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Figure 1. Percentage of weekly lesions seen at slaughter as part of the Beef HealthCheck programme.
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Beef HealthCheck 
programme update

While this has been an unusual year for most, the Beef HealthCheck programme is continuing without 
interruption. In 2020 so far, there have been 306,512 animal records from 16,023 unique herds. This was 

an average of 15,300 animals per week. The largest proportion of animals were made up of steers (39.4%) and 
heifers (33.6%), followed by cows (15.1%) and young bulls (11%). Bulls remain a very small percentage of the 
animals recorded (<1%) in the programme. 

The average percentage of liver fluke damage seen in animals was 7.5% and live liver fluke were seen in 1.6% of 
animals. Liver abscess were seen in 3.8% of animals and pneumonia levels were at 1.2%. Just over 1,900 herds had 
animals that presented with live fluke at slaughter so far this year, which is 12% of the herds in the programme 
(Figure 1). In beef herds, the largest percentage of affected herds was in the north-west counties and Figure 2 
shows the percentage of beef herds per county that had evidence of live liver fluke at slaughter so far this year. 
Live liver fluke levels at slaughter are continuing to decline for the same period over the last few years (Figure 3). 

Dr Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager 
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BEEF HEALTHCHECK PROGRAMME UPDATE

Figure 3. Percentage of 
animals showing liver fluke 
at slaughter per quarter 
from 2016 to date.
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Figure 2. Percentageof beef herds that had at 
least one animal with live liver fluke seen at 
slaughter in 2020 to date..
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FEATURE ARTICLE

Grazing cattle are naturally exposed to gut worms (gastrointestinal nematodes). A number of different gut 
worm species can infect cattle but most follow a similar life cycle with both free-living and parasitic phases. 

Eggs laid by adult female worms in the gastrointestinal tract are passed out with the dung. The eggs hatch to larvae 
which migrate out of the dung onto the grass where they can survive for many months until ingested by grazing 
cattle. Once ingested they travel to their preferred site of infection where they further develop into mature adults 
which lay eggs. The most important gut worms infecting cattle in Ireland are Ostertagia ostertagi, which is found 
in the abomasum and Cooperia oncophera which is found in the small intestine. Ostertagia is generally considered 
more pathogenic than Cooperia but Cooperia is more prolific and is often the main contributor to worm eggs in 
dung, particularly in first grazing season calves. Gut worms can cause disease including scour and ill-thrift in naïve 
calves but more commonly they are associated with appetite suppression and sub-clinical disease resulting in 
reduced growth rates. In the first grazing season gut worms are generally a greater problem for dairy calves than 
for suckler beef calves as grazed grass forms a larger part of the former’s diet. Worm larvae accumulate on pasture 
over the grazing season and consequently worms are generally a greater problem in the second half of the grazing 
season. After their first grazing season cattle usually develop sufficient immunity to prevent clinical disease but 
heavy infections can still impact performance. 

What are the benefits of using faecal 
egg counts when planning your summer 

parasite control programme?
Dr Orla M. Keane Teagasc, Grange, Dunsany, Co. Meath
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WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF USING FAECAL EGG COUNTS FOR PARASITE CONTROL?

Control of gut worms is generally achieved by the administration of broad-spectrum anthelmintics (wormers). 
Despite the large number of anthelmintic products on the market, there are currently only 3 classes of wormer 
licenced in Ireland for the control of gut worms in cattle. These classes are:

benzimidazole (commonly known as white wormer (1-BZ))
levamisole (commonly known as yellow wormer (2-LV)) 

 macrocyclic lactones (commonly known as clear wormer (3-ML))

Anthelmintic resistance refers to the ability of worms to survive a wormer treatment that should kill them. Anthel-
mintics from different classes have different modes of action. However, within the same class all products share 
the same mode of action and therefore when resistance develops to one product within a class generally other 
products in the same class are affected. 

Anthelmintic resistance has recently been detected on cattle farms in Ireland. Therefore it is important to imple-
ment sustainable worm control strategies that slow the further development of anthelmintic resistance.  

