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Autumn is the ideal time to review parasite control practices going into the housing period to ensure 

optimum performance while animals are in the shed. While liver fluke levels have generally remained 

low for the last few years, this is very farm specific depending on the history of fluke on farm, management 

practices and the number of wet, muddy areas in fields. Farmers and their veterinary practitioners can access 

and review their Beef HealthCheck slaughter data directly through beefhealthcheck.icbf.com which will have a 

record of health data for all animal slaughtered at participating meat factories since the start of the programme 

in 2016.  

For 2021 to date, health information has been collected from 557,000 cattle. Of these 42% are steers, 30% are 

heifers, 9% young bulls, and the remainder are cows and bulls. Liver fluke damage has been seen in 7.2% of 

these animals and live liver fluke parasites in 1.3% of animals, which are similar levels to last year. Pneumonia 

was seen in 1.4% of cattle and liver abscesses in 3.8%. In steers, liver abscess levels were 4.2% and this was 

lower in heifers at 3.1%. Autumn usually sees a slight increase in the number of animals presenting with liver 

abscesses at slaughter. These are often related to animals on high concentrate feeding and if a large number 

of animals in the herd are presenting with this at slaughter, this should be investigated to prevent performance 

losses on finishing cattle. 

Dr Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager

Beef HealthCheck 
Programme Update
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Figure 1.  Percentage of animals captured as part of the Beef HealthCheck programme with slaughter lesions.
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Beef Healthcheck Programme Update

So far in 2021, 23,053 herds have been recorded as part of the Beef HealthCheck programme. This year, 43% 

of these herds had at least one animal showing evidence of liver fluke when sent to slaughter, with 12% of 

herds having one or more animals with live liver fluke parasites observed at slaughter. Nationally, the north-west 

counties have the highest numbers of herds affected by liver fluke, with between 60 and 80% of herds having 

(Figure 2) signs of liver fluke damage at slaughter. On the other hand, there are 11% of herds that have not 

shown any evidence of liver fluke in animals that are presented for slaughter since the programme began. It is 

possible that these farms are currently free of liver fluke and may not need flukicide treatment but this should be 

discussed with your veterinary practitioner.

Figure 2. Percentage of herds with at least one 
animal showing signs of liver fluke damage at 
slaughter in 2021 to date.

With the DAFM BEEP-S scheme actions needing to be completing by October, many suckler farmers will have 

tested faecal samples for fluke eggs. If the samples are positive for liver fluke eggs, adult liver fluke parasites are 

present in the animals and you should discuss the treatment and control options with your veterinary practitioner. 

Some samples may test negative for fluke eggs even though the animals (or the farm, more generally) may be 

infected, and treatment may still be needed depending on the history of the farm. If rumen fluke eggs are seen in 

the dung sample, these should also be discussed with your veterinary practitioner before treating. If the animals 

are not showing any other clinical signs, treatment is usually not needed for rumen fluke.
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Dr Orla M. Keane, Teagasc Animal & Bioscience Department, Grange, Dunsany, Co. Meath.

Interpreting BEEP-S Faecal 
Egg Testing Results

The Suckler Beef Environmental Efficiency Programme (BEEP-S) aims to increase the efficiency of the suckler 

herd. One of the optional actions that can be completed as part of this programme is Faecal Egg Testing. 

To be eligible for this action, fresh faecal samples collected from cows must be submitted to a Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) approved laboratory on or before 1st October 2021. Faecal sampling 

packs are available from participating laboratories. In order to collect the samples, cows should be left in a 

clean pen for approximately 2 hours. Faecal samples from at least 10 different fresh faecal deposits should 

be collected into separate storage containers and posted to the testing laboratory, preferably on the day of 

collection. These faecal samples will be pooled in the laboratory and tested for the presence of liver fluke 

and rumen fluke eggs.  The results returned will indicate whether liver or rumen fluke eggs were seen in the 

sample.  

