HEALTH TESTING

Test, test, test
The World Health Organisation is encouraging more widespread
testing in the global effort to control COVID-19. It’s the message that
NMR has been driving home for years in the effort to control endemic
diseases in dairy cattle, says NMR’s managing director Andy Warne.
TEXT KAREN WRIGHT
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n March 16, 2020, as the COVID-19 pandemic
gained momentum, we all looked to the
scientists and global health authorities for
answers. The director general of the World Health
Organisation (WHO), Tedros Adhanom, had one simple
answer to control the virus – ‘test, test, test’. His message
is one that reflects NMR’s message to dairy producers
as they’ve tackled endemic diseases like BVD, Johne’s
and Neospora.
“We have seen positive results in the dairy industry,”
says Andy Warne. “But there’s still work to do. The
WHO’s plea, to ‘test, test, test’ should resonate with
those producers who still need to integrate routine
testing into their herd management and make inroads
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into controlling some of the diseases, which are still
affecting the dairy industry.”
Testing for diseases like BVD has proved to be the first
vital step in reducing losses. “Once producers know the
status in their herds and work with their vet on control
protocols, the rest should follow,” he adds.
And this is much the same with COVID-19 control.
Mr Adhanom’s call was for an urgent escalation in
COVID-19 testing capacity as the framework for the
global response. His clear message was that we have
to know the extent of the pandemic and where
infections are. As he said: ‘It is not possible to fight
a fire blindfolded’. And prior to the development of
a vaccine the ‘test, track and trace’ system is the only
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weapon governments have to fight the virus.
Unlike the WHO, producers are not fighting a novel virus
on a global scale to protect human life and the global
economy. But the profound economic effects of endemic
bovine diseases, such as Johne’s, BVD and Neospora, can
have the same debilitating effect on the finances of a
dairy business. It is estimated that BVD alone could be
costing between £13 and £31 per cow in Britain.
“Whether it is the WHO fighting COVID-19 or a producer
fighting Johne’s disease, testing is vital,” adds Andy Warne.
The success of testing, tracking and tracing to control
bovine disease has been demonstrated in national BVD
schemes throughout Europe and the British Isles. In
the first five years of the BVD scheme in Ireland, the
incidence of BVD was reduced to just 53 individual
animals in the entire country.
Similar dramatic reductions have been seen in Scotland
and Northern Ireland where compulsory testing for BVD
has been coupled with tracking using a central database.
And there are local BVD initiatives in England and Wales
being run by some retail provenance schemes, such as
Sainsbury’s, breed societies and individual vet practices.
All these initiatives show clearly that testing works.

SCC reduction

Andy Warne: “Whether it’s
the WHO fighting COVID-19,
or a producer fighting Johne’s,
testing is vital”
day. The daily capacity today is more than 250,000 tests.
“The other key missing component for the UK
Government is the central database to collate the test
results and provide a sensible and credible track-and-trace
system,” says Mr Warne. “The recent decision to move
COVID-19 test-and-trace responsibility to local health
authorities demonstrates that it failed to find a quick
solution to this problem.”
Again, he reflects on the examples in testing and tracking
facilities already in place in the UK dairy industry.
“Earlier in 2020, NMR invested £350,000 in a state-ofthe-art robotic machine that is integrated into the ELISA
testing procedure for our Johne’s disease screening
services. We’ve also invested in PCR testing capacity for
BVD. PCR is the same testing process used for COVID-19.”

Dairy test-and-trace

Figure 1: Average SCC for all NMR milk samples

New NMR robot improves Johne’s disease testing facility

somatic cell count (x 1000 cells/ml milk)

Somatic cell count (SCC) reduction across the national
dairy herd is another success story where testing has
been at the core of producers’ progress in tackling
disease. Data produced by the University of Reading
compares NMR annual average cell counts and shows that
the average, from 2009 to 2019, has fallen from 221,000
cells/ml to 183,000 cells/ml, as shown in Figure 1.
“This improvement has come about through individual
cow SCC testing or through the increase in the proportion
of testing on all bulk milk samples,” he adds.
“The adage of ‘if you don’t measure it you can’t manage
it’ applies. That said, more testing doesn’t deliver better
management, but it certainly enables it.”
And SCC data for individual cows continues to be used
in the AHDB genetic evaluation process that enables
selection of the genetic traits for improved animal health.
The improvement in inherent genetic resistance to
mastitis and the ability to breed healthier cows is a result
of routine testing. The major challenges faced by the
UK Government in the control of COVID-19 was testing
capacity and the lack of a central database to run an
effective track and trace system. At the start of the
pandemic the UK struggled to complete 20,000 tests a

The NMR database has been operating for decades to
provide producers with test-and-trace functionality
required to manage endemic bovine diseases within
dairy herds. When it comes to Johne’s monitoring, the
routine screening service HerdWise holds a database of
all tested animals and their on-going classification based
on infection status.
“This service, and its database provision, is regarded as
world leading and provides a credible tool for the Johne’s
Action Group to instigate national control strategies,”
adds Mr Warne. “It’s yet another example of the testing
and tracking tools that the UK dairy industry has in place.
In many ways it is ahead of the Government in terms of
endemic disease control. The dairy industry is a good
example of the success of testing, but there’s still more to
be done.”
It’s hoped that the WHO’s ‘test, test, test’ campaign
might resonate with those producers still needing to take
advantage of the dairy disease testing services available.
Whether it’s Tedros Adhanom at the WHO or the farm’s
vet or adviser speaking, the answer to controlling
endemic diseases is clear, and it starts with testing. l
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