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Housing is an ideal time to review your parasite control plans both for the housing period and also to 
evaluate how the animals performed over the grazing season. This was a very mild, wet autumn and 
cattle will have been at risk of liver fluke, gut worms and lung worms right up until they were housed. 

Speak with your veterinary practitioner to optimise your on-farm parasite control, particularly if there have 
been problems over the late grazing season. 

Programme update

The Beef HealthCheck programme has collected records from 769,500 animals, from 26,750 herds to date in 
2022, of which 68% were beef breeds. Of these 28% were heifers, 46% steers, 18% cows and the remaining 8% 
bulls and young bulls. 

Liver fluke damage was seen in 6.9% of animals and active fluke in 1.3% of animals, which are similar levels 
to last year. A large proportion of herds in Ireland are affected by liver fluke, with 41% of herds having at least 
one animal with evidence of liver fluke damage when sent to slaughter, while 14% of herds had an animal with 
active live liver fluke present at slaughter this year. When considering the number of animals affected, beef 
animals over 30 months of age had higher levels of any sign of liver fluke (15%) compared to younger stock 
(6%). Cattle do not develop immunity to liver fluke and adult animals should also be treated with a flukicide 
after the grazing season where there is a history of liver fluke on the farm. 

Dr Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager

Beef HealthCheck 
Programme Update
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Figure 1.  Percentage of live liver fluke in animals under 30 months for each year since the start of the Beef 
HealthCheck programme. 
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Beef HealthCheck Programme Update

Liver fluke levels have remained low since 2018 (Figure 1), which was a drought year, but risk of fluke differs 
from farm to farm depending on the pasture and management. The north-west counties are at particularly high 
risk of liver fluke, with between 20% to 39% of these herds having active liver fluke present at slaughter, while 
more than 68% of herds in these counties had evidence of fluke damage at slaughter. Quarterly county-level 
liver fluke maps are available to view on www.animalhealthireland.ie. Higher levels of liver fluke parasites are 
seen in the late winter and early spring in animals that may not have been effectively treated over the winter 
period. These animals would have picked up the fluke infection in the grazing season, particularly in autumn. 

Pneumonia was seen in 1.9% of animals and liver abscesses in 3.9%. At the herd level, 18% of herds had at least 
one case of pneumonia and 34% of herds had at least one animal with liver abscesses. A larger percentage 
of fattening herds or dairy herds rearing male calves were affected by liver abscesses than suckler herds. 
Dairy animals are at higher risk for liver abscesses at slaughter for all carcase types (Figure 2). These are often 
nutrition-related in finishing animals with the feeding of higher concentrates. Liver abscesses impact on 
production and can result in carcase trimming, even though affected animals seldom show clinical disease. A 
recent study of this abattoir data showed that heifers and steers with liver abscesses were 8-9 days older than 
those with healthy livers at the time of slaughter.  Increased roughage or feed management may be needed in 
herds where this is a recurring problem or if a large number of animals are affected. 
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Figure 2.  Percentage of liver abscesses in beef or dairy animals by the carcase type. 

Slaughter reports can help indicate if liver fluke is present on the farm or if there are other conditions such 
as liver abscesses or pneumonia in your stock. These liver and lung health slaughter reports are available 
online. Farmers, and where consent has been granted their veterinary practitioners and advisors, can view and 
download these reports at the ICBF website: beefhealthcheck.icbf.com. An ICBF login is needed but this is free, 
and you can sign up under the ‘services’ menu (you do not need to be a HerdPlus member to access these 
reports). These reports should appear online within a few days after the animals have been slaughtered and 
show the scores for liver fluke, pneumonia and liver abscesses for individual animals. Reports from previous 
years are also available as well as summary graphs to compare results. Where cattle are reported to have ‘Live 
fluke’, this indicates that liver fluke parasites were present at slaughter. If these are seen, it might be necessary 
to review your dosing plan with your veterinary practitioner.
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T he housing period is usually a time when problems with lice and mites come to the surface. Winter 
creates a great environment for external parasites to thrive. The animals are kept indoors, in close 
contact with one another, so the lice and mites can spread easily between animals. Warm, humid 

environments, and the long hair coats on the animals protects the lice. In the spring when the animals are back 
on pasture, exposure to the sun and less close contact means that the parasites become less of a problem.  

