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The Scottish Government funded the 
Veterinary Advisory Services Programme to 

provide livestock disease surveillance, animal 
health planning and farm animal welfare support 
across Scotland during 2021/22.  Animal disease 
surveillance is a statutory requirement and is 
provided by SRUC Veterinary Services through 
the collection of data from diagnostic samples 
and carcasses submitted to SRUC’s Disease 
Surveillance Centres (DSCs).  This programme 
monitors the current health and disease status of 
Scottish farmed livestock and enables changes in 
animal disease status to be detected quickly and 
information disseminated effectively to a range 
of stakeholders using multiple media platforms 
from websites and social media to scientific 
reports and newsletters.

Veterinary practitioners and livestock 
farmers use this information to support the 
implementation of disease prevention measures 
across Scotland.  Thus, a proactive approach 
to managing biosecurity, health and welfare in 
Scottish livestock is achieved; and all producers, 
irrespective of size of enterprise or geographical 
location continue to have access to the relevant 
advice and information.  Improving animal 
health and welfare increases the efficiency and 
resilience of Scotland’s agricultural sector, which 
is vital not only for financial success, but also in 
relation to the drive to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions.

Covid 19 restrictions continued to impact on 
SRUC Veterinary Services, but as diagnosis of 
animal disease is an essential support for food 
production, the delivery of all diagnostic services 
continued.  Risk mitigation was maintained 
within all laboratories and postmortem rooms 
that completely prevented the contraction of 
covid infection in the workplace. Partnerships 
with the University of Glasgow’s School of 
Veterinary Medicine to provide postmortem 
services on their Garscube Campus, and with the 
Moredun Research Institute, to provide specialist 
diagnostic virology and neurohistopathology 
input to the surveillance programme, were largely 
unaffected.  The restrictions did impinge on 
the programme of development for outreach 
and knowledge exchange, but several media 
platforms were used to continue to develop 
contact with veterinary practitioners.
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Calf Crop 2018 Study
A study was carried out by Livestock Health Scotland and Aberdeen Disease Surveillance Centre to examine cow fertility 

and calf survival across 14 herds in 2017-2018.
A commonly cited target is to wean 94 calves per cow to the bull, which requires excellent fertility and low rates of losses 

(abortion, stillbirth, death in the first week of life and in older calves).

The project followed 1822 cows and heifers running with the bull. Calves that died were submitted for post-mortem 

investigation at the Aberdeen Disease Surveillance Centre. In total, 1502 calves were weaned representing 82% of cows 

to the bull (Table 1). Table 1

FERTILITY

NUMBER

%

Cows to bull

1822

-

Not in calf

212

11.6%

Twins / triplets

67

3.6%

Calves conceived

1679

92%

CALF LOSSES
Cows

Calves

%

Cow died

16

16

1%

Abortion

53

55

3.3%

Stillbirth

45

52

3.1%

Neonatal death
29

29

1.7%

Older death

25

25

1.5%

TOTAL

168

177

10.6%

A diagnosis was reached in 87% of all calves submitted for post-mortem examination.  

The major causes of death, by category are listed in Table 2.

Table 2

Most common

2nd most common

Abortions

Feed / environmental borne pathogens
Specific herd infection (BVD, Lepto, Campylobacter)

Stillbirths

Suffocation / trauma during calving
Feed / environmental borne pathogens

Deaths in the first week of life Colostrum failure and subsequent infection
Trauma from calving

Older deaths

Pneumonia

Navel infection

Conclusions
• Breeding failure up to the point of pregnancy diagnosis  

(11.6%) was similar to the losses after this, up until weaning  

(10.6%)
• The major causes of calf loss were different between herds

• Five ‘Herd Health’ themes emerged from the investigation,  

though they did not all apply to all herds
1 .Improving fertility performance2. Reducing feed / environmental challenge to pregnant cows

3. Reducing calving related stillbirths4. Control of specific endemic herd infections
5. Improving colostrum uptake and early calf health

Animal Disease Surveillance News 
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Farm Animal Disease Surveillance 
Output
In this publication the work that has been undertaken is outlined 
along with some of the conditions that have been recognised in 
the past year.

