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The Parasite Control Technical Working Group of Animal 
Health Ireland (AHI) chaired by Professor Michael Doherty 
of UCD has recently completed work on the leaflet ‘Liver 
Fluke - The Facts’ which is one of a series of leaflets 
on major parasites. All AHI leaflets are available and 
downloadable directly from www.animalhealthireland.
ie Alternatively, you can order directly on 071 967 1928. 
Below is an extract from this latest leaflet.    

The life cycle of liVer fluke

The liver fluke life cycle depends on a snail (liver fluke snail 
or mud snail) acting as an intermediate host. Animals are 
infected by ingesting encapsulated larvae (metacercariae) 
on contaminated grass. Once the metacercariae have been 
ingested, the larvae are freed from the cysts, penetrate the 
intestinal wall and move to the liver. In the liver they travel 
for eight to 12 weeks causing significant liver damage. 
Immature flukes reach the bile ducts where they mature 
into adults and in the absence of treatment, they may 
live for months in cattle and years in sheep, feeding on 
blood and producing thousands of eggs that are released 
with the bile into the small intestine, finally reaching the 
pasture in the faeces. 

Most disease occurs during the winter, as a result of 
infections acquired in the autumn from snails that have 
built up over the summer on pastures. Occasionally, snails 
become infected in the autumn and may hibernate over 
winter, resulting in infestations in early spring time.

cliNical aNd sub-cliNical sigNs
Liver fluke infestation can cause decreased fertility and 
wool production. Animals may show a variety of obvious 
clinical signs such as sub-mandibular oedema, anaemia, 
diarrhoea, poor coat condition and lack of appetite.
 
diagNosTic TesTs
Detection of subclinical infection will require the use 
of diagnostic tests (elevated globulins, low albumins, 
elevated GGT) and assessment of faecal egg counts.  
Bulk Milk Elisa Testing may be used as an additional 
surveillance tool on dairy farms, but the data need to be 
interpreted carefully in association with other diagnostic 
information on farm including production data, clinical 
information, and results of faecal testing and details of 
liver condemnations from the meat factory. 

coNTrol Programmes
The control of liver fluke in livestock is mainly based on 
the use of drugs (flukicides), preventively or routinely, as 
well as on the treatment of individual clinical cases. ‘Liver 
fluke - The Facts’ provides a guide to common flukicides 
available on the Irish market for combating liver fluke.  
The inappropriate use or overuse of some flukicides such 
as triclabendazole has led to the emergence of resistant 
strains of F. hepatica; this has been reported in several 
countries including Ireland, the Netherlands and the UK. 
Therefore, annual rotation of anthelmintics, plus post-
treatment assessment of the effectiveness of dosing 
should form part of fluke control programmes.

WorkiNg oN beaTiNg liVer fluke

ecoNomic imPacT of liVer fluke disease
Liver fluke disease causes annual losses estimated •	
to be €2.5bn to livestock and food industries 
worldwide. 
Depending on the degree of infection, liver fluke may •	
cause a reduction in live weight gain of up to 20%  
in cattle and up to 30% in sheep, and a decrease in 
milk production of up to 8% in cows.  
Losses also occur due to the number of livers •	
condemned in meat plants, and rates of 
condemnation up to 50% have been recently 
reported. 
Liver fluke is a more economically significant issue •	
on Irish farms than rumen fluke. 

The Parasite Control Technical Working Group (TWG) is 
made up of industry and research experts who work 
together in order to deliver best practice messages 
for Irish farmers and their vets. Members of the TWG 
include Mícheál Casey, DAFF, Central Veterinary Research 
Laboratory, Backweston; Bosco Cowley, Intervet Schering 
Plough; Martin Danaher, Teagasc; Andrew Forbes, Merial, 
Lyons, France; Barbara Good, Teagasc; Fintan Graham, 
Veterinary Practitioner; Ian Hogan, DAFF, Veterinary 
Laboratory Services, Limerick; Grace Mulcahy, UCD School 
of Agriculture, Food Science and Veterinary Medicine; Tom 
Murphy, DAFF Central Veterinary Research Laboratory, 
Backweston; Riona Sayers, Independent Milk Laboratories; 
Donal Toolan, DAFF Regional Veterinary Laboratory, 
Kilkenny; Dr Theo de Waal, UCD, School of Agriculture, 
Food Science and Veterinary Medicine. 
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