
TOXOPLASMOSIS
Toxoplasmosis is one of the 

most common causes of sheep 
abortions in New Zealand2

Toxoplasma can cause abortion 
rates of up to 30-50%3,6,7 
BUT abortions are just
the tip of the iceberg

CONTROL THE RISK
OF TOXOPLASMOSIS

100% of NZ farms 
have Toxoplasma 
present1

» Protection against abortion storms

» An increase in lambing percentage 
by an average of 3%3

» A reduction in dry ewes by 
an average of 13.5%3
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ALSO OF ECONOMIC IMPORTANCE: 
Still births, weak lambs, more dry ewes, poor scanning 

results, losses between scanning and tailing... 
(even when abortions are not observed).

TOXO LIFE CYCLE

» As little as 200 oocysts 
can infect one ewe

» Infected cats have 
1,000,000 oocysts per 
gram of faeces

» 1g of cat faeces is 
sufficient to infect 
5,000 ewes!

» These oocysts can 
survive for 2 years in 
the environment…

» 85% of Mixed age 
ewes have been 
exposed

Infected rodents
and wild birds

Cats ingest infected rodents
and deposit oocysts on feed.

Sheep become infected when
they eat feed containing oocysts.

Grazing sheep

Aborted foetus

» 20-26% of Hoggets 
have been exposed 
by 6 months

Salmonella Brandenburg
Campylobacter other (C.jejuni)
Campylobacter fetus fetus
Toxoplasma gondii
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1. Toxoplasmosis is still one of the most common causes of sheep abortions on NZ farms:2 

• Laboratory-diagnosed cases represent only a small proportion of the total abortion cases in NZ, 
but provides an insight into trends of overall cases of Toxoplasmosis over time.

• Outcome depends on stage of pregnancy, ranging from high dry rates, to mummified abortions, 
to stillbirths and birth of weak lambs. Laboratory confirmation is via histology, ewe serology 
and PCR testing.

• Vaccination is key to avoiding the devastating effects of Toxoplasmosis including abortion 
storms resulting in lamb losses of 30-50% in naïve flocks3,6,7.

2. Large scale NZ and UK Toxovax® trials3,7 showed a marked improvement in flock 
reproductive performance: 

• 3% increase in lambing percentage.
• 13.5% decrease in number of dry ewes.
• In the efficacy studies, the vaccination interval ranged from 4 to 12 weeks before mating 

with no difference in effectiveness. 
• The UK trial results also showed that viable lambs born to vaccinated ewes were 

significantly heavier at birth than viable lambs born to unvaccinated ewes7 

3. 100% of NZ farms have Toxoplasmosis present:1

• Toxoplasma is present on 100% of farms (Campylobacter on 88% of farms).
• No difference between fine-wooled vs crossbreds6.
• Mixed age unvaccinated ewes have 85% chance of being exposed naturally1, 

while hoggets at 6 months of age, only 20-26% chance8.
• Due to Toxoplasma being so widespread on NZ farms, it’s not a case of ‘if’ your sheep 

will get exposed but ‘when’. Vaccinate young animals before their first mating.

4. Cats are an essential part of Toxoplasmosis:

• Oocysts are shed in the faeces of cats for 2-3 weeks after infection for the first time; 
they then become immune and pose no risk.

• Kittens and non-neutered feral cats pose the highest risk; not pet cats.
• Large numbers of feral cats are present, and only 1 is required to infect a flock.
• Consider grazing systems, strategic use of contaminated hay, proximity to offal pits when 

grazing stock to achieve natural exposure prior to mating. However relying on natural exposure 
alone is not recommended.

• Oocysts are very robust and survive for 2 years, even in the harshest environments. 

5. Toxovax vaccine is unique in its “one shot for life” usage:

• NZ made vaccine, the only Toxoplasmosis vaccine in the world.
• S48 tachyzoites are attenuated so they have lost the ability to form cysts, so safe for meat 

producing animals.
• Pregnant women should avoid handling this live vaccine.
• Very tight ordering and usage guidelines must be followed.
• Immunity is ‘topped up’ by natural exposure as levels begin to decline later in life. 

Repeat vaccination has no serological advantage.8

• It is estimated 85-90% of maiden ewes in NZ receive Toxovax prior to their first mating.

Further explanation of
Toxoplasmosis talking points:
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SEROPOSITIVITY vs AGE

2 TOOTHSHOGGETS MA EWES
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 Without vaccination, toxoplasmosis can 
cause abortion rates of up to 30-50%3,6,7

3%  
average increase 
in lambing 
percentage3   
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Classic ‘strawberry’ cotyledon 
caused by Toxoplasma Tachyzoites
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