SRUC Vets consider the importance of any diagnosis made or 
condition encountered for the entire country, which requires the 
following questions to be considered:

�	 Is this a new or unusual outbreak of disease?
�	 Is the disease notifiable?
�	 Does the disease outbreak require further investigation?
�	 Is there a risk to public health or the food chain?

The information on disease and disease trends in Scotland is also 
provided for addition to that collected by APHA laboratories and 
approved contractors in England and Wales to provide the picture 
for Great Britain.  This can be accessed through the disease 
surveillance dashboards at http://apha.defra.gov.uk/vet-gateway/
surveillance/scanning/disease-dashboards.htm.  Monthly reports 
on SRUC Veterinary Services surveillance activities are available 
on the SRUC website https://www.sruc.ac.uk/downloads/120613/
monthly_reports

Abortion 

Investigations 2021-2022
Abortions in cattle and sheep impact on animal health and welfare, can cause 
important production loss, and some of the causal agents have the potential 
to cause human disease. Prompt and accurate detection of the underlying 
cause allows targeted interventions to prevent further losses.  Abortion 
investigations therefore play an essential role in SRUC’s Veterinary Services 
(VS) diagnostic activities on behalf of Scottish Government. 

The collection of samples for the investigation of the cause of abortion follow 
a standardised protocol (see link below) that can be used both in a laboratory 
setting when the abortion material is submitted to an SRUC VS postmortem 
centre or, on-farm where samples can be collected by the farm’s private 
veterinary practitioner (PVP). 

In the year-on-year comparison between the reporting years 2020/21 and 
2021/22 there was an increase of samples taken by PVPs. On the other 
hand, fewer foetuses were submitted to the SRUC VS postmortem sites at 
Aberdeen, Dumfries, St. Boswells and Thurso; this resulted in a similar number 
of around 300 abortion cases that were sampled by SRUC vets as were by 
PVPs.  In the regions without a postmortem centre close by, PVPs were more 
likely to take samples themselves.  SRUC VS received the most abortion 
submissions from Dumfries and Galloway and one third of these had been 
sampled on farm by PVPs.  SRUC VS provide an illustrated sampling guides 
to encourage submission of samples required for a successful abortion 
investigation. For further information please visit  
https://www.sruc.ac.uk/media/jg3mcdly/bovine-abortion-sampling-guidelines-and-submission-form.pdf.



Schmallenberg Virus

In late 2020, SRUC Veterinary Services raised awareness 
with practitioners that 2021 could be another 
“Schmallenberg year”.  There is a theory that midge borne 
Orthobunyaviruses cycle within 
populations every four years, 
perhaps because of variations 
in herd or flock immunity and 
depending on local midge activity.  
In Scotland there had been cases 
of congenital deformities in lambs 
and calves due to Schmallenberg 
virus (SBV) infection in 2013 and 
2017. 

In early 2021 feedback was 
received from surveillance 
colleagues that there had been 
malformations due to SBV in 
small numbers of lambs from 
early lambing flocks in England and Germany. In May 2021, 
a private veterinary surgeon in SW Scotland performed an 
on-farm postmortem examination of a malformed bovine 
foetus with a twisted spine and fused joints. Diagnostic 
testing confirmed the malformation to be due to SBV. 
The dam of the affected foetus had been imported from 
Germany one month earlier. This diagnosis therefore related 
to infection circulating in Germany rather than in Scotland. 

In January 2022 abortion due to SBV was confirmed 
in a small flock of sheep in southern Aberdeenshire. 
The affected flock had a high barren rate, followed by 

abortions starting from 2 weeks 
prior to lambing, with several lambs 
presenting with fused or immobile 
joints (similar to lamb in picture), 
which required delivery by caesarean 
section on one occasion.

