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Introduction

Welcome to the final edition of our Stakeholders'  Newsletter for 2020 which provides an update 
on our programmes and activities and again highlights the breadth of our engagement across 

the animal health sphere to deliver on our goal of improved profitability and sustainability. These 
are directed by our current strategic plan, which covers the period 2018-2020 and is therefore in the 
process of being renewed for the next three year period. 

Looking back, the past three years has been one of considerable change within the organisation, our 
various programmes and activities and in the wider policy background. For example, this period has 
seen the launch of activity in the pig sector through the Pig HealthCheck programme, co-funded by 
a farmer levy and DAFM; the progression of activity on Johne's disease with the launch of the Irish 
Johne's Control Programme based on an agreed model of cost-sharing between dairy processors, 
farmers and DAFM; continued progress with the national BVD eradication programme to achieve 
historically low levels of infection and a series of enhanced measures agreed for 2021 and beyond to 
bring the compulsory tag testing phase to a conclusion; the bedding down of the Beef HealthCheck 
programme to provide feedback from participating processors to farmers on a range of liver and 
lung conditions and contribute to a new genetic index on resistance to liver fluke; the continued 
improvement in national somatic cell count against a background of overall decreased antibiotic usage 
and the establishment of an Implementation Group to consider plans for a national IBR eradication 
programme. 

During this period there have also been a range of consultations, roadmaps, strategies and plans 
brought forward by DAFM, many of which address the broad issue of sustainability in all of its guises- 
be that in relation to greenhouse gas mitigation, antimicrobial and antiparasitic resistance, dairy calf 
health and welfare or biosecurity. AHI is already actively engaged in many of the groups that have 
been established to address these issues. New European legislation coming into force in 2021 and 
2022, particularly the Veterinary Medicinal Products Regulations and the Animal Health Law are 
already having significant impacts, and the completion of the next CAP (and the Rural Development 
Programme within it), will also have a major influence on our activities into the future.

We look forward to engaging with our stakeholders in early 2021 to progress the development of our 
next strategy document against this background.

Dr David Graham, CEO, Animal Health Ireland 
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CellCheck Milking For Quality Awards

As an organisation, in terms of events, one of the most disappointing aspects of the Covid restrictions 
was that we were unable to hold our annual CellCheck Milking For Quality Awards ceremony.  These 
Awards highlight and promote the hard work, effort and attention to detail in terms of mastitis control 
of our Best 500 winners across the 16 Co-op regions.  It is a celebration and gives recognition to the 
great achievements of those 500 dairy farmers.  While we didn’t have our Awards ceremony, we did 
however, continue with the presentation of the plaques.  With the co-operation of the Co-ops, they 
presented the CellCheck Milking For Quality plaques to their winners on our behalf.  In addition, we 
announced the individual winners in the Irish Farmers’ Journal on the 26th of November.  

The winners of the two discussion group categories were also announced in this article.   Around 20 
groups containing 300 members participated this year, with the milk supplied by competing discussion 
groups averaging 155,000 cells/mL (Figure 1).

Events and Media
Gráinne Dwyer, Communications and Event Manager
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Figure 1. Average annual bulk tank SCC for all participating discussion groups x1,000 cells/mL).
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This year the group with the lowest average bulk milk SCC was the Ballygiblin Discussion Group based 
on either side of the Cork/Tipperary border. The group is chaired by John Geary and facilitated by John 
McCabe and Padraig McCormack of Teagasc.  This 12-strong group supply Dairygold Co-op and had an 
average bulk milk SCC of 125,000 cells/mL. 

The group with the greatest reduction in bulk milk SCC in 2019/20 compared to the average of the 
previous two years (2017/18 and 2018/19) was the Kenmare Discussion Group.  Supplying Kerry, this 
13-strong group is chaired by Pat Randles and facilitated by Teagasc adviser Kevin Stagg. In winning 
this category, the group had reduced their average SCC of milk supplied in 2019/20 by 18,000 cells/mL 
to a respectable average of 155,000 cells/mL. In 2019/20, the milk supplied by competing discussion 
groups fell by an average of 3,000 cells/mL from an already low base, compared to the average of the 
previous two years.

Our CellCheck Milking For Quality Awards are kindly sponsored by FBD and the article in the Irish 
Farmer’s Journal was kindly supported by the Irish Farmers’ Journal.

Events and Media

Lakelands Daries Winners: Ena, Caitriona and Seán 
Doyle with Ellie Mae and Annabel.
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Events and Media - CellCheck Milking For Quality Awards

Drinagh Coop Winners: Noel, Richard, Ian, 
Narella and Ellie Jennings.

