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Welcome to the latest edition of our Stakeholders' newsletter. In common with many of our stakeholders, 
COVID-19 has presented us with many challenges over this period, in particular disrupting planned training, 

knowledge transfer events and promotional events. More positively, these challenges have also presented us with 
opportunities to explore other methods of communication and delivery, with a particular focus on the production of 
short videos which can be delivered by SMS to a large number of producers. These videos will be used by dairy and 
beef discussion groups as the basis for more detailed on-line discussions and also shared with stakeholders for use 
in their own communication channels. A number of these are highlighted within this report, with others being rolled 
out in the final quarter of the year. 

Against this background, work has continued in delivering against our various programme objectives, as detailed in 
the various reports contained in this newsletter.

Our current strategic plan covers the period 2017-2020, so we are in the process of drafting our new plan. This 
will need to take into account not only our existing activities but also recent and emerging challenges including 
antimicrobial resistance, anti-parasitic resistance and climate change. A survey conducted last year in association 
with our 10th anniversary conference has given us good feedback from both farmers and stakeholders on emerging 
priorities, and we look forward to engaging with you further on this in the coming months. 

Dr David Graham, CEO, Animal Health Ireland 

Introduction
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Gráinne Dwyer, Communications and Event Manager

Events and Media

CellCheck webinar series

COVID-19 restrictions continue to challenge us in the delivery of our on-farm events. Normally, at this time, our 
CellCheck on-farm events would be taking place. To counter this, we have taken advantage of one of the many 
on-line options to deliver the CellCheck messages. For a four-week period starting on the 21st of September we 
are running a series of 40 webinars with two webinars scheduled each day. These webinars are jointly hosted by 
AHI and Teagasc and are open to all dairy discussion groups around the country. The interest has been keen and 
the webinars are now fully booked. 

The theme of the webinars is ‘2020 drying off season – are you ready?’. The idea is to refresh the key elements 
for a successful dry period, and give discussion group members the opportunity to pose questions to the experts 
in the area of drying off. The hour-long webinar is a combination of videos and case studies followed by a Q&A 
session. Speakers include AHI staff and CellCheck Technical Working Group members in addition to Teagasc dairy 
advisors who specialise in this area. Following the webinars, the videos will be available on the AHI website and 
will be distributed to all processor representatives for use in their own messaging around the drying off period.

Antibiotics – what does 
the future hold?

CELLCHECK DRYING-OFF INFORMATION LEAFLET

Animal Health Ireland | Teagasc

NATIONAL MASTITIS CONTROL PROGRAMME
Animal Health Ireland, 2-5 The Archways, Carrick-on-Shannon, Co. Leitrim, N41 WN27

Opportunities for mastitis 
control in the dry period

Irish research on selective dry 
cow strategies

Using records to dry-off 
successfully

2020 drying off season 

ARE YOU READY?
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Events and Media

Beef HealthCheck videos

As part of our commitment to the Beef HealthCheck programme, it was our intention, in partnership with Teagasc 
to run a series of on-farm events in October. These cannot proceed now due to Covid restrictions. As an alternative, 
we are developing a series of video resources covering the topics of:

- External parasites. 

- The importance of Faecal Egg Counts (FEC) as part of the new beef BEEP-S programme.

- Pneumonia at housing.

- ‘How to take a FEC’.

- ‘How to access your Beef HealthCheck data on ICBF’.

- The benefits of the Beef HealthCheck programme.

These videos are being jointly developed between AHI and Aidan Murray and Orla Keane of Teagasc. These 
resources will be the focus for the autumn meetings of Teagasc beef discussion groups facilitated by Teagasc beef 
advisors. They will also be posted on our website and distributed to members of MII.
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Events and Media

AHI training

Due to changes in the Covid guidelines we had to cancel our scheduled CellCheck and Johne’s disease TASAH 
training for early September. These have now been rescheduled with the CellCheck TASAH training due to take 
place in early October. 

