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Beef HealthCheck
Programme Update
Dr Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager

T

he spring edition of this newsletter marks the sixth year of the Beef HealthCheck programme. To date, over
53,000 herds have received more than 500,000 slaughter reports relating to the health of their animals.

This is an incredible achievement for the programme, and the factories involved putting health information
directly into farmers’ hands to help them make informed decisions with their veterinary practitioner. For
example, 11% of herds that have slaughtered at least 10 animals in the programme have no reported signs
of liver fluke. In these herds, flukicide treatment may not be needed and this can reduce unnecessary animal
treatments. It is always advised to discuss treatment protocols with your veterinary practitioner as part of a
herd health plan.
For cattle that were housed over winter, any liver fluke parasites that infected untreated animals over the
previous grazing season will have developed into adult fluke by now. These adult liver fluke parasites can be
seen at slaughter and will be reported as ‘Live fluke’. Liver fluke eggs could also be present when dung samples
from these animals are sent to the laboratory for a faecal egg count. If animals were treated with a flukicide
around housing and live liver fluke are present now, it could be that the flukicide treatment protocol is not
effective and needs to be reviewed. For example, treatments given early after housing may be ineffective
against immature fluke and a follow-up treatment later in winter may be needed. Alternatively, this could be
evidence of under-dosing or of resistance to the product used. Ensuring that there is no liver fluke before turnout will also help to minimise pasture contamination with liver fluke eggs.
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Figure 1. Percentage of live liver fluke recorded at slaughter for weeks 1-8 for all years.
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Records of liver fluke, pneumonia and liver abscesses captured as part of the Beef HealthCheck programme
remain at similar levels to last year. In 2021 to date, records for 112,680 animals have been captured from
8,805 herds. Of these animals 70% were beef breeds, with 38% steers, 34% heifers, 12% young bulls, and the
remainder cows and bulls.
Live liver fluke was seen in 1.4% of animals and damage likely due to liver fluke was seen in 7.5% of animals.
The levels of live liver fluke remain low for 2021 compared to the years before the dry season of 2018 (Figure
1). Farmers with known fluke on farm should still be vigilant and treat when needed as the weather in recent
months has created favourable conditions for fluke to thrive. Liver abscesses were recorded in 3.6% and
pneumonia in 1.4% of animals slaughtered (Figure 2). Animals over 30 months old had levels of liver fluke that
were 3 times higher than younger stock. So far this year, 786 herds (8.9%) have had at least one animal with
live liver fluke seen at slaughter. The counties with the highest reported levels of live liver fluke were Leitrim,
Longford, Sligo, Donegal and Monaghan.
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Figure 2. Conditions recorded in the Beef HealthCheck programme weekly for 2021 to date.
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Successful Calf Rearing
In The Nire Valley
Seán Cummins, Advisor - Green Acres Progamme

L

ocated in the heart of the Nire Valley, Co. Waterford, Sean Cummins, advisor
to the Teagasc Green Acres programme talks to Richard Long who operates

a calf-to-beef system where steers and heifers are carried to slaughter at 2023 months. With off-farm work commitments, coupled with a young family,
ensuring the calf rearing period runs smoothly is key to maintaining labour
efficiency and to achieving the desired levels of animal performance.
Since enrolling in the Teagasc Green Acres Calf to Beef Programme in the

spring of 2019, Richard has implemented a number of key management
changes to make calf rearing a success, to ease the transition of the calf from
a pre-ruminant to a ruminant animal, and to ensure weight gains of 0.7kg/day
are achieved.
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Calf sourcing
With calf sourcing, preference is for beef farmers to purchase calves directly from dairy farms. There are a
number of benefits to this strategy; not only can beef farmers assess the cow type and the genetics at play, but
the herd health and vaccination protocol can be discussed prior to purchase. Starting in a strong position in this
regard, as his brothers operate a dairy enterprise a short distance across the border in Co. Tipperary, Richard
has a readily available and healthy source of calves to start with each spring.
“Sourcing calves from one herd is very important to me. I’m lucky in that my brothers Michael and Liam are
dairy farmers and are doing an excellent job when it comes to calf health, driven by their attention to detail
during the early stages of the calf’s life."
"Before calves ever arrive on my farm, I know they’re healthy and have received an adequate volume
of colostrum at birth, which sets them up to perform when they arrive here.”
The arrangement between the Long brothers not only means that Richard is sourcing all his calves from one
known source, but it has also allowed for the genetics of the beef-sired calves to be influenced somewhat.
“Over recent springs, we’ve placed an increased focus on the sires being used and their genetic potential for
carcass weight and conformation."
"At the same time, we’ve also looked at the gestation length and calving difficulty of these bulls to ensure
that my brothers are having no trouble with calving. It’s really a win-win for both operations”.