Signs of infestation

Signs of lice and mite infections can be very similar and include hair loss, itching and scratching against posts. 
Severe scratching can cause wounds and secondary infections. Animals can be very itchy and irritated to the 
point that it affects their behaviour and general welfare. Animals can lose weight or gain weight more slowly 
than expected and may miss their growth targets. Essentially, lice and mites can cost money in performance 
losses and are worth treating if there is a problem on farm.

If parasites increase in number, we can see problems in the whole group or on specific animals that may have 
a lower general immunity. Large infestations in certain animals might be a sign that they have some underlying 
condition that is worth investigating. Often you won’t see any clinical signs with an infestation, so be aware that 
you can buy in healthy looking animals and bring parasites onto the farm for the first time in this way. 

Lice come in two main groups – biting lice and sucking lice. The biting lice are also known as chewing lice and 
they live on the surface of the skin and feed on outer dead layers of skin and hair follicles. Sucking lice, as their 
name suggests, pierce the skin to access and feed on blood. If there are a large number of sucking lice on an 
animal, the animal can actually become anaemic from blood loss, but that is only seen in severe cases. Usually, 
hair loss and scratching are the most common signs for both of these types of lice. Mites burrow into the skin 
and can cause extreme irritation and itching depending on the species. 

xxx

Lice and Mites 
at Housing

Dr Natascha Meunier, Beef HealthCheck Programme Manager
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Treatments available

To treat against external parasites, there are two main groups of active ingredients in the available products – 
these are the synthetic pyrethroids and the clear drenches (macrocyclic lactones). In addition to lice and mites, 
the synthetic pyrethroids also have action against flies and the clear drenches are also used widely for worm 
control. 

Lice and mites at housing

What if the treatment does not seem to be working?

There could be a few reasons for this: Animals might need a second treatment if there are many eggs present, 
as the medicines generally do not affect the eggs. These can hatch, mature and start the cycle again within 3-4 
weeks. If there is a very heavy infection, more than one treatment might also be needed.

Lice and mites usually need direct contact between animals to spread – they complete their life cycle on the 
host animal. It is important to treat all animals in a group. If you only treat those animals that are showing 
clinical signs the treatment will work, but they can be re-infected again as soon as the product wears off and 
they come into contact with the untreated animals in the group. 

Another reason that the treatment may not be working as expected is that you might be using the wrong type 
of product for the parasite in question. Injectable products do not usually work well against biting lice as they 
are on the surface of the skin and the active ingredients don’t reach them. Two treatments are usually needed 
against mites depending on the products used. While you can see lice if you part the hair, the only way to really 
know which parasite you are dealing with is for your vet to take a skin scraping around the areas of hair loss, 
look under the microscope and identify which parasite is causing the problem. Your vet can then discuss which 
treatment is best.

What is the best way to use pour-on product?

Before starting, make sure that you know the withdrawal period of the medicine, especially for finishing 
animals. Always read the label on how to use the product correctly, as there are differences between brands. 
Make sure the dose is correct for the weight of the animal in front of you; underdosing will mean the product 
is less effective.

Types of treatments available Synthetic pyrethroids Macrocyclic lactones
(Clear drench)

Examples of the active ingredient Permethrin, cypermethrin, 
deltamethrin, flumethrin

Ivermectin, doramectin, moxidectin, 
eprinomectin

Route of application Pour-on or spot-on Pour-on or injectable

Table 1.  Active ingredients for ectoparasite treatment
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Check if you are using a spot-on or pour-on product, remember that they can look similar but are designed to 
be used differently. Spot-ons require a large concentration of the drug in one or more spots, usually between 
the shoulders, from where it spreads to get adequate coverage over the animal. 