SRUC Veterinary Services made 
practitioners aware of this finding 
and encouraged submission of 
samples from lambs and calves with 
fused limbs for further investigation. 
Sampling guides were circulated 
and funding for this testing made 
available through the Scottish 
Government budget for investigation 
of novel disease. 

Since then, small numbers of ewes have tested positive for 
antibodies to SBV. In some affected flocks there have also 
been reports of high barren rates and/or early embryonic 
loss although the association between the two cannot 
be proven when there is no foetal material available for 
examination.

Thymus Study
SRUC Veterinary Services are 
conducting a project examining 
the thymus of calves. The thymus 
is an organ of the immune system. 
In children a reduction in thymus 
function has been found to impair their 
ability to fight infection or respond 
to vaccination. A reduction in thymic 
weight has been shown to correlate 
with higher infant and child mortality 
in subsequent years. In cattle, studies 
have shown that bovine viral diarrhoea 
virus (BVDV) can reduce the size of 
the thymus and alter its structure. 
This raises the possibility that there 
may also be long lasting effects on the 
immune system of calves that have 
been infected with BVDV. 

The current study aims to determine 
what factors affect thymus weight and 
structure in calves. In particular the 
effects of herd BVDV status, chronic 
disease and milk feeding volumes will 
be examined. The project involves 
examining the thymuses of calves 
submitted for postmortem examination. 
Dairy and beef calves are being 
included, with pre-natal calves from the 
last third of gestation up to four months of age. This is because normal age-related involution of the thymus occurs at four 
months of age. The results from this study are expected to have value in understanding how to ensure youngstock have an 
optimal immune system to ensure their health and welfare.
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Listeria

SRUC Veterinary Services and the University of Edinburgh Medical School are collaborating on a project investigating 
listeriosis. Listeria infection in humans is typically associated with food poisoning. In healthy adults it causes mild flu-like 
signs or gastroenteritis but in pregnant women and people with weakened immune systems disease can be more severe. 
The most common disease presentations associated with Listeria infection in farm animals are encephalitis / meningitis, 
abortion and less commonly enteritis. 

Understanding the role of animal reservoirs of infection in human disease outbreaks is of critical importance in managing 
human health in the 21st century. Listeria infection in humans is food borne with sources of infection being both plant and 
animal products. Little work has been done to date to determine the genetic similarities of the strains that are causing 
disease in animals and humans. Using whole genome sequencing, this project compares isolates of Listeria spp that 
cause disease in farm animals with those that cause disease in humans.  In addition the last ten years of  SRUC Veterinary 
Services diagnostic data  on listeriosis are being reviewed. This will enable the geographical distribution and clinical 
manifestation of listeriosis in livestock to be described and will determine any changes in the pattern of clinical disease. 
This exciting pilot project will help develop methodology for future research into other zoonotic diseases.

Salmonella Dublin Diagnoses in Cattle
Salmonella enterica serovar Dublin (S. Dublin) continued to be the most frequently isolated Salmonella serovar in cattle 
in 2021, with 94 isolations.  Salmonella enterica serovar Mbandaka and Salmonella enterica serovar Typhimurium were the 
second and third most frequent, with 29 and 13 isolations respectively.  

S. Dublin can have a significant effect on the welfare and productivity of herds, with disease and deaths in calves, 
youngstock and adult cattle.  It can also result in a significant decrease in milk yield and impact on growth rates in calves.  
In 2021, 48% of diagnoses were from adult cattle, with the remaining 52% from calves and youngstock between one week 
and four months of age.  All diagnoses in 2021 were in dairy herds.    

Consistent with previous years, the range of clinical presentations associated with S. Dublin in 2021 was varied.  The 
primary clinical presentation for submissions from which S. Dublin was isolated is shown in Figure 1.  Abortion was the most 
common presentation in adult cattle, with 69% of diagnoses.  Diarrhoea was the second most common, at 20% followed by 
milk drop, at 9%.