Drinagh Coop Winner: 
Daniel Collins.

Barryroe Coop Winners: Jerry 
and Carmel Keohane.
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Events and Media - CellCheck Milking For Quality Awards

Dairygold Winners: Donal, Daniel, David, 
Eileen, Patrick and Mark Hannon.

Aurivo Winners: Joe and 
Olive Higgins.

Kerry Agribusiness Winner: 
Patrick O'Brien.
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Events and Media - CellCheck Milking For Quality Awards

Lee Strand Coop Winners: Ivan, Niall, Robert 
and Betty Groves.

Centenary Thurles Winners: 
Martin and Caroline Cleary.

Bandon Coop Winner: 
Nigel Daunt.
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Events and Media - CellCheck Milking For Quality Awards

Lisavaird Winners: Peter, Finbarr 
and Cait O'Neill.

 Callan Coop Winners: Seán and 
Caroline Bogue.

Tipperary Coop Winner: 
Oliver Stapleton.
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Events and Media - CellCheck Milking For Quality Awards

Boherbue Winners: Eoin and Mary O'Riordan.

Arrabawn Winners: Martin 
and Margaret Coffey.



AHI STAKEHOLDER NEWSLETTER | WINTER EDITION 

www.AnimalHealthIreland.ie | PAGE 12

Future AHI Events

CalfCare Virtual Week

AHI and Teagasc are working together again to host our annual series of CalfCare events. This time 
we are going virtual and covering a wider range of topics relating to calf health.  The CalfCare Virtual 
Week runs from Monday the 18th until Thursday the 21st of January 2021 with 2 webinars and a 
series of information videos released each day.  Topics will be of importance to both dairy and beef 
farmers.

Register for the webinars at www.teagasc.ie/calfcare 

Events and Media

CalfCare Virtual Week
18-21 January 2021

VIDEOS WILL BE RELEASED EACH DAY THROUGH SOCIAL MEDIA AND ON THE AHI AND TEAGASC WEBSITES

AHI and Teagasc are working together in January to run their annual series of CalfCare 
events. This time we are going virtual and covering a wider range of topics relating to 
calf health.  CalfCare Virtual Week runs from Monday January 18th and comprises 

of a combination of webinars, videos, podcasts and supporting newspaper articles. 
More details and links to the webinars and podcasts will be available in January.

Vaccination of the pregnant cow and 
common diseases of the young calf. 

Questions answered by a panel 
of speakers from AHI and Teagasc 

experienced in the area of calf health 
in a live webinar at 7.30pm    

MON 18 JAN

WED 20 JAN

A focus on calf housing and preparing 
for the calving season. Questions 
answered by a panel of speakers 

from AHI and Teagasc experienced 
in the area of calf health in a live 

webinar at 7.30pm  

Video clips and podcast on the 
1,2,3 of colostrum management, 
colostrum quality and managing 

Johne’s disease at calving 

Video clips and podcast on the 
guidelines for calf feeding - milk 

and concentrate feed into the 
diet of the young calf

TUE 19 JAN

THUR 21 JAN

LIVE

LIVE

TODAY’S TOPICS 

TODAY’S TOPICS 

TODAY’S TOPICS 

TODAY’S TOPICS 

www.teagasc.ie/calfcare
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Publications

Beef HealthCheck in Regional Papers
A campaign to highlight the work of the Beef HealthCheck programme was initiated with the 
regional papers in October.  The idea behind the initiative was to highlight to the farmers, veterinary 
practitioners and advisors in different regions the prevalence and impact of liver fluke in those areas.   
An article containing information relevant to the area plus the economic implications of liver fluke 
disease and an accompanying Beef HealthCheck regional map was sent to each of the editors of the 
farming section. Considerable interest was shown in carrying the articles and it is planned to repeat 
this exercise every quarter when the Beef HealthCheck regional information becomes available.

