
 

BVD - The BETTER Farm Story 
Cattle persistently infected (PI) with Bovine Viral Diarrhoea Virus (BVDV) occur due to exposure of 
unborn calves to the virus between days 30 and 120 of pregnancy.  From birth onwards, these PI 
animals have high levels of BVDV in their systems and they readily transfer infection to other animals 
they come in contact with.  Therefore, the key to controlling BVD is the early identification and 
removal of such PI animals from the herd and the prevention of re-introduction of infection.   
 
The BETTER Farm programme run by Teagasc and The Irish Farmers‘Journal has given an insight into 
the level of infection in Irish suckler herds.  Of the 16 participating herds, seven herds (44%) were 
found to contain one or more PI animals.  Overall, 32 PIs were detected in these seven herds with 
between one and ten being found in each.  This represents a total of 1.3% of the 2,500 cattle present 
in these herds.   
 
These results needs to be interpreted with caution given the small number of herds involved. 
Nonetheless, they highlight how common infection in suckler herds is. Data provided by the herd 
owners on these PIs is summarised in Table 1. 
 
It was not possible in all cases to identify how infection had been introduced into each herd.  
However, as shown in Table 1, it is clear that in a number of cases buying in stock was identified as 
the reason for the introduction of infection.  
 
For example in  
 

- Herd 5, the only PI animal identified was a purchased heifer.  
- Herd 6, the two oldest PI cattle had been bought in previously (see below for a more 

detailed case study of this herd).   
- In herd 3, the PI animal was a purchased cow.  It is interesting to note that the calf born to 

this animal was also PI.  This will always be the case because calves carried by PI cows will 
inevitably be exposed to virus during the critical period of pregnancy between 30 and 120 
days.   
 

These findings highlight the risk of introduction of BVD into herds through the buying in of PI 
animals. Evidence shows that animals of unknown disease status should not be purchased or 
alternatively all bought in animals should be tested for BVD to ensure that they are not a PI before 
introducing them into the main herd.  
 



The results from herd 7 highlight a further risk in relation to introduction.  In this case, none of the 
purchased cattle were found to be PI but all of the calves born to these animals were subsequently 
shown to be PI.  This can happen where the purchased animals have been exposed to the virus for 
the first time during the critical period of pregnancy and are carrying PI calves. Therefore, when 
purchasing in-calf cows or heifers it is necessary not only to test the animals themselves, but to 
isolate and test their calves when they are born prior to releasing them into the main herd.   
 
There are of course other avenues of introduction for BVD virus.  These include contact with cattle 
from other herds e.g. at boundaries, when animals break in or out of herds, at shows and sales, 
through visitors and shared equipment.  All of these risks need to be adequately addressed to 
prevent infection re-entering herds but the single biggest risk remains the purchase of PI animals or 
non-PI animals carrying PI calves.  It is essential to put in place adequate pre- or post-purchase 
testing to ensure this does not happen.   
 
Animal Health Ireland, as part of a broad implementation group is working to develop an industry-
led co-ordinated BVD National Eradication Programme to be launched in 2012.  This programme will 
concentrate on tissue tag testing of calves using samples collected when tagging with the official 
identity tag.  This will allow early identification and removal of PI animals and provide both sellers 
and buyers of livestock with the opportunity to purchase cattle which have already been tested for 
BVD.  
 
Further details of the programme, including how to order the necessary tags, will be made available 
in the coming months. 
 
 
Table 1. Details of the 7 BETTER Farm herds with PI cattle. 

Herd  Herd size  No. PI’s  Age of PI’s  (and details) 

1  80 cows  3  3 calves  

2  80 cows  3  2 yearling heifers, 1 calf  

3  75 cows  2  1 cow and her calf 

(cow had been bought in)  

4  130 cows  10  All calves  

5  60 cows  1  1 (15-18mth old heifer)  

Bought in as a bulling heifer  

6  80 cows  10  7 weanlings, 1 yearlings, 2 cows  

(both cows had been bought in) 

7  90 cows  3  3 calves  

(all from bought in cows that were 

in calf)  

Further information and details on BVD are available from the Animal Health Ireland website 
www.animalhealthireland.ie  

http://www.animalhealthireland.ie/

