
 

 

 
  

Stamp out lameness case study  
PROACTIVE VETERINARY INTERVENTION HELPS EAST SUSSEX FLOCK GET BACK ON ITS FEET 

 

 

The Gribble family run a mixed farm, having diversified their ruminant livestock and arable enterprise back in 2009 by starting to hire out 
their beautiful Sussex barn as a licensed venue for weddings and other functions. Park Farm is also home to a 500-ewe Mule and Suffolk 
cross flock, as well as 100 continental breed store cattle each year that are bought-in during the spring and finished over a 13 to 14-month 
period. 
 
“We’re on the Sussex weald and farm pretty heavy ground, so most of our land is down to grass for the sheep and cattle, although we do 
grow some stubble turnips for the stock, as well sowing a few acres cereals and oilseed rape,” says Mark. 
 
It was when Mark was at his wits end during the summer of 2018 that he first asked for more proactive help from Nick Pile.  
 
“I first got involved to review Mark’s flock health and performance as part of the Red Tractor scheme audit, but at the time he was caught 
in a vicious circle of treating and re-treating lame sheep. Looking back, our data shows that about 15% of the ewes were lame during the 
12 months running up to August 2018. In addition, he also recorded 75 cases of lameness in lambs over the same period,” says Nick. 
 
Footrot and scald were the key foot disease issues. Consequently, Nick advised rigorously implementing all the steps  
detailed in the FAI Farms Five-Point Plan for reducing sheep lameness.  
 
“I’d heard about the Five-Point Plan but needed some help to get started,” says Mark.  
 

Vet Nick Pile from Cliffe Farm Vets urged Mark Gribble to vaccinate his ewes against 
footrot. Implementing this advice has led to a 90% plus reduction in animals needing 
treatment. 

 

In 2018, sheep producer Mark Gribble readily admits that he spent a 
lot of the summer that year catching and treating lame sheep. “It was 
awful. We were always turning ewes and lambs over, forever spraying 
feet with antibiotic spray, and foot bathing the whole flock frequently 
to try and get on top of the problem,” he recalls. 
 
 
Two years on the sheep foot health situation has been transformed at 
Park Farm, Hellingly in East Sussex following advice and support from 
vet Nick Pile from Cliffe Farm Vets; a member of XL Vets – a group of 
independent practices who together share knowledge and experience. 
Thanks to his intervention and a successful vaccination policy against 
footrot, there’s now hardly a lame sheep on the unit. 
 
 



 

 

 

“The first thing we did was to cull the persistent offenders hard. I remember thinking: right, anything that’s lame has to go! I was pretty brutal 
to be fair, but it was absolutely necessary. It did cost us over the short term because we obviously had to replace the culls with bought in 
replacements. 
 
“Secondly, Nick advised us to vaccinate all the ewes and rams against footrot in September of that year, which we did – allowing us to give the 
flock their primary course before going to the tup in November. The difference in the flock’s foot health during 2019 was unbelievable. We 
hardly had to treat a lame sheep, which was such a contrast from the previous year.” 
 
The data collected by Nick Pile confirms the positive turnaround. “During the spring of 2020 we were able to look back over 18 months of new 
data, which show that only 20 sheep had to be treated for lameness. However, 15 of these cases were in a group of bought-in shearlings that 
Mark says he didn’t vaccinate on arrival,” says Nick. 
 
Mark adds: “Any bought in shearlings are kept separate from the main flock until scanning time. I remember being cautious about handling 
these sheep too much, so although we did vaccinate theme against enzootic abortion (EAE) and toxoplasmosis, giving them a footrot 
vaccination course slipped my mind. It won’t happen again.” 
 
Nick says that if this oversight is excluded, only five of the vaccinated group of ewes needed any future treatment. “That’s a 90% plus 
reduction in ewes needing treatment, which shows how successful implementation of the Five-Point Plan has been on this farm. We did still 
see 30 cases of scald in the lambs, but I attribute this to the fact that the unvaccinated group of shearlings had gone back into the flock and 
these acted as a pool of potential infection.” The available data also shows that since Nick Pile started working with the flock, antibiotic usage 
has plummeted. 
 
“Antibiotic usage in 2018 was running at 4.96mg/population corrected unit (PCU), but when we reviewed it in May 2020, we had got it down 
to 2.45mg/PCU. Perhaps more tangibly though, the records show that Mark was using nine bottles of long acting antibiotic for treating lame 
sheep in 2018. But in 2019 he only used three bottles. On the face of it,  
that might only be a saving of £120, but it also means far less time catching and treating lame sheep and, most significantly, less production 
losses – 75% of lameness costs are indirect losses associated with reduced fertility, poorer lamb survival, lower cull values, slower growth 
rates, extra feed and more replacements,” says Nick. 
 
Mark says that he is now a complete vaccination convert. “Disease prevention is so much better than fire-fighting. Working with Nick to 
analyse our records has also been an eye-opener. It’s great to be able to pinpoint any particular issues that need addressing. You have to 
understand where any losses are occurring – only then can you take the right remedial action.  
 
“For example, we noticed this summer that – although key disease like EAE, toxoplasmosis and footrot were well under control thanks to our 
vaccination policy – our lamb numbers at weaning were not as high as they should have been This means we  
inexplicably lost some later in life. We suspect we may have a predator problem but with sound data at our  
fingertips at least we are in a better position to zero in on possible causes for any losses. “As the old business  
management saying goes: if you don’t measure it, you can’t manage it,” says Mark. 



 

 

 

“For example, we noticed this summer that – although key disease like EAE, toxoplasmosis and footrot were well under control 
thanks to our vaccination policy – our lamb numbers at weaning were not as high as they should have been This means we 
inexplicably lost some later in life. We suspect we may have a predator problem but with sound data at our fingertips at least we 
are in a better position to zero in on possible causes for any losses. 
 
“As the old business management saying goes: if you don’t measure it, you can’t manage it,” says Mark. 

……………………..………………………………………………… 
 
 
The FAI Farms Five-Point Plan: 
Implemented correctly and given long term commitment, the Five-Point Plan gives sheep farmers a clear framework for 
managing lameness effectively because it builds natural disease resilience within the flock, reduces the disease challenge and 
spread on the farm, and improves flock immunity through vaccination. More widespread adoption on farm will also help the 
sheep sector cut its use of antibiotics for foot infections. 
 
Approved by Nick Pile and Mark Gribble (21/09/20). 

 
 