Figure 1: Primary Clinical Presentation of S. Dublin Diagnosis 2021

Diarrhoea was the most common clinical presentation in calves and youngstock, with 45% of calves noted to have 
diarrhoea.  Respiratory disease was also a frequent diagnosis, with 33% of cases presenting with respiratory signs.  
Wasting, neurological disease and joint ill were also associated with S. Dublin infection in calves.  

While the diagnosis of diarrhoea associated with S. Dublin can be made relatively easily through culture of faecal 
samples, the diagnosis of other clinical presentations, such as respiratory disease and neurological disease, can be more 
challenging in the live calf, as the bacteria are not always shed in the faeces in those cases.  Figure 2 shows the primary 
clinical presentation by the method of diagnosis. This highlights the value of post-mortem examination in the diagnosis 
of S. Dublin for respiratory and neurological disease in particular.  Eighteen of the 49 isolations of S. Dublin in calves and 
youngstock came from post-mortem examination.
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Figure 2: Primary Clinical Presentation of Salmonella Dublin in Calves and Youngstock by Method of Diagnosis

Diagnosing S. Dublin involvement in a clinical or subclinical problem on farm is important, as it will influence management 
and treatment decisions.  Herd level control programmes, based on risk assessment and ongoing bulk tank measurement, 
have been pioneered in Denmark and the Netherlands and have been utilised on dairy farms in Scotland in recent years.  
At the beginning of the surveillance programme in Denmark, 26% of dairy herds and 48% of non-dairy herds had evidence 
of current or recent infection with S. Dublin.  This has now reduced to 10% and 3% respectively, indicating that control 
programmes can help with herd level and national eradication.

  Antimicrobial Resistance in Healthy Livestock:  
an Improving Situation in 2021?

The food chain from farm to fork is recognised as an important contributor to the global threat of antimicrobial resistance.  
Monitoring of antimicrobial resistance in the bacteria found in the intestinal tract of healthy farm animals at slaughter provides 
a means to assess the potential risk posed generally to humans and animals. For the fifth successive year, SRUC VS has worked 
with Food Standards Scotland to monitor antimicrobial resistance in Escherichia coli (E. coli) from the faeces of healthy cattle, 
sheep, pigs and poultry collected at the abattoir.  One E. coli isolate per animal sampled was tested for antimicrobial sensitivity 
against the same 12 antibiotics that include compounds deemed critically important to human health as categorised by the 
European Medicines Agency: https://www.ema.europa.eu/en/documents/report/categorisation-antibiotics-european-union-
answer-request-european-commission-updating-scientific_en.pdf

During 2021, levels of non-sensitivity to the antibiotics tested remained generally low for cattle and sheep, with percentages in 
single figures or absent altogether. Tetracycline non-sensitivity in cattle isolates had increased in each of the first four years of the 
project, reaching 12% in 2020, however, this trend was reversed for 2021, when 5.7% were classified as non-sensitive. 
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In contrast, the annual levels of non-sensitivity to several antibiotics for pigs and poultry have been consistently higher than has 
been seen in ruminants. In 2020, isolates from both pigs and by a narrow margin, poultry, produced their lowest levels of non-
sensitivity to co-amoxyclav. This reduction was lowered again in 2021 with 1.7% of pigs and a major drop to 3.2% of poultry isolates 
non-sensitive (see table).

Table 1. Levels of E. coli Non-sensitive to Co-amoxyclav 2017-2021

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Pigs 9.2 13.2 9.6 2.9 1.7

Poultry 17.8 34.2 20.1 17.6 3.2

Pigs continued to provide the highest levels of non-sensitivity to chloramphenicol, most likely influenced by the use of the 
phenicol drug, florfenicol. The 7.9% figure for 2021, however, is well below that of the previous 4 years (range 15.5 - 23.9%). 
Numbers of non-sensitive E. coli from pigs to other antibiotics have shown little change over the study period.