BEEP-S participants should discuss their faecal egg count (FEC) results with their veterinary practitioner and/

or adviser as considerable caution is required in the interpretation of these results. The detection of liver 

fluke eggs in the faeces confirms the presence of adult liver fluke in the bile duct and indicates that treatment 

is warranted. However, the converse is not true i.e. the failure to detect liver fluke eggs in faeces does not 

confirm that the animals are uninfected. Eggs may not be detected for a number of reasons. Firstly, liver 

fluke has a seasonal lifecycle with infection commonly picked up by grazing cattle in the autumn. However, 

it takes up to 12 weeks for the fluke to mature into adults and start laying eggs. Therefore, at the time of 

sampling cows may be infected with immature fluke that are not yet laying eggs.  Additionally, liver fluke eggs 

are shed intermittently and so eggs may be shed on one occasion but not on the next. This is why it is very 

important to collect samples from 10 different faecal deposits. In additional to faecal testing, a number of 

other factors should be considered when deciding whether to treat for liver fluke, including whether there is a 

previous history of liver fluke on the farm, the DAFM liver fluke forecast and abattoir liver reports which report 

fluke damage as well as the presence or absence of live fluke. These reports are available through the Beef 

HealthCheck Programme at participating abattoirs.   
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Interpreting BEEP-S - Faecal Egg Testing

For rumen fluke, the detection of eggs in the faeces also confirms the presence of adult fluke in the rumen.  

However, unlike liver fluke, these adults do not usually cause disease and so a positive rumen fluke egg count 

does not indicate that treatment is warranted. In the vast majority of cases rumen fluke are well-tolerated 

and no action is required. Clinical rumen fluke disease is usually due to large numbers of immature larvae in 

the intestine. These stages of fluke do not lay eggs and cannot be detected by faecal egg testing but heavy 

infestations may be associated with poor thrive. It is important to distinguish between the mere presence of 

rumen fluke, which in the vast majority of instances has little or no impact on the cow, and clinical disease due to 

rumen fluke. Suspected clinical disease should be investigated in conjunction with your veterinary practitioner.

Further information on BEEP-S faecal egg test interpretation is available at  from the Animal Health 

Ireland website click here.

https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=videos&prog%5B%5D=parasite-control
https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=videos&prog%5B%5D=parasite-control
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Autumn Worm Risks

The level of challenge of worms on pasture builds over the summer months. The risk of animals developing 

clinical disease as a result will depend on a number of factors including stock type and age, weather 

conditions and grazing management. Spring-born suckler calves should be closely monitored during this period 

as the added stress of weaning means they are at greater risk of developing clinical signs if they are taking in a 

large number of worms off the pasture. 

LUNGWORM

Lungworm outbreaks are unpredictable and any heavy rain at this time of year helps the infective stage of 

the worms move from the dung pat to the grass, where they can be eaten. Coughing 2-3 weeks after rainfall, 

particularly if there was a dry period before the rain, is very likely to be lungworm. 

Calves and second-season grazers should be closely monitored for coughing and treated as soon as possible. 

An outbreak of lungworm can set back weanling performance and make them more prone to pneumonia as 

they are being transported, mixed with others or housed. A pre-housing dose may be recommended as part of 

your parasite plan to control for any potential problems leading up the housing period, discuss this with your 

veterinary practitioner. 

Dr Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager

Example of lungworm in the 
trachea of an animal.
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FLUKE

The autumn is when animals are more likely to become infected with liver fluke. The parasite completes its 

life stage in the snail host over the summer and the infective stage attaches to the grass near waterlogged 

areas. After infection, it can take up to twelve weeks for the parasite to move from the gut to the liver and fully 

develop into adults where they will start laying eggs, which can be detected in a faecal sample. If animals are 

treated for liver fluke before housing, they may need a second treatment a number of weeks after housing, 

as they can be re-infected after treatment because there is no persistent action of the flukicides. Also, some 

flukicides are only effective at killing adult liver fluke and so a re-treatment may be needed if animals are 

treated with a drug that is not effective against juvenile fluke. 

