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The Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine - TB Eradication 
Programme – 26-02-19 
 
Representatives from Veterinary Ireland: Conor Geraghty, Donal Lynch, Gerry 
Neary and Finbarr Murphy. 
 
I wish to thank the Committee for giving Veterinary Ireland the opportunity to meet 
with you today. 
 
Private veterinary practitioners (PVPs) play a centrally important role in Ireland’s 
agri-food sector, our largest indigenous industry. Veterinary practitioners are the 
gatekeepers of animal health and welfare in Ireland. There are approximately 1,000 
food animal veterinary practitioners providing services to the agri-food industry 
countrywide. They provide services under four key pillars:- 
 
1) Provision of services to animals in need of veterinary care 
2) On farm risk assessment and advisory services 
3) Animal welfare  
4) Public health 
 
Vet/farmer relationship 
 
Every farmer has a relationship with a vet established over time and documented in 
the ER1. A recent survey by Animal Health Ireland showed that 93% of farmers were 
very satisfied with the scientific advice and recommendations given to them by 
PVPs. 
 
Vets are well renowned as problem solvers on the variety of on farm situations that 
occur. The degree in veterinary medicine is a level 8 honours degree qualification, 
and vets are required to annually upskill to maintain registration on the veterinary 
register. Approximately 20% of vets have obtained a level 9 qualification in livestock 
health and production systems. 
 
PVPs have a proven track record in their ability to communicate with farmers, be it 
difficult messages or knowledge transfer. The relationship between a farmer and 
his/her vet is based on a long standing trust, built over many interactions both formal 
and informal. The vet is in a unique position to understand the farmer management 
systems and local relationships, geographical and personal, that can have an impact 
on disease management success. Livestock farmers value this resource which is 
available locally in every parish in Ireland. 
 
Vets play a central role in veterinary public health and food safety. Healthy animals 
provide quality safe food. The vet’s role in maintaining herd health on their client’s 
farms ensures Ireland’s place as a leading exporter of high quality safe food. Vets 
are also the gatekeepers and stewards of antibiotic usage on farms and continue the 
drive towards relative reduction in use through herd health programmes, disease 
prevention advice, vaccination, and knowledge transfer. The 200% increase in 
vaccination use over the last decade combined with a static usage of antimicrobials 
despite an expanding animal population is an indicator of the vet’s role in disease 
prevention measures on farms resulting in better public health outcomes. 
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Veterinary Ireland is a stakeholder on the Irish National Action Plan on Antimicrobial 
Resistance (iNAP) committee which follows the principles of One Health in 
combatting the threat of AMR. 

 
ERAD/Public Health 
 
PVPs are a fundamental part of operating the ERAD Programme on Irish farms. TB 
is a zoonotic disease capable of being transmitted from animals to humans, either 
directly or as a food borne disease. Historically, many families in Ireland had family 
members suffering from TB (commonly known as consumption). Thankfully, TB in 
humans in Ireland is now a relatively rare occurrence, thanks to the major reduction 
in TB in cattle, among other measures. In addition to the human health benefits to 
controlling TB in cattle, a TB Eradication Programme is also essential to facilitate 
trade. Having a national programme in place to eradicate TB is a requirement of EU 
Trade Law. As a country that exports 90% of our agricultural produce, complying 
with trade law is essential in supporting the incomes of Irish farm families.  
 
Veterinary Ireland is a committed stakeholder on the TB Stakeholder Forum which is 
currently having discussions on disease control policy options to eradicate bovine TB 
by 2030. Achieving Officially Brucellosis Free status in 2009 was a major milestone 
and demonstrates what can be achieved when all stakeholders work together using 
sound scientific principles. The veterinary profession facilitated this process through 
implementation of the Animal Health Computer System (AHCS) on the ground in 
2004. Each herd test delivers an on farm audit of bovine animal traceability. This 
auditing service is provided to the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
by PVPs without financial support. The AHCS allows real time tracing of high risk 
animals preventing further disease outbreaks in destination herds. 
 
In addition, vets provide disease management and biosecurity advice on a regular 
basis to farmers. This reduces the likelihood of disease outbreaks including TB. 
 
Approximately 600 members of the veterinary profession are employed on a part-
time basis by the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine providing meat 
inspection services to the agri-food industry, ensuring our meat can be exported to 
markets all over the world. These Temporary Veterinary Inspectors also provide 
surveillance for the TB programme and Beef HealthCheck. 
 
Veterinary Ireland members are engaged with the Department of Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine in several pilot projects around the country exploring novel methods 
to manage TB outbreaks. Examples include the East Offaly Project, The Badger 
Vaccination Programme, The Cork Project, and continuous engagement with ERAD 
both nationally and locally on a bilateral basis. 
 
Our members look forward to working with all stakeholders to continue the progress 
towards TB eradication and initiatives to achieve this goal in a timely manner. 
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Animal Health Ireland (AHI) 
 
Veterinary Ireland is a committed stakeholder in Animal Health Ireland formed in 
2009 to deal with non-regulated diseases of cattle. Veterinary Ireland contributes 
€10,000 per annum to AHI but more importantly provides expertise on every 
committee within the organisation. The BVD Eradication Programme has been 
bolstered by the sound scientific advice provided by veterinary practitioners at 
stakeholder meetings. 
 
