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Parasite Control TASAH: a funded activity for
planning for parasite control in the grazing season
Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager

A

s animals go to grass they are exposed to parasitic worms and risk developing clinical signs such as
coughing or scouring. Parasitic worms can also affect production with reduced growth rates, reduced
fertility and decreased milk yields. Affected animals can be treated, but a comprehensive parasite
control plan can help prevent production losses before obvious clinical signs are seen. Anthelmintic (wormer)
resistance is also becoming an increasing problem in Ireland, particularly for sheep worms. Resistance is present
when wormers don’t kill their target worms as intended. This can be a gradual process on farm with treatments
becoming less effective over time. A drench test can help indicate if there might be a problem with resistance to
certain wormers. Your veterinary practitioner can give advice on this.
A newly developed Parasite Control Targeted Advisory Service on Animal Health (TASAH) has now been launched
for 2022. The purpose of the Parasite Control TASAH is to facilitate discussions and planning between farmers
and their veterinary practitioners on the best practices around parasite control and trying to minimise the further
development of anthelmintic resistance. Parasite control is a complex problem and requires planning tailored to
specific farms and production systems. For this reason, a parasite control plan should consider parasite factors,
weather, testing, grazing and farm management for an individual farm.
The funded Parasite Control TASAH will assist farmers by providing a voluntary veterinary farm visit and two
faecal egg counts and is open to all cattle and sheep farms in Ireland. Farmers can register for the activity on the
AHI website and they will need to nominate a trained participating veterinary practitioner to conduct the visit.
More information on the programme and how to register is available on the AHI website: Click here.
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A faecal egg count (FEC) can be a useful tool to better understand the levels of parasite contamination on the
pasture and whether wormer treatment is necessary for both cattle and sheep. It tests if there are worm eggs,
or larvae, in a dung sample from livestock and can also be used to detect coccidia oocysts. It is advised to do
a regular FEC for gut worms in first season grazing calves from two months after turn-out as part of a parasite
control plan. First season grazing calves initially have no immunity to parasites and are at high risk of clinical,
as well as subclinical gut worm infestations. Suckler calves are at low risk until late in the season at weaning
when their grass uptake increases. All animals should be monitored closely for coughing, usually the first sign of
lungworm. It is rare for adult cattle to show any clinical signs of gut worm infestation, although lungworm can
be a concern if they are exposed to very contaminated pastures or have not developed a good immunity to the
lungworm.
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As a farmer, why is mastitis
control important to you?
Michelle McGrath, Assistant CellCheck Programme Manager

M

astitis and high somatic cell counts (SCC) can result in significant losses on any farm as mastitis
reduces milk yield and leads to poor quality milk. Together, these factors erode the milk income
received by farmers and processors. Research has shown that the average dairy farmer can improve
net profitability by at least 1 cent per litre by improving mastitis control to reduce SCC to an achievable and
sustainable level.

Programme goals for 2025
For any new entrant to dairying and as a general refresher to those that are well established in dairying, CellCheck
is the national mastitis control programme. It is coordinated and facilitated by Animal Health Ireland (AHI) and
was launched in 2010 in response to industry concern that bulk tank somatic cell counts (SCC) had been slowly
rising since the late 90’s. It was also recognised that there was little or no coordinated approach to mastitis
control at that time, often with inconsistent advice being given to farmers from various sources.
CellCheck is supported by a Technical Working Group (TWG) and an Implementation Group (IG). The TWG is
comprised of experts from a variety of fields who are tasked with drawing up factual resources, the development
of decision-making tools, and the identification of areas for further research and development. The CellCheck
Implementation Group plays a key role in the strategic direction and delivery of the CellCheck programme, as
well as exploring and addressing the key industry challenges. The IG is composed of representatives from all
industry stakeholder bodies.
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Significant progress has been made in the udder health of the national herd since the establishment of CellCheck,
with national SCC reducing from 272,000 cells/mL in 2009, to 182,000 cells /mL in 2021.
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Figure 4. Annual average SCC (2007-2021).
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National Average Bulk tank SCC from 2007-2021
One of the most important activities within the CellCheck programme has been to establish a national SCC
database. Since 2014, the Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine (DAFM) has been collecting bulk tank
SCC data directly from the milk processors and Co-ops. This dataset has been invaluable in agreeing common
industry targets and demonstrating progress in udder health nationally.
New programme targets, to be reached by 2025 were established by the Implementation Group in 2021, which
address not only SCC but also milk recording and data collection. The series of industry agreed targets are as
follows:

Goal 1 - SCC target
•

80% of national milk supplied with an SCC <200,000/mL.

•

75% of milk supplied between January and April with an SCC <200,000/mL.

Goal 2 - Milking Recording target
•

Increase of 15 percentage points annually for 2 years, from 43% of herds recording in 2020 and 5%
increase annually thereafter aiming for over 90% of herds to be milk recording by 2025.

•

Increase the average number of recordings per annum from 4.5 to 6.

