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Dosing is often carried out when animals are going into housing but it is also a good time to assess 
how effective your parasite control plan has been over the grazing period. During housing, cattle do 
not pick-up any new worm or fluke infections, as these occur mainly at grazing on pasture. Effective 
treatment at housing can therefore keep animals virtually free of worms and liver fluke until they 

are back on pasture in spring. However, lice and mites infestations can become problematic over the housing 
period and these should be prevented for the good welfare of the animals.

Animals with a large burden of parasites can be associated with economic losses even if there are no obvious 
clinical signs. It is good practice to measure the performance of your animals through growth rates, fertility, 
body condition scores or milk yield. If animals are meeting their targets, then your parasite control plan is 
likely to be effective, but a review may identify areas for improvement or cost savings. For example, health 
information at slaughter captured by the Beef HealthCheck programme show that some animals slaughtered 
in early spring have liver fluke at slaughter. These animals may not have been effectively treated at housing and 
if these are young stock, they are likely to take an average of 33 days longer to reach slaughter compared to 
animals without liver fluke. 

Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager

Dosing at housing - assess your 
parasite control plan
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The target parasites at housing are gut worms, lungworm, liver fluke, lice and mites. Antiparasitic products 
can work for more than one type of parasite, so it is important to discuss which product is best for your farm 
depending on the parasite control plan in your herd. 

• Make sure to only use combination products if it is necessary to target multiple parasite types, e.g. use 
a wormer and flukicide product only if targeting both gut worms and liver fluke.  

• Using a product targeting the inhibited larvae of the stomach worm Ostertagia at housing can reduce 
the risk of serious disease in late winter/early spring. Products containing levamisole (yellow drench) are 
not effective against these inhibited larvae. Instead use a product from the clear drenches (macrocyclic 
lactones) or certain white drenches (benzimidazoles).

• If treating animals for lice and mites, make sure to treat all in-contact animals in the group. 

• When treating for liver fluke, ensure the product works for the stage of the liver fluke life cycle that is 
expected to be present i.e. in the first 8-12 weeks after housing either use a product that is effective 
against immature liver fluke or re-treat if necessary after this time. A dung sample 8 weeks after treatment 
at housing can be taken to check whether additional fluke treatments are needed.

• Always check the withdrawal period for finishing animals and dairy cows. 

Many suckler farmers will have taken part in the BEEP-S programme and submitted a dung sample for testing 
before October. It is important to note that this was only a snapshot in time and it is good to discuss the results 
with your veterinary practitioner. For example, not seeing liver fluke eggs does not exclude the possibility that 
the cattle are infected with immature fluke which are not yet producing eggs. Factory reports from the Beef 
HealthCheck programme also give an indication if there is liver fluke on farm. Also, the presence of rumen 
fluke eggs do not usually require treatment unless clinical signs are present. Discuss any treatments with your 
veterinary practitioner. 
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In creasing the uptake and frequency of milk recording is an agreed key target for the Irish dairy industry to 
help ensure milk quality and reduce herd SCCs. At a farm level, milk recording has multiple benefits. It is key in 
preventing the spread of contagious mastitis, detecting new infections quickly, identifying the most efficient 

cows for breeding and when milk recording is completed within the first 60 days of calving, it can be used to 
evaluate the dry period. This month we focus on recent research into the economic benefits of milk recording.

Despite the benefits associated with milk recording, many are still choosing not to do so. It is sometimes 
regarded as being expensive (about €12 per cow per year) and can disrupt the milking routine when time and 
labour may be in short supply. So, what are the real benefits of milk recording?

Research carried out by Teagasc in conjunction with Animal Health Ireland highlights the economic benefits of 
milk recording using yearly information from the Teagasc National Farm Survey, from a representative sample 
of 516 dairy farmers spanning from 2008 to 2019. The analysis shows that the economic benefits of milk 
recording outweigh the costs, notably by helping farmers to breed and manage healthier and more productive 
cows. On average, when farm performance was compared for those farmers who milk record (about 45% of 
the sample) and those who do not (55%):

• Gross margin per cow was €39 larger.

• Milk yield per cow was 178 L higher.

• Milk solids per cow were 29 kg higher.

• Herd somatic cell count (SCC) per mL of milk was 13,000 cells lower.

The comparison between herds that milk record and non-milk recording herds was performed having 
accounted for the effect of other farm and farmer characteristics. These include herd size, stocking rate, dairy 
specialisation, the completion of formal agricultural education, discussion group participation, reliance on 
hired labour, farmer household size and age, regional location, weather, and price volatility.

As we move towards planning for this year’s drying off and in the context of the move towards selective dry cow 
therapy (SDCT), implementing milk recording is becoming increasingly important for routine mastitis monitoring, 
as well as to identify cows that require antibiotic treatment at drying off. Your prescribing veterinary practitioner 
needs to use cow- and herd-level infection to guide their decision-making, so that antibiotics at drying-off are 
only administered to those animals with diagnostic evidence of infection. It is important to commence whole 
herd milk recording as soon as possible as it is the best way to gather this cow and herd level information.