Beef HealthCheck is a highly successful initiative providing invaluable feedback to 
farmers on production and welfare disease syndromes specific to their own farms. 
The CellCheck Programme has resulted in a measurable reduction in cell counts 
year on year since its introduction. This has been accompanied by a reduction in the 
usage of intramammary antibiotics on farms. The goal that 75% of Irish milk has a 
cell count <200,000 is well on the way to being achieved by 2020. 
 
The National Voluntary Control Programme for Johne’s Disease has been agreed by 
stakeholders. The conclusion drawn by the Public Accounts Committee in 1994 
continues to remain valid “failure to reduce disease levels speedily is primarily due to 
the fact that in this country the TB scheme has consistently been compromised 
through the use of soft options which have ignored proven procedures which must 
be followed if disease is to be reduced”. Veterinary Ireland would have legitimate 
concerns that the Johne’s Control Programme is following a similar direction in the 
use of “soft options”. While the programme will yield results on individual farms, 
adequate funding has not been made available to provide real reduction in national 
prevalence. It is Veterinary Ireland’s view that a window of opportunity exists at 
present to reduce Johne’s disease in the Irish herd to low risk status. 
 
 
Ownership of Veterinary Practices/Regulation of the practice of veterinary 
medicine 
 
Veterinary Ireland would like to take the opportunity to thank the Joint Committee for 
its interest in the significant changes made by the Veterinary Council of Ireland to the 
Code of Professional Conduct for Veterinary Practitioners in December 2017 and the 
implications of these changes for the practice of veterinary medicine in Ireland. 
 
Veterinary Ireland highlighted its concerns on this issue in its submission to the Joint 
Committee dated 25th January 2018. The effect of the changes made unilaterally by 
the outgoing Veterinary Council was to effectively deregulate the ownership of 
veterinary practice and by extension the practice of veterinary medicine. 
 
Veterinary Ireland would welcome the support of the Joint Committee in ensuring 
that we maintain the current high standards of veterinary practice in Ireland and that 
lay corporate interests are not allowed to undermine this proven system for the 
delivery of veterinary services to farmers and the public. 
 
This system has stood the test of time and is well regarded. At present, veterinary 
practitioners give 24/ 7/ 365 day service to all parts of Ireland. Current practice is 
community based with an ongoing empathy with clients and their animals. This 
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service is provided by vets who are part of the fabric of the community. Lay 
corporate ownership and control of veterinary practice would have fundamental 
implications for the future provision of veterinary services in Ireland.   
 
The implications of lay corporate ownership and control of veterinary practices are 
profound and include: 
 

 Monopolisation by corporate bodies leading to a narrowing of competition, 
increased fees and a reduction in credit terms to the public 

 24 hour service to all parts of Ireland may be compromised 

 Insufficient out of hours cover in rural areas and significantly increased fees 
for provision of these services 

 Experience of the UK corporate model suggests discontinuation of large 
animal ambulatory veterinary services 

 Cherry picking of profitable services and clients 

 Discontinuation of voluntary work, e.g. agricultural shows, point to points, care 
of injured wildlife 

 Discontinuation of participation on a voluntary basis on State 
bodies/committees 

 Vets employed by corporate bodies will be constrained to use only the drugs 
and services of vertically integrated corporate groups that own pharma 
companies, laboratories, referral hospitals and crematoria. This can 
compromise vets professional discretion. 

 Vets will be required to work to protocols established by corporate bodies to 
maximise returns. Investigation and treatment regimes will be dictated by 
management to maximise profit. This can compromise ethical standards.  

 Corporate entities will be driven by the need to return a profit to investors 

 Leads to a deprofessionalisation of the profession 

 Future generations of young vets will have limited opportunities 

 Lack of professional motivation and a resultant lowering of professional 
performance. 

 
The veterinary profession in Ireland has a largely unblemished record in the 
provision of a first class veterinary service to the Irish public. It also underpins a 
world renowned agri-food export industry worth €13 billion annually, based on high 
standards of animal health, welfare and food safety. This successful formula should 
not be endangered by the radical changes that will come about should lay corporate 
ownership and control of veterinary practice be permitted. 
 
Ireland needs a sustainable model of veterinary owned practices with a strong 
commitment to local communities and a maintenance of the present high standards 
necessary for the continued success of the Irish agri-food industry. Whilst giant 
strides have been made in the development of most practices in terms of 
computerisation, highly sophisticated equipment such as scanners, digital x ray 
machines, endoscopes, in-house labs and purpose built premises, incorporation of 
vet owned practices would enable much needed additional capital for investment in a 
tax efficient manner, as is available to other businesses in order to give the best 
possible modern service to the public and a better working environment to attract 
young graduates, whilst protecting animal health and welfare and public health. 



  Page 5 
 

 