Pour-ons are designed to be poured along the top of the spine and try to spread the product evenly along 
the whole back. The product usually needs to reach the skin to work, so make sure the animal is clean. If the 
animals are not being kept in housing, be aware that rain can wash some of the product off, making it less 
effective. If the hair is particularly long, clipping along the top of the back can make this process more effective. 

Always wear gloves when handling these products for your own safety, and make sure you dispose of the empty 
bottles or leftover product correctly, away from water courses as many of these medicines are extremely toxic 
to fish.

AnimalHealthIreland.ie

Lice and mites at housing

https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/parasite-control/
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Dr. Siobhán Kavanagh, Communications and Engagement Specialist, Teagasc

Sustainability Results for 
Signpost beef farms 2021

T he Signpost beef farm sustainability reports for 2021 were issued recently with 2021 being the baseline 
year for the Signpost Programme.  These reports will allow us to track the progress of the programme.  
It is the first time that individual farmers have received a full report of the key economic, social and 

environmental indicators through the National Farm Survey.  As well as economic and social sustainability 
metrics, Signpost farmers received data on the total emissions from their farms, emissions per kg of live weight 
beef produced as well as ammonia emissions, nitrogen use efficiency and phosphorus use efficiency.  Signpost 
farmers also received information on their adoption rates for key technologies to reduce emissions like chemical 
nitrogen use, using protected urea, using LESS to spread slurry in Spring, days at grass.  With time, this list will 
grow and include other measures like age at slaughter and soil fertility.  This will allow us to build up a picture 
of the actions that these farmers are taking to reduce emissions.  

Q. When we talk about total emissions what units do we use?

A.
There are 3 greenhouse gases (methane, nitrous oxide and carbon dioxide) that we need to reduce but rather 
than reporting all of them separately, they are all brought to a common denominator – carbon dioxide, hence 
the units used to denote greenhouse gas emissions is CO2-eq.  
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Sustainability Results for Signpost beef farms 2021

Each Signpost beef farm generated, on average 429 tonnes CO2-eq greenhouse gases in 2021, compared to 
total of a 156 tonnes CO2-eq GHG for beef farmers nationally (NFS, 2021) and this is reflective of the scale of 
Signpost beef farms.  As we have just one year’s this figure does not mean much.  Once we have at least 2 years 
data (2021 and 2022), we will then be able to see trends in total emissions.  This figure needs to be declining 
over time to ensure we meet our target of reducing total emissions by 25% by 2030.  The emissions per ha on 
these farms was on average 7 tonnes CO2-eq per hectare. In terms of carbon footprint, these 36 Signpost beef 
farms generated 9.2 kg CO2-eq per kg live weight, which is much lower than the figure achieved by the typical 
beef farm (12.0 kg CO2-eq per kg live weight) in 2021.  Again, the lower the better for this figure also.  This 
suggests that these farms are efficient, generating less GHG emissions per kg beef live weight than the typical 
beef farmer.  The efficiency with which nitrogen was used is low at 16% and suggests that there is much scope 
for better nutrient use on the Signpost beef farms.  The target for nitrogen use efficiency is 35%. Progress has 
been made in incorporating protected urea into the fertiliser programmes on these farms, with the 36 Signpost 
beef farmers on average applying 18% of their nitrogen as protected urea, compared to less than 5% nationally.  
Low emissions slurry spreading equipment is used to apply on average 42% of slurry, with 71% of the slurry 
applied in the spring. These farms generated a family farm income of €597/ha in 2021.

