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Regulatory & Marketplace

Tackling Major Diseases in British Cattle Herds 

Bovine viral diarrhoea (BVD), Johne’s disease, infectious 
bovine rhinotracheitis (IBR) and leptospirosis are the 
four most important non-statutory diseases affecting 
cattle in British beef and dairy herds. Co-ordinating the 
control of these diseases is largely managed through 
the not-for-profit Cattle Health Certification Standards 
(CHeCS). Whilst the cost of these disorders to the industry 
is relatively very high (see Table 1) there has been 
measurable success in reducing incidence. This article 
examines two of those diseases, Johne’s and BVD, how 
the industry is tackling them and some of its exemplary 
efforts to eradicate them. It also overviews the impact 
of the parasite-based disease Neospora caninum which, 
in spring 2015 was the first new disease in 15 years to 
be added to CHeCS following evidence of infection levels 
rising to as high as 51% across British beef and dairy 
herds.

Table 1: Major cattle disease concerns and costs across 
Britain 

Cattle Health Certification Standards (CHeCS)
CHeCS is the self-regulatory body for cattle health 
schemes in the UK and Ireland. It features nine CHeCS-
approved cattle health schemes providing programmes 
for disease monitoring, control and ultimate eradication. 
Each scheme also provides certification when a herd 
meets the agreed national CHeCS cattle health standards. 
Herd owners may test for any or all of the diseases at the 
same time. At its most basic level, entry to a cattle health 
scheme requires only routine monitoring, which in dairy 
herds is by regular bulk milk testing. This provides a good 
assessment of the herd’s health status, and once this 
is known, the herd may progress through a programme 
of control and eradication to eventual disease-free 
accreditation.

CHeCS’ Principal Objectives: 
• To promote improvements in cattle health and 

welfare,
• To provide standards and certification for cattle 

health schemes,
• To develop and maintain links with cattle farmers, 

breed societies, veterinary practitioners, laboratories, 
government agencies and animal welfare 
organisations to promote the above objectives.

These standards ensure that herd health status in one 
scheme is equivalent to that in all other schemes in the 
UK and Ireland. Close collaboration by CHeCS with other 
countries ensures that licensed schemes in the UK and 
Ireland are as good as any in the world.

The approved schemes are as follows: AFBI 
Cattle Health Scheme, APHA Herdsure Cattle Health 
Improvement Service, Biobest HI Health Herdcare, Irish 
Limousin Cattle Society Limo Leader Herd Health, Jersey 
Island Genetics, National Milk Laboratories HerdWise, 
Nationwide Labs Advance Cattle Health Scheme, SRUC 
Premium Cattle Health Scheme, Shetland Animal Health 
Scheme.
 
Johne’s Disease 
Losses in the beef herd: Johne’s in a herd of 100 suckler 
cows where 10% of the cows are infected is estimated 
to cost £4532 per annum1, according to AHDB Beef and 

Lamb. It is assumed that the presence of the disease 
results in 5% fewer calves being produced per annum, 
and 5% of the calves produced each year weigh 36kg less 
at weaning.

Disease Control   
Johne’s control is challenging and some cattle breeders 
have become disillusioned with their efforts. One of the 
main issues has been the efficacy of testing, with recent 
research2 indicating that prevalence and control measures 
both influence the performance of the commonly-used 
ELISA tests.

The use of terminology such as ‘accredited’ has 
previously implied freedom from the disease, when in fact, 
due to testing issues, it is impossible to make this guarantee 
and buyers have been in danger of being lulled into a 
sense of false security. Thus after extensive discussions 
with pedigree cattle breeders and their breed societies 
and with the nine CHeCS registered cattle health schemes, 
a new risk-based programme was introduced in January 
2013. The results to date are encouraging (see Table 2).