Milk replacer selection and concentrate feeding
Milk replacer forms the backbone of nutrition for the calf up until weaning. When setting out to select a milk
replacer, there are a number of key boxes that must be ticked in terms of quality.
Key specifications for selecting a milk replacer:
•

Protein content of 23-26%.

•

Oil content of 16-20%.

•

Ash content of <8.5%.

•

Fibre content <0.15%.

•

Contains dairy-derived proteins – skim or whey.

At a cost of €1.95/kg, the milk replacer used on Richard’s farm meets the above specifications,
“From experience, I’ve learned that you look at the quality of a milk replacer and the breakdown of its
constituents before looking at the price.”
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“If a milk replacer is cheap and it doesn’t provide the calf with the correct level of nutrition, you’re taking a
step backwards.”
“If the calf’s nutrition requirements are not met, it’s going to make it harder to hit the 0.7kg/day weight gain
target. Now the focus is firstly on quality and then on price.”
Calves on the farm are fed using teat feeders, while the presence of a timed water heater and a milk cart removes
some of the heavy lifting and ensures the milk replacer is consistently mixed at the correct temperature and
concentration.
With calves moving less than 30 minutes from their source farm, the stress caused by travel is kept to a
minimum.
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On the evening of arrival, calves are offered an electrolyte feed of 2L before the milk feeding programme on
farm can begin. This gives calves adequate time to acclimatise to their new surrounds, while also replenishing
any fluids that may have been lost during transit.
“As calves are only travelling a short distance, I’m able to introduce milk feeding the following morning
without causing any digestive upsets. I am aiming to feed 6L/day of milk replacer to the calves, split between
two feeds – morning and evening – at a solids level of 12.5%. That basically means that every litre of mixed
milk is formulated from 125g of milk replacer and 875ml of water.”
Along with being supplied with a quality milk feed, Richard’s calves have access to fresh water from the day
they arrive. They are also introduced slowly to a high-quality, highly-palatable ration and a long-fibre source
(straw/hay) following arrival.

Key requirements of a concentrate for dairy-beef calves
•

Palatable – the calf should be willing to eat the ration, starting as early as possible.

•

High quality – the ration should be highly digestible in energy and protein and contain the necessary
amount of other nutrients.

•

Consist of high-quality ingredients.

•

Calf rations should contain 18% crude protein on an as-fed basis.

•

A target energy density of 0.95UFL is recommended, supplied from a grain base.

•

Oil content can be up to 4%. The ration should not contain added fat.

•

A fibre content of 8-10% is sufficient to prevent digestive upsets.

•

A calf starter ration should be balanced for vitamins and minerals.

Avoiding a post-weaning growth check
To ensure that a post-weaning growth check is avoided, Richard weans his calves off a milk-based diet to a
concentrate diet over the space of seven days. This tends to occur approximately 42 days after calves arrive
on farm.
With target weight gains of 0.7kg/day being achieved, this will put Richard’s calves at approximately 85-90kg at
weaning – double their birth weight.
For the final week prior to weaning, calves are transitioned onto once-a-day milk feeding, as this further helps
to increase concentrate intake.
“I try to wean the calves off milk over a seven day period, once they reach the point where they are consuming
1kg/head/day of concentrate for at least three consecutive days.”
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“Before I was pulling the milk replacer immediately once this occurred, but I found that moving the calves
to once-a-day feeding for the final week greatly reduces stress. Once calves have settled and the weather
allows, they are then turned out to grass for the summer where concentrate feeding will be continued at a
feeding rate of 1kg/head/day to help ease the transition to a grazing.”