Pig HealthCheck Newsletter
Our first Pig HealthCheck newsletter was 
issued in December.  The Pig HealthCheck 
programme was introduced in 2019 and 
since then a considerable amount of work has 
gone on behind the scenes in setting up and 
managing this programme.  The newsletter 
sets out details as to the rationale for the 
programme, the work that is currently being 
undertaken by Dr Carla Gomes, the Technical 
Working Group and now the newly formed 
Implementation Group.  To find out more 
about the work and future direction of the 
programme click here. 
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PigHealthCheck
AnimalHealthIreland.ie

ANIMAL HEALTH IRELAND

Pig HealthCheck Programme  
- a new initiative for the Irish 
pig sector | Page 03

Preventing introduction and 
spread of diseases | Page 06

The Pig HealthCheck Database 
| Page 10

Pig HealthCheck
Veterinary Training | Page 15

Animal Health Ireland, 2-5 The Archways, Carrick-on-Shannon, Co. Leitrim, N41 WN27
Phone 071 9671928 | Email ahi@animalhealthireland.ie | Website www.animalhealthireland.ie

Guest Contributor

Closing the cycle of 
data use in pig farms
Edgar Garcia Manzanilla | Page 13

Events and Media

https://animalhealthireland.ie/news-cat/pig-healthcheck-newsletter/
https://animalhealthireland.ie/news-cat/pig-healthcheck-newsletter/
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Dr Natascha Meunier, Programme Manager

In 2020, the factory data collection for the Beef HealthCheck programme has been good, with 
867,134 animals recorded by the beginning of December from 30,564 unique herds. This was an 

average of 17,300 animals per week. Of these animals 72% were beef breeds, with 40% steers, 32% 
heifers, 10% young bulls, and the remainder cows and bulls. 

On average, 1.4% of animals had live liver fluke seen at slaughter and 8.4% had liver damage likely 
due to liver fluke. The frequency of damage due to liver fluke was lower than previous years but the 
live liver fluke levels were similar to last year (Figure 2). Environmental conditions have been ideal for 
liver fluke this year and farmers should treat as appropriate on their farms to control the parasites. 
Animals younger than 30 months old tended to have lower levels of live liver fluke (1.1%) compared to 
older animals (1.9%) as well as lower levels of fluke damage (4.9%) compared to older animals (16%). 

Liver abscesses were seen in 3.9% of animals and pneumonia in 1.2% of animals this year, which is 
similar to previous years.

Beef HealthCheck

Figure 2. Percentage of conditions recorded at slaughter in the Beef HealthCheck programme from 2016-2020.

Programme Update
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So far this year, 4,354 herds (14%) have had at least one animal with live liver fluke parasites seen at 
slaughter and 53% of herds have had animals at slaughter with any sign of liver fluke. The counties 
with the highest percentage of herds with any sign of liver fluke damage seen at slaughter were 
Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Roscommon and Longford, ranging from 73% to 81% of herds (Figure 3). 

In place of on-farm events this year, AHI produced a video series in partnership with Teagasc and 
Meat Industry Ireland, which were distributed through the Teagasc beef discussion groups. These 
videos cover a range of topics relevant to the housing period including tips on keeping cattle healthy 
at housing, pneumonia, external parasites, the Beef HealthCheck programme and how to access the 
results. We particularly want to highlight a video on interpreting faecal egg counts which includes 
information on parasite eggs seen in the dung samples, as many farmers submitted these as part of 
the BEEP-S programme. For example, rumen fluke eggs reported in a dung sample do not necessarily 
need to be treated for, unless there are other clinical signs. Farmer should consult with their veterinary 
practitioner on which control and treatment options are best for their farm. The video series is 
available on the Animal Health Ireland website click here.

Figure 3. Percentage of herds with any liver 
fluke damage at slaughter recorded in the 
Beef HealthCheck programme for 2020 to 
date by county.

BHC Programme Update

https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=videos&prog%5B%5D=beef-healthcheck&prog%5B%5D=parasite-control
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Results

By the end of December 2020, just over 2.3 million calves had been registered. Results were available 
for 98.8% of these calves. The prevalence of PI births in 2020 continues to decline, with only 0.03% of 
calves tested in the year being considered to be persistently infected (PI) with BVDV (as compared to 
0.04% in 2020, Figure 4), with these being located in 0.54% of 83,000 breeding herds (compared to 
0.77% in 2019, Figure 5), generating an overall net saving to farmers in 2020 in excess of €85 million. 
This represents a decrease in PI prevalence of 25% from that seen in 2019 and is a reduction of more 
than twenty-two-fold when compared to the prevalence at the start of the compulsory phase of the 
programme in 2013, when 0.66% of the calves born were PI. At the end of the year only a handful of 
PIs remained alive (Figure 6), with many of counties not containing any virus positive animals. Updated 
programme results are available on a weekly basis from the Animal Health Ireland website click here.

Dr Maria Guelbenzu, Programme Manager

National BVD Eradication 
Programme

Programme Update

0.66

Figure 4. Animal-level prevalence of PI calves 
born during each year of the programme.

