Disease risks from replacement stock can exacerbate the impact of TB breakdowns

A hidden cost of bovine TB (bTB) is the indirect impact it can have in spreading other infectious
diseases between herds. The removal of bTB reactor animals often leads to the necessary
purchase of replacement stock. However the purchase of cattle in any situation represents a
high risk for introducing infectious agents to a herd.

In one local suckler herd, a recent TB breakdown necessitated the purchase of replacement
stock including a bull. A bull was subsequently sourced outside NI, and on arrival the farmer
followed BVD testing requirements. These revealed that the bull was BVD positive on both
initial and confirmatory tests, and the bull was destroyed.

In another recent case, a herd that had lost cattle to bTB purchased replacements through a
dispersal sale. The herd that was being dispersed had BVD present at the time, so BVD
Positive animals were not permitted to move however it is probable that other non-restricted
animals carried a transient infection back to the purchasing herd.

These cases demonstrate the impact that a bTB breakdown can have on wider biosecurity at
the farm level. Maintenance of a closed herd is an ideal and important biosecurity measure
as it reduces the risk of infection from purchased cattle but the need to replace bTB infected
stock can override bioexclusion plans, which are essential for the protection of herd health,
and can prevent farmers from implementing effective biosecurity practices.

While an underlying intention of restocking a herd is to create a herd capable of remaining
bTB free, in terms of BVD risk the purchase of breeding stock carries the risk of introducing a
persistently or transiently infected animal or of a dam carrying a Pl foetus (a ‘Trojan’ dam).
The level of risk can be raised further when purchases are made from multiple sources. Cattle
imported into Northern Ireland are not required to have a pre-movement BVD test, however
untested animals are required to be tested within 20 days of arrival on a farm.

Although cattle movements are associated with the spread of infections, the movement of
cattle to replace cattle removed due to bTB is not optional if the affected herd is to remain
economically viable and sustainable in the longer term. The purchase of replacement stock
is not solely driven by economics, but can depend on the herd type, available genetics, farmer
judgement of stock and existing networks of potential sellers.

In the situations described, the impacts of the TB and BVD disclosures in the herd go beyond
financial costs. Significant farmer time is involved in identifying, purchasing and moving the
replacements. In addition, the decisions required to allow a breeding programme to proceed
at pace can lead to pressurised situations for those working on the farm. The loss of income
as a result of introduced infection is an unexpected drain on resources, and the animal welfare
impacts can also be consequential.

The systematic BVD eradication programme in NI being run by Animal Health and Welfare NI
(AHWNI) continues to make steady progress. There is however an increased need for herd
restrictions and support of risk-based trading. The BVD Implementation Group continues to
call for further measures, including the availability of BVD herd level statuses, that would
accelerate progress towards the eradication of BVD.



Note for editors:

1. AHWNI is responsible for the delivery of the Northern Ireland Bovine Viral Diarrhoea
Eradication Scheme. For more information on the operation of the Scheme, please contact
AHWNI (email info@animalhealthni.com, tel. 028 7963 9333) or visit the AHWNI website
www.animalhealthni.com



