
Milk Fever 

Milk Fever usually occurs in mature, fat ewes during 
the last six weeks of pregnancy or the first 10 days 
after lambing, although other classes of sheep may 
also be affected. Due to lack of calcium intake during 
high calcium demand. Trigged buy time off feed or 
stressful events such as shearing, crutching, transport, 
mustering, yarding. Cases of Hypocalcaemia can also 
occur during exposure to inclement weather. Livestock 
grazing during high calcium demand on either rapidly 
growing pasture, green cereal crops, when feeding 
grain, or on pasture that has oxalate containing plants 
such as sorrel and soursob can trigger milk fever. 

Buy suppling calcium carbonate to the diet during these 
times will help to overcome these issues.

The key symptoms of Milk Fever are:

•	 rapid onset

•	 affected sheep remain alert

•	 cases occur on lush feed rather than lack of feed

•	 a good response to the appropriate treatment is 
seen in an appropriate time period

Sheep affected with Hypocalcaemia should be treated 
as a matter of urgency with calcium solution, often 
known as 4-in-1, given under the skin.

Grass Tetany
Grass Tetany or grass staggers (Hypomagnesaemia) 
is caused by a shortage of magnesium in the diet and 
an impaired ability to absorb magnesium by lactating 
sheep and cows. 

Soils naturally high in potassium and those fertilised 
with potash and nitrogen are high-risk areas for grass 
tetany. Heavily fertilised (with N & K in particular) 

short, lush grass dominant pastures or cereal crops 
or paddocks containing heavy infestations of plants 
such as capeweed have the potential to interfere with 
magnesium absorption. 

Animals with grass staggers show:

•	 body tremors 

•	 walk with a stiff-legged gait and are liable to collapse 
on their side kicking their legs in a paddling motion 

•	 in advanced stages, affected animals fall to the 
ground, convulse, and die shortly after

To help prevent issues having good quality hay 
available to stock on susceptible pastures and having 
a magnesium supplement available to stock, limiting 
stress when handling stock and their time off feed. To 
treat stock showing signs or are down use 4-in-1 flow 
packs and treat as recommended on pack.

Pregnancy Toxaemia 
(Hypoglycaemia)
Pregnancy Toxaemia is the most common metabolic 
disease of sheep. It occurs in the weeks before lambing, 
and ewes carrying two or more lambs are particularly 
at risk.

Signs include lethargy, staggering and not eating. 
The main cause is underfeeding in late pregnancy.

The best prevention is to scan 
pregnant ewes and give those 
carrying multiples more feed 
near lambing.

With many flocks close to, or already lambing and with the short green feed the recent rains have brought, 
it is time to be mindful of the metabolic issues that can derail lambing.

The main ones to look for are; 

Milk Fever (Hypocalcaemia)  |  Grass Tetany (Hypomagnesaemia)  |  Pregnancy Toxaemia (Hypoglycaemia/Twinning Disease)

The good news is that these are all relatively easy to manage.

Lambing Time 
Metabolic Issues



Pregnancy Toxaemia Milk Fever Hypocalcaemia

Causes Low levels of glucose in the blood

Increasing metabolic demand of pregnancy

Nutrition not meeting demand

Pregnant ewes feeding predominantly on 
green pick are at increased risk

Can be associated with yarding or transport

Can occur following severe weather

Low levels of calcium in the blood

Can be secondary to eating plants 
containing oxalates

Nutrition not meeting demand

Pregnant ewes feeding predominantly on 
green pick are at increased risk

Can be associated with yarding or transport

Can occur following severe weather

Signs Ewes separated from the mob

Drowsy or comatose

Stop eating

Nervous signs – tremors, blindness

Go down and lie on their side for 3-4 days

Death 3-4 days later

Rapid onset

Often a number affected

Stiff, uncoordinated gait

Muscle trembling

Down ewe sitting on her brisket unable 
to get up

Death within 24 hours

Post-mortem 
changes

Twin lambs often found

Yellow liver

No significant findings

Treatment Glucose drench or injection

Response poor to variable

Calcium borogluconate injection

Response good if treated early

Prevention Good nutrition and careful management

Provide good quality hay and grain to stock 
that are about to lamb

Avoid sudden periods of starvation such 
as yarding

Good nutrition and careful management

Provide good quality hay and grain to stock 
that are about to lamb

Avoid sudden periods of starvation such      
as yarding

Add limestone to grain rations or supplement 
with a loose lick containing a source of calcium

Stock in short fast-growing pastures can be susceptible 
due to the high-water content preventing pregnant 
animals from consuming enough dry matter and 
energy. Due to recent rains this may be issue as 
lambing paddocks start to grow and are mainly made 
up of short green grass or cereals, this might also lead 
to cases of Milk Fever at the same time.

Stock that are susceptible should also have handling 
minimised and avoid time off feed, as stock with 
multiples will struggle to have any major energy 
reserves.

Milk Fever and Pregnancy Toxaemia are usually 
confused and the table below shows:


