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Using vaccines as part of your
herd health plan
Michelle McGrath, Programme Manager, Animal Health Ireland

V

accines are an extremely useful tool to ensure that the majority of animals become immune to an
infectious agent before the risk of a disease outbreak. Vaccines take time to provide a sufficient
protective cover so ideally farmers should plan to use them well in advance of when their animals
need protection. In some instances, vaccination does not prevent infection but decreases the severity
of clinical disease if an animal becomes infected and/or decreases shedding of infectious organisms.
Two vaccine types exist. The first type is called inactivated vaccines (also known as killed or dead vaccines).
These contain the disease organism or a toxin produced by the organism that has been inactivated during
product manufacture. Live vaccines are the second type of vaccine and they contain the live organism that
is closely related to the disease-causing agent. It is either a non-harmful strain, or a strain that has been
weakened or modified so that it can no longer cause disease.
When a vaccine is given to an animal it stimulates the animal’s immune system leading to the production of
special proteins called antibodies. These antibodies help the animal’s immune system recognise the infectious
agent if or when the animal is exposed to it. So once an animal is vaccinated, if the animal comes into contact
with the infectious agent, the immune system responds and provides sufficient protection so that the animal
develops reduced or no clinical signs and poses less of a risk for spread of infection within the herd.
Many vaccines (particularly inactivated ones) require a primary course of two doses at recommended intervals
(check the label for the exact interval) before protection is complete e.g. clostridial vaccines and animals are
not fully protected until they have received the two doses. However, some vaccines may be used in the face
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of a disease outbreak to decrease the severity of clinical signs e.g. live IBR marker vaccines given intranasally.
While some vaccines are licenced to be given at the same time, in general giving multiple vaccines at one time
should be discussed with your veterinary practitioner on a case by-case basis to determine whether this is
appropriate.
Recording details of vaccine use is extremely important for several reasons. Firstly, it will ensure booster doses
are given at the correct time. It also provides useful information when assessing your herd health programme
annually. Finally, records provide valuable information, should a ‘vaccine breakdown’ be suspected. Remember
that even the most efficient vaccines are not 100% effective in preventing disease. Vaccines depend on the
animal’s immune response to ensure good protection against a particular disease. In any group of animals, a
small number of individuals may fail to respond to vaccination as a result of a reduced immune response. A
satisfactory immune response will only be achieved when animals are healthy and not under stress as this can
temporarily decrease the animal’s immune response potentially affecting vaccine efficacy.
Herdowners should contact their veterinary practitioner to discuss which vaccines they should incorporate into
their herd health plan. Each herd is unique and may be exposed to different disease risks so it is essential to
develop a vaccination plan that suits your herd and use vaccines strategically. It is important to remember that
vaccination is only one part of disease prevention and cannot compensate for poor management or insufficient
attention to biosecurity.
If some diseases have historically been a problem on your farm, review these with your veterinary surgeon.
For example, if calf scour is a problem on your farm discuss the likely causes and what can be done to prevent
it. This may involve vaccinating the cow at least 3 weeks before her due date. Vaccination is one tool used to
manage calf scours and not a silver bullet. If other management procedures are not in place, such as hygiene,
housing, colostrum management then you will have poor success in controlling calf scour through a dam
vaccination programme. A calf is born without antibodies and depends on their absorption from colostrum
(first milk after calving) to gain immunity until they develop their own immunity at 3 to 4 weeks of age. The
ability of the calf to absorb antibodies decreases every hour from birth and stops when the calf is 24 hours old.
The simple rule is to use colostrum, from the first milking, for the first feed, within 2 hours of birth and give at
least 3 litres (1-2-3 of colostrum).

Use colostrum from the FIRST milking for the FIRST feed
Give colostrum within TWO hours from the calf’s birth
Give at least THREE litres
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Collecting sterile milk samples
Michelle McGrath, CellCheck Programme Manager

W

hether you are collecting a milk sample for SCC analysis or to determine what type of bacteria are
present by culturing the sample, a sterile milk sample is essential to provide accurate results. As the
milk can become contaminated with bacteria during or after collection a specific procedure should be
followed to collect good quality milk samples. Most of the bacteria that can contaminate a sample can also cause
mastitis, so results can be very confusing (and difficult to interpret) if any contamination occurs.
There is a specific procedure to follow to collect good quality milk samples. Bottles must be sterile (not just
clean) and teat ends must be scrubbed with 70% alcohol to disinfect them adequately. The step by-step guide
below tells you how to collect the milk.
Ideally samples should be kept cool and arrive at the laboratory within 24 hours. If this is not possible, most
mastitis bacteria survive freezing, so you can store them in the freezer until delivery. Fresh samples can be
stored by freezing for up to four months without any negative effect on most major mastitis pathogens.
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Collecting milk samples
A good technique requires planning and some patience.

Have the following ready in the dairy
•

Sterile sample bottles. You can obtain these from your veterinary clinic, laboratory or milk processor (a
preservative tablet may be included when sampling for SCC, but do not include when the sample is to
be cultured).

•

A marker to label the bottle.

•

Disposable gloves.

•

Disinfectant/cleaning solution.

•

Paper towels.

•

A mixture of 70% alcohol and cotton balls or disinfecting teat wipes for disinfecting teat ends.

•

A cool dry place to store samples before delivery or freezing.

Label the bottle
•

Do this before sample collection as it can be difficult to write on a label if it gets wet during sampling.

•

Use the marker pen to clearly label details of the sample- the date, the cow’s ID and the quarter sampled.
Addition information, e.g. reason for sampling (clinical mastitis, high SCC, drying off) can be included or
provided on a separate submission form.

