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Before breeding commences, it is critical to review biosecurity practices in collaboration with the 
herd’s veterinary practitioner. This is especially important for BVD, to minimise the likelihood of 

pregnant cattle being exposed to the virus in the coming months. While carried out with BVD in mind, 
attention to these areas will reduce the likelihood of introducing infectious diseases in general:

RISK OF BVD+ BIRTHS IN 2025

Proximity to other herds
Herds in the same locality as other herds with BVD virus positive results (BVD+) this year (herds within, 
or immediately adjacent to, the coloured hexagons in Figure 1) are at particular risk of having infection 
introduced in advance of this year’s breeding season leading to the creation of further BVD+ calves to 
be born in 2025. This includes herds that have not had positive results previously. Recent analysis has 
shown that breeding herds within 400m of a positive herd have a one in seven chance of being positive 
the following year. Their biosecurity should be reviewed, including vaccination, and extra precautions 
taken by herdowners and visitors as explained below. The maps on AHI’s website are updated monthly 
and may be checked to establish whether there have been recent cases in your area. 

Dr Maria Guelbenzu, BVD Programme Manager

BVD BIOSECURITY 
BEFORE BREEDING
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Figure 1. Map showing distribution of herds with births 
of BVD+ calves during 2024 until the 31st of March. Each 
hexagon represents an area of approximately 10km2 
(radius of 2km). Herds in these and adjacent hexagons 
are at increased risk of BVD+ births in 2025.

https://animalhealthireland.ie/programmes/bvd/bvd-maps/


Boundary contact 
Wherever possible, cattle up to 120 days of pregnancy should not graze at boundaries where nose to 
nose contact with other cattle is feasible.

Purchased cattle (or those returning from sales, shows or contract rearing) 
Introduced cattle should be held in a quarantine facility (building or paddock) for at least 28 days. 
Pregnant animals should have their calves tested promptly and kept away from other pregnant 
animals until tested negative.

Movement of personnel without adequate attention to hygiene 
All individuals coming onto a farm, including employees, relief workers, professional visitors (vet, AI, 
milk recorder, hoof trimmer etc.) including the farmer, should use farm specific boots and clothing or 
take steps to ensure that adequate cleaning and disinfection procedures are followed. 

Equipment
Movement or sharing of large or small items of equipment should be avoided where possible. 
Otherwise, these should be thoroughly cleaned and disinfected before use.

Vaccination 
While vaccination will not prevent the entry of BVD virus onto a farm (or IBR or Lepto), it can minimise 
the impact of accidental introduction. 

RISKS OF FURTHER BVD+ BIRTHS IN 2024

Over 1.2 million calves have already been tested this year, accounting for 50% of this year’s calf 
crop, with a very low percentage of calves and herds returning BVD+ results. Herds that have not yet 
completed calving in 2024 and that are in the same locality as herds that had BVD+ calves last year 
(herds within, or adjacent to, the coloured hexagons in Figure 2) are at particular risk of having had 
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Figure 2. Map showing the distribution of herds with 
BVD+ births in 2023. Herds in these and adjacent 
hexagons are at increased risk of having BVD+ calves 
in 2024 and should ensure that calves are sampled 
and tested as soon as possible after birth and that 
biosecurity measures are in place.

infection introduced last year, resulting in BVD+ births 
this year. These herds should tag and test promptly 
and review biosecurity to ensure that any BVD+ calves 
are detected as quickly as possible, preventing virus 
spread within the herd and transfer to other herds. 



Hopefully the weather will have picked up when you are reading this as it has been a challenging 
Winter and Spring, which might make you open to hearing some good news. Following the 

positive feedback and results from farmers that have participated in CellCheck Dry Cow Consults, 
the CellCheck team has developed a consult to help farmers that are having difficulties in managing 
mastitis and SCC levels on their farm. 2022 saw the introduction of a new TASAH-funded in-lactation 
consult called ‘Cell Count Solutions’, as a pilot programme. We are happy to say that further funding is 
available, enabling a national roll out of this consult. As mastitis is a multifactorial problem it benefits 
from a multidisciplinary approach. This new consult is an opportunity to commence the process of 
mastitis problem-solving using a multidisciplinary team. It is also important to remember that there 
is no quick fix to resolving mastitis issues and this consult is a first step in ongoing multi-disciplinary 
engagement and support.