The language around these environmental metrics is new to everyone but these are the new key performance 
indicators (KPI) that we must all get used to over the next short while. It is envisaged that we will have a new 
online sustainability platform in 2023 that will provide all farmers with information on the emissions from their 
farms.  This will allow all farmers to create a plan for reducing these emissions.  We all have a role to play in 
reducing emissions and meeting our targets, no matter how small.
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E ach year, the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) in collaboration with Met 
Éireann, UCD, Teagasc and Animal Health Ireland advises farmers of the predicted risk of disease caused 
by liver fluke (Fasciola hepatica) infection in livestock for that winter. This year’s forecast is based on 

meteorological data gathered between May and October 2022 by Met Éireann. 

The Disease Forecast summary

The Ollerenshaw Summer Index 2022 predicts infection being prevalent in the west and northwest (Figure 3), 
with occasional losses in the Midlands, east Munster and north Leinster. Little or no losses are expected along 
southern coastal fringes and in south Leinster. 

Liver Fluke Forecast 
November 2022

Dr James O’Shaughnessy, Chair, AHI Parasite Technical Working Group

The lower values of the index are due 
to the drier conditions in June, July and 
August, especially in the south and east.  
May was dry in the south, whereas it 
was wet in the northwest reflecting in 
the higher values, while June was wetter 
in the west than the rest of the country 
resulting in the overall index values being 
higher in the west and northwest. 

Figure 3. Ollerenshaw Summer Index 
values 2022, and the risk of disease due to 
liver fluke.
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Liver Fluke Forecast November 2022

Other tools for identifying the risk and timing of Liver Fluke 
infections

Animal Health Ireland
The Beef HealthCheck programme, run in partnership with Meat Industry Ireland, collects and reports liver fluke 
information in cattle at slaughter from participating meat factories nationwide. Overall, this year’s levels of liver 
fluke infection are very similar to those reported in 2021. To date, abattoir examinations showed an average 
of 44% of herds with at least one animal with liver damage due to liver fluke and live liver fluke parasites were 
seen in 13% of herds. Counties in the northwest of Ireland were more heavily affected, with 70-80% of herds 
in Sligo, Roscommon and Donegal reported to have signs of liver fluke at slaughter. It is important for farmers 
to know whether liver fluke is present on their farm and to treat accordingly to avoid production losses. The 
Beef HealthCheck reports can be a useful tool to understand liver fluke on-farm and are available to farmers 
on the ICBF website (beefhealthcheck.icbf.com) for those who have slaughtered animals at a participating 
factory since 2016. Visit www.animalhealthireland.ie  for county level maps of liver fluke infection levels 
and further details on the programme.

The Regional Veterinary Laboratory (RVL) Liver Fluke Abattoir ELISA Survey
Since 2015, from June to December, DAFM has collected blood samples from lambs in meat factories from a 
proportion of flocks at the time of slaughter. These have been tested for the presence of liver fluke antibodies 
to determine the timing and geographical spread of liver fluke exposure in grazing lambs. The number of flocks 
selected for sampling from each county is intended to be proportionate to the sheep population of that county 
over the entire sampling period (July to November 2022). A number of samples are taken from each selected 
flock and these are pooled at laboratory level. The presence of liver fluke antibodies in 2022 born lambs is 
therefore a sentinel for exposure to liver fluke in the wider sheep population in the region, as by definition 
these lambs must have been exposed during the 2022 grazing season.

Blood samples from 354 flocks from July to August 2022 across 26 counties were tested for the presence of 
liver fluke antibodies (Table 2). Data from this survey indicates that the majority of infected flocks are from 
counties on the western seaboard. Some positive and inconclusive results were found in counties outside of 
the West and the Northwest in the August testing, possibly associated with a high summer rainfall level. By 
October, as well as a lot of positive and inconclusive results in counties on the western seaboard, there was 
substantial evidence of fluke exposure in lambs from the border areas, Midlands, South and in Leinster.