Figure 5. Herd- level prevalence of PI calves born 
during each year of the programme.
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https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/bvd/programme-results/
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Programme enhancements put in place over the last few years have had a significant impact on the 
prompt removal of PI calves. These include increased levels of financial support for removal of PIs 
within a reduced period of time, the automation of the imposition of restrictions of herds retaining PI 
calves for more than three weeks after the date of their first result and mandatory herd investigations 
within three months of the disclosing result (funded through the Rural Development Plan under 
the Targeted Advisory Service on Animal Health [TASAH]). Funded, targeted sampling to detect any 
unidentified PI animals also had to be conducted within 2 months of the positive result.  

BVD Programme Update

Figure 6. Map showing distribution of 
PI animals alive at the 31st December 
2020. Each hexagon represents an area of 
approximately 10km2 
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Negative herd status (NHS)

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 December 2020, over 95.4% of herds had acquired NHS, with a further 3,318 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 RTPCR test method offering testing at reduced costs to herds with NHS (click here). 

The status of almost all animals (99.5%) in the 83,000 breeding herds in Ireland is now known, with 
the main exception being 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 Q3 the number 
of these animals was approximately 2,500. At the end of Q4, the number has reduced to 1,768. 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 BVD virus. This excludes female animals that have 
had one or more calves which have been tested for BVD.

The number of animals born since January 2013 that do not have a valid test result and are therefore 
not compliant with the requirements of the legislation has also reduced from 11,185 at the end 
of Q3 to 9,356. The majority of these have never been tested, while a small number have had an 
initial empty result and not been retested. Most of these animals are 2020-born (88%), with smaller 
numbers from preceding years. During the last few months DAFM has issued letters to these herds 
and the BVD Helpdesk has also made contact, informing them of the need to test these animals.  

Targeted Advisory Service on Animal Health (TASAH)

Since 2017 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. 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 334 herds that had positive results in 2020 
(89% 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.

BVD Programme Update

https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/bvd/bvd-designated-laboratories/
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BVD Eradication
Key Messages 2021

Substantial progress has been made since the start of the national eradication programme to the point 
where the BVD Implementation Group (BVDIG) plans to apply for recognition of the Irish programme 
in 2021 and to meet the conditions for freedom by 2023. This includes having negative herd status 
(NHS) for 99.8% of all herds (currently over 95% of breeding herds) representing at least 99.9% of 
cattle and would bring to an end compulsory tissue tag testing for the majority of herds after 2022. To 
achieve this goal the BVDIG has developed a series of enhanced measures to:

Maximise the proportion of herds (including non-breeding herds) with NHS. 

Rapidly identify and resolve the small number of herds with positive/inconclusive results in 
2021 and 2022 and minimise the risk of onward transmission of infection.

Key Messages for All herds

Outlined below are key messages for all herds in 2021, with a focus on prompt testing of calves and 
increasing the proportion of herds with NHS by testing of animals of unknown status, including those 
born before the 1st January 2013.

1. Tissue tag testing remains compulsory for 2021. 

2. Tissue tag-test all calves as soon as possible after birth. Where positive or inconclusive results 
are obtained, remove these promptly to obtain the higher level of financial support provided by 
DAFM. Confirmatory testing of these animals is no longer permitted.

3. Negative Herd Status. Herds will require to be free of confirmed cases for 18 months instead of 
12 months, as previously. This change is necessary to align with the AHL. 

4. Test animals of unknown status to obtain NHS. Around 5% of herds contain small numbers of 
animals that either do not have a valid test result or have not yet produced a negative calf. The 
presence of these animals prevents herds attaining NHS and accessing lower cost testing. It is 
now a legal requirement to test animals of unknown status born before 2013, in addition to 
those born after this date. 

5. Review biosecurity to minimize the risk of accidental introduction of BVD virus, with a focus 
on movement of animals, people (including the farmer) or equipment or across farm boundaries 
(https://goo.gl/Qiua4B).

The new Animal Health Law (AHL) which comes into force in April 2021 sets out the 
requirements for recognition of BVD eradication programmes at EU level. 

BVD Programme Update

https://goo.gl/Qiua4B
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Key messages for herds with positive or inconclusive results

1. Immediate herd restriction and neighbour notification. DAFM will restrict moves both in and 
out. While restricted, movements out of the herd to slaughter or to non-breeding herds may 
be granted on a case-by-case basis under permit by the RVO, provided that the animals move 
directly to their destination. Neighbouring herds will immediately receive a biosecurity notifica-
tion informing them of their increased risk, and on a monthly basis thereafter in the absence of 
removal of animal(s) with positive or inconclusive results.

