
The National BVD Eradication 
Programme - Information for 
Veterinary Surgeons

PCBCOI



Prevalence of BVD in Ireland
Based on both published and unpublished data, the 
following information is considered to be reasonably 
accurate.  At animal level the overall seroprevalence 
is in the range of 60-80%. At herd level, almost 100% 
of dairy and suckler herds contain at least some 
seropositive animals, consistent with exposure to 
virus during the lifetime of the herd. The prevalence 
of PI animals is considered to be approximately 
0.75% of the national herd, with an estimated 25% 
of herds containing PI animals and the remaining 
75% being free of active infection at any one time. 
Data generated during the programme will in time 
provide more accurate figures.

Programme structure
The programme is envisaged to last for six years, 
beginning with an initial voluntary year in 2012 
and becoming compulsory in 2013. During the first 
three years, the focus will be on tag testing of calves. 
During 2012 this will be done using a third “button” 
tag labelled with the official ID number of the animal 
on which it is used. From 2013 onward, it is intended 
that samples will be collected using tissue sample-
enabled official tags. The screening of all calves born 
into each herd (including stillbirths) represents a 
form of intensive surveillance.  Due to the reduced 
life expectancy of persistently infected (PI) animals, 
they are most likely to be found in this age group. 

In addition, if a given calf is virus negative, its dam 
cannot be PI. In this way, tagging of calves gives a 
“two-for-one” result, so that in addition to the direct 
surveillance result for the calf crop, indirect results 
also accumulate for all cows that have produced a 
calf that year. 

Repeated negative results from the calf crop over 
three years will provide increasing evidence that a 
given herd is free of infection. In conjunction with 
testing of added animals, a direct or indirect result 
will be available for all cattle in most herds after three 
years, and for the majority of cattle in the remaining 
herds. At this point any animals of unknown status 
can be identified and tested.

Reporting of tissue tag results
Testing laboratories will report 
results electronically to the 
ICBF database. Farmers will not 
routinely receive results directly 
from the testing laboratories. 
Anticipated results are negative 
(most commonly), positive, 
inconclusive and empty (no 
tissue in the sample). ICBF will 
issue results to the herd owner 
by SMS. In the absence of an 
SMS number, a paper report 
will be issued. For all except 
negative results, a letter will 
also be automatically issued, 
confirming results and providing 
further information, including 
the tag number of the registered 
mother of the animal, advice 
on next steps and a submission form for follow up 
samples. Examples of these letters are available on 
the AHI website (www.animalhealthireland.ie). 
These letters will also contain submission forms for 
the follow-up samples. In addition, a representative 
of the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine will contact farmers by telephone to confirm 
notification of positive or inconclusive results.

Background
The voluntary phase of the industry-led national BVD eradication programme 
begins on 1st January 2012 and farmers have begun ordering tags for use in 
the programme. Farmers will receive an information leaflet along with their 
tissue test (button) tags when these are delivered. This leaflet gives further 
information on the programme for veterinary practitioners.

ELISA testing. 
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Veterinary access to results on ICBF
Details of all practices listed on AHCS have been 
entered onto ICBF, and your clients may authorize 
you to access their data by clicking on the ‘view/
change my data permissions’ under the ‘Herd Info’ 
section, and selecting your practice. Alternatively you 
may ask them to sign a permission form (available 
behind the “Authorization Form” link on ICBF). All 
herds for which you have been granted access will 
be shown under your herd list on log-in. There will 
also be a facility to allow you to search for positive or 
inconclusive results for animals in these herds.

Animals with positive results
In herds where virus positive calves are detected, 
these are highly likely to be PI. However an estimated 
10-15% may be transiently infected. The herd owner 
will have the option of a confirmatory test on animals 
with an initial positive or inconclusive result and this 
may be done by either blood or tissue tag sampling. 
Blood samples collected by vets for confirmatory 
testing and screening of dams of positive animals 
must be submitted to CVRL, Backweston (which is 
providing a Reference Laboratory function for the 
programme) along with the submission form issued 
to the herd owner by ICBF. Note that there will not 
be a laboratory charge for testing these samples.

Diagnostic laboratories
The BVD Implementation Group (BVDIG) that is 
planning the programme has run an initial exercise 
to designate testing laboratories. This will ensure 
that all laboratories are accredited to ISO 17025 
by the end of June 2012 for tests for which they 
are designated and that they operate to agreed 
turnaround times for samples (95% within 7 working 
days, 100% within 10 working days). Full details of 
the criteria are listed on the AHI website. While 

the initial focus is on testing of tissue tag samples, 
some laboratories have already been designated 
for testing blood and milk samples for virus and 
antibody. The designation process is an open one, 
and it is anticipated that further laboratories will be 
added with time. An up-to-date list is maintained on 
the AHI website.

Note that only designated laboratories may transfer 
BVD results to the ICBF database for use in the 
programme. To ensure that results for blood or 
milk samples are transferred to the database, it 
is necessary to include a request that this is done 
on practice submission forms and to have the 
farmer countersign this (not required for the ICBF-
generated one mentioned above). To grant the 
laboratory permission to transfer the results, the 
following wording should be used: “I give the testing 
Laboratory permission to transfer my test results to 
ICBF to be used and shared in the administration 
of the BVD eradication programme and I agree to 
comply with the programme guidelines.”