STOMACH OR GUT WORMS

The housing period provides the ideal time to treat for stomach/gut worms and liver fluke. There is little risk 

of infection with worms or fluke from silage or hay, so treatment can remove any existing infection to prevent 

disease. If animals have been treated for lungworm, they will already have been treated with a dose that also 

targets most stomach/ gut worms. Calves may need a re-treatment after housing for stomach or gut worms 

if the lungworm treatment was a product with no persistent activity such as a yellow or white drench. If an 

ivermectin product was used, it may not be necessary to re-dose animals at housing depending on the timing 

of treatment and worms on the farm – discuss your treatment plan with your veterinary practitioner for the 

best advice for your farm. 

There is a specific type of worm infection that can cause a problem over the housing period known as ostertagiasis 

Type II. This particularly affects young animals that may have picked up large numbers of these worm larvae 

over the autumn, especially dairy beef calves. These larvae, rather than continuing their development to adult 

worms, become dormant inside the stomach lining of the animal until late winter (February-May). Clinical signs 

such as scour and weight loss can then be seen in the first months of the year. This can be prevented by treating 

with a product that is effective against these dormant larvae such as ivermectin. These strategic treatments 

should be considered as part of your parasite control plan if it is a problem on the farm. 

Adult cattle do not usually require any treatment for stomach or gut worms but will require treatment for liver 

fluke if it is a problem on the farm, as cattle do not develop immunity to liver fluke. 

Autumn Worm Risks
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The Teagasc-led SIGNPOST Programme is a partnership of almost 50 companies and organisations, including 
Animal Health Ireland, from across the Irish agricultural sector working with farmers to reduce gaseous 

emissions, improve water quality and enhance biodiversity of food production.

The primary objective of the SIGNPOST Programme is to reduce greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) on SIGNPOST 
Farms by 10-15% by 2025. The target for all farms nationally is a 10-15% reduction in GHG by 2030 (as set out 
in the 2019 Climate Action Plan, but a new Climate Action Plan, with a new target is expected before the end of 
2021). The SIGNPOST Programme will take a holistic view of sustainability, encompassing economic, social and 
environmental sustainability. The 103 SIGNPOST demonstration farmers (across all enterprises) will be central 
to the programme and will point the way forward for all farmers.  These farmers will be the early adopters of 
the various technologies to reduce GHG emissions. These technologies include:

1. Make better use of nutrients in cattle slurry using LESS equipment.

2. Incorporate clover into their grassland swards. 

3. Use protected urea as their source of fertiliser nitrogen.

4. Reduce the quantity of fertiliser nitrogen spread.

5. Reduce the finishing age of beef animals.

6. Improve animal health.

7. Improve grassland management.

8. Manage and enhance their hedgerows and other biodiversity feature.

9. Breed more efficient animals.

Dr Siobhán Kavanagh, Communications and Engagement Specialist, SIGNPOST.

The Teagasc SIGNPOST 
Programme Explained
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Farmers will have the opportunity to track the progress of their own local SIGNPOST Farm (Figure 3) and 
hopefully be inspired to make a change to how they farm to reduce gaseous emissions. The education of 
the next generation of farmers as well as training of all farmers will be a key priority of this programme over 
the next couple of years.  Check out the farmers in your area @ www.teagasc.ie/signpost

The Teagasc SIGNPOST Programme Explained

Figure 3. Map of SIGNPOST 
Farmers across the country.

Use QR code to sign 
up for SIGNPOST 
e-newsletter.

www.teagasc.ie/signpost
https://www.teagasc.ie/environment/climate-change--air-quality/signpost-programme/newsletter-subscription/#d.en.98532
https://www.teagasc.ie/environment/climate-change--air-quality/signpost-programme/newsletter-subscription/#d.en.98532
Map of Signpost
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ANIMAL HEALTH AND GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS

The livestock sector in Ireland has a plan to reduce emissions from agriculture and the Marginal Abatement Cost 
Curve (MACC) is the basis of this plan.  The MACC sets out 26 actions that farmers can take across agricultural 
production, carbon abatement from land use such as forestry and soil management, and providing renewable 
alternatives to fossil fuels. Included as one of the agricultural production mitigation measures is 'improved 
animal health'

To explain the MACC curve, it provides two elements of information: 

• It visualises the magnitude of the abatement potential of each measure, as indicated by the width of the 
bar – the wider the bar, the greater the contribution.  

