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PINK EYE
and

ENTROPION IN SHEEP

by ALISON S. KYLE, Lecturer in Veterinary Science

Contagious Ophthalmia or Pink Eye

Pink eye is a contagious disease of
sheep, affecting the eyes, and caused
by a micro-organism called Rickettsia
conjunctivae.

INCIDENCE

It is widespread throughout New
Zealand and at certain times of the
year, when sheep are crowded together,
e.g., shearing, dipping, crutching, or
when flies and dust assist in spreading
the disease, it may assume epizootic
proportions in a flock. As the orga-
nism is in the discharges from the eyes
and nose, transmission of the disease
from one sheep to another by direct
contact or through intermediary agents
such as flies, is an easy matter. This
infective agent, however, is not very
resistant and cannot survive for longer
than about two days away from the
host animal.

SYMPTOMS

About 3-4 days after infection the
eye becomes bloodshot and begins to
water. This stage is followed by a
gradual change in the eyeball from
the normal clear transparency to a
whitish opaqueness often referred to
as a film over the eye. Accompanying
this change is a thick, whitish dis-
charge and varying degrees of blind-
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ness. In a mild outbreak of the dis-
ease spontaneous recovery begins at
about the third or fourth day. How-
ever, in more severe cases the discharge
is copious, opacity and ulceration of
the cornea occur, followed by an in-
growth of small blood vessels across the
surface of the eye, giving the popular
name of “ Pink-eye ” to the disease. At
this stage the sheep is completely blind
and although permanent injury to the
eye is uncommon, such cases may take
as long as six weeks to recover. The
blindness seriously interferes with the
animal’s normal grazing, and the re-
sultant loss in condition may, in the
case of pregnant ewes, bring about the
onset of such diseases as pregnancy
toxaemia. Deaths may occur from
misadventure, and handling of the
flock is rendered difficult. Although
nearly all affected sheep recover in
time without treatment, a small pro-
portion of them remain carriers of the
infection and thus keep the disease
alive in the flock year after year.

TREATMENT

Until the advent of the broad spec-
trum antibiotics, no effective method
of treating the disease existed. Clearly
such substances as boracic acid, zinc
sulphate and organic silver compounds
used as eye-drops served little purpose.



However, with the easy availability and
comparatively low cost of aureomycin
and terramycin, treatment is now al-
most 100 per cent effective and, equ-
ally important, is economic. Both
antibiotics are available in ointment
form, ophthalmic solutions, and as eye
pellets. All three are easily applied
to the eye and one treatment is usu-
ally all that is necessary to effect an
immediate cure. Thus not only is
temporary or permanent blindness and
consequent loss of condition prevented,
but also carrier animals are eliminated.
As there is no permanent immunity
following infection, control of the dis-
ease can only be through isolation and
treatment of affected sheep.

Entropion

This is a disease of young lambs
which may be confused with Pink-eye,
in which the lower eyelid is turned in-
wards, causing irritation and consequ-
ent inflammation of the eyeball.

CAUSE

The primary cause of the disease is
believed to be a spasm of the muscle
surrounding the eye. Whereas the
upper eyelid is stiffened by a well-de-
veloped plate of cartilage, the lower
eyelid has no such support and the
muscular spasm turns the edge of the
lid inwards and on to the surface of
the eyeball. The muscular spasm is
believed to be inherited, but the pre-
cise mode of inheritance is not known.

INCIDENCE

The condition appears to be of quite
common occurrence in Great Britain,
U.S.A., Australia and New Zealand.

In Scotland in the lambing seasons
of 1950, 1951 and 1952, out of some
100 flocks examined for the disease the
maximum incidence was as high as 10
per cent, whilst the average was 3-4
per cent. Amongst the flocks examined
it was noted that a Cheviot flock pro-
ducing purebred lambs was not affec-
ted, whereas all those flocks producing
Down-cross, Border Leicester-cross and
Dorset Horn-cross lambs showed vary-
ing degrees of incidence. Both in
Great Britain and New Zealand it does
seem that the genetic factor respon-

sible is fairly widely distributed
throughout the species, and there is
some suggestion that its frequency in
the population is increasing.
SYMPTOMS

Entropion is easily distinguished
from other afflictions of the eyes by
the turning inwards of the lower lid.
The eyelashes consequently rub the
surface of the eye so that it becomes
intensely inflamed and pink in the ini-
tial stages with excessive production
of tears. If the condition progresses,
the bloodshot appearance gives way to
a clouding of the eye and the lamb
becomes blind. If one eye only is af-
fected this is not serious, but if both
are badly affected, total blindness may
result and the growth and development
of the lamb are seriously impeded.

Less severe entropion leads only to
chronic conjunctivitis and sometimes
the degree of turning in is so slight
that it corrects itself as the lamb grows.

TREATMENT

Providing treatment is given soon
after birth, simple manipulation of the
lower eyelid is all that is necessary in
most cases. Sometimes this turning
out of the lid must be repeated several
times before it will remain in the nor-
mal position. In older lambs, when
the condition has been allowed to per-
sist, more drastic measures are neces-
sary. ‘These consist of lifting up a
narrow fold of skin parallel to the eye-
lid and just below it, and cutting it
off with a sharp pair of scissors. Sub-
sequent contraction of the scar so for-
med will pull the lid back into a nor-
mal position. Once the source of irri-
tation has been removed from the eye,
the clouding and inflammation will
disappear. A little soothing lotion
such as boracic acid solution, or castor
oil, helps it to do so more rapidly.
Older lambs which are not severely
affected will usually outgrow the con-
dition.

This problem deserves further in-
vestigation to determine more accur-
ately the incidence in flocks, and to
establish the mode of inheritance so
that rational methods of eliminating
it can be put into practice.
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