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Advising suckler herds on IBR control 
following Beef Welfare Scheme testing 
Maria Guelbenzu LV PhD MRCVS, BVD programme manager, AHI, provides vets with some 
guidance in relation to interpreting the National Beef Welfare Scheme Infectious Bovine 
Rhinotracheitis test results and advising their clients about them

The National Beef Welfare Scheme (NBWS) is a support 
measure introduced by the Department of Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine (DAFM) designed to enhance animal health 
and husbandry on Irish suckler farms in 2023. The scheme 
supports farmers in meal-feeding suckler calves in advance 
of, and after, weaning, and in testing for the presence of 
Infectious Bovine Rhinotracheitis (IBR) in their herds. Both 
actions are mandatory for farmers who wish to participate 
in the scheme. Results from this testing are currently being 
analysed and will be reported in due course. 

TESTING A PROPORTION OF THE HERD FOR IBR: 
THE SNAPSHOT
The IBR testing of a proportion of the herd (snapshot test) 
in the NBWS 2023 is a cost-effective means to obtain an 
initial indication of the prevalence of infection and the 
effectiveness of any control measures currently in place 
in a given herd. The snapshot requires the sampling of 20 
randomly selected animals — used or intended for breeding 
and over nine months-old — to ensure there are no maternal 
antibodies remaining. It is important to include animals of all 
ages and groups in this testing to obtain a result that truly 
reflects the status of the herd. Blood samples are tested with 
an IBR gE (marker) test that allows differentiation between 
vaccinated and infected animals. 
Having an indication of the within-herd prevalence to IBR, 
together with analysis of the age of seropositive animals 
where detected, provides useful information to review the 
biosecurity of the herd to prevent re-introduction of the 
disease and make informed decisions on vaccination. 

Relationship between the snapshot results and 
within-herd prevalence 
A direct correlation exists between the proportion of positive 
animals detected in the snapshot test and within-herd 
prevalence. To explore this, the relationship between the 
snapshot test results when sampling 20 randomly selected 
animals and the apparent within-herd prevalence was 
assessed with the ‘Grange beef dataset’ which consists of 
131 herds sampled in 2015, where all adult animals were 
tested for field virus antibodies. It found 86 per cent herd 
level prevalence (113 positive herds). Of the positive herds, 
37 herds had more than 30 animals. For each of the 37 herds 
with more than 30 animals and known apparent prevalence 
within the herd, the snapshot was simulated 10,000 times. 
Using these snapshot test results, the within-herd 
prevalence was estimated and compared to the known 
prevalence within the herd. This comparison is shown 
in Figure 1. For each herd, the entire range of estimated 
prevalences from the snapshot is shown as a vertical red line 
and compared to the measured prevalence within the herd 
calculated from the full herd test results (red squares). The 
mean deviation for the 20-animal scenario is approximately 

five per cent, which means that a snapshot overestimated or 
underestimated the true prevalence within the herd by five 
per cent on average, with the greatest variability seen with 
around 50 per cent prevalence. 

How long does it take for a herd that had an 
outbreak to get to a low within-herd prevalence of 
10 per cent? 
As an initial assessment, the rate of animal turnover in 
beef herds was simulated from national data, as shown in 
Figure 2, showing the proportion of these animals remaining 
in each subsequent year. This analysis shows that, if 
considering a herd with an initial seroprevalence of 100 per 
cent, after a median time of approximately nine years, only 10 
per cent of the original herd remains (with a prevalence of 10 
per cent assuming no further virus circulation or introduction 
of positive animals). 
This is further illustrated in Figure 3, noting that nine years 
is a median value (the number of years for 50 per cent of 
herds to achieve the 10 per cent value). This figure shows the 
proportion of herds reaching the 10 per cent value in year 
nine (around 15 per cent of herds), or in fewer or more years, 
and in addition, the number of original animals remaining at 
that point (median values of five or fewer). 
This demonstrates that it takes many years for a herd 
that had an outbreak to achieve a low prevalence or fully 
negative status. Therefore, we can assume low prevalence/
negative herds have been free from IBR for a long period of 

Figure 1: Snapshot test prevalence accuracy based on 10,000 
random samplings for each herd. 



35

LARGE ANIMAL - CONTINUING EDUCATION

VETERINARY IRELAND JOURNAL  I  VOLUME 14  I  NUMBER 1

time, and they have avoided accidental introduction of IBR or 
virus positive animals. 

