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The summer is a time to focus on stomach and gut worm control and planning for the rest of the grazing 

season. Liver fluke is not usually problematic until late autumn but any adult fluke present in animals can lay 

eggs that contaminate the pastures. These are liver fluke that may have been picked up in the last grazing season 

and were not killed by winter flukicide treatments or were not treated. In the Beef HealthCheck reports, these are 

identified as animals that have live liver fluke at slaughter over the first part of the year. The flukicide treatments 

should be reviewed if there are repeated reports of animals with liver fluke after housing to prevent a reduction 

in performance. 

In 2021 so far, there have been 375,800 animal records from 18,052 unique herds. This was an average of 16,300 

animals per week, of which 69% were beef animals (based on the registered sire). The largest proportion of 

animals were made up of steers (40.3%) and heifers (31%), followed by cows (17.7%) and young bulls (10%). Bulls 

remain a very small percentage of the animals recorded (<1%) in the programme. 

The average percentage of animals in which liver fluke damage was seen was 7.2%, while live liver fluke were seen 

in 1.4% of animals. These figures are very similar to the same time period last year. Liver abscesses were seen in 

3.7% of animals and pneumonia levels were at 1.4% (Figure 1). 

Dr Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager

Beef HealthCheck 
Programme Update

Jan Feb Mar Apr May
0%

3%

6%

9%

Liver fluke damage

Liver abscesses

Live liver fluke

Pneumonia

Figure 1.  Conditions recorded in the Beef HealthCheck programme weekly for 2021 to date.
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Beef Healthcheck Programme Update

Just over 2.050 herds had at least one animal with live liver fluke seen at slaughter this year, which is 11% of the 

herds in the programme. Liver fluke levels at slaughter are continuing to remain at the low levels seen over the 

last two years (Figure 2). However, there are regional differences and in beef herds, the largest percentage of 

affected herds was in the north-west counties, where herd owners should remain aware of the high risk of liver 

fluke in the herd. Figure 3 shows the percentage of beef herds per county that had evidence of live liver fluke at 

slaughter this year. 

Figure 2. Percentage of animals showing signs of liver fluke per quarter from 2016 to date.
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Figure 3. Percentage of beef herds that had 
at least one animal with live liver fluke seen at 
slaughter in 2020 to date.
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James O’Shaughnessy, Chair, AHI Parasite Technical Working Group

Controlling worms in both dairy to 
beef and suckler calves at pasture

Introduction

As the title of this article suggests, we seek to control and not prevent the exposure of calves to worms in grass-

based systems. Nonetheless, the challenge is to ensure that performance (live weight gain) is not compromised 

and that the incidence of clinical disease (scouring, coughing) is minimised. The main worms of concern are gut 

worms (stomach and intestinal), lungworm, liver and rumen fluke.  

When should calves be monitored for gut worms?

For dairy to beef calves, two months after turnout is a good time to monitor for exposure to gut worms. This 

also helps to assess the risk of disease and/or poor performance for the rest of the season. Ideally, calves 

should be weighed while dung samples should also be collected from 10 – 15 calves in the group. As a guide, 

if faecal egg counts (FEC) exceed 200 eggs per gram of faeces and daily live weight gains (DLWGs) are less than 

0.6 to 0.75 kg/day, performance may be impacted and treatment may be necessary. It is important that advice 

is sought from a veterinary practitioner as poor weight gains can be due to factors other than parasitism.

Previously, the advice was to treat all calves with a wormer prior to moving. 
However, as this practice strongly selects for anthelmintic resistant worms, the 
advice nowadays is to only treat some of the group, for example those with low 
DLWG or high FEC. 

In addition to monitoring, a useful aid is to move calves onto silage aftergrass. Previously, the advice was to 

treat all calves with a wormer prior to moving. However, as this practice strongly selects for anthelmintic 

resistant worms, the advice nowadays is to only treat some of the group, for example those with low DLWG or 

high FEC. If aftergrass is not available, calves should be further monitored two months later. If worm challenge 

is high, monitoring should be performed earlier than this.  In contrast, spring-born suckler calves need close 

monitoring around weaning time as disease is most likely to occur then. If weaning occurs at grass, a wormer 

with a persistent action can be used to protect calves until housing. Autumn-born suckler calves are an entirely 

different entity. As many of these will go to grass in spring weaned from their mothers, they should be managed 

similarly to weaned dairy to beef calves.
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What about lungworm?

