Technical leaflet

Control and prevention of
sheep gastrointestinal parasites

during grazing

1 General context

In many Italian hilly and mountainous areas, transhumance and grazing still

characterise many small and medium farms, allowing preservation of traditions, typi-
cal products, environment and landscape. Nonetheless, the animal-environment in-
teraction can lead to a greater exposure of animals to endoparasites. Sheep are high-
ly susceptible to Gastrointestinal nematode (GIN) and Gastrointestinal parasite (GIP)
infections. Over the years, GIP and GIN induce an increase of the treatments with syn-
thetic chemicals, often poorly effective. Moreover, medical treatments:

° involve side effects and contamination of the food chain, especially meat.

° The pharmacological residues with long persistence in animal faeces negatively

influence plant and entomological biodiversity of grasslands.

For these reasons, many farmers prefer to reduce the grazing areas and increase the
housing. As an alternative, two complementary strategies can be adopted to address
these problems:

o the agronomic and grazing management of grasslands;
. the use of non-chemical treatments.

Both of them should be based on the qualitative and quantitative diagnosis of the in-
festations and their monitoring. from the animal.
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Guidelines to prevent gastrointestinal parasites

Several agronomic and grazing management practices can be used to reduce and con-
trol infestations and improve grazing activity.

Where grasslands is mainly temporary it may be useful to have periods without cover-
ing the surface between sowings and possibly make deep tillage.

An efficacious technique to be used in small surfaces is definitely the solarization with
which both the larvae and the eggs are easily eliminated.

In areas with high infestation, grazing should be avoided during periods when climatic
conditions are favourable for parasites, especially rainfall and temperature.

Grazing rotation can be carried out taking into account several factors:

- climatic conditions;

- alternating species (cattle, horses) on the same grazing area as they are not natural
hosts of the same parasites. This reduces the parasitic load on grassland;

- subdivision of grazing area into surfaces to be used in rotation with a permanence pe-
riod of 2-4 weeks and suspension period of about 2-3 months;

- alternating young and adult animals.

The last innovative concept concerns the increase of flock resilience to parasites. This

practice can last few generations ( according to replacements) and consists in allowing
the lambs to graze on infected grassland in order to develop an adequate immune re-

sponse to parasites. Thanks to this sensible management method, some Italian farms
have succeeded in keeping their grazing activities alive.

The agronomic practices can be carried out in combination with pharmacological treat-
ments to animals.

Some innovative treatments based on phyto-derived products are available. Their effec-
tiveness has been showed in recent research.

Fig.1 Time trend of the average epg in the two groups: F= natural product treatment, C= control group
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Diagnostic methods available to measure gastroparasite loads in sheep.
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Tab. 1. Percentage of sampling

0-20 100%
21-80 50%
81-150 40%

>150 30%
source: Universita degli studi di Milano, 2005)
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