Month No. Flocks Tested No. ELISA Positive Positive (%)

July 130 11 8.5

August 224 59 26.3

Table 2. 2022 Survey of the Prevalence of Liver Fluke Infection in Irish Sheep.

beefhealthcheck.icbf.com
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Liver Fluke Forecast November 2022

Farm-to-Farm variation
In order to assess the risk of liver fluke disease on any particular farm, various environmental factors, particularly 
climate, landform and soil type (especially whether soils are heavy or free draining) must be taken into account. 
This is because the intermediate host of the parasite, which is a mud snail (Galba truncatula), occurs in soil 
that is slightly acidic and muddy. Thus, areas with rushes or wet patches (e.g., around gates, troughs) are 
particularly important with regard to liver fluke risk as they can help to maintain a population of the infective 
stage of the parasite. In addition, livestock owners should factor in prior liver fluke history on the farm as this 
is an important indicator of future disease risks. 

Monitoring of disease
Liver fluke infection tends to be chronic in cattle, resulting in ill-thrift and poor performance. Though chronic 
disease can also occur in sheep, infections may also result in more acute clinical signs, and sudden death in 
cases of heavy challenge. 

Livestock owners should be vigilant for any signs of illness or ill-thrift in their animals and consult with their 
private veterinary practitioner if they are concerned. In cases where the cause of death is not obvious, it is 
recommended that carcasses be referred by a vet to the local Regional Veterinary Laboratory for post-mortem 
examination/necropsy.

Information from abattoir examination of livers of previously sold fattened stock is also a valuable source of 
information for livestock owners on the prevalence of liver fluke infection on their own farm or on the efficacy 
of their control programme.

Treatment and control

In areas of high risk and on farms where liver fluke infection has been diagnosed or where there is a prior 
history, livestock owners should consult with their PVP to devise an appropriate control programme. 

When using flukicides to control and treat liver fluke infection, particular attention should be given to dosing 
cattle at the time of housing or shortly thereafter, and sheep in autumn or earlier in the year, where indicated 
by faecal examination results or prior disease history. For sheep, a drug effective against early immature as 
well as late immature and mature flukes should be used to protect against acute disease. In addition, sheep 
should be moved from affected pasture to prevent re-infection. If the flukicide given to cattle at housing is not 
effective against early immature fluke, then faecal samples should be taken six to eight weeks after housing 
and tested for the presence of liver fluke eggs. This will determine whether a follow-up flukicide treatment is 
necessary. 

Given that flukicides do not have persistent activity, any cattle or sheep that are out-wintered are at risk of 
further infection post-treatment and follow-up flukicide treatments may be necessary. This is especially the 
case if they remain on high-risk pastures. In this case, it is advisable to monitor livestock for the occurrence of 
re-infection.

Veterinary advice should be sought on treatment protocols and on the appropriate interval at which such 
treatments should be given. Testing faecal samples for the presence of liver fluke can help determine both the 
need for and success of flukicide treatments. This is especially important given that resistance to flukicides is 
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Liver Fluke Forecast November 2022

becoming increasingly widespread. In addition, bulk milk testing for liver fluke antibodies may be useful in dairy 
herds to monitor variation in exposure.

Where feasible, and as a long-term control option, areas of farms that provide suitable habitat for the mud 
snail such as wet muddy areas should be fenced off. 

What about Rumen Fluke?

The rumen fluke, Calicophoron daubneyi, which has become more prevalent in Ireland over the last number 
of years in both cattle and sheep, uses the same intermediate host as the liver fluke. Rumen fluke infection is 
extremely common, especially in cattle, but only produces disease relatively rarely.

If clinical signs such as rapid weight loss or diarrhoea are seen, or if there is a history of previous disease from 
rumen fluke on the farm, livestock owners should consult with their PVP as to whether treatment for rumen 
fluke is required. The presence of rumen fluke eggs in faecal samples of animals that are thriving and producing 
well does not indicate that treatment for rumen fluke is warranted. 

Further information sources

Further details on liver fluke and its control and information on flukicide selection for cattle along with information 
on the Beef HealthCheck programme are available at from the Animal Health Ireland website click here.

https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/beef-healthcheck/
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