Publications

Our partnership with the Irish Farmers’ Journal is now operational and we have now a regular monthly feature on 
animal health in the publication. We are very happy with this partnership as it gives us the opportunity to promote 
our work and to provide the end-user with timely, science-backed and independent information. Feedback to 
date has been very positive.

We continue to produce our monthly News Sheet covering topics that relate to our CellCheck and Johne’s disease 
programmes. In addition, we include a relevant and timely animal health topic. We also issued the autumn edition 
of our Beef HealthCheck newsletter. All our publications are available on the ‘AHI Newsroom’ section of our 
website.

New AHI Fact Sheets

Two new fact sheets have been produced by our Technical Working Groups. The parasite control TWG has 
produced a new fact sheet on ‘Good Practice Regarding the Responsible Use of Anthelmintic Medicines in 
Livestock’, while the CellCheck TWG have issued a fact sheet on the ‘Responsible Antibiotic Use in Mastitis 
Control’. Both leaflets are available on our website or click on the thumbnails below to view.

Antimicrobial Resistance

Clinical Mastitis Treatment

Approach to Drying Off

Culture and Susceptibility

HP-CIA Licensed in Ireland

Highest Priority Critically Important 
Antibiotic Guidelines

ANIMAL HEALTH IRELAND
Contributing to a profitable and sustainable farming and agri-food sector through improved animal health

Responsible Antibiotic Use 
in Mastitis Control

Animal Health ireland

FACT SHEET

NATIONAL MASTITIS CONTROL PROGRAMME CellCheck
AnimalHealthIreland.ie

Animal Health Ireland, 2-5 The Archways, Carrick-on-Shannon, Co. Leitrim, N41 WN27

What are helminths?

The challenge of anthelmintic resistance

Recommendations for best practice

What anthelmintics are available for treatment?

PARASITE CONTROL PROGRAMME
Animal Health Ireland, 2-5 The Archways, Carrick-on-Shannon, Co. Leitrim, N41 WN27

ANIMAL HEALTH IRELAND
Contributing to a profitable and sustainable farming and agri-food sector through improved animal health

Good Practice Regarding the 
Responsible Use of Anthelmintic 

Medicines in Livestock

Animal Health ireland

FACT SHEET

RESPONUSEOFANTHELMEDINLIVE V1 September 2020

https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=documents&prog%5B%5D=parasite-control
https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=documents&prog%5B%5D=cellcheck
https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=documents&prog%5B%5D=parasite-control


PAGE 
8

AHI STAKEHOLDER NEWSLETTER | AUTUMN EDITION

FOCUS ON TECHNICAL WORKING GROUP MEMBERS

Name  | Paul Spillane 
Profession  | Veterinary Practitioner, Naas
TWG Membership  | Pig HealthCheck Technical Working Group 

Name  | Keelin O’Driscoll
Profession  | Research Officer, Teagasc
TWG Membership | Pig HealthCheck Technical Working Group 

Paul Spillane graduated in veterinary medicine from UCD in 1987. He worked in companion 
animal and mixed practice in the U.K. from 1987 to 1996. Since 1996, he has worked exclusively 
as a pig veterinary practitioner in Ireland. He gained the Certificate in Pig Medicine from the 
RCVS in 1999. 

In 2019, Paul joined Moss Veterinary, which provides veterinary services to the pig industry 
throughout Ireland. He has a keen interest in health monitoring, both on farm and in the abattoir. 
He is a firm believer in evidence based rational decision making. Paul believes the development 
of a strong one to one vet-farmer relationship, based on mutual trust, is essential to maximise 
the value of veterinary advice. 

Keelin O’Driscoll is originally from Dungarvan in Co. Waterford. Since 2013 she has been 
employed as a research officer in the Teagasc Pig Development Department, at the Animal & 
Grassland Research and Innovation Centre, Teagasc Moorepark, Fermoy, Co. Cork. 