Although disease (hoose) due to lungworm often occurs in the second half of the grazing season for dairy to 

beef calves or around weaning for suckler calves, this is not always the case. As a result, farmers need to closely 

observe their calves at pasture. Often the first sign of hoose in a group of calves is intermittent coughing after 

moving them from one paddock into another. As the disease progresses, coughing will become more severe 

and more widespread in the group. However, early clinical signs are easily missed and sometimes animals are 

found dead without any illness having been noted. Any cases of unexpected or unexplained death should be 

sent for post mortem examination to get an accurate diagnosis.  

A number of measures can be used to control lungworm challenge. Ideally, calves should be turned out as 

one group onto pasture that was not grazed by cattle the previous year. As such pasture is often not available, 

calves should be turned out onto a different pasture each year. Other measures include strategic early season 

worming programmes (which can control both gut and lungworms) and vaccination. However, vaccination is 

more suited to autumn-born calves unless turnout in spring-born calves can be delayed. 

Controlling worms in both dairy to beef and suckler calves at pasture
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Dealing with liver and rumen fluke

It is important to recognise that the lifecycles of these two flukes differ markedly from those of the gut worms 

and therefore need to be managed differently. For example, if dairy to beef calves are exposed to infective liver 

fluke stages shortly after turnout, it takes 12-14 weeks before fluke eggs may be found in their faeces. Thus, 

when dairy to beef calves are being monitored for gut worms 8 weeks after turnout and significant liver fluke 

infection is suspected, liver fluke infection may be diagnosed by testing faeces for coproantigen or blood for 

raised liver enzymes. Autumn-born suckler calves going to grass the following spring can be managed similarly 

whereas their spring-born counterparts should, if suspicions of significant burdens exist, be sampled around 

weaning. 

Faecal samples should also be tested for rumen fluke larvae, particularly if scouring exists. If rumen fluke is 

diagnosed as the cause of scouring, treatment for rumen fluke is indicated, whereas the mere presence of 

rumen fluke eggs in faeces of calves that are thriving well may not warrant treatment Indeed, it is important 

to highlight that in any case of scouring/ill thrift other potential causes such as coccidia or trace element 

deficiencies should be ruled out. Common to the control of both flukes is the need to fence off or drain wet 

areas of fields as these are a suitable habitat for the intermediate host.

Scouring in a dairy to beef calf

Controlling worms in both dairy to beef and suckler calves at pasture
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Maresa Sheehan, Research Officer, RVL Kilkenny and member of AHI Parasite 
Technical Working Group and Donal Toolan, Research Officer, RVL Kilkenny (Retired)

Neospora - Abortion in 
Beef Suckler Herds

Neospora caninum is an important cause of reproductive loss in suckler cows. This protozoan parasite can cause 
abortion, cows may abort throughout pregnancy, abortion peaks at about 5 or 6 months gestational age. Early 
abortion may result in the return to service of animals believed to be in-calf or in the birth of mummified (dried, 
shrivelled) foetuses. If an infected cow does not abort, her live, full term daughters are likely to be infected 
and have a greater likelihood of aborting than non-infected animals in the same herd. In this way, infection 
can pass from dam to offspring for many generations so that frequently infection in herds is confined to family 
groups. Infrequently infected calves may be born showing neurological signs, including contracted tendons or 
hyperextension of joints, in co-ordination or the inability to stand and have difficulty walking and feeding. 

Infected animals may abort more than once from neosporosis. 

Diagnosis

Whenever abortions occur in a herd, samples (including foetus, placenta (after-birth) and a blood sample from 
the dam) should be sent to a veterinary laboratory for examination. Please note it is a statutory obligation to 
check every bovine abortion for brucellosis by submitting a foetus or placenta for laboratory examination or by 
submitting a maternal blood sample for brucellosis testing. Veterinary advice should be sought as to the most 
appropriate samples to submit and as to how the results of tests should be interpreted as Neospora may not 
be the only organism involved in an abortion outbreak.

