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Outbreaks of scour and ill thrift
linked to rumen fluke
Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager

H

istorically, rumen fluke was not thought to cause major disease in cattle or sheep in Ireland. In recent
years however, there have been increasing reports of outbreaks of scour and ill thrift that have been
linked to rumen fluke, specifically the immature stage of the parasite. A spike in disease is suspected
to be linked with periods of higher rainfall. The outbreaks have been seen late in the grazing season and can
result in scours unresponsive to standard treatments, weight loss, low blood protein and death in severe cases.
The adult stage of the parasite is seen in the rumen (stomach) while the immature stage lives in the small
intestine. The adult stage is not usually considered to cause disease, so the presence of rumen fluke in animals
that are performing well does not generally require treatment. The rumen fluke parasite is widespread in
Ireland, with rumen fluke eggs being reported in 30%-40% of cattle faecal samples submitted to the Regional
Veterinary Laboratories in the last few years. However, eggs are only seen if adult parasites are present. For
these reasons, faecal egg counts for rumen fluke eggs are not reliable on their own for confirming a diagnosis.
Large numbers of immature rumen fluke attached to the intestinal wall at post-mortem examination, along
with clinical signs, are a reliable way to confirm disease caused by the immature stages of the parasite.
A history of grazing low-lying wetter areas of pasture, especially in late summer or autumn, along with clinical
signs may be suggestive of rumen fluke. This is because rumen fluke require a snail intermediate host, similar
to liver fluke, that can be found in waterlogged areas. If possible, fence off drains, ponds and watercourses,
particularly during the high-risk period late in the grazing season.

Treatment
Routine treatment of rumen fluke is rarely justified, unless there are clinical cases on the farm. Consult with
your veterinary practitioner for treatment and control options. The detection of rumen fluke eggs in faecal
samples, or the detection of the adult parasite in small numbers in the rumen in the absence of any clinical
signs of disease (e.g. scouring, ill thrift), is not in itself a reason to treat. Light infections appear to have no
effect on animal health or productivity.
Most medicines that control liver fluke do not kill rumen fluke. It has been reported that the active ingredient
oxyclozanide can kill immature and mature stages of the rumen fluke parasite, but the medicine has not yet
been licenced in Ireland for this. The frequency and dosage are different to that recommended for liver fluke
control so always seek veterinary advice on rumen fluke treatment.
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Larvae migrate to the rumen
(stomach) after several weeks
or months and then develop
into adults and lay eggs.

The larval rumen fluke are
released in the first part of the
small intestine (duodenum).
There they attach to the lining
of the intestine and damage it,
causing diarrhoea and weight
loss in severe cases..

Eggs are passed in
faeces onto pasture
where they hatch and
then infect a snail
intermediate host - the
commonest is Galba
(lymnaea) truncatula.

Metacercariae
on herbage are
ingested.

Figure 1. Life cycle of rumen
fluke Calicophoron daubneyi.
Both cattle and sheep are
equally susceptible to infestation

The larval rumen fluke develop through several stages
in the snail until cercariae are released by the snail
and encyst on grass as metacercariae.
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Have you prepared your sheds for
Winter housing?
Tom McTague, Assistant CellCheck Programme Manager

A

s the workload eases at this time of year, it is a good opportunity to review your housing for the winter
period and to carry out any necessary repairs and maybe plan for longer term solutions. Winter housing
tends to coincide with damp weather conditions and length of housing varies between different parts of
the country, being up to six months in northern parts.
The housing of your cows and heifers in a clean and comfortable environment will ensure that the highest
quality milk will be produced. Any reduction in teat end contamination improves mastitis control during the
dry or lactation periods. Two major factors that lead to an increase in mastitis and bacterial contamination of
milk are:
•

Housing where the confinement of cows increases closer cow to cow contact and leads to increased
faecal contamination.

•

Humidity where damp conditions promote the movement of faeces onto udders and increases the level
of environmental bacteria.

The Winter Housing Checklist, is available on the Animal Health Ireland website, click here, is a very useful
reference to look at cow hygiene as well as housing and management practices on your farm. In addition, you
may consult with your veterinary practitioner, farm advisor or CellCheck Advisor using the CellCheck Farm
guidelines available on the Animal Health Ireland website, click here, as a reference to discuss areas of concern
on winter housing. Cow hygiene scoring is your starting point to look at shed maintenance for the winter.
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The key questions on shed maintenance are:

Are your sheds clean before housing?
At this time of year, the most important task is the cleaning and disinfecting of the sheds to reduce
contamination and any possible carry over of environmental contamination from the previous winter. This
reduces environmental contamination for all disease agents. The use of approved disinfectants from DAFM
Approved Disinfectant List is ideal. Ensure that all organic matter (dried out manure, discharges, soil etc.) is
removed by scraping or power washing before applying disinfectant. Allow recommended contact time to
ensure that the disinfectant works.
If you are using an automatic yard scraper, book a service to ensure that it is working correctly and scraping up
to 8 times a day.
Pay particular attention to your calving pens. One pen per 25 cows calving that can be easily cleaned and
disinfected between calvings is ideal, as recently-calved cows are most vulnerable to infection. Calved cows
consume large quantities of water, therefore ensure that there is easy and immediate access to a single source
supply of clean water after calving.

Are your sheds dry?
Look at water troughs in the sheds.
•

Ensure that all are fit for purpose with no leakage.

•

When the animals are housed look at your troughs or drinking bowls daily to ensure that they are clean.

•

There should be at least 1 bowl per 10 cows or 6cms of trough space per cow to satisfy their thirst.