2. Isolation and removal of all animals with an initial positive or inconclusive test result; re-
testing of these animals is no longer permitted. Remove these promptly to obtain the higher 
level of financial support provided by DAFM.

BEEF HERDS

- €220 for beef breed animals removed with a registered date of death on AIM within 10 
days of the initial test, reducing to €30 if removed between 11 and 21 days after the initial 
test. 

DAIRY HERDS

- Dairy heifers and dairy cross animals: €160 if removed within 10 days of the initial test, 
reducing to €30 if removed between 11 and 21 days after the initial test. 

- €30 for removal of bull calves within 14 days of the initial test. 

3. Cleaning and disinfection of buildings and handling facilities which may have been contami-
nated, as soon as practicable but in advance of the next breeding season.

4. Conditions for lifting of restrictions. These will be lifted following completion of each of the fol-
lowing three measures by a nominated trained private veterinary practitioner (PVP), beginning at 
least 3 weeks after removal of the animal with positive or inconclusive results, and fully funded 
by DAFM/RDP.

- Whole herd test. Blood sampling and testing of all animals in the herd with negative re-
sults or removal of any further virus-positive or inconclusive animals identified.

- Epidemiological Investigation. Conducted under the Targeted Advisory Service on Ani-
mal Health (TASAH) within the Rural Development Programme.

- Vaccination of all female animals aged 12 months old and above by the nominated PVP.

BVD Programme Update
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5. Continued herd measures. Following lifting of restrictions, herds are required to:

- Continue to tissue tag test for a minimum of 24 months after the removal of the last ani-
mal with positive or inconclusive results. 

- Continue the vaccination programme in the herd in the following year, with this again 
delivered by the PVP and funded by DAFM.

- Not sell any potential trojan female i.e. that was in calf at the time of birth of the animals 
with positive or inconclusive results until its calf has been born and tested for BVD.

Key actions for herdowners 

• The small number of farmers with PIs still present in their herds should remove these as quickly 
as possible to reduce the possibility of further PI calves being born next season. 

• Farmers who have requested a herd investigation that has not yet been completed should 
contact their nominated practitioner to progress this. 

• Farmers who have not had a PI present in their herd in the past 12 months but have not yet been 
notified that they have acquired NHS should identify and test any animals whose status is not 
known. 

• All farmers should review biosecurity to avoid accidental reintroduction of infection.

More generally, herdowners are encouraged to discuss biosecurity, including any potential changes 
to their vaccination policy, with their own veterinary practitioner.  For further details on biosecurity, 
including quarantine click here.

BVD Programme Update

https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=documents&prog%5B%5D=biosecurity
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Collation and analysis of the 2020 T2 (May-August) bulk tank SCC data has concluded, along with 
the production of the related processor performance reports. The data shows that for the T1 & 

T2 time period, 69% of herds and 70% of milk had an SCC of 200,000 cells/mL or less. The winners of 
the CellCheck Milking for Quality individual and discussion group awards have been announced, with 
a 2-page feature in the Irish Farmers’ Journal to celebrate.  More details are in the Communications 
Report on page 5 

A series of 33 webinars were delivered, in partnership with Teagasc, to dairy discussion groups. These 
webinars focussed on getting the best results from drying off 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.

A further two TASAH training events were delivered to PVPs, bring the number of CellCheck-trained 
PVPs to over 270.  Applications were received from herdowners for TASAH-funded Dry Cow Consults 
and Reviews, with over 560 applications received in total. Qualitative research has been completed 
with in-depth interviews with the 19 participants on the 2018 Dry Cow Consults. This research 
explored the barriers and facilitators to selective drying off, and has been submitted for peer-review 
publication. 

The intramammary sales data has been re-analysed, with a more comprehensive dataset which is 
estimated to represent 99% of national sales. Findings from this dataset show similar trends to the 
previous analyses, albeit with higher dry cow antibiotic sales figures. The trend of an annual increase 
in the proportion of dry cow antibiotics containing a ‘Highest Priority Critically Important Antibiotic’ 
also remains.

Work has commenced on facilitating the industry to agree appropriate udder-health and related targets 
for the CellCheck programme post-2020, starting with one to one consultations with stakeholders. 

Finola McCoy, Programme Manager

CellCheck

Programme Update
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During the last quarter of 2020, the IBR Technical Working Group has worked on addressing queries 
from the IBR Implementation Group on the initial proposal for a national IBR programme. The 

proposal was presented to the IBR Implementation Group in July. In addition, the development of the 
Irish IBR model has progressed and is envisaged that will be available to inform the IBR proposal in 
the near future.