Keelin graduated with a degree in Biological Sciences from Oxford University in 2000, followed 
by a PhD in Applied Animal Behaviour and Welfare from University of Edinburgh in 2004, and a 
PhD in Dairy Cow welfare in 2008. She also carried out research at University of British Columbia 
(Canada), Purdue University (US) and Cambridge University (UK), prior to commencing her 
position at Teagasc, and focusing on pigs. 

Her research focuses on the effects of management and nutrition on pig welfare and 
performance. For the past 6 years one of her main areas of research has been on provision of 
environmental enrichment to pigs in fully slatted systems, and of investigating strategies to rear 
pigs without docking their tails.
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Name  | Paul Spillane 
Profession  | Veterinary Practitioner, Naas
TWG Membership  | Pig HealthCheck Technical Working Group 

Programme Update Beef HealthCheck

Dr Natascha Meunier, Programme Manager

For 2020 to date, 641,239 animals have been recorded from 26,420 unique herds as part of the Beef 
HealthCheck programme, with an average of 16,400 animals per week. Of these animals 71% were beef 

breeds, with 40% steers, 31% heifers, 10% young bulls, and the remainder cows and bulls. 

On average, 1.4% of animals had live liver fluke seen at slaughter and 8.2% had liver damage likely due to liver fluke 
in the Beef HealthCheck programme. Abscesses were seen in 3.8% of animals and pneumonia in 1.2% of animals 
(Figure 1). Animals younger than 30 months old tended to have lower levels of live liver fluke (1.2%) compared to 
older animals (2.1%) as well as lower levels of fluke damage (4.9%) compared to older animals (17%). 

Figure 1. Conditions recorded in the Beef HealthCheck programme for 2020 weekly to date.
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An increase in live liver fluke parasites at slaughter is often seen in late-winter or spring, as the parasites would have 
developed into adults in the liver by this time if the animal had become infected in the previous grazing season. 
Adults present in the liver will lay eggs that will continue the lifecycle by contaminating pastures. Good rains in 2019 
and 2020 have provided ideal conditions for fluke parasites to thrive and this year has seen similar levels of live liver 
fluke to 2019 (Figure 2). Farmers should therefore take care to treat their animals if fluke is present on the farm 
around housing using a product that is effective against the correct life stage of the fluke parasite – immature fluke 
early in housing and adult fluke later in the housing season.
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Programme Update Beef Healthcheck

Figure 3. Percentage of herds with live liver fluke recorded 
in the Beef HealthCheck programme for 2020 to date by 
county.
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Figure 2. Percentage of live liver fluke in animals at slaughter less than 30 months old in 2019 and 2020 to date.

So far this year, 3,465 herds (13%) have had at least 
one animal with live liver fluke seen at slaughter 
and 49% of herds have had animals at slaughter 
with any sign of liver fluke. The counties with the 
highest percentage of herds with live liver fluke 
seen at slaughter were Donegal, Leitrim, Longford, 
Monaghan and Sligo, ranging from 26% to 44% of 
herds (Figure 3).
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Programme Update BVD

Dr Maria Guelbenzu, Programme Manager

Results

By the end of September of 2020 close to 2.16 million calves had been tested, representing approximately 92% of 
the anticipated calf crop for the year. The prevalence of PI births in 2020 continues to decline, with only 0.03% of 
calves tested up to the end of September being found to be persistently infected (PI) with BVDV (as compared to 
0.04% in 2019), with these being located in 0.51% of breeding herds tested to date (compared to 0.78% in 2019) 
(Figure 4). This represents a twenty-two-fold decrease in PI prevalence since the start of the compulsory phase 
of the programme in 2013, when 0.66% of calves born were PI. At the end of the quarter, there were 35 PIs 
alive in 21 herds (Figure 5). Updated programme results are available on a weekly basis online click here.

Figure 4. Map showing distribution of PI births 
during 2020 until the 30th September. Each hexagon 
represents an area of approximately 10km2.