Cows are ‘wet animals’ in particular high yielding
cows losing up to 55 litres of moisture per day.
Avoid a build-up of heat and moisture as damp,
humid and hot conditions predispose to mastitis
and heat stress leading to excessive standing.
If you see condensation drips on your cows or if
you cannot see the far end of a shed, ventilation
may be inadequate. As hot air rises in a shed, you
can ensure that adequate ventilation occurs by
providing the following:

Water loss (litres) per day
• 4-5l: Skin/Respiration
• 20 l: Urine
• 30 l: Faeces

•

Adequate air exit through a 9-12” opening along the roof apex.

•

Roof sheeting with 0.5-0.75” spacing; alternatively, use angle grinder near apex on every 4th-6th ridge of
sheeting to provide spacing.

•

5” baffled inlet spacing at the sides or gable end of the shed.

•

Adequate drainage: standing water increases humidity.
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Are your cows comfortable during housing?

•

Repair faulty or loose cubicle stands.

•

Replace worn or jarred stands.

•

Eliminate cubicle base pitting.

•

Replace worn or damaged floor matting.

•

Remove any obstacles or protrusions to allow
free cow flow in the sheds.

•

Avoid rigid divisions between cubicles if possible.

Appropriate levels of stocking density contribute to good cow comfort. There should be 110 cubicles for every
100 cows and cubicle design is important when training of in-calf heifers to accept cubicles. Cubicle size should
be 7.5 -8’ long and 4’ wide depending on the size of cow and allow a 4’ forward lunging space for easy standing
and neck extension to ruminate. No pressure should be put on the rumen in the lying position so that the
cantilever height should be 22” from ground level.
In conclusion, refer to the CellCheck Farm Guidelines - Management Note L which is available on Animal Health
Ireland website, click here, to also examine the impact of housing on mastitis and SCC,

Image Courtesy of Cornell University
Extension programme

Well-designed cubicles ensure the cows are comfortable, rarely lie on concrete and remain clean. A cow should
be able to lie up to 12-14 hours of the day. Cubicle discomfort can reduce lying time to below 9 hours with less
rumination. The main points of contact for a cow using cubicles are her knees and hocks. Assess comfort using
hock or knee scores during milking in a sample of 20 cows. If any of your cows have scores of 3, cow comfort
is adequate. If not adequate,
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Culling test-positive animals
Lawrence Gavey, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

C

ulling animals which are test-positive is one part of the broader strategy for control of Johne’s disease.
Culling is recommended under the Irish Johne’s Control Programme but not mandatory.

A recent JD Bulletin of March 2022 presented the some of the findings of computer modelling of
Johne’s disease in Ireland. One of these findings was that culling test-positive animals contributes more
effectively to Johne’s disease control if done promptly (e.g. within 4 weeks after testing) rather than retaining
animals until the end of lactation, or until they have calved, or even later.
Logically, these cows are likely to shed MAP, the bacteria that cause Johne’s disease, in their dung. They
are thus likely to spread infection to other animals, particularly to highly-susceptible calves but also to older
animals, and the longer these high-risk animals are retained, especially approaching and through the calving
period, the greater the risk of spread.
In addition to reducing the spread of Johne’s disease, some of these test-positive cows should be removed
from the herd on economic grounds. This was demonstrated in data from a British Johne’s disease programme
presented at a recent international conference on Johne’s disease in Dublin.
This work showed that cows with positive test results from at least two consecutive tests are associated with
chronic mastitis, and cows with repeated positive results or with results that are consistently increasing in
test value are much more likely to be culled from the herd within 100 days after calving, before they have
produced enough milk to pay the costs of feeding though the housing period. The British programme is based
on quarterly milk-ELISA testing of all milkers, and operates in a context of a greater proportion of herds and
animals being infected and different pricing schedules for milk and farm inputs than in Ireland so there are limits
to how that data can be applied here. However, the principle applies that test-positive cows, especially those
with high and/or increasing ELISA values are at higher risk of both spreading infection and being uneconomic to
keep in the herd. Such decisions can be difficult, particularly if these animals are still producing high milk yields
and have been bred successfully.
We see evidence of similar retention of high-risk cows in Irish programme herds, probably exacerbated by the
need to retain cows to expand herd size. As those herds approach target size, there will be greater opportunity
to remove animals with ELISA-positive results because of their higher risk of spreading MAP and in time
developing clinical signs of Johne’s disease.
Beside high ELISA values and increasing ELISA values, two other factors can be taken into account when deciding
your culling priorities. Any animal that is showing clinical signs of Johne’s disease (drop in milk production
followed be severe loss of body condition and diarrhoea) should be removed to slaughter immediately, as
these animals will shed such large amounts of MAP as to be capable of infecting other adults as well as calves.
An animal with a positive PCR test result is showing that it is already excreting MAP, and should also be a high
priority for removal.
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Also, remember that effective control of Johne’s disease is very dependent on protecting new generations of
calves from exposure to MAP, not just removing existing infected animals. If you are unable to cull all testpositive cows as recommended, use the ELISA results to at least protect your next generations of replacement
heifers. Isolate these positive cows from the rest of the herd if possible, milk them last, calve them in an area
that is separate from where other cows are calved; pay attention to cleanliness and hygiene in the calving pens,
calf rearing pens, and when preparing and feeding colostrum and milk; do not feed colostrum and milk from
high-risk cows to replacement calves; and raise calves from the high-risk cows in an area separated from that
for replacement calves.
The Irish Johne’s Control Programme provides for herd owners to consult with veterinary practitioners who have
completed extra training in Johne’s disease risk management and the programme, and funds one consultation
per year through the veterinary risk assessment and management plan (VRAMP). The programme encourages
you to make the most of that VRAMP opportunity and at other times by asking questions and thinking critically;
to make sure that Johne’s risks are addressed throughout the year, not just at calving, calf rearing and culling.
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