IBR Technical Working Group

During this quarter, the IBR Technical Working Group has worked on queries generated after the 
presentation of the initial proposal for a national IBR programme to the IBR Implementation Group 
(IBR IG). The IBR IG requested further information on the costs and benefits associated with such a 
programme along with an analysis of the direct and indirect costs as well as a review of the programme 
beneficiaries. 

Modelling work

A DAFM-funded PhD student, working with the Helmholtz Centre for Environmental Research 
(Germany) is working on the development of a national IBR model. Over the last few months, a new 
classification system for Irish herds was developed as part of this work by combining expert knowledge 
and a machine-learning algorithm called self-organising-maps (SOMs). This approach was applied to 
the cattle sector in Ireland, generating a detailed understanding of herd types which will assist with 
on-going discussions on control and surveillance for both bovine viral diarrhoea (BVD) and infectious 
bovine rhinotracheitis (IBR). In total, seventeen herd types were identified. Having demonstrated its 
representativeness of the national herd, a decision was made to evaluate a regional model of county 
Kerry which includes 5,000 farms and 400,000 animals. The model has been calibrated and now the 
process of simulating the spread of IBR in Kerry and identifying primary, latently infected and naïve 
animals is under way. This will now progress to start testing different strategies and their effects on 
the success, duration and cost of such a programme.

Dr Maria Guelbenzu, Programme Manager

National IBR Eradication 
Programme

Programme Update
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Lawrence Gavey, Programme Manager

Irish Johne’s Control Programme activities during the final three months of 2020 were focussed on 
facilitating completion of annual programme requirements by registered herds.  This was similar to 

the focus of the same period in 2019, and in response to rates of completion at the end of September 
that were comparable to the previous year.

These 2020 activities involved a more intense engagement by AHI with individual herdowners than 
previously.  Compared to general advice issued in 2019, each herd that had not met all programme 
requirements at the end of September was individually contacted by telephone to explain specific 
outstanding requirements and referred to their approved veterinary practitioner; farmers who were 
unsure of actions that needed to be taken or how to access or complete application forms were called 
back and/or sent the relevant forms.

At the end of December 2020, there were 10 beef herds and 1,745 dairy herds registered in the IJCP, 
with progress towards completions as shown:

Irish Johne's Control 
Programme

Programme Update

Note that these results are interim.  A significant proportion of the incomplete herd tests and VRAMPs 
are expected to be completed by administrative action (submission of exemption forms for incomplete 
testing and uploads of VRAMPs undertaken in December).  However, the results do show that on 31st 
December 2020, only 58% of registered dairy herds had completed both the whole herd test and 
VRAMP to meet the conditions for payment of herd testing assistance by processors.

WHT
VRAMP Complete Incomplete Not started Total

Dairy
Completed 1019 112 77 1208

Not completed 194 88 255 537
Total 1213 200 332 1745

Beef
Completed 4 0 0 4

Not completed 4 0 2 6
Total 8 0 2 10

Table 1. Completion of herd activities at end of Q4 2020.
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As expected, there was a seasonal distribution of milk-ELISA testing that coincides with lactation, and 
as in previous years, a marked increase in blood-ELISA testing in Quarter 4.   There was an increase in 
PCR testing of faecal samples during this time also. 

Johne's Disease Programme Update
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343 0 80 1,692 7,141 13,004 26,748 19,564 13,167 17,245 4,513 1,055 104,552

Blood 
ELISA

2,737 3,749 4,319 4,953 6,095 7,573 7,421 5,726 10,722 14,059 14,330 18,045 109,729

PCR 1,249 288 70 44 118 103 191 443 303 469 648 1,364 5,290

Table 2. IJCP testing during 2020.

The end-of-year surge in positive and inconclusive milk-ELISA results seen in 2019 was not repeated 
in 2020.  However, the pattern of higher rates of positive and especially inconclusive results for milk-
ELISA over blood-ELISA testing continues in Quarter 4; AHI and UCD are investigating the cause and 
impacts of positive and inconclusive ELISA results (combined) being more than double for milk testing 
than for blood testing. Typically, animals with positive ELISA results to blood or milk samples require 
an ancillary PCR test on a faecal sample to resolve the animal and herd status, and it was encouraging 
to see the increased number of PCR tests being conducted this quarter.