Although the TASAH-funded consult is veterinary-led, a key objective of the consult is to identify 
other on-farm service providers, such as farm advisors, milk quality advisors and milking machine 
technicians with whom the farmer already has a relationship and to kick-start a collaborative approach 
to addressing mastitis. There are no eligibility criteria for farmers to participate in this consult. It is 
targeted at herds with an SCC above 200,000 cells/ml and/or are struggling to manage mastitis in 
their herds. 

Farmers can register through the AHI website and select their preferred, trained veterinary practitioner 
and choose the additional service providers (milk quality advisor, farm advisor, milking machine 
technician), who will also have the option and ideally be involved in the consult while also providing 
ongoing support to the farmer. 

The goals of the consult are to work with you the herdowner, to:

	9 Initially assess the herd mastitis situation, based on available information and data and propose 
some early remedial actions.

	9 Identify and understand the economic opportunity and potential from improving mastitis 
control on-farm. 

	9 Identify and agree mastitis-related goals and develop a detailed plan, for both further 
investigation and monitoring of the herd’s mastitis situation. 

Michelle McGrath, CellCheck Assistant Programme Manager

ARE YOU INTERESTED IN A FREE 
MASTITIS CONSULT?
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https://portal.animalhealthireland.ie/CCKTASAHLACFR/

Click here to register  for a free mastitis consult

https://portal.animalhealthireland.ie/CCKTASAHLACFR/


Introduction 

Lameness is a painful condition which severely compromises cow welfare, is a common cause 
of culling, significantly negatively impacts on fertility performance and milk production, and also 
impacts environmental sustainability as a result. When accounting for the production effects of 
lameness, the treatment costs and the indirect costs, it has been repeatedly proven that lameness 
is one of the most significant economic, health and welfare issues facing the dairy sector worldwide.

The vast majority of all lameness in dairy cows is due to lameness involving the foot. Foot disorders 
can be divided into two main categories: non-infectious (including white line disease, solar 
haemorrhages and sole ulcers) and infectious diseases (including Mortellaro’s digital dermatitis, 
foul in the foot and interdigital dermatitis). The main lesions causing lameness on Irish dairy farms 
are non-infectious.

A lameness prevalence above 10% is considered the threshold above which intervention is needed, 
but even in herds with a lameness prevalence close to this threshold, up to 25% of cows will have 
one lameness event per year. A recent study investigating welfare in Irish herds showed that the 
best performing farms had less than 5% lame cows in their herds, indicating that a low level of 
lameness is achievable within a pasture-based system.

The economic costs of lameness are significant; lameness is estimated to be the third most costly 
health issue of dairy cows after mastitis and fertility. The costs arise both directly and indirectly; 
direct costs include additional expenditure that is directly linked to the case of lameness (such 
as additional farm labour, cost of hoof trimming and veterinary treatment, decreased milk 
production and the cost of milk withdrawal if milk has to be discarded owing to drug treatments), 
while indirect costs arise due to the side effects of lameness. These include reduced reproductive 
performance and early culling. The greatest costs related to the disease are generally losses in 
production, such as reproductive performance and milk yield, but these costs may be the ones 
which are easiest to forget, as there isn’t a tangible immediate cost related to them. 

Muireann Conneely and Eoin Ryan, Members of the Hoof HealthCheck Technical Working Group

THE COST OF LAMENESS IN 
IRISH DAIRY HERDS
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Lameness and Milk Yield

Numerous studies have shown that lameness lowers the milk yield of dairy cows. This happens 
for a number of reasons: 1) lame cows are in pain, and as a result prefer to spend more time 
lying down to take the weight off the painful limb, at the expense of eating, and 2) an increased 
level of cortisol (released as a stress response to pain) can negatively affect rumen function. 

The reduction in milk production caused by lameness varies depending on a number of factors. 
The point in the lactation in which the case of lameness occurs is critical; if the lameness occurs 
once peak lactation has passed, the effects on total milk production over the course of the 
lactation will be less than if the lameness episode occurs before peak. Parity also has an impact; 
higher parity cows have a greater milk yield and greater reduction in yield as a result. The 
production potential of the cow is also important; recent research has clearly demonstrated 
that it is the higher-yielding cows that are at greatest risk of becoming lame. Other important 
factors include the severity of the lesion (lesions of greater severity will produce a greater 
reduction in yield), and how early the lameness is identified and treated. Identifying lameness 
earlier means the lesion will be at a less severe stage when treatment is instigated; cows will 
recover from lameness more quickly and milk production losses can be minimised.