In each of the 5 years of study, poultry isolates have had the highest levels on non-sensitivity to gentamicin, though 
proportions have reduced in each successive year. In 2021, this pattern was maintained with 1.2% of isolates non-sensitive, 
down from 5.5% in 2020 and a high of 18.7% in the first year of testing. The project high of 16% non-sensitive to the CIA, 
ciprofloxacin obtained in 2020 reduced back to 6.2% in 2021 (range for previous years 0 – 5.7%). Amongst the other 
livestock hosts, ciprofloxacin non-sensitivity was only recorded for 0.8% of pigs sampled. 

Amongst other critically important antibiotics, non-sensitivity to 3rd generation cephalosporins was detected from 0.9% 
of poultry sampled and to piperacillin/tazobactam from a single bovine sample. 

All of the E. coli isolates have been cryo-preserved and are available for further study. More detailed results will be 
published in the 2021 Scottish One Health and Antimicrobial Resistance (SONAAR) report, later in 2022. 

This project exemplifies ‘One Health‘ with SRUC 
Veterinary Services working alongside Food Standards 
Scotland and professionals at ARHAI and Health 
Protection Scotland in design and execution.  
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Protecting the welfare of farmed livestock and wildlife in 
Scotland is a priority for Scottish Government and it is 
recognised as a public good.  Through funded provision of 
SRUC Veterinary Services specialist laboratory investigation 
services, the Scottish Government supports statutory 
enforcement agencies in investigating suspected cruelty/
crimes involving livestock and wildlife.  Agencies such 
as Police Scotland, Local Authorities, Food Standards 
Scotland and APHA, regularly use these services as 
part of their investigation of suspected cruelty or 
crime involving livestock or wildlife. 

SRUC Veterinary Services works with APHA in 
effective partnership that makes best use of 
both parties’ expertise and resource to assist 
APHA in investigating welfare complaints.  As 
part of this partnership SRUC Veterinary 
Investigation Officers are regularly 
called upon to undertake postmortem 
examinations and give witness statements 
of their findings, sometimes followed by 
attendance at court as witnesses.

Wildlife Crime

Following unauthorised release beavers are now 
thriving on the river 
Tay.  However, 
this has brought 

beavers into contact, 
and sometimes 

conflict, with the 
local community.  

Through funding from 
Scottish Government, 
SRUC Veterinary Services 

supports animal welfare 
and environmental 
organisations 
in their care 

and monitoring 
of beavers by 

carrying out postmortem 
examinations on casualties 

reported by members 
of the public.  These 
examinations serve two 
purposes: where possible 

the cause of death is 
determined with particular 
reference to criminality; 
and data and samples are collected and 
shared with partner organisations for research and monitoring 
purposes.   SRUC is one of the many stakeholder organisations 

currently involved in the creation of a national strategy for beavers 
in Scotland to address the needs of beavers and the communities in 
which they live.

Beavers in Scotland
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Support for Scottish Smallholders

Health Planning
SRUC Veterinary Services supported farmers and vets involved with health planning in 2021 through the provision of the SAHPS 
(Scottish Animal Health Planning System) software and the associated mobile application.  A number of events addressing the 
best approach to proactive health planning were also delivered. During these events, the importance for the farmer to have 
regular meetings with their vet, nutritionist and other specialists’ advisers to reflect on the “so far” herd/flock performance has 
been highlighted. 

People have been encouraged to set the meetings at key periods of the production cycle such as mating to housing, housing 
to calving, calving to weaning, as this allows the farmer, their vets, and their advisers to set realistic targets, identify “what can 
go wrong” and implement management plans to mitigate risks at those key times of the year. Basic monitoring (e.g. beef suckler 
herd on number of females mated, scanning results, and number of calves died, number of calves born alive and number of 
calves weaned) has been highlighted as important information for evaluating the herd performance. In contrast, more advanced 
monitoring (e.g. calving problems, calving distribution, reason for culling females, calf mortality) can be used to identify underlying 
under performance issues that can then be targeted for improvement. 

Many activities this last year have continued 
to be in a written or online format. An article 
for goat keepers on goat welfare and foot 
health was produced for the Anglo-Nubian 
society newsletter in the summer, and another 
on nutritional deficiencies and feeding in the 
autumn. A series of two online poultry health and 
welfare talks were also held during this time, for 
smallholders and crofters who are diversifying 
into egg sales.