Test Positive % Pos Negative % Neg Inconcl % Inconcl Pos + 
Inconcl

% [Pos + 
Incon] Total

Milk ELISA 1140 3.2% 33910 94.2% 930 2.6% 2070 5.8% 35980

Blood ELISA 1236 2.2% 55540 97.2% 380 0.7% 1616 2.8% 57156

PCR 103 3.7% 2673 96.0% 8 0.3% 111 4.0% 2784

Table 3. Results of IJCP testing, Q4 2020.

Programme communications in Quarter 4 2020, via both general information and herd-specific calls, 
also promoted ancillary PCR testing where required.  Significant upgrades to the ICBF dashboards 
make it much easier for herdowners and AVPs to see if funded ancillary PCR testing is due.  The 
dashboards now highlight in red if there is incomplete or required testing or a VRAMP to be done, and 
where testing is required (either a WHT yet to start or be completed, ancillary PCR testing of faecal 
samples, or recommended ELISA re-testing) the relevant animals to be sampled can be readily listed.  
All ICBF displays for AVPs and herdowners are now available on mobile devices as well as computers 
and laptops.
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A series of seven podcasts was provided to AVPs and these covered general programme information 
(overview, resources, scheduling) and detailed technical information (whole herd tests, ELISA results 
and interpretation, infected herds and VRAMPs).  The total number of plays of the podcasts was 552.  
AVPs also received monthly update emails, and engagement through the AVP Facebook group has 
gradually increased.

Monthly JD Bulletins addressed ‘Testing accuracy’, ‘Completing your 2020 IJCP requirements’, and ‘A 
look back on 2020’; these were aimed at increasing herdowners understanding and confidence in the 
programme.

DAFM has begun contacting 680 herds that have returned a positive ELISA test to historical bulk tank 
milk surveillance.  Each of these herds is being encouraged to join the IJCP to avail of the funded 
testing and VRAMP tools to determine whether the herd is infected and to manage the risks and 
impacts of spread of infection (into, within and from the herd).

Forty new herds registered in the IJCP in the last three months of the year, representing 30% of the 
133 new herds in 2020 and a slight increase in rate of joining.  However, 39 herds withdrew from the 
IJCP during 2020, so the nett increase for the year was 94 herds.  This rate of increase in registrations 
was low in 2020 compared to previous years, partly explained by COVID-19 considerations, but likely 
also reflecting that herds most easily motivated to innovate have joined and explored the IJCP.  As 
recognised at the December 2020 Implementation Group meeting, new ways of capturing the interest 
and active participation of more herds will be needed.  DAFM contacts with bulk tank milk positive 
herds, and promotion of the IJCP to beef herds, may lead this process into 2021.

Johne's Disease Programme Update
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In the final quarter of 2020, activities have concentrated on developing the Pig HealthCheck (PHC) 
database and to progress with the new proposals for the National Salmonella Control Programme 

(NSCP) for pigs.

Central to the PHC Programme is the creation of a database that will allow all data captured from the 
programme activities to be linked, analysed, displayed and benchmarked. In the last months we have 
been working on this and during the first quarter of 2021 we hope that such database will become 
operational. This new PHC database is being developed for Animal Health Ireland by the Irish Cattle 
Breeding Federation (ICBF).

Further work on the NSCP for pigs is currently being carried out by the TWG to introduce changes next 
year. The IG is discussing these changes and the best way to implement them. In future newsletters 
we will provide an update on this.

The end of this quarter also saw the launch of the first PHC newsletter click here. 

PigHealthCheck
AnimalHealthIreland.ie

Dr Carla Gomes, Programme Manager

Programme Update

Pig HealthCheck
 and Poultry

https://animalhealthireland.ie/assets/uploads/2021/06/PHC-Newsletter-Dec-2020-Revised-2021.pdf?dl=1
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Biosecurity assessments

As of the end of November, 197 units have been reviewed in terms of their biosecurity (almost 53% 
of the pig herds with more than 100 pigs in Ireland). External biosecurity continues to score higher 
(average of 77% in a potential range from 0% – poor - to 100% - excellent) than internal biosecurity 
(average of 61%) for these herds. Some of the areas requiring improvement for external biosecurity 
are the transport of animals and removal of manure and dead animals. For internal biosecurity the 
areas requiring improvement are the measures applied to the farrowing unit and suckling period, 
measures between compartments, the use of equipment and cleaning and disinfection. Fifty of the 
197 units have been assessed more than once. Figure 7 shows the average results for these farms, 
with a noticeable improvement from visit 1 to visit 2.

Good biosecurity plays a key role of keeping our industry free from exotic diseases such as African 
Swine Fever, therefore it is important to maintain it at a high level.