Blood samples are the most useful way of screening a suckler herd for neosporosis. For maximum accuracy, 
sampling should be done when animals are between 4 and 10 weeks before calving. It is important to note this 
fluctuation in antibodies as it could explain false negative results. 
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Neospora - Abortion in Beef Suckler Herds

How are animals infected with Neospora?

Cattle can be infected with Neospora in either of two ways:

• From an infected dam – (calves are infected while still in the womb) or

• By ingesting feed or liquid contaminated with faeces of a dog that is passing Neospora organisms at that 
time.

About 90% of infected animals are infected in the womb while about 10% are infected by dogs.

Dogs become infected by eating carcases or placentas infected with Neospora caninum. Infected dogs spread 
Neospora infection for only a short time, so there is no need to get rid of farm dogs if neosporosis is diagnosed 
on a farm.

Note that Neospora abortion is not contagious: it does not spread from an aborting animal to other bovine 
animals in the herd. Neither is it spread by an infected bull. 

Currently, no licensed treatment or vaccine for neosporosis is available

Prevention of new infection

All farms, whether or not Neospora infection has been diagnosed, should do the following to avoid dogs 
becoming infected and to avoid infected dogs passing infection to cattle:

• Keep dogs away from calving areas and from contact with aborted foetuses (or other carcases), placentas 
or uterine fluids. Foetuses and placentas should be collected and disposed of so that dogs cannot access 
them. Dogs should not be fed raw meat.

• Keep dogs away from areas where cattle feed is stored or where cattle are fed. Dog faeces passed on 
pasture should be picked up and disposed of so that cattle cannot access it. Owners of pet or hunting dogs 
or greyhounds should be discouraged from walking dogs on farmland.

• Note: there is no practical way of testing dogs to assess their Neospora status. 
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Prevention of transmission from mother to calf in her womb (vertical 
transmission)

• By keeping a closed herd.

• By not buying female breeding stock.

• By only purchasing breeding stock from a Neospora negative herd. 

If female animals are being purchased, they should be blood tested for antibodies to Neospora, however a 
negative result does not guarantee freedom. If the dam of a negative animal also tests negative it increases the 
likelihood that the daughter is truly negative. Animals found negative when non-pregnant or in early pregnancy 
should be retested 10-4 weeks before calving to confirm negative status

Control in an infected herd

If the prevalence of infection is low, positive animals should be culled, giving priority to the removal of animals 
that have aborted. As neosporosis is not contagious, an infected animal that is rearing a calf need not be culled 
until the calf is weaned. This calf should not be retained or sold for breeding purposes

If the prevalence of infection is high, positive animals may be culled over several years. Neosporosis status 
may be used in addition to factors such as infertility, lameness, milk yield, mastitis and temperament to decide 
which animals should be culled. If known positive animals are kept in the herd their female progeny should be 
fattened and slaughtered rather than used as suckler dams because they are likely to be infected and capable 
of maintaining infection in the herd.

If it is desired to maintain the blood line of a particularly valuable infected animal, use of embryo transfer into 
a neospora-negative recipient animal will result in the birth of an animal free of neosporosis.

Neospora - Abortion in Beef Suckler Herds

PARASITE CONTROL PROGRAMME

Neospora caninum 

Parasite Control leaflet series
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More detailed information about this very important cause 
of abortion can be found in a leaflet entitled: 'Neospora 
caninum – a guide for farmers and vets' click here. 

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=parasite-control
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This cryptic title is taken from a crossword clue, the answer to which is 'diagnosis' (an anagram of a dosing 
is) and accurate diagnosis is an important component in our understanding of anthelmintic resistance and 

what can be done about it. This article will focus on resistance in the parasitic worms (helminths) of cattle, but 
much of what we know about anthelmintic resistance is actually derived from the parasites of another species 
of domestic ruminant – the sheep – though the problem of anthelmintic resistance is also present in goats and 
horses. 