Pneumonia
Although not ideal, Richard’s calves had shared an air space with finishing stock in previous years. With
improvements in animal performance being achieved, however, the age at which animals are being slaughtered
has reduced.
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“Over previous years, animals were behind target in terms of their weight coming into the shed for their
final winter. There were problems with pneumonia occurring in calves on account of older and younger
animals sharing the same air space.”
“Last spring, the number of finishing stock present in the shed was greatly reduced and I noticed a reduction
in the number of sick calves.”
“I also implemented a vaccination programme, where calves received an inter-nasal vaccination for Pi3
and RSV the day after arrival and that has greatly helped to reduce the number of cases of pneumonia
experienced.”
“All going well, and with all of the finishing cattle sold prior to the arrival of calves this spring, it will be
another successful calf rearing season.”

Richard Long’s key management practices for successful calf rearing
•

All calves sourced from one known herd.

•

Milk replacer specification meets calves’ nutritional needs.

•

Careful attention paid to mixing of milk replacer and hygiene at feeding.

•

Calves introduced to concentrates and a long-fibre shortly after arrival.

•

Weaning occurs on the basis of concentrate intake and is done gradually over seven days.

•

Implementation of vaccination programme to reduce the impact of pneumonia occurring.
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Reducing Liver Fluke Infection

How genetics and breeding can be part of the solution
Dr Siobhán Ring, Geneticist, Irish Cattle Breeding Federation

D

r Siobhán Ring, geneticist with the Irish Cattle Breeding Federation (ICBF),
discusses how certain cattle originate from family lines that are more

resistant to liver fluke infection. In addition, ICBF now have a free tool to help
you to identify and breed cattle that are more resistant to liver fluke infection,
thus reducing losses and, over time, the requirement for anthelmintics.
The aspiration of reducing liver fluke disease through genetic selection may
have seemed far-fetched until recently. Research undertaken at Teagasc
Moorepark by Dr Alan Twomey, in conjunction with AHI and ICBF, using data
generated through the Beef HealthCheck programme supported by a number
of processors, has revealed that certain family lines of cattle are more prone
to liver fluke disease than others. In the same way that genetics influences
milk production and weight gain, animal health is also under genetic control.
Carcass inspections of livers at slaughter revealed that 70% of the progeny
for some bulls had liver fluke disease, while other bulls produced progeny,
originating from the same herds, of which <10% were identified as having liver
fluke disease (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Distribution of the mean prevalence of liver fluke disease in the progeny of bulls that produced
at least 50 progeny in 10 herds.
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Following years of research, ICBF has made breeding values for resistance to liver fluke freely available for AI
bulls and genotyped animals. Farmers can use the breeding values to identify how likely bulls are to produce
offspring that will be susceptible to liver fluke infection. Whilst one cannot guarantee an animal will never be
diagnosed with liver fluke disease, cattle with more favorable breeding values are less likely to become infected
following exposure. The number of animals diagnosed with liver damage due to liver fluke infection is, on
average, 17% higher in cattle with the worst breeding values for liver fluke resistance compared to cattle with
the best breeding values. Therefore, cattle with more favourable (i.e., lower) breeding values for liver fluke are
less likely to be diagnosed with liver fluke disease, and to experience the reduction in performance (e.g. daily
live weight gain) and increased time to slaughter that goes with this. In addition to increased profitability for
the farmer, this increased efficiency also contributes to the sustainability of the sector, through a reduction in
greenhouse gas emissions. Unlike management changes, the benefit of breeding is that decisions made are
permanent and cumulative over-time.
Breeding values for resistance to liver-fluke are expressed as the predicted prevalence of liver fluke disease
in that animal’s offspring. Therefore, lower breeding values are more desirable. For example, a bull with a
breeding value of 25% for resistance to liver fluke is predicted to produce offspring where, on average, onequarter of his offspring will be diagnosed with liver fluke disease at slaughter.
To achieve the most profitable herd that is more resistant to liver fluke, select cattle for breeding that have
the highest overall index (i.e., EBI, Replacement Index, or Terminal Index) and the lowest predicted prevalence
for resistance to liver fluke. For convenience, ICBF has colour-coded bulls based on their breeding value for
resistance to liver fluke using a traffic-light system where green = best, orange = average, and red = worst.
With the increasing pressure on anthelmintic resistance and scrutiny over antibiotic usage, the necessity to
reduce liver fluke through alternatives to flukicides is increasing. For farmers looking to minimize liver fluke
disease in their herd, breeding cattle more resistant to liver fluke, there is a free, easy, and complementary tool
available to use on www.icbf.com. There has never been a better time to protect your herd from liver fluke
infection. For further information contact the ICBF HerdPlus team on 023 882 0452 or visit www.icbf.com.
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In brief
• Genetic differences among cattle influences their ability to fight off liver fluke infection.
• Breeding can help identify how likely an animal and its offspring are to being diagnosed
with liver fluke disease.
• Breeding for animals that are more resistant to liver fluke really does translate into
differences in the prevalence of liver fluke disease.
• Breeding values for resistance to liver fluke are available for AI bulls and genotyped animals.
• When selecting cattle for breeding, choose bulls that have the highest overall index (i.e.,
EBI, Replacement Index, or Terminal Index) and the lowest predicted prevalence of liver
fluke infection (i.e., bulls coded as green or orange for liver fluke resistance).
• For further information contact the ICBF HerdPlus team on 023 882 0452 or visit www.icbf.
com.
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Three Easy Steps to Find Predicted Transmitting Ability (PTAs)