Reporting of non-tissue samples
Results for all non-tissue samples (e.g. blood, milk) 
submitted by practitioners in the context of the 
programme will be reported and invoiced to them by 
the testing laboratories in the usual way. In addition, 
the results will be transferred to the ICBF database 
for use in the programme (where the necessary 
permission has been provided).

Test methods and interpretation         
of results
Laboratories may be designated to test for BVD virus 
by ELISA, RTPCR, or both. Values >0.3 are considered 
positive for BVD virus by ELISA, with values typically 
falling in the range 0.000 to 3.000. The higher the 
ELISA test value, typically the more virus is in the 
sample. RT-PCR values are often expressed is in Ct 
(cycle threshold) values, with tests typically being 
run over 45 cycles. Reported Ct values typically 
range from 15 to >45 (virus not detected). The lower 
the Ct value, the more virus is present in the sample. 
It is not possible to conclusively state whether a test 
positive animal is PI or TI based on a single result. 
However, the more virus present in a sample, the 
more likely that the animal is a PI. Note that test 
values reported may vary between sample types 
and laboratories, particularly for RT-PCR, reflecting 
the range of methods and test kits used.

Both ELISA and RT-PCR methods are validated to 
detect BVD virus from birth onward. Note that 
there is the potential for blood samples tested by 
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ELISA to give false negative results in animals less 
than 5-6 weeks of age. This “diagnostic gap” may 
occur when a PI animal is also seropositive due to 
maternally derived antibodies. All confirmatory 
testing performed by CVRL on blood samples will be 
carried out to take account of this possibility.

Accelerated and supplementary 
testing of herds
Herd owners who wish to carry out additional testing 
in their herds to confirm freedom from infection in 
as short a period as possible may do so - typically 
by blood testing of older animals. As stated above, if 
these are submitted to a designated laboratory with 
the appropriate permissions and signatures, these 
results can also transfer to ICBF and be used within 
the programme. It will still be necessary to carry out 
tag testing of the calves to maintain surveillance 
during the first three years of the programme. 
Herd owners may also wish to screen particular 
cohorts prior to sale as an aid to marketing. Pre-
movement blood sampling for brucellosis provides 
one opportunity for the collection of such samples.

Where infection is confirmed, herdowners are 
recommended to discuss their results with their own 
veterinary surgeon to ensure that an appropriate 
screening programme to identify any remaining PI 
animals is put in place. Again, where this is done by 
blood sampling these results should be transferred 
to ICBF to allow them to be recognised within the 
programme.

Note that a facility will exist on ICBF to enable you 
to generate test lists for animals in herds to which 
you have been granted database access. This may 
be accessed through the AHI Animal Health/Test 
list generation buttons, and in addition allows you 
to assign tests, select a testing laboratory and both 
download the test list to hand held devices and email 
the list to the selected laboratory.

This ICBF facility will also enable you to identify 
animals in the herd at any given time for which 
neither a direct (tag test or blood test) or indirect 
(trace from a negative calf) result has been reported.

Added animals
Added animals, particularly if pregnant, are the 
single biggest risk for introduction of infection. 
If these have not been tested negative prior to 
purchase, they should be isolated and tested for 
virus and only introduced to the main herd when 
confirmed negative. Herd owners must continue 
to recognise their responsibility to ensure they do 
not accidentally introduce infection by purchase (or 
other means).

Legislation
There will not be specific animal disease legislation in 
place to prohibit the sale of PI animals for the beginning 
of the voluntary period in 2012. However, a number 
of impediments to this practice do exist for all herds, 
and are further augmented for programme herds. 

Firstly, where the vendor knows that an animal is PI, 
and fails to make the purchaser aware of that fact, 
the vendor may be liable under both Common Law 
and The Sale of Goods Act 1893 (as amended) to a 
civil action on the grounds of breach of contract and/
or negligence.  Criminal liability, under the Criminal 
Justice (Theft & Fraud Offences) Act 2001 and the 
Criminal Damage Act 1991, may also arise where the 
sale of the PI animal is considered to have resulted 
in reckless damage to property (the purchaser’s 
herd). In this regard, it should be noted that the 
prior test history of an animal, which is held on 
the ICBF database, transfers to the purchaser upon 
completion of the sale, allowing the purchaser to 
access dates and results of previous tests. 

Secondly, the letter issued by ICBF to the owner of 
each animal with a positive virus result will also make 
clear the possible legal consequences of selling the 
positive animal. 

Thirdly, the programme guidelines make it clear 
that credit for participation in the first year of the 
programme only extends to farmers who fully comply 
with those guidelines, including the provision that a 
PI animal should not be moved off farm (sold). The 
channelling of results through ICBF will enable the 
BVDIG to monitor compliance with this guideline.

The BVDIG recognise that legislation will be required 
to underpin a successful BVD eradication programme, 
as has been the case in other countries. The group 
will continue to engage intensively with the Minister 
for Agriculture to ensure that legislation providing 
an adequate framework for the compulsory phase 
of the programme is introduced in a timely fashion.

Further information
Available from the AHI website 
www.animalhealthireland.ie
which contains presentations from the Programme 
Information Evenings, recent press articles, 
farmer case studies, information leaflets, a video 
outlining the programme and details of designated 
laboratories. 

For specific queries contact 
admin@animalhealthireland.ie 
or call +353 (0) 71 9671928.

page 4 of 4

BV
DV

ET
v1

.0
   

   
 Is

su
ed

: 0
8.

12
.1

1 
   

   
Is

su
ed

 b
y:

 A
HI