Restrain the cow so she cannot move around too much
•

Another person holding the cow’s tail as a ‘tail jack’ can be helpful.

Put on disposable gloves
Clean and dry the teats
•

Clean the teats with running water and disinfectant/cleaning solution. Avoid getting water on the udder
– the udder is difficult to dry, and drops of contaminated water can easily fall in the sample.

•

Dry with a paper towel.

Completely disinfect the end of the teats to be sampled. This step is critical!
•

If you are sampling more than one teat, disinfect (for a minimum of 10 seconds) the farthest teats first.
This reduces the risk of unintentionally contaminating an already disinfected teat.

•

Check the cotton ball or wipe. If it is dirty, repeat and scrub using a clean cotton ball until no more dirt
is seen.

Get the sterile bottle ready
•

Remove the cap, avoiding touching the inside surface of the cap or bottle.
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Establish the direction of flow from the teat
•

Squeeze the first couple of squirts of milk onto the ground.

•

This also helps to remove any contaminants that might be just inside the opening of the teat.

Collect the sample in the bottle
•

Hold the bottle at an angle (to avoid anything falling into it) at least 3 -4 cm from the end of the teat.

•

Squirt 2 - 4 mL of milk into the bottle.

•

If you are collecting a combined sample from all quarters, move the bottle away from the first teat and
repeat the initial squirts of the next teat before moving the bottle back. Take the first samples from the
teats closest to you. Try to get the same amount from each teat.

Replace the cap and secure it tightly and keep in a cool dry place until it can be
refrigerated, delivered or frozen.
If there are any obvious contaminants or for example the lid was dropped, then
take the sample again, starting with sterilising the teats.
Deliver the sample to the veterinary clinic or laboratory that day, or freeze (for up
to 4 months).
Wash your hands with running water and dry using a paper towel after each cow,
including the last cow.
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Whole Herd Test (WHT) and Veterinary
Risk Assessment and Management
Plan (VRAMP) completion

T

Liam Doyle, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

he last quarter of the year is a busy period for members of the Irish Johne’s Control Programme (IJCP)
as many are taking action to complete their WHT and VRAMP requirements. 2022 is an important year
for the programme as 362 herds are currently in their fourth year on a test-negative pathway (TNP),
meaning they are required to complete a Whole Herd Test, but not a VRAMP. If these year four TNP
herds do not show MAP through ancillary testing and complete a clear WHT they will continue on a TNP into
year five of the programme. In year five of the programme TNP herds will not be required to carry out either
a Whole Herd Test or Veterinary Risk Assessment Management Plan; however, the benefits to your herd of
completing both these activities, in the absence of financial supports, should be considered as part of your
annual herd health activities anyway. Animal Health Ireland have also in 2022 issued a specific mobile text
notification and letter to year four TNP herds clarifying their requirements within the programme.
For all herds in the 2022 programme the deadline to having your Whole Herd Test completed is within the 2022
calendar year. However, if your WHT is started but incomplete within the 2022 programme there is allowance
for completion up to 31st January 2023. If you do not start your WHT until January 2023 it will be counted
towards the 2023 programme and not the 2022 programme.
To facilitate farmers in the programme and remind them if they have not completed their 2022 VRAMP,
not completed or not started their Whole Herd Test, AHI are sending out mobile phone text notifications to
herdowners. If you receive one of these AHI text messages please read it and act on it.
Dependent on which programme activity you have not completed you could receive either one or two of the
messages below:
•

If you have not completed your VRAMP in the 2022 programme you will receive the following message:
AHI Johne’s – VRAMP for 2022 still due, see https://johnes.icbf.com Contact your vet.

•

If you have not started your WHT in the 2022 programme you will receive the following message: AHI
Johne’s – Herd test for 2022 not yet started, see https://johnes.icbf.com Contact your vet or milk
recorder.

•

If you have started but not completed your WHT in the 2022 programme you will receive the following
message: AHI Johne’s – Herd test for 2022 not yet completed, see https://johnes.icbf.com Contact
your vet.

•

If you are a year 4 TNP herd and you have not started your WHT in the 2022 programme you will receive
the following message: AHI Johne’s – Herd test for 2022 not yet started, see https://johnes.icbf.com
Contact your vet or milk recorder. NOTE: No testing assistance payable this year.

•

If you are a year 4 TNP herd and you have started but not completed your WHT in the 2022 programme
you will receive the following message: AHI Johne’s – Herd test for 2022 not yet completed, see https://
johnes.icbf.com Contact your vet. NOTE: No testing assistance payable this year.
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•

Along with directly notifying IJCP members about required actions all nominated veterinary practitioners
(AVPs) are also notified of outstanding activities for the herds for which they are the nominated AVP.

•

The following message has been sent to all AVPs who have clients with outstanding work in the IJCP.
It reminds the AVPs to check their ICBF webpage where they can view work still needing completion
under the 2022 programme (Figure 1): AHI Johne’s – You have client herds yet to complete their 2022
VRAMP, WHT. See https://johnes.icbf.com for tasks highlighted in red, contact herd to complete.

Figure 1. AVP view of their ICBF webpage where they can view work still needing completion under the 2022
programme.

Additionally in the case of dairy herds, their milk processor regularly receives a list of supplier herds with
outstanding activities; this allows them to encourage their suppliers towards completion of programme
activities.
Collectively, these communications are provided to assist herdowners and their PVPs to complete the
requirements of the programme for 2022. This is important to ensure that herds get the most benefit from the
programme, including the best understanding of their herd’s status. In addition, completion of these elements
are a condition to receive the financial supports provided by processors toward milk and blood testing costs.
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