❶

❷

❸

❶

Go to the Animal Search on www.icbf.com.

❷

Enter the animal’s tag or AI code in the search box; press search.

❸

Choose the ‘TB and Liver Fluke Tab’; the animal’s genetic merit for liver fluke
resistance will be presented as well as information on progeny (where available).
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Identifying AI bulls more genetically resistant to Liver Fluke

❶

❷
❸

❶

Login on to www.icbf.com.

❷

Press ‘Genetic Evaluations’.

❸

Press ‘TB & Liver Fluke’ and download the proofs by selecting from the available options.
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Understanding the bull proofs for resistance to Liver Fluke

Bull details and
rank

•

Rank based on predicted progeny prevalence of liver fluke. Lower values are
more desirable.

•

Rating indicates the desirability of a bull in terms of the predicted progeny
prevalence of liver fluke. Bulls rated ‘best’ are more desirable than those rated
as ‘average’ or ‘worst’.
Liver Fluke PTA (Predicted Transmitting Ability) is the expected prevalence of liver
fluke in that bull’s progeny. Lower values are more desirable. E.g., 25% means we
expect 1 in every 4 progeny slaughtered will have liver fluke infection.
Reliability is the reliability of the breeding value. As with all genetic evaluations,
the lower the reliability the greater the risk that breeding value for liver fluke
may fluctuate as more records become available.
Colour-coded traffic light system indicates that bulls coloured green are most
desirable, bulls coloured orange are somewhat desirable, and bulls coloured
red are undesirable.
Optimum use of these breeding values is to select cattle that have the highest
value on the overall index (e.g., Replacement Index) which also have the lowest
liver fluke PTA.

•

Genetic evaluation
results

•

•

•

•

Progeny & herdmate records

•

•
•

Overall Index
•
•

Number of herds, number of progeny and herd-mate records available from
herds diagnsosed with liver fluke infection, as well as the percentage of progeny
and herd-mates diagnosed with liver fluke.
Where no progeny records are available, ancestral and genotype data are used
to generate breeding values.
The Replacement and Terminal Index are overall breeding goals that ranks beef
cattle according to their genetic merit for a range of production traits.
The breeding goals are express in euros where higher values indicate a bull is
predicted to generate more profitable progeny, thus higher values are more
desirable.
Reliability is the reliability of the overall index.
For dairy bulls, the Replacement index and Terminal index is replaced with the
Economic Breeding Index.
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Parasite Control
at Turnout
Dr Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager

C

attle are infected by parasitic worms while on pasture and as the grazing season progresses, the risk increases
that animals, particularly young stock, will develop clinical signs such as scour and ill thrift. Even if no clinical

signs are seen, parasitic worms can cause production losses due to poor performance or reduced growth rates.
An effective parasite control plan should be tailored to the farm to limit losses. While it is tempting to treat
frequently with anthelmintics (wormers) to control parasitic worms, there are increasing reports of resistance
to these medicines. Over-use or incorrect use of anthelmintics can contribute to the development of resistance.
Pasture or stock management strategies can help reduce reliance on these medicines, as described below.