Figure 5. Map showing distribution of PIs alive at 
30th September 2020. Each hexagon represents an 
area of approximately 10km2.

https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/bvd/programme-results/
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Animals of not known BVD status

Over 99.6% of the 6M bovine animals in Ireland have now a BVD status, either direct or indirect. At the end of the 
quarter there were just over 13,300 animals over 35 days old whose BVD status was not known. These fall into two 
groups (Figure 6). The first consists of a decreasing number of animals born before the start of the compulsory 
programme in 2013 that have neither been tested nor produced a calf. At the end of September the number of these 
animals was just over 2,100. The majority of these animals are in beef herds, and the majority are also male. 

Legislation was amended in May 2020 (Statutory Instrument No. 182/2020 (Bovine Viral Diarrhoea (amendment) 
Regulations 2020) making compulsory the testing of all cattle, including animals born before the 1st January 2013, 
for the presence of bovine viral diarrhoea virus. This excludes female animals that have had one or more calves 
which have been tested for BVD.

The second group consists of 11,185 animals born after 2013 (most of those born in 2020). The majority of these 
have never been tested, while a small number have had an initial empty result and have not been retested. Nearly 
72% of these animals are 2020-born, with smaller numbers from preceding years. 

Herd owners can check their herd’s details in ICBF and find out the BVD status of all the animals in the herd by 
accessing their own account. For a full guide please click here.

Programme Update BVD
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Figure 6. Distribution of animals over 35 days old whose BVD status is not known by date of birth (pre or 
post 2013), herd type and sex. 
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https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=documents&prog%5B%5D=bvd
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Programme Update BVD

Negative herd status (NHS)

The status of almost all animals in the 83,000 breeding herds in Ireland is now known, with the main exception 
being a decreasing number of animals as described above. Herds qualify for negative herd status (NHS) by meeting 
the following requirements: 

1. Existence of a negative BVD status for every animal currently in the herd (on the basis of either ‘direct’ or 
‘indirect’ results);

2. Absence of any animal(s) deemed to be persistently infected with BVD virus from the herd in the 12 months 
preceding the acquisition of NHS 

By the end of September 2020, around 94.5% of herds had acquired NHS, with a further 3,800 only being ineligible 
due to the presence of a small number of untested animals. While an important programme milestone for any 
herd, NHS also brings with it an economic benefit, with the number of laboratories that use the RT-PCR test 
method offering testing at reduced costs to herds with NHS click here.

Targeted Advisory Service on Animal Health (TASAH)

During 2020 all herds with positive results are required to undergo an RDP-funded TASAH herd investigation by 
a trained veterinary practitioner within 3 months of the initial positive result. In addition, these herds are also 
required to complete enhanced sampling on farm within 2 months of the initial positive result. These investigations 
seek to review herd biosecurity, identify a plausible source or sources of infection, ensure that the herd is left free 
from BVDV and agree farm-specific measures to prevent its re-introduction. 

Investigations have now been completed for 259 herds with positive results in 2020 (75% of positive herds). A 
small number have not been completed within the 3 months allocated and these are now being contacted to 
progress the investigations. If not completed, these investigations will be referred to DAFM. 

BVD Technical Working Group

The BVD TWG has prepared a document exploring the options for the BVD programme from 2020 onwards for 
the BVD Implementation Group to consider. 

https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/bvd/bvd-designated-laboratories/
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Collation and analysis of the 2020 T1 (January-April) bulk tank SCC data has concluded, along with the production of the 
related processor performance reports. Following the previous positive feedback, a series of follow-up conference calls 

with each of the processors will be organised again, to provide an opportunity the discuss processors’ own results. The data 
shows that for this time period, 67% of herds and 69% of milk had an SCC of 200,000 cells/mL or less. Collation of the 2020 
T2 data (May-August) is being concluded, with data cleaning and analysis to commence shortly. Processors have all been 
informed of their suppliers that are winners of this year’s Best 500 award, with all winners this year with an SCC of 73,500 
cells/mL. Unfortunately, this year’s national awards event has been cancelled due to public health guidelines, and we are 
currently working on an alternative way to celebrate the success and achievements of the winners.