Considering studies that have reported milk losses over an entire lactation, losses range from 
270kg and 574kg. In a recent Irish Teagasc study carried out in 2023, significant milk yield losses 
of up to 1.6% of the average yield were associated with mobility score (MS) 2 (on a 0-3 scale, 
with 0 representing normal mobility and 3 representing severely impaired mobility; AHDB 
2013), and yield losses of up to 6% were associated with MS 3.

Lameness and Reproductive Performance

Lame cows have reduced fertility for a number of reasons. The pain associated with lameness 
significantly alters their behaviour and they show less signs of oestrus, making it more difficult 
for the farmer to detect them in heat. They also eat less, and have longer and deeper periods 
of negative energy balance; which in turn leads to suppressed reproductive performance. This 
is seen as lower submission rate to first, delayed ovarian cyclicity, reduced conception rate, 
increased interval between calving and conception and increased incidence of ovarian cysts. 
Lame cows also seem to be more prone to uterine infections post-partum and have higher 
pregnancy losses.

As with milk yield, the timing of the lameness event is critical in determining the extent of 
reduced reproductive performance: if it occurs later in lactation after the establishment of 
pregnancy, the effect will be less than if it occurs before first breeding. The effects of lameness 
on reproductive performance include a mean of 7 days longer time to first service, 30 days 
increase in days open, 20% lesser conception rate and 1.2 more services per conception. Recent 
Irish research demonstrated that a MS 2 could increase the calving interval length by 3.5 days, 
whereas a MS 3 could increase it by 6 days.
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Lameness and Culling 

Most research shows that lame cows are more likely to be culled. Irish research has found that 
as mobility score increased, so too did the risk of a cow being culled. A cow with MS 1 was 16% 
more likely to be culled than a cow with perfect mobility, a cow with MS 2 was almost 50% more 
likely to be culled, and a cow with MS 3 was nearly 4 times as likely to be culled.  

Estimate of Costs for Individual Hoof Conditions 

The costs of individual hoof lesions are displayed in Table 1. It can be seen that the majority of 
costs are indirect in the case of sole ulcers (increased risk of culling and cost of reduced fertility 
performance), whereas the direct costs are higher for other lesions (cost of treatments; vet 
and hoof trimmer costs; reduced milk yield). The overall costs of all of these hoof lesions are 
significant.

Hoof Lesion Direct Cost (€) Indirect Cost (€) Total Cost

Sole Ulcer 237.12 (44.2%) 299.40 (55.8%) 536.52
White Line Disease 128.39 (56.6%) 98.28 (43.4%) 226.67

Digital Dermatitis 133.06 (66.2%) 68.08 (33.8%) 201.14

Foul-in-the-Foot 216.06 (70.1%) 92.08 (29.9%) 308.14

Table 1: Costs of Individual Hoof Lesions in an Irish Context
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Herd Cost of Lameness

The costs of lameness calculated for a 100-cow herd, in three different lameness prevalence 
scenarios, are shown in Table 2. These calculations are for an Irish dairy herd yielding 6000L. 
The costs can be tailored to each individual herd based on the prevalence of lameness and 
lesion types identified. Even in a 6000L dairy herd, a high prevalence of lameness could lead to 
losses of up to €14,000 per year.

Take Home Message

Lameness is a costly condition and can be a significant source of lost profit for farmers. 
The other great cost is to the welfare of the cow herself. Taking steps to reduce 
lameness prevalence within the herd will improve cow welfare and increase farm 
profitability. For further information on lameness prevention and management, see 
https://animalhealthireland.ie/bulletin-cat/hoof-healthcheck-bulletin/ and 
https://www.teagasc.ie/publications/2022/red

Type of Lameness Digital 
Dermatitis

White Line 
Disease Sole Ulcer Total Cost

Low Prevalence (%) 5 5 5

Total cost of a single case 201.14 226.67 536.52

Low Prevalence Cost 
for 100 Cow Herd €1,005.70 €1,133.35 €2,682.60 €4,821.65

Moderate Prevalence (%) 10 10 8

Total cost of a single case 201.14 226.67 536.52

Moderate Prevalence Cost
for 100 Cow Herd €2,011.40 €2,266.70 €4292.16 €8,570.26

High Prevalence (%) 20 20 10

Total cost of a single case 201.14 226.67 536.52

High Prevalence Cost 
for 100 Cow Herd €4,022.80 €4,533.40 €5,365.20 €14,191.40

Table 2: Modelled Herd Cost of Lameness Cases for 100 Cows/Year

https://www.teagasc.ie/publications/2022/red


Liam Doyle, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

 FOCUS ON PROTECTION OF 
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In the March monthly bulletin, we looked at how you might go about protecting newborn calves 
from JD on your farm, especially valuable future breeding stock. This month we want to take 
a look at how you might provide better protection from exposure to JD risk for young cattle at 