Dr Lorraine Balaine and Dr Emma Dillon, Agricultural Economists, Teagasc, Athenry

Putting figures on intangible 
returns: what are the actual 
benefits of milk recording?
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Currently the Irish Johne’s Control Programme (IJCP) is in Phase two, this having commenced on the 1st 
of January 2019. The previous version of the IJCP known as Phase one had all its registered herdowners 
automatically carried forward into the new Phase two programme. Phase two of the IJCP is a package 

agreed by the Implementation Group representing all stakeholders, with funding shared between the 
Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine, the milk processors (for dairy herds) and herdowners. All herds 
entering Phase two of the IJCP in 2019 or in subsequent years were initially designated as being in 'Year One' 
of the programme and commenced implementation of the following required components of the programme:

• A Veterinary Risk Assessment and Management Plan (VRAMP) conducted by their nominated Approved 
Veterinary Practitioner (AVP).

• An annual whole herd test (WHT): one blood or one milk sample per eligible animal tested by ELISA.

• Ancillary testing of faecal samples from all animals following ELISA test-positive or inconclusive results 
in herds where the presence of MAP, the causative bacteria, has not already been confirmed (previous 
faecal positive result).

• A veterinary assessment known as a Targeted Advisory Service on Animal Health (TASAH) following 
positive ancillary test results.

In general, but not always, herds which completed their WHT and found animals with positive or inconclusive 
ELISA test results are subjected to ancillary PCR testing on faecal samples. Exceptions were herds where 
infection had already previously been confirmed by PCR or culture, and animals which were ELISA tested within 
90 days after a TB test or within 7 days of calving (milk samples only). 

After the initial whole herd test herds progress to either a test-negative or test-positive pathway for the next 
year of the programme, again completing a VRAMP and WHT. To enter the test-negative pathway herds either 
return no ELISA positive/inconclusive animals, or any such animals must have a negative faecal PCR test result 
(negative WHTs; Figure 1). Herds which return a faecal PCR positive result or fail to complete ancillary testing 
are assigned to a test-positive pathway. 

Liam Doyle, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

Four years of testing without 
confirmed infection- what now?
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Herds which maintained their position in a negative pathway from 2019 through to the start of 2022 have 
completed three consecutive years of negative whole herd tests and in 2022 are required to complete a WHT 
but not a VRAMP.  While these herdowners may still wish to conduct a VRAMP with their approved veterinary 
practitioner, this is not funded by the programme and will be at their own expense. 

Currently within the 2022 Irish Johne's Control Programme there are 362 herds registered in year four as text-
negative pathway herds. These have all completed at least three negative whole herd tests and three VRAMPs 
since the start of Phase two of the programme in 2019. This group of herds are currently in the process of 
completing their year four whole herd test and should this return a negative result they will enter year five of 
the programme in 2023, still within a negative pathway. All herds registered in year four in the text-negative 
pathway will receive a letter from Animal Health Ireland providing advice to them, but remember if you are 
in doubt about whether a VRAMP is required for your herd, consult your Johne's disease dashboard on ICBF 
(Figure 2). 

Figure 1. Programme activities required for each of the first four years of the tes-negative pathway. 
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Figure 2: Section of the Johne's disease dashboard showing that this herd does not currently require a VRAMP 
to meet the 2022 programme requirements.

www.AnimalHealthIreland.ie

Completed year four of Whole Herd Testing and still in the             
test- negative pathway - what now?

Completing year four requirements for the Irish Johne's Control Programme and still maintaining a negative 
pathway for your herd is an important milestone. Repeated annual negative results from a whole herd test 
will tend to provide increasing assurance that your herd is either free of Johne’s disease or has only a low 
proportion of infected animals. The number of successive negative whole herd tests carried out on eligible 
animals is one important contributor to herd assurance, the others being the actual results contained within 
the whole herd tests (discuss with your AVP) and the number of animals introduced and the status of the 
herds from which these came. Currently herds entering year five of the programme with four years on the test-
negative pathway will not require a whole herd test or VRAMP in 2023. Details of requirements in subsequent 
years are currently being decided and will be communicated separately. 

Having invested so much effort in reaching year four of the IJCP without infection being confirmed, bio-
exclusion is now an increasingly important consideration for your herd. It is recommended that herdowners 
ask any potential supplier of breeding cattle about their Johne’s disease herd history, specifically about their 
testing and their purchase history over the past 5 years (increasing numbers of animals and of source herds 
carrying an increased risk of infection being introduced) to assess this biosecurity risk.  It is also important, 
even at this stage to not reduce adherence to the good practices learned through previous VRAMPs, as it is still 
possible that undetected infection is present. Plus, the good hygiene of bio-containment should improve calf 
health and ultimately productivity, irrespective of Johne's disease.
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