ADVICE FOR HERDS WITH MEDIUM-HIGH 
PREVALENCE  > 15 PER CENT
Non-vaccinating herds 
Herds with a snapshot indicating a within-herd prevalence 
of  >15 per cent that are not already vaccinating for IBR 
should consider beginning a vaccination programme. An 
effective vaccination programme will reduce the likelihood of 
latent infection in carrier animals reactivating and resulting 
in transmission within (and potentially between) herds. It 
will also protect animals that become exposed, reducing 
the extent and duration of any clinical signs and reduce 

Figure 2: Population turnover in suckler beef herds. The line 
represents the median proportion of animals still in the herd in 
each successive year (e.g., 10 per cent remaining after nine years) 
while the wider band indicates the upper and lower limits within 
which 95 per cent of values lie (e.g., reading vertically, after 10 
years, 95 per cent of herds have fewer than 25 per cent of animals 
remaining; reading horizontally at 10 years, 95 per cent of herds 
require at least five years before only 10 per cent of the starting 
population remain). 

Figure 3: Fade off dynamics of seroprevalence to IBR in beef 
herds starting from an initial 100 per cent showing the number 
of years until less than 10 per cent of the initial herd remains. 
Vertical red bars represent the proportion of herds (left y axis) in 
which less than 10 per cent of the starting population remain after 
a given number of years, while the grey box plots indicate the 
distribution of the number of animals remaining when the 10 per 
cent threshold is reached (right y axis) and could be removed to 
achieve freedom. 

Figure 4: Methods for IBR control a per within-herd prevalence. 

Control principles All negative 
herd

Low prevalence 
herd*

Medium or high 
prevalence herd*

A. Bioexclusion
B. Cull/Isolate X /X X
C. Vaccination of 
the herd

/X /X

A Dietetic Complementary Feed to Support the 
Preparation for Oestrus and Reproduction

ANTIOXIDANT BOLUS

10 x 123 g
Boluses 
(10 cattle) FOR BOVINE USE ONLY

GE GRAPE 
EXTRACT

SELENIUMSe

E VITAMIN E

10 x 123 g Boluses (10 cattle)

INTRODUCTION
ESey CALVER boluses support antioxidant levels 
in adult cattle over 400 kg during the transition 
period when the cow is under stress and when 
vitamin E levels fall at calving.

ESey CALVER boluses are designed to lie in the 
reticulum. The wrapper on the bolus dissolves and 
the bolus breaks into two parts. These erode and 
dissolve thus providing a continuous and regular 
supply of nutrients to the animal.

ESey CALVER boluses have an active life of 
approx. 60 days. They should be given to the cow:
• at drying off, OR
• post-calving in early lactation.

There is no residue.

Simultaneous supplementation of additives with 
a maximum content from other sources to those 
incorporated in a bolus, if applicable, shall be 
avoided.

Before using, it is recommended to have advice 
from a veterinarian or nutritionist concerning:

1. The balance of trace elements in the daily ration
2. The trace element status of the herd.

ADMINISTRATION
One 123 g bolus should be 
given to each animal.

Use only an approved 
Agrimin bolus applicator.

1    Insert the bolus into the head of the 
applicator.

2    Insert the applicator into the animal’s mouth
  ✓     Restrain the animal with the head in the 

forward position.
 ✓   Keep the neck straight.
 ✓   Insert the applicator carefully from the 

front of the mouth (not the side) and over 
the back of the tongue.

 ✗  DO NOT use severe restraint such as 
gripping the tongue, or holding the head too 
high.

 ✗  If you are using a crush, be sure the ‘v’ of 
the gate does not press against the throat. 
This interferes with swallowing.

3    Release
 ✓  As the animal begins to swallow, gently 

eject the bolus.
 ✗  DO NOT push the bolus applicator too far 

down the throat.
 ✗  DO NOT use force as you may damage the 

animal’s throat.

REMEMBER – TAKING CARE MEANS TAKING 
TIME!
It is not necessary to administer additional 
selenium during the active life of the boluses.
For adult cattle only.
Not to be given to cattle under 400 kg liveweight.
KEEP OUT OF REACH OF CHILDREN. 

  

1 2 3  
  

Analytical ConstituentsQuantity Added
CalciumNil
Sodium0.09 %
PhosphorusNil
Magnesium Nil

Additives 
Nutritional 
Additives

Identifi cation 
Code

Functional 
Group

Product 
Composition

(mg per kg bolus)

Average 
Daily

Supply (mg)
Vitamin E (-tocopherol)3a 700Vitamins30,61263.0  
Selenium (Sodium selenate)3b 803Trace elements1,4593.0
Dry Grape Extract2b 485Flavouring20,08441.3

Composition: Minerals, zinc powder and wax. 
All fi gures expressed as a proportion of total bolus weight.  FOR BOVINE USE ONLY

AGRIMIN LTD.
Arlanda Way, 
Humberside Airport, 
Kirmington, 
North Lincolnshire, 
DN39 6YH, UK

Tel: +44 (0)1652 688046 
Email: info@agrimin.co.uk
www.agrimin.co.uk
Agrimin Ltd. - GB864E126

UKESeyCL-23/2

Store in a cool, dry place. 
Reseal part used packs.