An 8-week communication campaign was developed and delivered in partnership with the CellCheck Regional Coordinators. 
Each week, the processors sent an SMS to their suppliers, containing a link to a short AHI video. Over the course of the 8 
weeks, the messages provided a refresher on the benefits of reducing mastitis and SCC, how mastitis happens, along with a 
reminder of the CellCheck Top 5 Tips for improving udder health. The feedback received was very positive.

Programme Update CellCheck

Finola McCoy, Programme Manager

Revision and update of the CellCheck Farm Guidelines for Mastitis 
Control continues, along with refinement of the CellCheck dashboard. 
This interactive tool will allow the user to interrogate the milk recording 
data to identify and monitor udder health patterns.

Revision and update of the CellCheck Farm Guidelines for Mastitis Control continues, along with refinement of the CellCheck 
dashboard. This interactive tool will allow the user to interrogate the milk recording data to identify and monitor udder 
health patterns. Additional intrammamary sales data not previously captured has also been secured. Combined with the 
sales data, this will provide the most comprehensive dataset to date. Analysis of this new dataset will remove the need to 
estimate the quantity of uncaptured data, and any related assumptions. Preliminary analysis is being concluded, of the udder 
health outcomes from herds that completed a TASAH-funded Dry Cow Consult in 2019. 

Much time has been spent on preparation for an autumn series of webinars for discussion groups, in partnership with Teagasc 
and other stakeholders. These webinars will focus on getting the best results from drying and the dry period, focussing on 
the preparation in advance as well as the drying off process itself, through a series of short videos and Q&A sessions with 
Teagasc and CellCheck TWG experts. The webinars will run over a 4-week period, with all available slots fully booked.
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During the third quarter of 2020, the IBR Technical Working Group finalised an initial proposal for a national IBR 
programme. This was presented to the IBR Implementation Group in July. Finally, the development of the Irish 

model has progressed and is envisaged that will be available to inform the IBR proposal within the coming weeks/
months.

IBR Technical Working Group

During this quarter, the IBR Technical Working Group finalised a first draft of a proposal for a national IBR programme. 
This aligns with the requirements of the new Animal Health Law Regulations which come into effect in April 2021. 
Therefore, the proposed programme would allow Ireland to seek and obtain approval of the programme at EU 
level and, with time, recognition of freedom. Having an EU-approved programme would enable both the export 
of animals to the increasing number of European countries with either approved IBR programmes, or recognised 
freedom, as well as the introduction of enhanced IBR requirements for animals coming into Ireland. As well as 
the impact of disease on farm, milk yield in IBR-positive herds can be severely affected. An Irish study estimated a 
reduction of 250 litres per cow per year in IBR-positive herds, which amounts to an annual cost of €62 million to the 
Irish dairy industry. 

Programme Update: IBR 

Dr Maria Guelbenzu, Programme Manager

Having an EU-approved programme would enable both the export of 
animals to the increasing number of European countries with either 
approved IBR programmes, or recognised freedom, as well as the 
introduction of enhanced IBR requirements for animals coming into Ireland.

A key tool for control that will be included as part of an IBR programme proposal is vaccination. Currently in Ireland 
there is a continued high level of expenditure on IBR vaccination. During the 19/20 year, close 2.7 million IBR vaccine 
doses were sold, nearly 5% more than in the previous 12 months. 
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IBR Implementation Group

The second meeting of the IBR Implementation Group (IG) took place in July 2020. The IBR TWG presented a first 
draft of a programme proposal for the IG to consider. The members had the opportunity to discuss the proposal and 
its implications. Several questions were raised and the IBR TWG will be addressing them over the next weeks. The IG 
also reviewed other available data on IBR, including current IBR requirements to export to third countries. The overall 
objective of this group will be to decide on the merits or otherwise of progressing to a national IBR Programme.

Modelling work

A DAFM-funded PhD student, Jonas Brock working with the Helmholtz Centre for Environmental Research (Germany) 
is working on the development of a national IBR model. This team previously developed a national BVD model which 
continues to inform the BVD eradication programme. The model will support the development and evaluation of 
options for a sustainable national IBR programme by allowing testing of different strategies and their effects on the 
success, duration and cost of such a programme.

