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Liver fluke 
 

• Highly pathogenic  flatworm parasite, 
Fasciola hepatica 
 
• Complicated life-cycle involving 
intermediate mud snail host  
 
• Livestock become infected by ingesting 
fluke cysts on pasture 
 
•Threat  to both sheep and cattle of all 
ages 
 
• Significantly affected by weather e.g. 
mild winters & wet summers! 
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Liver fluke is on the increase… 

Data SAC VIS/AHVLA 

10 x as many acute fluke cases in last quarter 2012 
cf 2011 = 50% of all diagnoses! 

‘Tip of the iceberg’ – many animals didn’t make it 
to VI Centre or the abattoir in 2012-2013! 



 



Possible explanations? 

• Climate change 

 

 

• Drug resistance 

 

 

• Animal movements  

 

 

• Environmental schemes 



Fluke forecasting… 

• Liver fluke risk essentially “predictable”, very 
much affected by the weather 

 

• Risk based on “Ollerenshaw indices”: 

 

 

 

 

 

• Still forms basis of mainland UK NADIS 
parasite forecast (http://www.nadis.org.uk) 
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Liver fluke 2012-2013…? 

June rainfall a key 
indicator – but not 
the only one! 



…it’s not all about the weather! 



What does liver fluke do to my 
animals? 



Acute fluke in sheep 



Chronic fluke in sheep 



Chronic fluke in cattle 



What does fluke actually cost? 
• Direct production losses: 
      – e.g. reduced milk yields in dairy cattle; impaired 

reproductive performance; beef cattle take an extra 
~30-80 days to finish etc. 
 

• Estimated cost to the producer: 
     - EBLEX figures - £25-30/head = £8-9.5m/yr to beef 

industry 

     - Swiss study (2005) – beef & dairy - 299€ per animal, 
mainly through reduced milk yield/quality & 
extended calving to conception period 

 

• Liver condemnations at abattoir:  

    “5th Quarter” etc. – can be 100s of Kg/day - may be 
additional costs to render  - average condemnation 
rates ~25%! 

 

 

Schweizer et al, Vet Rec, 157, 2005 



How do I know my animals 
 have got liver fluke? 



Fluke diagnosis: Invasive tests 

• Post-mortem/meat inspection 
– “too late” for individual 

–  invaluable at herd/flock level 
 

• Blood sample – liver enzymes 
– GLDH (liver damage) 

– GGT (bile duct damage) 

– Not specific for fluke 
 

• Blood sample – antibodies  
– Serum ELISA (also used for bulk tank milk) 

– Positive after infection  

– Remains positive after treatment 

– Remains positive into next season 



• Clinical signs 
– Acute (death) 

– Chronic (ill-thrift) 
 

• Faecal egg count (FEC) 
– Only measures presence of adult fluke 

– Poor indicator of fluke numbers 

– Can stay positive for weeks post-treatment 
 

• Copro (faecal) antigen cELISA 
– Measures fluke secretions in animal faeces 

– Can detect late immature and adult fluke 

– Good indicator of fluke numbers 

– Negative within 3 weeks post-treatment 

 

Fluke diagnosis: Non-invasive tests 



QUALITY LIVESTOCK NUTRITION 

What about rumen fluke? 



How common is it? 

• Diagnosed as presence of rumen fluke eggs 
in faeces and/or rumen fluke parasites at 
post mortem 

 

• Currently diagnosed in ~30% of sheep & 
40% of cattle in NI (AFBI 2011) 

 

•  AHVLA report as many diagnoses of 
rumen fluke in UK in 2012 as previous 5 
years combined (R. Daniel, pers comm) 

 

• Sales of flukicides containing oxyclozanide 
have increased x 600% in Ireland in 2012 

 

© AHVLA 



• Adult rumen fluke well tolerated on surface of 
rumen itself 
 

• Disease invariably associated with heavy 
infestations of immature rumen fluke in the 
intestine 
 

• Symptoms include anorexia, anaemia, ill-thrift, 
non-responsive diarrhoea etc… 
 

• Only 2 reports of disease and death, one in sheep, 
one in cattle, in 2012; common denominator – 
flooded farms! 
 

• Lots of anecdotes, but no scientific evidence of 
production effects 
 

• Advice from AHI and others is NOT to treat on the 
basis of a rumen fluke diagnosis (FEC or PM), 
unless there are confirmed clinical signs of 
paramphistomosis! 

       

How important is it?... 
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What can I do to control fluke? 



Fluke Control Measures 

•Snails 
•Drainage 

•Fencing 

•Grazing management 
•Avoid grazing high risk pastures 

•Avoid co-grazing sheep and cattle 

•Flukicides 
•Strategic (pasture contamination) 

•Therapeutic (animal welfare & performance) 

•Quarantine treatment 



But, remember... 
 

1. Drugs that kill “worms” tend NOT 
to kill fluke!... 
 

2. Most flukicides DON’T kill all 
stages of fluke! 

Current fluke control –flukicidal drugs 



Treatment failure 
• Underdosing 

– Underestimating weight 

– Poor drenching technique 

– Poor dosing equipment 
 

• Poorly stored product 

– Too hot, too cold, too long  
 

• Wrong diagnosis 

– Fluke vs. other problem 
 

• Wrong timing/product 

– Adult vs. juvenile 
 

• RE-INFECTION 

             fluke drugs not persistent 

             little/no natural immunity 
 

• RESISTANCE? 

 





Determining fluke treatment efficacy 
 • Based on Faecal egg count reduction test 

(FECRT) = comparison of FEC before and 

after treatment 

 

•  If flukicide is working, there should be 95% 

fewer eggs in faeces 2-3 weeks later  

 

• Not perfect but still worth doing! 

 

• Currently under evaluation: 

– Use of composite/pooled faecal samples 

– cELISA reduction test 



Best practice advice? 

http://www.scops.org     http://www.cattleparasites.org.uk 

‘George’s Journal’ -  initiative in Scotland aimed 

at giving real-time advice and information to farmers & 
vets on managing fluke, (hosted on NSA website, 
www.nationalsheep.org.uk) 
 
One of the most significant practical things George 
did last summer, with a little help from the weather, 
was to improve the condition of his pasture – as a 
result, his farm and his animals are in much better 
condition than 2012! 
 
 

http://www.scops.org/


‘Take home messages’ 
 Fluke is an ever-changing picture, don’t assume it’s gone away 

because of one fine summer… 
 

 Make best use of all available information – e.g. farm history, 
abattoir returns, diagnostic samples, on-farm risk factors, climatic 
conditions etc… 
 

 Consider pasture management - if you have to treat, use the right 
drugs at the right times on the right animals at the right dose 

 

 Always consult your vet and/or AH advisor to devise sustainable 
fluke control strategies tailored to your own farm 
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION! 
ANY QUESTIONS? 

 

http://www.qmscotland.co.uk/index.html