Faecal egg counting is a method to determine how many worm eggs are present per gram of faeces. This tech-
nique has two major uses in the implementation of a sustainable worm control programme:

(i) It can be used to help determine whether anthelmintic treatment is warranted or not.

(ii) It can be used to determine if anthelmintic treatments have been effective and so to identify potential 
anthelmintic resistance.
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In order to reduce the selective pressure for the development of anthelmintic resistance it is desirable to reduce 
anthelmintic use where possible and to ensure a population of worms unexposed to the drug remain (e.g. free-
living worms on pasture). In conjunction with performance indicators such as weight gain, the use of faecal egg 
counts can target anthelmintic treatments by helping to identify when the infection in a group of animals is suf-
ficiently high to justify treatment. This helps ensure that anthelmintic use is rational and justified, which helps slow 
the development of anthelmintic resistance. 

Faecal egg counts can also be used to diagnose anthelmintic resistance. This can be done on-farm by a faecal egg 
count reduction test (FECRT). This involves collecting dung samples from 10 to 20 randomly selected calves and 
determining the faecal egg count for each calf. Calves are treated with the product to be tested. Dung samples are 
collected from the same calves after treatment (4-7 days post-treatment for levamisole; 14 days post-treatment 
for benzimidazole and 14-17 days post-treatment for macrocyclic lactone) and the egg count is again determined 
for each calf. The reduction in egg count after treatment is a measure of the effectiveness of the anthelmintic 
treatment. A fully effective anthelmintic treatment reduces egg count to zero after administration. If the egg count 
reduction is less than 95%, then anthelmintic resistance is considered to be present. 

Monitoring for gut worms is important and should be an integral part of a herd health strategy. Consult your vet-
erinary practitioner or adviser for further information on the use of faecal egg counting in your herd or testing for 
anthelmintic resistance. 

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF USING FAECAL EGG COUNTS FOR PARASITE CONTROL?

Click here to download  'A Guide to 
Paraiste Control at Grazing' from the the 
Animal Health Ireland website.

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

 Which animals should you vaccinate 
for IBR in breeding herds?

This time of the year is important to make plans for the vaccination of your herd. If you have ever experienced 
an outbreak of IBR (infectious bovine rhinotracheitis), it is very likely that this disease will be on your list. IBR 

vaccination is commonly used as a key tool to control the disease on farm and, if applied correctly, it can also be 
used in addition to biosecurity to eradicate the virus from your herd. 

IBR is a highly infectious respiratory disease of cattle caused by bovine herpes virus-1 (BoHV-1). Clinical signs 
include high temperature, watery discharge from the nose and eyes and a red, crusty nose. Infection in adults is 
also associated with milk drop, conception failure and abortion, while in calves it may cause inflammation of the 
throat or nervous signs. Not all animals infected animals show obvious signs of disease (sub-clinical infection). 

The virus is shed in respiratory secretions and is mainly spread directly by close contact between animals (Figure 
4). It can also be shed from the reproductive tract, including semen, resulting in venereal transmission. Airborne 
spread may also occur over distances of up to 5m. Indirect transmission within or between herds can also occur 
through movement or sharing of contaminated facilities, equipment or personnel.

Dr Maria Guelbenzu, IBR Programme Manager

If calves kept as replacements, maintains infection in the herd, becoming 
source of infection for future generations

Uninfected (naïve)
‘Apparently’ healthy latently infected 
carriers (antibody test positive) Newly infected animals 

If sold: Carrier animal
introduced to new herd

with risk of outbreak

Figure 4. Spread of BoHV-1 (IBR) in a non-vaccinating suckler herd following reactivation and shedding of virus from carrier to 
susceptible (naïve) animals.
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 WHICH ANIMALS SHOULD YOU VACCINATE FOR IBR IN BREEDING HERDS?