Dairy and beef concerns Estimated cost
Bovine Viral Diarrhoea (BVD) £39.6m (University of Reading)
Johne’s Disease £13m (SRUC) 

Infectious Bovine Rhinotracheitis (IBR – mainly beef) £36.6m (ADAS/AHDB Beef and Lamb)

Risk level Old system % in each category

1 Accredited 52.3
2 Qualifying 40.3
3 Control 3.6
4 Control 3.6
5 None 0.2
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The new graded system enables herds to maintain or 
move towards clear herd tests. This is achieved by a 
combination of testing and the implementation of a 
management programme with an up-to-date health plan 
properly endorsed by both the farmer and his veterinary 
surgeon. 

The key points of the new regime are:
• Herds with three clear consecutive annual tests of 

all animals of two years and older with no reactors 
identified will gain Level 1 status. Level 1 herds carry 
the lowest risk of selling infected stock; this category 
is equivalent to the current ‘accredited’ status. The 
greater the number of animals in a herd and the 
longer it has been Level 1, the further the risk is 
reduced. 

• Herds where reactors have been identified will 
become Level 3 or 4, depending on the number of 
reactors in the herd. It is essential for all herds within 
Levels 1-4 to have a health plan in place covering 
the control of Johne’s. The aim of the health plan is 
to reduce the spread of infection within a herd and 
reduce the risk of buying in infected animals. It must 
be updated annually and endorsed by both vet and 
farmer. 

• Herds that do not have a health plan in place or have 
no evidence that they are taking steps to control the 
disease will be placed in Level 5, along with herds 
that are not carrying out testing. Level 5 herds are 
considered to be the greatest risk with respect to 
Johne’s when buying in replacement stock. 

• Any calf at foot of a reactor must not be retained for 
breeding or sold as a breeding animal. This is because 
these calves are considered to be more likely to be 
infected than calves of dams which test negative. 

The Welsh Black Cattle Society has implemented an 

exemplary herd health programme targeting Johne’s 
disease. Table 3 reflects its success in eradication, which 
is largely attributed to having a vet as an administrator 
to run the programme.

Bovine Viral Diarrhoea 
BVD as a disease is strategically important because it 
tends to mask other conditions. The cost of an outbreak 
in a commercial suckler herd with no immunity to the 
virus is likely to be in the region of £50 for every cow 
in the herd. Identifying persistently infected (PI) animals 
and vaccinating against BVD can bring benefits of £101/
cow3, according to ADAS. Data provided by MSD Animal 
Health shows that 60% of herd samples submitted for 
MSD Beef Check between January and June 2011 were 
found to be positive for antibodies to BVD. 

The Scottish Scheme 
The Scottish eradication scheme has proved to be one 
of the most successful initiatives to tackle BVD4. The 
scheme’s ‘control measures’ phase has been in place from 
December 2013; it primarily set out to stop the movement 
of PI animals and encourage smarter purchasing. 
Under this, it is illegal to knowingly move a PI animal, 
or an animal whose last individual test was positive for 
BVD, other than direct to slaughter. Any herd that has 
not completed an annual herd screen is placed under 
restriction until they have completed their test. It is also 
a requirement to declare the herd or individual animal 
status when selling an animal. The status is available 
on the ScotEID database for purchasers to check, and 
auction markets are able to display the status at sales. 
The value of this declaration focuses on highlighting the 
risk of buying a PI animal. 

At the start of the initiative, surveys suggested 38% 
of Scottish breeding herds had BVD, a level which had 
dropped to 28% by the end of the scheme’s first voluntary 
year. Since then, progress has been encouraging, with 
a 50% reduction in herds affected by BVD under the 
current approach. It is expected that the known status 
of animals being sold will be a further driver for herds to 
try and achieve a negative status, and provide the tools 
for negative herds to protect their status. During 2015, 
eradication will be taken forward through further controls 
that will include an increasing stringency on the use of 
tests on ‘not negative’ herds. 