GE GRAPE 
EXTRACT

SELENIUMSe

E VITAMIN E

IS A SHORTFALL IN 
SELENIUM IMPACTING  
YOUR HERD AT CALVING?

www.agrimin.co.uk
Tel: +44 (0) 1652 688046
Email: info@agrimin.co.uk 
Commercial Manager Ireland: 
Oliver Dillon – T : 087 473 6347
Territory Manager Ireland: 
Sean Parke – T: 087 455 4566

GIVE YOUR COWS THE 
AGRIMIN ADVANTAGE

•  Support through calving, recovery, colostrum 
production and return to service

•  Support calf vigour, growth and aids in the 
reduction of digestive disturbances



Figure 5: Bioexclusion control options for activities that present high, moderate and low risks of introducing IBR into a herd. 
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Higher Risk Activities Control Option How effective will it be?

Purchasing and introduction 
of stock

Keep a closed herd (including no borrowing or purchasing of bulls) Excellent

Isolate any incoming stock for four weeks before testing for antibodies; only introduce test-
negative animlas1 Very good

Introduce stock only from IBR accredited free herds (and isolate for four weeks afetr arrival) Good

Buy stock from herds with no clinical signs of IBR (and isolate for four weeks after arrival) Poor

Mixking home stock with cattle 
from another farm at pasture, 
housing or by contract rearing

Do not allow home stock to mix with animals from any other farm Excellent

Grazing stock in boundary 
fields with poor perimeter 
fencing

Do not graze boundary fields when there are nieghbours’ cattle in the adjacent field Very good

Ensure all perimeter fencing is unbroken and maintains 5m between stock on a neighbours 
farm

Very good

Taking stock to a mart
Do not take stock to marts and allow them back home Excellent

Take stock to marts but do not allow them back home without isolating and testing Very good

Taking stock to an agricultural 
show

Do not take stock to agricultural shows Excellent

Only take stock that require a negative IBR test result for all entrants; if no such shows exist 
encourage development of these through breed societies; isolate and test (as above) on 
return from the show

Good

Farm staff contacting external 
stock (e.g at shows, farm walks 
etc)

Ensure all farm staff change outer clothing and wash hands before and after contact with 
any external stock

Excellent

Ensure all farm staff disinfect all outer clothing and wash hands before and after contact 
with any external stock

Good

Maderate Risk Activities Control Option How effective will it be?

Allowing visitors that move 
between farms access to stock2

Provide visitors with clean, disinfected3 (or disposable) outer clothing (that stays on the 
farm) and hand washing facilities before they contact stock

Excellent

Ensure visitors2 completely clean and disinfect3 all outer clothing and footware before they 
contact stock

Very good

Sharing farm equipment with 
a neighbour (e.g nose tomgs, 
foot-paring crishes etc)

Do not share farm equipment with a neighbour Excellent

Clean and disinfect all shared farm equipment before and after every use Very good

Visitors’ vehicles coming close 
to stock2

Do not allow visiting vehicles close contact with stock Excellent

Ensure vehicles drive through a disinfectant3 bath before close contact with stock Moderate-poor

Conducting AI Only purchase semen from collection centres approved to EU standard 2003/43/EC4 Excellent

Lower Risk Activities Control Option How effective will it be?

Conducting embryo transfer5 Only use in-vivo embryos (produced entirely from live animals) that are processed according 
to guidelines from the International Enbryo Transfer Society

Excellent

Shared frazing with sheep, 
goats or deer

Do not share grazing with sheep, goats or deer Very good

1If introducing stock follow the Bioexclusion document guidelines, and see www.animalhealthireland.ie for more information on testing animals. 2This includes 
delivery/pick-up and their helpers. 3A list of approved disinfectants is available for the websites of DAFM (www.agricuture.gov.ie) and DARD (www.dardni.gov.uk/
dard-approved-disinfectants). 4All semen collection centres in the Republic of Ireland and all legally imported semen must meet these standards. 5This does not 
include the risk of purchasing recipients, which is a ‘higher risk’ activity (considered above).