There was good news in the autumn, when it was 
possible for the Scottish Smallholder Festival to 
go ahead as a hybrid event with enhanced safety 
precautions. The in-person festival was held at 
Forfar Mart in October, at which SRUC Veterinary 
Services had a stall for education & advice 
and provided several talks & demonstrations.  
A presentation on the responsible use of 
antibiotics was offered to attendees, along with 
“Sheep MOT” and “Goat MOT” demonstrations 
with livestock for some practical hands-on 
experience for new keepers. The virtual event 
was launched one month later in November, for 
which the online SRUC contributions included 
a timely avian influenza update, and a talk on 
sheep foot care for welfare.
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The health plan review at the end of the performance period will highlight areas of intervention and 
improvements that can be made in the following flock/herd performance year. This proactive health 
planning will lead to continuous improvement in animal health, welfare and production efficiency 
and should deliver both better management and improved financial returns. There are currently 
two free health planning services for farmers, vets and advisers in Scotland. The SAHPS an online 
platform that facilitates data recording, communication between farmers, vets and advisers and 
creation of beef/sheep health plans and the associated data-capturing app, which is compatible 
to SAHPS, and allows farmers (only available for cattle) to record events as they occur and 
upload them to SAHPS/CTS in real time. Over 1400 farmers and 340 vets have so far been 
registered to the health planning services in Scotland. For registration or any further 
information visit SAHPS: The Scottish Animal Health Planning System  

Continual Professional 
Development (CPD) Courses  
for Vets 
Support to practising vets who want to expand their 
knowledge or be kept up-to-date on livestock sector 
continued in 2021 with a range of veterinary CPD events.  
These events have been focused on animal health and 
productivity with updates on disease prevention / control, 
guidance on biosecurity and sample selection for case 
investigation.  Attendance has allowed vets to be kept abreast 
of, and develop expertise in, key livestock subject areas.  
Fourteen in-person or online events have been delivered with 
700 practitioners attending in 2021.  In order to allow further 
attendance after the events, the recordings of the online 
webinars have been available via the SRUC elearning platform. 
The online offering has increased outreach (see Figure 3) and 
improved knowledge transfer - especially to practitioners 
working in remote areas of Scotland. 

Figure 3: Attendee distribution in Scotland 
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A range of topics have been covered as outlined below.

CPD courses
• Health Planning for the Beef Herd  

• Cattle and Sheep Parasitology 

• Respiratory Disease in Cattle 
 

Evening CPD webinar talks 
• Sheep worms unhatched: a brief review and  

update for the busy practitioner 

• Dairy beef systems, challenges and opportunities for vets 

• Leading the fight against lung worm in cattle 

• Dynamic health planning  

• Histophilus somni septicaemia in cattle  

• Gross pathology in backyard poultry and 
 Avian Influenza update  

• Transitioning to ‘future-fit’ agricultural policy in Scotland  
- implications for beef and sheep sectors  

• Bovine Respiratory Disease: Pathogens, pathology  
and diagnostics 

• Exploring the opportunities and challenges of  
prescribing antibiotics  in farm animal practice 

• Investigating young lamb losses
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Bee Health
Beekeeping plays an indispensable role in the survival of the honey bee population 
in Scotland where there are very few feral or wild colonies remaining due to 
parasite mite Varroa destructor.  This is important as honey bees have an 
essential role in the environment and in preserving biodiversity by pollinating 
both wild flowers and many agricultural crops.  Beekeepers therefore need 
to remain aware of the threat of pests and diseases and act to mitigate 
these risks.  SRUC expertise supports the promotion of good standards 
of beekeeping and husbandry that in turn minimise pest and 
disease risks and contribute to sustaining healthy honey bee 
populations in Scotland.