The eradication scheme entered phase 4 in June 2015. 
This introduced, along with a continuation of mandatory 
annual screening and a ban on the movement of PI 
animals, that

• animals from ‘not negative’ holdings may not move 
unless they have an individual ‘negative’ status

• animals brought into a holding from a untested 
holding to be isolated and tested for the BVD virus

• a reduction in the number of testing options available 
for annual screening

A temporary General Licence under the BVD Order was 
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Year % cattle accredited % with clear herd test % with no status
2002 23 7 70
2004 45 19 36
2006 55 24 21
2008 71 9 20
2010 77 11 12
2011 89 4 7

Table 3: % of total cattle of different health status 
entered in the society’s sales 
Source: Welsh Black Cattle Society
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introduced, permitting, subject to certain conditions, 
the movement of a breeding bovine animal or a bovine 
animal forming part of a breeding herd with a ‘not 
negative’ BVD status from a holding to a market for the 
purpose of onward consignment to slaughter. All those 
PI animals and animals without an individual status from 
a ‘not negative’ holding are unable to move other than 
directly to slaughter. 

The English Scheme 
The National BVD Steering Group for England launched 
an initiative in December 2012, funded by Rural 
Development Programme England (RDPE) money and 
co-ordinated by AHDB Beef and Lamb and AHDB Dairy. 
This initiative provides advice and tools to help BVD 
awareness training and manage the disease on-farm5. 
An earlier initiative operating in the south-west, via the 
South West Healthy Livestock Initiative (SWHLI), and 
a smaller North West Dairy BVD campaign, led by the 
National Farmers Union (NFU) and Scottish Rural College 
(SRUC) and funded by the RDPE North West Livestock 
Programme, have paved the way in increasing interest in 
those regions. 

Over 1500 farms and 700 vets took part in BVD 
awareness training, as part of the BVD-free campaign. 
Initial investigations of BVD status were conducted on 
830 farms, mainly located in central and eastern England. 
Of these, a combination of bulk milk and young stock 
seroprevalence testing indicated that 63% (523 farms) 
were currently BVD-free, and 37% (307 farms) had 
evidence of recent or current BVDV infection. PIs have so 
far been identified on 50 of these 307 farms. It should 
be noted that PI testing was still ongoing on a number 
of these farms, and this number may increase with time. 
There are currently well-developed plans to establish an 
industry-owned programme to eliminate BVD virus from 
cattle herds in England. A large number of organisations 
have signed up to this statement of intent. It is hoped 
that funding will be available from the latest round 
of RDPE money. BVD would form the template for the 
eradication of other endemic diseases.

Neospora 
Neospora is a protozoan, about half the size of a red 
blood cell, that can invade and live inside animal 
cells. The definitive host is the dog, whilst cattle are 
an intermediate host of the parasite, and infection 
can result in abortion. In cattle, the parasite can stay 
hidden within infected cells that allow it to persist for 
a long time within an infected animal. However, if ‘re-
activation’ occurs during pregnancy of an infected cow, 
then the parasite can be transmitted to the foetus, which 
can lead to the death of the foetus, abortion, or the birth 
of a persistently infected calf. Statistics on prevalence 
are sketchy, but it is a global problem and one that is 
on the increase in the UK. A valuable addition to current 
knowledge on Neospora has been a project carried out by 
the retailer Morrisons; bulk milk tests of around 500 GB 
dairy herds in 2012 have suggested that the prevalence of 

Neospora could be much higher than previously thought. 

Based on abortion cases that were submitted to 
veterinary investigation centres, it can be concluded that 
about 20% of cases are due to the parasite. Costs include 
those associated with abortions and loss of the calf, but 
also increased calving interval and failing to get the cow 
back in calf. Infected animals also have a reduced life 
expectancy. Financial modelling completed as part of 
the Morrisons report predicts the cost of Neospora in an 
average 121-cow herd to be in the order of £3000/year6. 

Disease Control
Methods include disposing of cattle tissues left over from 
a calving, or aborted foetuses, to avoid dogs being able to 
complete the lifecycle of the parasite. Dog owners should 
be made aware of the risks too; if a dog becomes infected 
and its faeces are not picked up, there is a possibility that 
they could be leaving infected material for cattle to eat 
and the whole cycle starts again. There are currently no 
licensed drugs for the treatment of Neospora infection in 
cattle, nor are there any vaccines available in the UK, so 
preventative measures are key to controlling the spread 
of Neospora.
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