambs og goat kids can be carried out by the producer by means of
pinching and elastrator in combination, if
1) this is carried out within the first four weeks, and
2) a veterinarian has applied local anesthesia.
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Earmarking of lambs and kids must be done before they are 60 days old to follow the
rules of statutory registration. The labeling occurs within 3 days if the scheme of Sheep
Registration applies. Electronic ear tags can facilitate weighing and sorting, and
registration of relocalized animals. Remember that the eartags should point to the inside
of ear.
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Useful websites
Photos related to lambing on Google:
http://www.google.dk/images?hl=da&rlz=1G1GGLQ_DADK289&q=lambing&um=1&ie=UT
F-8&source=univ&ei=TlnZTMCPMLrOZiIjeYI&sa=X&oi=image_result_group&ct=title&resnum=3&ved=0CDcQsAQwAg&
biw=1280&bih=577
Lambing FAQ

http://www.sheepscreek.com/rural/lambing.html
The process of lambing
http://bedford.extension.psu.edu/Agriculture/Lessons/Process%20of%20Lambing.htm
Lambing time
http://www.ukagriculture.com/livestock/sheep_lambing.cfm
Lambing Live on BBC
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00pxqv3#clips
Assisting the ewe in lambing
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/livestock/sheep/facts/98-091.htm
Lambing from A to Z
http://ag.ansc.purdue.edu/sheep/ansc442/Semprojs/2003/lambing/lambing.htm
Lambing
http://www.shetlandsheepinfo.com/HUSBANDRY/lambing.htm
Dealing with difficult births at lambing
http://ag.ansc.purdue.edu/sheep/articles/difbirth.html
Lambing problems
http://www.nadis.org.uk/EBLEX%20Bulletins/08-02Lambing%20Problems.pdf
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