
Urinary Blockage in Sheep and Goats 
It is our favorite time of year again! Everything is in bloom, the weather is warm enough to ensure 
no more snow, and the kids and lambs are starting to be weaned. However, with most things in 
raising livestock, the change of season brings new challenges. One ailment the vets at  Tri-State 
will commonly see this time of year is urolithiasis and urinary blockage in male neutered small 
ruminants. Urolithiasis is the medical term for stone formation in the urinary tract. This can be 
anywhere urine is formed or stored (kidney, ureter, bladder, urethra), most commonly in the bladder. 
These stones can become large enough that they become stuck in the urethra when the goat or 
sheep urinate. Urinary stones lodged in the urethra cause a blockage that can result in rupture of 
the bladder or urethra if not treated in time. This is considered a veterinary emergency and must be 
corrected as soon as possible. 


What causes the urinary stone formation in my 
sheep and goats?

Urinary stones are round, hard clumps of protein, minerals, and 
sediment. They can be large, a few millimeters in diameter, or small 
like sand. The stones form from excess protein, calcium  and 
phosphorus in the diet and the body excretes what it does not use via 
the urinary tract. The best way to avoid urinary stone formation is to 
remove all grains and legume hays, such as alfalfa, from the diet. 
These items are high in protein, calcium, and phosphorus and will 
make stone formation much more likely.


Why is obstruction more common in male sheep and 
goats?

Male sheep and goats have an appendage at the end of their penis where the 
urethra becomes extremely narrowed. This is the location where most 
obstructions occur because the stones are too large to pass through the 
narrow ending of the urinary tract. This appendage becomes underdeveloped 
in neutered males, making it even more narrow. Because of this, male 
neutered small ruminants are at the highest risk for blockage.


What are the signs of urinary blockage in my sheep or goat?

The early signs are similar to most diseases in ruminants. Your sheep or 
goat may act lethargic, go off feed, and just not be their normal selves. 
Secondary signs are posturing to urinate and dribbling urine or unable to 
express urine at all. They may have swelling or grit around their prepuce. 
Late stage signs of blockage are related to pressure from backed up urine 
in the urethra and bladder. They may be kicking at their stomachs, 
vocalizing, getting up and down, painful to the touch, or laying flat out in the 
pen. Progression from early to late stage of disease can occur as quickly as 
a few hours. For this reason, it is imperative that you call your veterinarian 
ASAP when you see any of these signs in your sheep or goats. Your 
veterinarian will diagnose urinary blockage based on clinical signs, 
ultrasound examination, and blood work findings.


As always, if you have any comments, questions, or concerns, do not hesitate to reach out to our team of knowledgable 
veterinarians and technicians. We are always happy to help!
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How do you treat urolithiasis and blockage in small ruminants?

Depending on the severity of signs and completeness of the blockage, your veterinarian will treat 
with pain management, fluids, ammonium chloride, and possible surgical correction. These 
treatments should always be administered under the observation of a veterinarian. As stated 
previously, this disease and progress rapidly. Treated on your own may result in time wasted and 
increased severity of blockage. Unfortunately, even when corrected, if a goat or sheep as blocked 
is much more likely to block again. Re-blockage occurs more than 50% of the time in most cases. 
Because of this, prevention is key.


Most importantly, how do I prevent this from happening?!

There are a few easy ways to prevent urolithiasis formation and 
urinary blockage in your sheep and goats:

1. Castrate males as late as possible- we recommend 6 months of 

age. The longer the male produces testosterone, the more 
developed the appendage on the tip of the penis becomes, 
making it wider and less likely to become obstructed. Obviously, 
waiting until 6 months in not always an option. However, we 
highly suggest that no male small ruminants are castrated by any 
method before 4 months of age.


2. DO NOT FEED GRAIN. Again, do NOT feed grain to any male 
neutered sheep or goats over 6 months of age. Unless they are 
being raised for meat, these boys have absolutely no metabolic need for grain of any sort. 
Most females do not need grain either, unless they are lactating. If you are feeding grain 
because the males are going to market or the females are lactating, feed grain labeled only for 
sheep and/or goats. Grain labeled for other livestock or horses are higher in calcium, 
phosphorus, and protein and are more likely to cause stone formation.


3. Avoid feeding legume hay such as alfalfa. This includes treats. A lot of “goat treats” I see on 
the market contain alfalfa as an ingredient, avoid these treats. Peanuts are also a legume, so 
they should be avoided as well. Legumes contain high amounts of protein and calcium, making 
stone formation much more likely.


4. Provide plenty of clean water. Especially during these hotter months. Dehydration will 
concentrate the urine, making it more likely for stones to form and become obstructed.


Commonly Asked Questions:

What should I feed my goat or sheep? Hay. Hay, pasture, and let your goats browse as long as 
they avoid toxic plants (see Toxic Plants article on website). For treats you can feed fresh veggies, 
alfalfa-free goat treats, or animal crackers (in moderation). Also, always have free choice baking 
soda and minerals (labeled specifically for sheep or goats) available.


Should I feed grain in the winter? No. They will increase hay consumption if needed to 
compensate for energy to keep warm.


What about grain containing ammonium chloride? The amount of ammonium chloride in the 
feed is not enough to prevent stone formation. Do NOT feed grain to male neutered sheep and 
goats.


Can my female sheep and goats gets urinary stones? Yes, they can block as well. However, 
urinary blockage in females is much less common because their anatomy is different and their 
urethras are much wider. 


As always, if you have any comments, questions, or concerns, do not hesitate to reach out to our team of knowledgable 
veterinarians and technicians. We are always happy to help!