Over the last few years online support has been provided 
to beekeepers wishing to report any concerns.  Guidance 
for beekeepers has also been shared through the usual 
channels in Scotland, with many enquiries being dealt with 
by phone, e-mail and in writing.  Advice on a wide range of 
beekeeping husbandry matters has also been provided.
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Disease Surveillance in Wild Birds 

SRUC Veterinary Services carry out a significant number of 
postmortem examinations of wild birds each year providing both 
disease surveillance information and supporting investigations into 
crime. This includes pesticide poisoning cases where deliberate 
poisoning of raptors is suspected.  

With domestic poultry at continuing risk of infection with avian 
influenza from wild birds, postmortem examinations and sampling of 
target species of wild birds has formed an increasingly large part of 
the surveillance for avian influenza virus.  The importance of this work, 
and how it fits into the wider surveillance network for avian influenza, 
was again highlighted over the winter of 2021-22 when a further 
marked increase in the numbers of cases submitted for screening was 
found. Highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) has been detected in 
wild birds on 747 occasions to date across Great Britain with SRUC 
Veterinary Services submitting 93 of those cases.  HPAI has been 
found in a range of species in SRUC Veterinary Services’ cases, with 
infection associated with significant mortality in some populations 
including the barnacle geese (Branta leucopsis) on the Solway. 

Significant numbers of deaths were also seen in great skuas 
(Stercorarius skua) where infection was picked up in summer 
associated on Fair Isle, St Kilda and the Flannan Isles. Other species 
where infection has been detected include rooks (Corvus frugilegus), 
white-tailed sea eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla), common buzzards 
(Buteo buteo), whooper swans (Cygnus cygnus) mute swans 
(Cygnus olor), greylag geese (Anser anser), pink-footed geese (Anser 
brachyrhynchus), and guillemots (Uria aalge). Birds were submitted 
from around Scotland notably the south west and the north east.  

These findings represent an unprecedented level of infection within 
the wild bird population which has spilled over into the domestic 
poultry with around 100 outbreaks identified since Autumn 2021, six 
of those within Scotland. The high levels of infection within wild birds 
continued through the spring of 2022 and continued to pose a risk 
to poultry.  This surveillance will inform decisions on when it will again 
become safe to allow free range birds access to outside spaces. 

 The Veterinary Services Programme 2021/22        13



Postmortem examinations and sampling 
continued in “mortality events” where more 
than five birds of the same species are found 
in the same location at the same time.  As 
well as potential HPAI infection these samples 
are tested for west nile virus (WNV).  WNV 
has not been seen in the United Kingdom but 
surveillance is important as disease occurs in 
humans and horses as well as birds. Wild birds 
act as a reservoir of infection and the mosquito 
which transmits the virus to other animals has an 
increasing range which now includes the parts of 
south of England. 

Examination of wild birds also allows 
potential emerging diseases or changes 
in disease patterns to be identified and 
SRUC VS contributes to worldwide wild life 
disease surveillance through the OIE – World 
Organisation for Animal Health.  

Wild Bird Crime
Postmortem examinations are 
an essential element of the 
investigation of suspected 
crime including poisoning 
involving wild birds and 
a significant number 
of wild birds examined 
are submitted because 
crime is suspected. 
SRUC VS can identify 
other causes of death or 
evidence consistent with 
poisoning. If poisoning is 
suspected tissue samples 
are taken for analysis. 
Where deliberate poisoning 
is suspected evidence from 
these examinations and 
analyses is used by Police 
Scotland to support their 
investigations and potential 
prosecutions. Tissues taken 
from birds dying from other 
causes are also used to check 
background levels of pesticides 
in the population and to monitor 
unintended effects of legal pesticide 
use. Submissions for investigation of 
suspected crime continued at levels 
seen in previous years.
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For further information on the  
Scottish Government’s Veterinary Services Programme  

contact:

Mr George Caldow, Programme Manager 
T: 0131 535 3140 

E: george.caldow@sruc.co.uk  or

Mrs Ceri A Ritchie, Project Manager 
T: 01224 711049 

E: ceri.ritchie@sac.co.uk
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