Programme Update IBR
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Programme Update Johne’s Disease

Lawrence Gavey, Programme Manager

The Irish Johne’s Control Programme continues to gradually build participation, reaching 1,749 registered herds 
at the end of September 2020. These comprise 1,744 dairy herds and five beef herds. Eighty-seven herds have 

registered to date in 2020.

On-farm activities of VRAMPs and testing, after COVID-related delays, have largely caught up to the position at the 
same time last year, with the bulk of the activity occurring during Q3. 

Milk recording organisations’ promotion of Johne’s testing as adding value to milk recording has contributed 
much of the recovered progress in testing.

There are 219 herds with one or more positive PCR or culture results, each of which can avail of a further 
veterinary practitioner support which is funded through the TASAH mechanism. Twenty-five TASAH assessments 
were completed in quarter 3 2020, bringing to 111 the total number completed to date. 

As in previous years, progress towards completion of annual VRAMP and herd testing requirements is slow and 
concentrated towards the end of the year. At the end of September, only 6% of registered herds have completed 
both VRAMP and WHT.

 

September
 2020

2020
YTD

September
 2019

ELISA tests on blood samples 27,179 58,690 61,986

ELISA tests on milk samples 69,173 78,428 78,855

Total ELISA tests 96,352 137,118 140,841

Positive ELISA results 1,862 2,890 3,987

Inconclusive ELISA results 1,375 1,796 1,235

PCR tests 850 2,613 1,693

Positive PCR results 24 169 183

Table 1. Summary of test volumes in September 2020 and 2020 year to date, compared to 2019.



PAGE 
18

AHI STAKEHOLDER NEWSLETTER | AUTUMN EDITION

Programme Update Johne’s Disease

The programme database can now list herds as being on either the Test-Positive or Test-Negative pathway, for 
administrative purposes, ensuring that the appropriate levels of processor supports are paid (as opposed to being 
a suitable measure of assurance). Of the 1,427 dairy herds that completed the required elements in Year 1 in 2019 
(a whole herd test and a VRAMP), 672 are in the Test-Negative Pathway, i.e. they have consistently had whole herd 
tests in which either all ELISA results have been negative or all animals with positive or inconclusive ELISA results 
have subsequent negative ancillary PCR results. 755 herds are in the Test-Positive Pathway (TPP); because either 
the herd has a positive PCR or culture result (219 herds; 15% of all registered herds), or one or more animals 
with a positive or inconclusive ELISA result has not had a subsequent ancillary PCR test (536 herds; 71% herds in 
TPP). In the absence of ancillary testing, these herds are considered by the IJCP to be infected. Ancillary testing 
with negative results would change this, with such herds then being considered test-negative. Encouraging these 
herds to resolve their status through ancillary testing will therefore be one focus of programme communications 
in Q4. The majority of animals subject to an ancillary test return a negative result (92% in 2019); nevertheless, it 
is anticipated that the proportion of registered herds with confirmed infection will increase beyond 15% as this 
testing is undertaken.

In addition, 234 dairy herds that were registered in the IJCP in 2019 (14%) failed to complete both the VRAMP 
and WHT programme requirements to be paid herd testing assistance and to progress to Year 2 in 2020. These 
herds remain registered in the programme, and encouraging their re-engagement with it will be a further focus 
of programme communications in quarter 4.

Priority activities up to September have included:

• Development with ICBF of listings of herds in the Test-Positive and Test-Negative Pathways.

• Continuing development with ICBF of listings of animals for which ancillary PCR tests are required and 
those for which an ELISA re-test is recommended.

• Continuing development with ICBF of the Johne’s Herd Indicator as a relative measure of confidence of 
low risk of infection. 

• Release and promotion of the IJCP to beef herds.

• Delivering to milk processors a new system of listing herds due for payment of herd testing assistance.