Pig HealthCheck Programme and Poultry Update
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Figure 7. Average results for the 
biosecurity assessment for the 50 
units that have been assessed twice.
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Risk assessments for tail biting

Rearing of pigs with intact tails is not a simple task. Carrying out a risk assessment to identify the 
risk factors present on farm is the first step in the journey to rear pigs with intact tails. By the end of 
November 156 assessments had been completed for 155 units. These cover around 40% of the pig 
herds with more than 100 pigs in Ireland. These assessments show that provision of environmental 
enrichment is the main area that requires improvement (Figure 8). In around 70% of the farms 
assessed, risks for tail biting have been identified.

Pig HealthCheck Programme and Poultry Update
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Tail biting risks for the herd

The Targeted Advisory Service on Animal Health (TASAH) funds trained PVPs to deliver biosecurity 
assessments and risk assessments for tail biting free-of-charge. A list of trained PVPs is available on the 
Animal Health Ireland website, click here. Herdowners should contact their PVP to avail this service. 

Figure 8. Results for the assessment of risk factors for tail biting for 155 herds. These results are based on the pen results, 
i.e. if risk factors have been identified in at least one pen in the herd it is considered that risk factor has been identified 
in that herd. 

https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/pig-healthcheck/
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Poultry update

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. Herdowners should contact one of these PVPs to avail of this service.

As of the end of November 2020, 174 units (189 surveys) had been reviewed in terms of their 
biosecurity for broilers and 37 units for layers. Overall, internal biosecurity scores are better than 
external biosecurity in broiler and layers flocks (Figure 9). External biosecurity should be improved 
especially when the risk for avian influenza is higher, as at this time of the year. For layer flocks assessed 
so far, transport of eggs is a section that requires improvement (Figure 10).

Pig HealthCheck Programme and Poultry Update

Figure 9.  Biosecurity results for external (dark green) and internal (orange) biosecurity assessments for 37 layer units 
and 174 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.

https://animalhealthireland.ie/training/tasah-veterinary-training/tasah-biosecurity-review/
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Pig HealthCheck Programme and Poultry Update

Figure 10. Biosecurity results for each of the several sections that are part of the overall external (dark green) and internal 
(orange) biosecurity assessments for 37 layer units.
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Programme Update

CalfCare
Michelle McGrath, CalfCare Technical Working Group Rapporteur

The revision and update of four of the CalfCare leaflets: 'Cryptosporidiosis in Neonatal Calves', 
'Early Nutrition and Weaning of the Dairy Calf', 'Colostrum Management' and 'Management of the 

Suckler Calf at Weaning to Prevent Pneumonia' has now been completed and these are currently in the 
final stages of graphic design. Many changes have occurred since the original leaflets were produced 
and the new leaflets contain the most up to date information that is available on these topics and will 
be very beneficial to farmers, advisors and veterinary practitioners for the coming spring.

The development of a new leaflet on Calf housing is also in the final design stages. This document 
covers the factors that need to be considered when either designing new calf accommodation or 
assessing an existing calf shed. From the literature review that was carried out on calf housing it was 
evident that while the role of calf housing in contributing to potential disease outbreaks is commonly 
accepted, there is a shortage of evidence-based calf house design specifications. Therefore, the 
information in this leaflet will be extremely useful not only to those who are building a new calf shed 
or adapting an existing shed, but will also be invaluable to those who give advice to farmers on this 
topic. Ultimately there are a number of ways to construct calf housing depending on the system of 
management on each farm. This leaflet gives the recommendations for an ideal calf house while also 
emphasising the importance of tailoring these recommendations to fit individual farmer’s needs.

As mentioned elsewhere in the newsletter, AHI and Teagasc are hosting a CalfCare virtual week in 
January and over the last couple of months the CalfCare TWG has been working hard to prepare 
material for this. One advantage of holding the event virtually is that it allows us to cover a wider 
range of topics relating to calf health. These include practical tips on preparing for the calving season, 
calf housing, colostrum management, vaccinating the pregnant cow, and finally calf health and 
feeding.  The first three months of a calf’s life has a major impact on the profitability of dairy and beef 
production. The aim of this virtual week is, by using a combination of videos and webinars, to remind 
farmers of what needs to be done to successfully rear calves. The videos will also be available on the 
AHI website to watch post CalfCare week, which will be a very useful resource for farmers, veterinary 
practitioners and advisors. All the leaflets discussed in this document will be released prior to the 
CalfCare Virtual Week. 