Once an animal becomes infected, it remains infected for life despite developing immunity. The virus establishes 
a lifelong latent infection in the nerve cells within the animal’s brain. During this period the latent carrier is not 
shedding virus. However, at times of stress such as transport, calving, nutritional stress, mixing stock etc, the virus 
may be reactivated and can begin to multiply and be re-excreted, generally from the nose and eyes. This leads to 
new infection in other susceptible cattle, which in turn will also become latent carriers. These latently infected 
carriers play a central role in maintaining IBR in infected herds, where they act as a reservoir of infection, and in 
spreading infection between herds (Figure 4). 

Vaccines 
There are several IBR vaccines containing either live or inactivated virus licenced for use in Ireland, all of them 
‘marker’ gE-deleted vaccines. This means that, when used with an appropriate test, it is possible to differentiate 
between animals that test positive due to vaccination and animals positive due to having been infected with IBR.  

Vaccination makes it less likely that a latent carrier will reactivate and shed the virus, and less likely that a naïve 
animal will become ill and spread the virus after exposure (Figure 5). Vaccination of negative herds can also be 
done as a way to reduce the impact of virus introduction. 

Removal of 
carrier animals

Vaccination 
prevents reactivation 
of virus in cows and 
infection in calves

Vaccinate
all stock

Uninfected (naïve)
‘Apparently’ healthy latently infected 
carriers (antibody test positive) Newly infected animals Vaccinated animals

Figure 5.  IBR control in a suckler herd vaccinating all stock.
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Since animals remains infected for life, older animals in a herd are more likely to be latently infected. Therefore, if 
we want to prevent those animals being the source of infection for other, typically younger stock in the herd, we 
must include them in our vaccination plan. 

Whole herd (including all breeding animals) and regular vaccination (according to manufacturers’ recommendations 
and with the herd’s veterinary practitioner’s advice), will lead to a decrease in the percentage of infected cattle 
in a herd over a period of time as older, positive cattle are displaced by younger, uninfected stock. This way, we 
reduce the risk of re-activation of the virus by positive, typically older cattle. 

Decisions on which product and vaccination strategy to use in a particular situation should be made with your 
veterinary practitioner. Always read the datasheet provided with the vaccine to make sure that it is stored and 
used correctly, including being given by the correct route (which may be up the nose, into the muscle or under 
the skin). 

In summary, IBR vaccines are very good at preventing clinical signs and reducing the amount of virus shed following 
infection and reactivation, but they do not prevent field viruses from causing a limited infection. Therefore, good 
management in addition to vaccination is required in order to control infection.

Further information
Detailed information leaflets on IBR and herd biosecurity, along with answers to frequently asked questions on 
IBR and specific guidance for herds with bull calves that are potential AI sires, are available on the Animal Health 
Ireland website click here.

 WHICH ANIMALS SHOULD YOU VACCINATE FOR IBR IN BREEDING HERDS?

https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=documents&prog%5B%5D=ibr
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FEATURE ARTICLE

Responsible use of anthelmintics

What is the responsible use of anthelmintics?

You may have heard of the term ‘responsible use of antimicrobials’ (antibiotics) as it is becoming more important 
to keep antibiotics working against bacteria for as long as possible. This is because bacteria can develop resistance 
to the antibiotics, so they no longer work effectively. Anthelmintic resistance is a similar type of problem where 
anthelmintics (wormers) are becoming less effective against parasitic worms in livestock. Anthelmintic resistance 
is when a worm population survives a dose of wormer that is usually expected to kill them. Anthelmintic resistance 
is a problem for sheep farmers and is being seen more often in cattle, particularly in dairy calves in Ireland and to 
the clear drenches. Responsible use of anthelmintics are steps that can be taken to help keep wormers working 
and use them safely. 

How does anthelmintic resistance affect my farm?

Anthelmintic resistance can develop over time in a worm population on a farm or resistant worms can be 
introduced when buying-in stock. Once there is a high proportion of resistant worms on a farm, certain wormers 
will no longer be as effective. Even if wormers are currently effective, following good practices can help protect 
the farm against future problems.

Types of wormer classes

There are three main classes of broad-spectrum wormers against roundworms – white drenches (1-BZ), yellow 
drenches (2-LV), and clear drenches (3-ML) – with a number of active ingredients in each class sold under different 
brands. Switching brands of wormer is not necessarily the same as switching classes of wormer, it might still be the 
same active ingredient or from the same class – always read the label of any product. Once worms are resistant to 
a specific class of wormer, all the products in that class will be less effective.