1.  WHAT CONSTITUTES AN IBR SNAPSHOT TEST: 
A. Consists in sampling a fraction of the herd
B. Within the NBWS, 20 animals are blood sampled 
C. Animals should be randomly selected and over nine 

months old
D. All of the above

2.  WHAT STATEMENT IS NOT TRUE IN RELATION 
TO THE IBR SNAPSHOT TEST? 

A. In order for the results to be representative, sampled 
animals must be randomly selected

B. A direct correlation exists between the prevalence 
detected at the snapshot test and within-herd 
prevalence

C. Oldest animals should not be sampled
D. When sampling 20 animals, a snapshot overestimated 

or underestimated the true prevalence within the herd 
by five per cent on average

3.  A HERD WITH A NEGATIVE SNAPSHOT 
A. Is likely free, but if pursuing freedom, all animals would 

have to be individually sampled
B. Has not had introduction of IBR for a number of years
C. Vaccination should only be considered if higher risk 

activities for IBR introduction are not controlled
D. All of the above

4.  WHAT WOULD YOU ADVISE A HERD THAT HAS 
POSITIVE gE SNAPSHOT TEST RESULT? 

A. Concentrate on bio-exclusion
B. The herd is free from infection
C. Start full and regular vaccination combined with 

bioexclusion and regular monitoring
D. Start vaccination of the breeding animals in the herd 

Reader Questions and Answers

ANSWERS: 1D; 2C; 3D; 4C.
the level of onward transmission from these animals. Over 
time therefore, as latently infected cows are culled through 
routine management, and replaced by young, unexposed 
animals, the prevalence of infection in the herd will fall, 
potentially reaching zero depending on various factors, 
including the level of biosecurity and purchase policy. 

Vaccinating herds 
Herds with a snapshot indicating a within-herd prevalence 
of  >15 per cent that are already vaccinating for IBR, should 
consider evaluating the efficacy of their overall control 
strategy (vaccination and biosecurity), taking into account 
the estimated prevalence and number of years vaccinating. 
This should include quarantine and testing of added animals 
to ensure they are not carriers, and strategic sampling 
of younger stock that should not have been exposed if 
vaccination and associated biosecurity is 100 per cent 
effective. For example, in a herd that has been vaccinating 
for five years, we would like to see all home-bred animals 
less than five years of age testing negative. 

ADVICE FOR HERDS WITH LOW/NO 
PREVALENCE (0-15 PER CENT)
Herds with a totally negative snapshot or with a single 
seropositive animal have a very low (or zero) true within-
herd prevalence. Testing of any animals not included in 
the snapshot would be required to confirm freedom (or to 
identify and remove any remaining carriers). Again, those in 
charge of these herds should review biosecurity, particularly 
in relation to added animals, to avoid accidental introduction. 
Vaccination should be considered but not necessarily 
introduced if the risk of introduction can be minimised with 
bioexclusion measures, noting that at this point the herd has 
avoided introduction of infection for many years. 
It is worth highlighting that, under the Animal Health Law, for 
a herd to be considered IBR-free as well as testing negative, 
it must not have been vaccinating for at least two years. 

INDIVIDUAL ANIMAL RESULTS
Analysis of the results at individual animal level will provide 
an indication of whether there has been recent circulation of 
the virus and, therefore, if control measures are effective in 

herds with an IBR control plan. The first step is to look at the 
ages of any seropositive animals and their cohorts. If only 
older animals are positive, it indicates historical infection 
and good control, as the virus has not circulated to younger 
animals. If only young animals are positive, it indicates 
recent infection. 
It is also important to note whether any seropositive animals 
are home-bred or not. If they are not home-bred, consider 
whether they could have received a conventional vaccine. 
Although only ‘marker’ vaccines are licensed for use in 
the Republic of Ireland, in other countries (including the 
United Kingdom) both ‘conventional’ (non-marker) and 
‘marker’ vaccines are available. Animals vaccinated with a 
conventional vaccine will test positive to the gE (marker) 
test.

BIOSECURITY REVIEW
A review of the risk activities and possible control options 
can be seen in Figure 5. Closed herds have the lowest risk 
of introducing IBR but if the farmer has to introduce animals 
(including animals returning from shows or the mart), 
these should be isolated for four weeks and tested for IBR 
antibodies before they join the herd. Only negative animals 
should enter negative herds. 
Avoiding mixing ‘home’ stock with cattle from other farms at 
pasture, housing or during contract-rearing, will help prevent 
accidental introduction of infection. As the virus is also 
capable of being transmitted indirectly through equipment 
and people, it is important to maintain good hygiene of 
shared equipment and facilities, use separate clothing, or 
ensure appropriate cleaning and disinfection of boots and 
clothing. 
Good building design, ventilation, and stocking density, as 
well as ensuring good nutrition and low stress environments, 
are key. 

Further information 
Detailed information leaflets on IBR and herd biosecurity, 
along with answers to frequently asked questions on IBR and 
specific guidance for herds with bull calves that are potential 
AI sires, are available at 
http://animalhealthireland.ie/?page_id=377.
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(continued from page 35)


