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Herd Health Management 
–Beef Herd Focus
Herd health management stresses the significance of the economic  
impact of sub-clinical disease, which represents just the tip of the iceberg,  
writes Professor Michael Doherty, UCD School of Veterinary Medicine  
and Board Member of Animal Health Ireland

Some of the challenges ahead in the rapidly changing 
agricultural industry of the 21st century include disease 
prevention and methods of enhancing animal welfare 
and farmer profitability, while also taking cognisance of 
food safety issues, the consumer and the environment. 
This is why herd health management or planning, which 
is important to agricultural sustainability, must now take 
centre stage in Ireland. Disease prevention, in its broadest 
sense, requires the adoption of a multidisciplinary team 
approach involving the farmer, the veterinary practitioner 
and the farmer’s advisers, nutritional and animal 
breeding consultants. The benefits of optimal herd health 
management include: improvement and enhancement 
of animal health and welfare; farmer profitability and 
welfare; disease surveillance and consumer confidence. 
Herd health management, with its emphasis on disease 
prevention, rather than cure, makes economic sense. 
Analyses have shown high economic returns from disease 
prevention, commonly 500-1,500 per cent on invested 
funds. The Delphi study, conducted by Animal Health 
Ireland, highlighted those major endemic production and 
infectious diseases of cattle, which continue to be a cause 
of economic loss to the dairy industry (More et al., 2006). 
Furthermore, a recent study, identified dystocia (calving 
difficulty), calf pneumonia, and calf diarrhoea, in that order, 
as the primary herd health issues in a group of Irish suckler 
beef herds.
 In addition, substantial deficiencies in biosecurity practices 
were also identified on these farms (O’Shaughnessy et 
al., 2013). The effects of herd health problems on the 
profitability of suckler beef farms are manifested through 
animal mortality, ill-thrift, cost of treatment, cost of 
prevention and additional labour. A key component of 
prevention of herd health problems on suckler beef farms 
is the identification of those management factors that 
can significantly impact herd health status. In Ireland, the 
recorded mortality rates for suckler beef calves at birth 
and in the first 28 days of life (includes mortality at birth) 
in 2012 were five per cent and six per cent, respectively. 
Considering that a target of 0.95 calves weaned per female 
mated is the desired production goal, then this level of early 
calf mortality is of concern.

What Is Herd Health Management?  
Herd health management is a method to optimise animal 
health and welfare using systematic analysis of relevant 
data and regular clinical observations of the animals and 
their environment to allow informed and timely decisions to 
improve animal health and farmer profitability.
Herd health management is not simply about creating a 
tick-the-box audit of good farming practice. Furthermore, 
while they may be a useful component of an overall herd 
health plan, herd health management is not about simply 
creating a number of farm activity calendars. Herd health 
requires regular examinations of animal health data, as well 
as regular contact between the farmer, his/her veterinary 
practitioner and other farm advisers. Optimal herd health 
management depends upon a series of planned farm visits 
(approximately four-six times during the year). Herd health 
management represents a move away from the traditional 
veterinary ‘fire-brigade’ service to attend individual sick 
animals towards developing programmes to monitor and 
prevent animal disease. 

Clinical Disease Represents The ‘Tip Of The Iceberg’
Herd health management stresses the significance of the 
economic impact of sub-clinical disease. For example, the one 
case of clinical grass tetany usually represents the ‘tip of the 
iceberg’ where the impact and potential threat of subclinical 
hypomagnesaemia is ‘out of sight’ below the surface.

The Objectives Of Herd Health Management
• Optimal animal health and welfare.
• Optimal farmer profitability and reduced farmer stress.
• Quality safe food.
• Increased consumer confidence.
• Prevention of zoonoses (diseases transmissible from 

animals to humans).
• Disease surveillance.

The Requirements Of Optimal Herd Health 
Management
• Reliable systems of recording relating to health events 

and production performance (data bases: e.g. ICBF, IFC, 
Kingswood, Herdwatch etc.,).



 MAY 2014  

www.irishfarmersmonthly.com

29

• Routine entry of all data, as agreed.
• Accuracy of data entries.
• Relate to achievable targets – basis for comparison with 

actual performance.
• Prompt response to events, as recorded.
• Monitoring, analysis of reports.
• Regular written reports to herd-owners.
• Regular farm visits.
• Multi-disciplinary partnership (farmer, vet, farm advisers) 

under veterinary direction – a team approach.

Requirements Of The Farmer
• Profit-orientated. 
• Motivated to improve or maintain an economically  

viable unit.
• Awareness of the health and welfare impact of both 

clinical and sub-clinical disease.
• Good stockman.

Requirements Of The Veterinary Practitioner
• Specific skills of herd health management. 
• Prepared to apply basic epidemiological methods.
• Competence as a clinician.
• Awareness of disease costs.
• Coaching and communication skills.

The primary objective in a herd health management 
programme is to maintain animal health at an optimal level 
that will provide maximum profitability for the farmer. The 
objectives of herd health are achieved by application of the 
concept of target performance. The differences between 
the targets and performance in the context of animal health 
are the shortfalls. The reasons for failure are identified, 
disease problems are investigated, recommendations for 
improvement are made and performance is monitored 
continuously to assess the efficacy of the action taken. The 
cycle, including problem-analysis protocols, is then repeated 
on a continuous basis (Figure 1)(Mulligan et al., 2006).
Herd health management represents a holistic approach 
to animal health. It may be seen as a ‘book of several 
chapters’ reflecting disease prevention and control or 
modules for the key health, welfare and production themes 
in the beef suckler herd e.g.:
• Calf health (preventing neonatal  mortality, scour and 

pneumonia). 
• Infectious disease prevention (BVD, IBR, Johnes, 

Leptospirosis, salmonellosis, redwater etc.).
• Fertility management.
• Nutritional diseases (optimal body condition score 

management, preventing grass tetany, control of trace 
element deficiencies, copper, selenium etc.). 

• Parasite control (gutworm, lungworm, fluke, ectoparasites-
redwater).

• Biosecurity plan.

The Future 
The expansion of the Irish herd, as outlined in the Food 
Harvest 2020 document, will bring with it herd health 
challenges. Ongoing genetic and genomic research will 
result in the inclusion in the national breeding programme 
of a range of animal health traits. Importantly, a farm-
specific programme of herd health management will be an 
essential component of beef farming in the future as it will 
assist farmers in providing reassurance regarding the health 
status of the farming enterprise unit in all its aspects to the 
beef industry, retailers and consumers. 
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�� Figure 1: ‘The Herd Health Management Cycle’ (Mulligan et al., 2006).