WHT completed WHT started
incomplete WHT not started TOTAL

VRAMP completed 29 28 240 297

No 2020 VRAMP 185 111 1,115 1,411

TOTAL 214 139 1,355 1,708

Table 2. Progress of registered dairy herds in completing programme requirements.
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Table 2. Progress of registered dairy herds in completing programme requirements.

• Communications:

- Letters sent to all registered herdowner in the programme (on behalf of milk processors) to encourage 
participation and to advise learnings from 2019 and solutions implemented in 2020.

- Ongoing automated SMSs to herdowners in response to each upload of test results to ICBF.

- Monthly JD Bulletins covering the topics of:

> Economic value of Johne’s disease control and participation in the IJCP.

> Explanation of the ancillary PCR test.

> Clear description of decision-points for herdowners in the IJCP.

- Monthly programme updates to AVPs by email.

- Establishing a Facebook group for AVPs to raise and discuss issues.

- Liaison with the Pedigree Cattle Breeders' Council of Ireland to promote the availability of the IJCP to 
beef herds.

- Development of podcasts and a video to promote programme priority actions to AVPs and herdowners. 

These measures collectively are designed to enhance the programme and to address issues identified in 2019 
and 2020. It is clear that the programme will again in the final quarter of 2020, have to work hard to remind 
and encourage herdowners and approved veterinary practitioners (AVPs) to ensure completion of programme 
requirements (VRAMPs, and WHTs before the end of the year, and resultant ancillary PCR tests and TASAH 
investigations as soon as practicable).

The goals for the remainder of 2020 will be focussed on promoting the timely completion of programme 
requirements. The profile of ancillary PCR testing as a programme requirement rather than discretionary is being 
lifted. A new process and form are under development to facilitate herdowners to request a one-off exemption 
for eligible animals incorrectly removed from the farm untested.

Programme Update Johne’s Disease
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Programme Update Pig HealthCheck & Poultry

In these last three months we have seen an increase in the number of biosecurity and tail biting risk factor 
assessments carried out by private veterinary practitioners (PVPs). We hope this increase will carry on until the 

end of this year to allow for most of the commercial pig farms to be reviewed in terms of biosecurity and tail biting 
risk factors.

Work is progressing to flesh out a new National Salmonella Control Programme (NSCP) for pigs, which will include 
some new elements such as bacteriological sampling for Salmonella. A new piece of research will also be initiated 
by the end of this year to learn from the field in terms of what low Salmonella seroprevalence farms are doing to 
keep such low levels. Hopefully, the lessons learned can be extrapolated to the wider pig farming community.

The Pig HealthCheck database is starting to take form. It is a big piece of work as it will include data from different 
streams and data providers. By the end of this year some of its services will start being operational, being available 
to farmers and their PVPs. 

PigHealthCheck
AnimalHealthIreland.ie

Dr Carla Gomes, Programme Manager

Biosecurity assessments

As of the end of August, 161 units have been reviewed in terms of their biosecurity (almost 50% of the pig herds 
with more than 100 pigs in Ireland). External biosecurity continues to score higher (average of 76% in a score from 
0% – poor - to 100% - excellent) than internal biosecurity (average of 59%) for these herds (Figure 7). Some of the 
practices that need improvement are reducing cross-fostering, keeping a strict all-in-all-out system in the farm for 
all rooms and not mixing older pig with younger pigs in the same pen.
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Risk assessments for tail biting

Rearing of pigs with intact tails is not a simple task. In previous editions of the newsletter we have described 
the service that is available free-of-charge to pig farmers to assess the risk factors in their farm for tail biting. 
Since June uptake of these assessments have increased and by the end of August, ninety-two assessments had 
been done (fifty more assessments since end of June). These assessments show that provision of environmental 
enrichment is the main area that requires improvement. In around 65% of the farms assessed risks for tail biting 
have been identified.

