
Buck Health
Buck health and productivity is influenced by several factors. The first is space. Bucks can

be housed individually or in groups. However, group housing has several associated risks
including social disruption when individual bucks are removed for breeding and injuries that
develop from fighting. Common injuries involve the scurs, head, and neck and can lead to
neurologic problems. Additionally, it is important to ensure appropriate ventilation, sanitation,
fencing, and feeding and watering facilities. Appropriate housing can influence a buck’s stress
level, rates of infectious diseases and parasites, and urinary tract health.

Nutrition also plays a huge role in buck health. It Is important that bucks are fed a
balanced diet, with special attention given to the ratio of calcium to phosphorous they receive.
Diets that entirely consist of alfalfa or have excessive grain can lead to serious problems, such as
urolithiasis. These urinary stones are seen more often in animals with diets high in grain, due to
a high phosphorous to calcium ratio, with a higher incidence rate during the winter due to
changes in water availability and intake. Goats have a higher water utilization efficiency than
sheep so urolithiasis is more often seen in goats. Treatment options are limited for afflicted
bucks and complications can include sloughing of the glans penis or the formation of a fistula,
hematoma, or abscess. It is essential that water intake is maximized to prevent urinary stone
formation. This can be done by providing fresh, clean water and loose salt and mineral. If
needed, urinary acidifiers can also be used. Further, bucks should be provided with enough
energy to maintain an appropriate body condition throughout breeding season. Selenium, zinc,
and copper may need to be supplemented in organic forms depending on the region production
is taking place in. Selenium in particular has been shown to improve the quantity and quality of
semen and to increase levels of luteinizing hormone and testosterone in male goat kids.

Bucks should undergo routine health care, including vaccinations, parasite control, hoof
trimming, and clipping. Routine hoof care should be done three times per year and each animal
should be assessed for hoof deformities, contagious foot rot, and laminitis. Enrichment
structures such as elevated areas, hard dry surfaces, and hiding spaces should be provided to
stimulate natural behaviors and improve welfare. Clipping can reveal the presence of skin
diseases such as seasonal alopecia, zinc responsive dermatitis, urine scald, lice, and
gynecomastia.

In addition to routine care, bucks should undergo a pre-breeding health check. At this
time, they will be given a body condition score on a scale from 1-5 with increments of 0.5. Most
healthy goats should be between 2.5 and 4.0 with the most accurate assessment made after
clipping. To determine a body condition score, one should evaluate the lumbar region, the
sternum, and the rib cage. Further, their feet and legs will be checked for soundness, they will
receive routine health testing including fecal floats, testing for diseases such as CAEV, and a
breeding soundness exam. This exam includes a full physical exam that assesses the animal’s
general health, conformation, musculoskeletal soundness, and includes an exam of the external
genitalia to look for signs of a scrotal hernia, penile hematoma, prepucial abscess, pizzle rot,
prepucial stenosis, and any other penile abnormalities. Internal genitalia can really only be
examined by ultransonography. The buck’s scrotal circumference, semen motility, and sperm



morphology are measured. The spermatic cord, testes, and epididymis are also palpated for
symmetry, consistency, and abnormal structures. During semen collection, the penis should be
observed for any abnormalities. Subfertility or infertility can be due to low libido, low scrotal
circumference, spermatocoele, penile deviation, or other congenital defects, as well as several
debilitating diseases including Johne’s disease, CAE arthritis, mycoplasmal arthritis, severe
parasitism, and systemic abscesses so testing for these is important. Advanced systemic
diseases, particularly CAEV, Johne’s, and CLA, can lead to testicular degeneration or hypoplasia
and oligospermia. Young sires are often sold before puberty, before they are old enough to
undergo a breeding soundness exam. In these cases, they should be examined for a normal
reproductive tract and any congenital defects in their teats and dentition.

While libido is largely based on age, place in the herd hierarchy, general nutrition and
health, and genetics, it can also be influenced by the season. For those wanting to breed
out-of-season, photo-induction is commonly used. This can be done by providing 16 hours of
daylight for 2.5 months starting November first. There will be a variability in the response from
individual bucks for a variety of reasons. Older males tend to exhibit more variation in
testosterone levels and sexual behavior than younger males. It is important to note that young
males generally need to have reached puberty the prior fall for them to be responsive to an
out-of-season breeding stimuli. Additionally, understanding all of the bucks’ mating abilities and
libidos is important to plan for adequate buck resources.

Sexual behaviors can change throughout the breeding season, with an increase in
homosexual behaviors and masturbation. Homosexual behaviors are seen more frequently late
in the breeding season, especially in busk reared in isolation from females until puberty. While
these bucks exhibit fewer courtship behaviors, total, mounts, and ejaculations, there is no
difference in testosterone levels between these bucks and those reared around females. Bunk
space and bunk type will also influence feeding and sexual behaviors.

Biosecurity is key to maintaining herd health. Any animals with suspected or confirmed
illness should be quarantined and herds should undergo routine testing for thinks like
soremouth, CLA, CAEV, abortion agents, and resistant parasites. One common pathogen that
has huge implications in herds that utilize multisire breeding is Brucellosis, which is caused by
Brucella ovis, a bacteria found across most major sheep producing regions. The disease is
passed from ram to ram when two rams breed the same infected ewe in one heat cycle. Rams
remain infected for life and can actively excrete the bacteria in their semen. Rams can become
infected as early as 4-6 months of age. Direct ram-to-ram transfer can also occur between rams
in the non-breeding season. Ewes are able to clear the infection but carry the bacteria for up to
two heat cycles. Infected ewes may result in EED or abortion. In the case of an abortion, the
bacteria may be present in the placenta, vaginal discharges, and milk. However, lambs born
from infected ewes and drinking infected milk do not become persistently infected. When the
number of infected rams rises above 10%, the fertility of the flock is substantially decreased,
resulting in a 10-20% reduction in the lambing percentage. It can be challenging to find infected
rams, as the granulomas that can form as a symptom of the disease can take weeks after
infection to form and less than 50% of infected rams develop lesions in the epididymis or testis.



Additionally, there are several other bacteria that can cause similar lesions. Testing for
Brucellosis is challenging as the bacteria is difficult to culture and infected rams do not
continuously shed bacteria in their semen. Semen can be tested for antibody levels but are
undetectable before 11 days post-infection and level off 45 days post-infection.

Records of each buck should be kept and should include information about their
pedigree, fertility, and estimated breeding values.