pasture. In terms of risk, newborn calves are very susceptible to MAP infection which is why within 
the Irish Johne’s Control Programme (IJCP) so much emphasis is placed on maintaining as hygienic 
an environment as possible for this group. MAP (Mycobacterium avium ssp. Paratuberculosis) the 
bacteria which causes Johne’s disease may be present in dung or slurry. Because MAP is a tough 
and persistent organism, it may be found on pasture for at least a year after slurry or manure 
has been applied or has been contaminated by grazing cattle. This means that for the farmer 
thinking about how grazing of young stock is managed can reduce the risk of them being exposed 
to viable MAP bacteria and in turn reduce their risk of becoming infected.  Two important factors 
to consider when determining the risk of infection from MAP are the susceptibility of the animals 
and the infective dose they are exposed to.

Susceptibility for MAP infection reduces during the first 12 months of a calf’s life, which leaves 
the risk of yearlings and adults picking up infection as moderate to low with increasing age, but 
certainly not risk-free. Based on this information the susceptibility of young stock lies somewhere 
in between that of calves and adult animals, meaning careful decision-making around grazing and 
pasture management must be considered. In terms of infective dose, pasture can be contaminated 
with MAP from grazing cattle and contaminated slurry or manure. When pasture is contaminated 
with MAP, grazing this pasture becomes a risk, potentially acting as a source of infection for 
other cattle, and the younger the stock the greater the risk. When MAP bacteria are placed on 
pasture they do naturally die off over a period of months; but as described above it will take up 
to 12 months in Irish climatic conditions for them to be reduced to negligible levels. Given this 
information, it is an important biosecurity issue on any farm to avoid the spread of slurry sourced 
from other farms, especially on ground where young stock will graze and to be careful that proper 
cleansing and disinfection of contract slurry spreading machines is practiced. 



With these considerations in mind, what can a farmer do practically to reduce the infective dose of 
MAP that young stock are exposed to and graze stock in such a manner that takes age susceptibility 
into account? In simple terms, if it is possible to graze calves/youngstock on ground that had received 
no slurry/dung and was not grazed by adult cattle in the previous 12 months this would minimise 
risk, though this is not practical on the majority of Irish farms. Instead, the farmer must consider 
how they run stock over the land during the grazing season to minimise risk to animals from both 
MAP bacteria and parasites (gut worm and coccidiosis). If paddocks are dedicated to calves, which 
will help reduce the risk of MAP contamination from adult cattle, then the gut worm and coccidiosis 
burden can potentially increase in these areas. Sheep are also susceptible to MAP infection, thus, co 
grazing of sheep and cattle should be avoided especially on farms with proven MAP presence. Using 
both the principles of age susceptibility of stock and reduction in MAP bacteria on pasture with time 
(along with not concentrating young stock on the same pasture continuously) the leader/follower 
grazing system provides a good management option for farmers. With this system calves graze the 
fresh paddocks of grass first but are moved quickly on, followed by older stock, typically yearlings, to 
graze the remaining grass. This minimises the risk of exposure to high levels of parasites and to MAP, 
especially on fresh paddocks early in the year when the parasites and MAP will be at low levels after 
the winter period and when the grazing calves are most susceptible. It also enables the yearlings 
or adults, which are more resistant than the calves to both parasites and MAP, to further reduce 
the pasture levels of worm larvae. Then when the calves are rotated back, they will be exposed to 
reduced parasite load and be more resistant by age to MAP and worms. You can enhance this control 
in several ways. Rotate through multiple pastures to delay re-grazing and allow both MAP and larval 
loads to fall further. Follow the calves only with yearlings rather than the adult herd because generally 
yearlings are too young to shed infective loads of MAP, even if carrying the bacteria. Use reseeded 
fields, or land used for silage in the last season, to provide even greater reductions of pasture loads 
of both MAP and worms.

APRIL 2024 | PAGE 11

JOHNE'S DISEASE PROGRAMME

For more information on 
the IJCP see Animal Health 
Ireland Website and for 
practical advice ‘A guide to 
Johne’s disease’.

https://animalhealthireland.ie/assets/uploads/2021/06/JD-A-Guide-to-Johnes-Disease-2021.pdf?dl=1
https://animalhealthireland.ie/assets/uploads/2021/06/JD-A-Guide-to-Johnes-Disease-2021.pdf?dl=1
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