Stomach and gutworms
Effective grazing management for stomach and gutworms involves an awareness of which pastures are likely to
have a high burden of parasite eggs or larvae and how this risk changes over the grazing season. This parasite
burden increases over the summer months and high-risk pastures (such as those that were grazed by young
stock within the previous year) should be avoided when grazing young stock. Lower risk pastures include new
or reseeded pastures, those not grazed by cattle or only grazed by adult cattle in the previous year and those
co-grazed by sheep and cattle.
Cattle have differing susceptibility to worms depending on their level of acquired immunity. First season grazers
initially have no immunity to parasites and are at risk of worm infestations. Dairy-beef calves and autumn-born
suckler calves are at high risk soon after turnout (ideally onto a pasture with a low worm burden) and should be
closely monitored. Calf growth rate and body condition should be regularly checked, and faecal samples taken
from 10-15 calves to test the number of worm eggs 6-8 weeks after turnout. If nutrition seems appropriate but
growth rates are below target or a significant number of worm eggs are seen, then the use of anthelmintics
is justified. Follow-up monitoring will depend on a number of factors, including the duration of activity of the
anthelmintic given (if calves are treated) and the grazing management on farm. Seeking veterinary advice is
recommended.
Spring-born beef suckler calves are initially at low risk of gutworm infections as they have a low grass intake
while still suckling. Around weaning they are at much higher risk and should be appropriately monitored as the
worm burden on the pastures is also high around this time.

www.AnimalHealthIreland.ie | PAGE 16

BEEF HEALTHCHECK NEWSLETTER | SPRING EDITION
Parasite Control at Turnout

Second season grazers are at medium risk as they are not yet fully immune to gut worms and can experience
poor performance or disease. Animals that were not sufficiently exposed in their first year to develop
some immunity are at higher risk e.g. late-born calves, beef suckler calves, or calves that received frequent
anthelmintic treatments, and these should be monitored.
Adults are at low risk of showing any clinical signs of gut worm infections and suckler cows usually do not
require treatment for gut worms.

Lungworm
Lungworm infection, or hoose, can cause coughing, difficulty breathing and sudden death in cattle. Those
affected can also go on to develop bacterial and viral pneumonia, with a reduction in animal performance.
Lungworm outbreaks are highly unpredictable, although the highest risk is in late summer to autumn. Calves
that are turned out onto pastures that were grazed by young animals the previous year are at higher risk of
infection. Animals should be closely monitored for early signs of respiratory disease, such as coughing and if
these develop, the whole group should be treated as soon as possible.
Cattle do develop immunity to lungworm infection, but it is short lived (6 months) and without further exposure
they can lose their immunity. If adult cattle with partial immunity to lungworm are exposed to a high challenge,
for example pastures that were previously grazed by calves, they can develop severe coughing or milk drop
(reinfection syndrome).

Table 1. Risk factors for Hoose.

Risk factor

First grazing
season calves*

Older cattle and
cows

Grazing pasture contaminated by calves the previous year

-

Young animals grazing pasture previously grazed by older animals
Mixed grazing groups of old and young cattle
Introduction of any animals reared off-farm or bought-in from farms of unknown
lungworm status

-

*Dairy calves and autumn born suckler calves may both be considered as first grazing season calves
- indicate relative level of risk
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Liver fluke
Cattle do not develop immunity to liver fluke and usually require treatment in the late autumn or at housing.
Cattle which were not effectively treated at housing may have adult parasites which can result in contamination
of the pastures with liver fluke eggs the following spring. A flukicide that is effective against adult fluke can be
used before turnout to prevent this, if needed. First season grazers should not initially carry any liver fluke and
should not need treatment until the autumn or housing. However, heavily contaminated pastures may expose
animals earlier to liver fluke. Weather and farm history will influence this, and farmers should seek the advice
of their veterinary practitioner. Beef HealthCheck slaughter reports are available on the ICBF website and can
be a useful tool in understanding the liver fluke situation on the farm.
For more information see the leaflet on Parasite Control at Turnout or other relevant parasite control leaflets.
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