MAKING MORE FROM SHEEP R & D update:
Worm control for scouring and dag prevention 
As sheep producers begin to plan strategies to combat blowfly strike in unmulesed sheep, the need to minimise dag formation will become a major factor. Almost all scouring is due to worms, but not all of this is due to the presence of a worm burden in the sheep’s gut. It is important to understand the cause, so the most effective action can be given.

Research over the past decade has shown that scouring in reaction to worms takes two major forms, with different causes and treatments.

- High worm burden (drench responsive) scours: burdens of adult worms develop in sheep which do not have a strong immunity to worms, and cause the typical signs of ill thrift or poor growth, with scouring if enough worms are present. This is common in lambs in their first year, and often occurs in ewes around the lambing period and in sheep in poor nutritional condition. Faecal samples show high worm egg counts, and drenching with an effective product usually has an immediate effect.
- Low worm burden (larval challenge, non-drench responsive) scours: recent field research in WA has confirmed that earlier findings in Victoria that scouring frequently occurs as a reaction to worm larvae in worm-immune sheep. This results from a “hypersensitivity” reaction (similar to a short-term allergic reaction) in adult sheep, or occasionally hoggets, when they first pick up worm larvae from pasture in winter after a prolonged absence of worms over the dry season. The resulting gut inflammation dislodges worm larvae before they can develop to adult worms, but in some sheep the gut damage leads to scouring for a few days.  The full immunity to worms then returns and worm larvae are again rejected without gut damage. 
“Low worm scouring” is mostly a problem in environments where there is a prolonged period of dry summer pastures, and hence no worm intake. The severity varies greatly between years and flocks - over 50% of sheep in a particular mob may have severe dags while others are clean, but next year different mobs – or no mobs - may be affected. Pasture plants are generally not considered a cause of scouring, but some make it worse once it begins. There is a genetic basis, seen especially where a small number of sheep have dags but all others are clean. 

Unfortunately, at this stage there is no known effective treatment. As adult worms do not develop, worm egg counts are zero or very low, and drenches have little effect. However, sheep do get over it quickly, and once crutched will generally stay clean.
The recommended action in the face of scouring is to take worm egg counts to determine whether it is likely to respond to a drench. If is due to worms, it can usually be quickly stopped, but if counts are low the presence of non-responsive larval worm scouring, or the less-common non-worm causes, must be considered.