Why sheep? Well, in general, sheep of all ages, not just lambs, are often treated with anthelmintics regularly 
and so the selection pressure for resistance is quite high each year. In addition, the consequences of treatment 
failure due to anthelmintic resistance can be severe; in regions where the blood-sucking stomach worm, 
Haemonchus contortus, predominates, deaths through anaemia can be seen in both ewes and lambs. A more 
cosmopolitan parasite, the liver fluke, can cause disease in both sheep and cattle, but the consequences of 
triclabendazole resistance are most keenly felt by the sheep industry as there are essentially no alternative 
treatments for acute, often fatal, disease, caused by juvenile fluke destroying the liver.

What is the current situation in cattle in Ireland? The liver fluke is the same parasite whether it is in a sheep, a 
cow or any other mammal, thus resistance can result in ineffective treatments in cattle, but the consequences 
are typically less serious than in sheep and there are other flukicides that can kill adult liver fluke, which are the 
principal cause of losses in cattle. The other worm in which resistance has been identified is a small intestinal 
worm with the scientific name of Cooperia oncophora or gutworm. Cattle at pasture develop quite a solid 
immunity to this parasite within a few months, so infection is mostly seen in cattle in their first full grazing 
season. It is not a particularly harmful species in its own right, but in conjunction with the common stomach 
worm, Ostertagia ostertagi, it contributes to the disease of parasitic gastroenteritis, commonly known as worm 
scours, in young stock.

Andy Forbes, former Chair of Parasite Control Technical Working Group

'A dosing is arranged 
after this'
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Because neither of the cattle parasites in which resistance has been confirmed in Ireland cause serious losses, 
there is an understandable level of complacency regarding the management and mitigation of anthelmintic 
resistance on dairy and beef farms. But we should really be using these examples as an early warning system 
for something that could be much more serious, the obvious examples being anthelmintic resistance in the 
brown stomach worm, Ostertagia ostertagi, referred to above, or the lungworm, Dictyocaulus viviparus, the 
cause of hoose. Inability to treat either of these parasites could result in severe disease, production losses and 
poor welfare.

To return to the title of this article, it is pivotal in the control of parasites that farmers and vets know which 
parasites are present, what impact they are making and how well they are being controlled. In addition to 
monitoring clinical signs and performance, particularly growth rates at pasture, there are a number of samples 
and tests that can be performed to get more precise diagnoses. A common test involves collecting fresh dung 
samples and examining them for worm eggs or larvae. This can not only tell you which parasites are present, 
but can also be used to assess the efficacy of wormer treatments. The sampling is quite easy as are some of 
the laboratory procedures, but the interpretation of the results requires expertise and veterinary advice should 
be taken.

The AHI web-site contains much useful advice on the control of parasites, effective use of anthelmintics and 
resistance management but some key elements can be reduced to three simple things to remember and do: 
the ABC of responsible anthelmintic use:

'A dosing is arranged after this'

There are of course lots of other things that can be done to help manage anthelmintic resistance, but, arguably, 
if you don’t get these three basics right, then other efforts may be wasted. 

The emphasis on individual weighing of cattle is quite deliberate: there is only one way to accurately weigh an 
animal: scales. Several studies have shown that neither experienced veterinary practitioners nor farmers can 
consistently and accurately estimate weight by eye, with the average discrepancy being at least 10% (50kg in 
a 500kg animal) and frequently more. As virtually all veterinary treatments are dosed as a certain amount of 
the product given per kg of live weight, then without weigh scales under- or over-dosing is inevitable and this 
can have numerous untoward consequences, including selection for anthelmintic resistance. Of course, regular 
weighing of youngstock is also a crucial management tool to ensure that growth targets are reached and can 
also indicate the need for wormer treatment in under-performing stock.

Understanding anthelmintic resistance and incorporating these routines into your stock management will help 
ensure that the wormers we have in cattle remain effective for as long as possible.

Accurate dosing

• Weigh scale or weigh band to use on each animal

• Calibrate dosing equipment before each use

Beware of high frequency (every ~4 weeks) worm treatments over long periods (6 months or more)

Choose the right wormer and integrate treatments with other management practices to help reduce the 

risk and impact of parasites on your farm.