Once a Risk Assessment has been carried out an Action Plan needs to be put in place so that there is a roadmap 
of actions to follow in moving towards rearing pigs with intact tails. In this way pig farmers can demonstrate their 
seriousness in seeking to comply with welfare regulations in this regard. It is important that pig farmers take these 
first steps toward rearing pigs with intact tails as soon as they can and all herds that have not yet undertaken a risk 
assessment should contact their PVP to arrange this.

Programme Update Pig HealthCheck

Figure 7. Biosecurity results for external 
(dark green) and internal (orange) biosecurity 
assessments for 161 pig units. For each box, the 
thick line is the median score (half of the farms 
assessed have scores lower than this line while the 
other half have scores higher than this line). The 
lower and upper limits of each box represent the 
distribution of units falling with 25%-75% of the 
distribution (i.e. the middle 50%), while the lower 
and upper ‘whisker’ represent the minimum and 
maximum. 
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Programme Update Poultry

Poultry

Good biosecurity is paramount to keeping flocks protected from external threats such as campylobacter and 
avian influenza. The Targeted Advisory Service on Animal Health (TASAH) funds trained PVPs to deliver biosecurity 
assessments, using the Biocheck tool developed by the University of Ghent, free-of-charge to commercial poultry 
owners. A list of trained PVPs is available on the Animal Health Ireland website, click here. Flock owners should 
contact their PVP to avail this service.

As of the end of August 2020, 99 units had been reviewed in terms of their biosecurity for broilers and eleven 
units for layers. Overall, internal biosecurity scores better than external biosecurity in broiler flocks. The same 
is observed for layer flocks albeit the number of records submitted is too low to allow meaningful comparison 
between the two sectors. Benchmarking of biosecurity scores for individual flocks against the national results can 
highlight areas where further improvement is required. Figure 8 shows an example of benchmarking for a farm 
(red point) against the national results.

Figure 8. Biosecurity results for each of the several sections that are part of the overall external (dark green) and 
internal (orange) biosecurity assessments for 99 broiler units. For each area, the thick line is the median score (half of 
the farms assessed have scores lower than this line while the other half have scores higher than this line). The lower 
and upper limits of each box represent the distribution of flocks falling with 25%-75% of the distribution (i.e. the middle 
50%), while the lower and upper ‘whisker’ represent the range within which 90% of flocks were scored (worst and 
best 5% lie below or above these limits). Open circles represent “outlier” scores individual flocks which are markedly 
different from the national profile. The red point shown for each item represents the score for an individual flock 
benchmarked against the overall national scores.
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https://animalhealthireland.ie/training/tasah-veterinary-training/tasah-biosecurity-review/
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Programme Update CalfCare

It has been a busy time for members of the CalfCare TWG, reviewing and updating the CalfCare leaflets and 
producing a new document on calf housing. To inform the latter, a literature review on calf housing was 

commissioned. One of the challenges identified by this was that there is limited clear, conclusive research defining 
what constitutes ‘good calf housing’. The Technical Working Group therefore is currently finalising a ‘best practice’ 
style document to address this gap. As part of this project, we are working in conjunction with DAFM and Teagasc 
experts in the area of calf housing, specifically in relation to some grant specification anomalies that have been 
highlighted and to develop a list of key messages that farmers need to consider when designing a new calf house 
or adapting an existing one.

At this time, while it is very uncertain if the 2021 CalfCare events will still take place, it is proposed calf housing and 
the summer scouring calf syndrome will be the two AHI health topics to be presented if they go ahead. The latter 
has been highlighted as an emerging and major issue on some farms, with limited information currently available. 
The CalfCare TWG will also produce an evidence-based factsheet to address this. If public health guidelines prevent 
us from hosting farm events, we will explore alternative methods of communication such as online webinars or 
development of video resources. 

Responsible antimicrobial usage (AMU) in calves has always been a priority for CalfCare. DAFM have requested that 
AHI develop some targeted educational and communication material, to highlight the key messages to farmers 
and help prepare them for the new legislation that will be in place from January 2022.

Michelle McGrath, CalfCare TWG Rapporteur