Dr Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager 
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RESPONSIBLE USE OF ANTHELMINTICS

How to use anthelmintics responsibly
Reduce the need for anthelmintics - Develop a farm health plan

- Use pasture management and grazing strategies
- Prevent resistant worms coming onto the farm

Treat appropriately - Treat only when needed 
- Administer the correct dose volume
- Use good dosing technique 
- Choose an appropriate anthelmintic
- Rotate classes of anthelmintics
- Follow the withdrawal period

Safe handling - Good personal safety practices
- Observe storage and self-life recommendations
- Dispose of packaging and unused product safely 

Delay and monitor anthelmintic 
resistance

- Do not treat animals and move them immediately to a ‘clean’ pasture 
- Preserve a susceptible reservoir of worms
- Test the effectiveness of anthelmintics used on the farm

The three main classes of broad-spectrum wormers

1-BZ: Benzimidazoles and probenzimidazoles (which include albendazole, fenbendazole, oxfendazole, meben-
dazole) also known as ‘white drenches’ but can differ in colour

2-LV: Levamisole also known as ‘yellow drenches’

3-ML: Macrocyclic lactones (which include abamectin, doramectin, ivermectin, moxidectin) also known as 
‘clear drenches’

Reduce the need for wormers

- Develop a farm parasite control plan. Evaluate which treatments and timing would be best for your farm 
system. 

- Use pasture management and grazing strategies, for example by grazing young animals at high risk of 
disease on low risk pastures such as reseeded pastures or silage aftermath.

- Prevent resistant worms coming onto the farm by following a quarantine protocol, a veterinary 
practitioner can advise on what is best for your farm. This will also help prevent other diseases coming 
onto the farm. Move new animals onto ‘dirty’ pastures after their quarantine, where worms are expected 
on the pasture.
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RESPONSIBLE USE OF ANTHELMINTICS

Treat appropriately

- Treat only when needed. This may be strategically as part of a parasite control plan or when animals 
show clinical signs or reduced performance. Avoid treating ‘just in case’ or because wormers are relatively 
inexpensive.

- Use the correct dose based on the heaviest animal in a group of similarly aged animals and divide the 
group if there is a large variation in live weight. Calibrate the dosing equipment to make sure it is giving 
the right dose volume.

- Use good dosing technique as per the manufacturer’s instructions. For example, with oral wormers the 
dosing gun should be placed over the back of the animal’s tongue to ensure the full dose is swallowed.

- Choose an appropriate anthelmintic. Use an anthelmintic effective against the target parasite and its life 
stage. For example, do not use a combination roundworm/fluke product if only liver fluke treatment is 
needed.

- Rotate classes of anthelmintics. Avoid repeated and frequent use of the same active ingredient and 
anthelmintic class.

- Follow the withdrawal period indicated for the product.

Safe handling

- Follow personal safety measures when handling medicinal products. 

- Observe storage guidelines, such as temperature recommendations and shelf life, particularly the 
reduced shelf life of products that have been opened.  

- Dispose of the packaging and any unused product in an environmentally safe way, with attention to 
potential contamination of water courses as many products are extremely toxic to fish.

Delay and monitor anthelmintic resistance 

- Do not treat animals and move them immediately to a ‘clean’ pasture. Rather allow recently treated 
animals to continue to graze on a contaminated pasture for 4-7 days. This allows animals to become 
re-infected with a small number of eggs/larvae from the environment that were not exposed to the 
treatment to dilute any potentially resistant worm populations in the animals. This only applies to drugs 
with no persistence of activity.

- Preserve a reservoir of susceptible worms. These are worms that have not been exposed to a wormer, 
for example adult animals usually do not require treatment for roundworms. 

- Test the effectiveness of anthelmintics used on the farm by doing a drench test. Consult with your 
veterinary practitioner on the best method for this.  Do not continue to use ineffective wormers.