Goal 3 - Data collection target
•

30% of dairy farmers recording mastitis treatments online.

•

75% of dairy farmers recording dry cow treatments online.

The Implementation Group recognises the importance of these measures in terms of both driving forward further
improvement in the national SCC (which has been relatively static since 2017) and addressing the challenges of
the Veterinary Medicine Regulations from now on in terms of the transition to selective dry cow therapy.
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CELLCHECK REGIONAL COORDINATORS
1

A Resource and Point of Contact for
CellCheck Activities in your Area
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Tom Starr
087 6697010
tstarr@arrabawn.ie
Tipperary/Limerick
National Co-op

Majella Mc Cafferty
086 0597949
majella.mccafferty@aurivo.ie
Mayo/Sligo/Donegal
Aurivo
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1
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John Murphy
066 7163200
john.murphy@kerry.ie
Kerry/Clare
Kerry Agribusiness
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John Fitzpatrick
086 0426567
fitzpatrickj@glanbia.ie
Kilkenny/Laois/Carlow/
Kildare/Dublin
Glanbia
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Aoife Feeney
afeeney@carbery.com
087 3484901.
West Cork
Carbery Group
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Andrew O’Neill
086 1836505
aoneill@tipperary-coop.ie
Tipperary
Tipperary Co-Op

9
5

Tom Downes
087 2564669
downest@lakeland.ie
Longford/Monaghan
Lakeland Dairies

Brendan Dillon
087 2626851
BrDillon@glanbia.ie
Cork/Waterford/
Wexford/Wicklow
Glanbia

Denis Guiry
086 8098639
dguiry@dairygold.ie
Cork/Tipperary/Limerick
Dairygold
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When is the best time for Johne’s
disease herd testing?
Lawrence Gavey, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

H

erd testing is an important component of managing the risks and impacts of Johne’s disease. It
enables you to assess the likelihood of a herd being infected and to identify animals within a herd that
are likely to be infected (test-positive animals, their dams and calves, and possibly their age cohort).
Many factors influence the best time of year for herd testing for Johne’s disease. It is worth considering this
early in the year so that the most opportune time is not missed.
Pilot programmes for the Irish Johne’s Control Programme (IJCP) required two rounds of herd testing if using
blood samples, but only one round using either blood or milk samples is required now.
For all herds, testing must not be conducted within 6 months (180 days) of the start of testing in the previous
year. Testing should not be conducted within 90 days after the first day of the herd’s TB test. However, for herds
undertaking frequent TB testing, this recommendation may have to be reduced to 60 days after the TB test, but
first refer to your veterinary practitioner for advice.
If using milk samples for Johne’s herd testing, preferably test at mid-lactation (May to September). For milk
samples, avoid the first 7 days after calving, and the last couple of months before drying off, due to increased
risk of positive results which may be false. Avoiding the last couple of months is particularly relevant to herds
which have a previous positive result to an ancillary faecal PCR or culture test to minimise the risk of unnecessary culling. Plan to do a ‘sweeper test’ using blood samples of animals that are not in the milking herd
(bulls, dry cows, un-calved heifers and culls) within 30 days after the milk-sampling to complete the herd test. If
possible, schedule milk testing 1-3 weeks before a TB test, to allow the sweeper test to be done on the first day
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of the TB test. Blood samples for Johne’s testing can be taken on the first day of TB testing, to reduce veterinary
costs and the number of times cows are held back from grazing and ensure all eligible animals are sampled,
but it could prolong the day’s testing. There is little benefit in waiting until close to drying off to test, to inform
culling and breeding decisions. We would not expect the infection state of animals to change significantly over
the last few months of lactation, and any small benefit from deferring the testing is negated by the slightly less
accurate results at late lactation, delayed opportunity to identify and cull test-positive cows, and increased risk
of not completing the herd test before the end of the year.
Ensure that you either remove your cull dairy cows from your farm before starting the year’s herd testing, or
include them in the herd test.
For herds registered in the IJCP, use your ICBF Johne’s screen (at: https://johnes.icbf.com) to list animals to be
tested for the whole herd test on the proposed start date of a whole herd test, to list animals that must be
tested for a whole herd test that has been started but not yet completed, or to list animals which are required
and funded for an ancillary PCR test on dung samples.
The above scheduling considerations do not apply to testing dung samples by PCR. This can be done at any
time, and is best done as soon as possible after ELISA results of positive or inconclusive are reported.
Note that herd testing is only one component of managing Johne’s disease. There are other essential measures
for reducing spread of Johne’s disease and which also protect against other calf diseases. These include early
removal of high-risk animals, attention to hygiene at calving and in calf pens, early separation of calves after
calving, hygienically feeding colostrum and milk from low-risk cows, and protecting replacement calves and
heifers in sheds and on pasture from exposure to dung and slurry from adult cattle.
For more information about controlling Johne’s disease, speak to your veterinary practitioner or refer to the
IJCP webpages click here.
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