• It ranks the mitigation measures from cost-beneficial measures (i.e., measures that not only reduce GHG 
emissions, but also save money in the long-term) to cost prohibitive measures (i.e., measures that save 
GHG emissions, but are expensive in the long-term). Cost-beneficial measures have a 'negative cost', and 
are those in Figure 4 below the x-axis, on the left-hand side of the graph. 

The Teagasc SIGNPOST Programme Explained
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As is evident from Figure 4, improvements in animal health have a win-

win effect.  Improved animal health has the potential to contribute to 

reducing GHG gas emissions while at the same time reducing costs. The 

agricultural MACC sets out the actions required to deliver a reduction in 

GHG emissions of 1.85 mt CO2 eq per annum between 2021 and 2030.  

The contribution of animal health to this reduction is 0.1 mt CO2 eq. 

or 5%. The two agricultural measures giving the largest reduction in 

emissions are EBI (0.43 mt) and a change in fertiliser type (0.52 mt).  As 

is evident from the MACC, there is no silver bullet to reducing emissions, 

it is a combination of the implementation of all measures on farm, 

including improving animal health, that will bring about a reduction in 

emissions.    

In order to quantify the mitigation, the values for key production 

parameters (replacement rates, fertility rates, milk yield, mortality 

etc.) were estimated for two situations: baseline and healthy (ADAS 

2015). In this study, the productivity parameters for the top eight 

diseases (BVD, Salmonella, Johne's disease, IBR, liver fluke, lameness, 

mastitis, pneumonia) and treatment were used to generate production 

parameter values and emissions estimates for dairy cattle and suckler 

cows. The reference point for disease impact was a ‘healthy animal’, 

i.e. absence of all disease. The difference in productivity between the 

healthy animal and that of a diseased animal was converted to CO2-e 

per unit output to represent the full impact of each condition. The 

extent to which the national herd average could be moved from the 

baseline value to the healthy value was assumed to be 20%. 

It is worth noting that an increase in production efficiency due to 

improvements in animal health is a win-win situation that leads to lower 

emissions per unit of product and lower costs to the producer, where 

either production volume or animal numbers are held constant, these 

measures also result in the production of a lower absolute amount of 

emissions. However, increased overall production will offset some of 

the improvement in emissions intensity. In this case, any reductions 

attributable to improved emissions intensity of produce would be partly 

or fully negated due to increases in total animal numbers and could 

even result in an increase of national GHGs.

The Teagasc SIGNPOST Programme Explained

It is worth noting 
that an increase in 
production efficiency 
due to improvements 
in animal health is a 
win-win situation that 
leads to lower emissions 
per unit of product 
and lower costs to the 
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production volume or 
animal numbers are 
held constant.
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ANIMAL HEALTH CLIMATE ACTIONS

The SIGNPOST demonstration farmers involved in the programme will embark on the implementation of a 

sustainability plan and animal health will be an important component of this plan.  The key actions included in 

the Sustainability Plan for Animal Health include:

1. The preparation and implementation of a Herd Health Plan in conjunction with the farmer’s vet.

2. Improve Replacement Index.

3. Implementation of an effective vaccination programme for the herd.

4. Limitation of the importation of animals and employ best practice when importing animals.

The Teagasc SIGNPOST Programme Explained

Reference 
1ADAS (2015). Study to Model the Impact of Controlling Endemic Cattle Diseases and Conditions on National 

Cattle Productivity, Agricultural Performance and Greenhouse Gas Emissions. Final Report, 194p

www.teagasc.ie/signpost



