
Why are we currently slaughtering 
more cattle for TB than we used to? 

Key points 
 Despite falling numbers of new TB incidents, the number of animals slaughtered has 

increased significantly over the past 18 months 

 This largely reflects policy changes intended to increase the sensitivity of TB testing 

 Increases in gamma-testing, removal of Inconclusive Reactors and severe interpretation of 

the skin test have been used to help clear up infection and reduce the risk of the disease 

spreading 

 These factors, along with an increase in testing and changes in how breakdowns are 

managed, account for a significant proportion of the overall rise in animals slaughtered 

 

 

Since the start of 2015 there has been a sustained increase in the number of cattle slaughtered for 

TB control in Wales. This is interesting because historically, the trend in animals slaughtered closely 

tracks the trend in new herd incidents. The increase in cattle slaughtered marks a divergence in 

these trends because over the same period new incidents have been falling (figure 1). In the 18 

months to March 2017 there was a 12% fall in incidents and a 48% increase in cattle slaughtered. 

Here we look at some of the reasons for this discrepancy – gamma testing, removal of Inconclusive 

Reactors and interpretation of TB test results. 

Figure 1. Trends in new TB herd incidents and animals slaughtered for TB control in Wales 

 

1. Trends represent 12-month rolling averages 

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

Jan '09 Jan '10 Jan '11 Jan '12 Jan '13 Jan '14 Jan '15 Jan '16 Jan '17

Animals slaughtered New incidents 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Trends diverge 
from 2015; 
incidents down, 
animals 
slaughtered up. 

New incidents 

Animals slaughtered 



Gamma testing 
Recently there has been a large increase in the use of the interferon-gamma test for TB in Wales, 

and this has resulted in a dramatic increase in the number of gamma-reactors. Gamma-testing is 

more sensitive than the standard skin test and discloses more cases per breakdown. It is used in 

particular circumstances to help clear infection in persistent breakdown herds and in low TB areas to 

prevent the disease from becoming established (see appendix 2 for more information about when it 

is used in Wales). Figure 2 illustrates the recent changes. 

Figure 2. Increase in gamma reactors 

 

1. Data represent 12-month rolling averages 

 

In the 18 months to March 2017 there were 2,433 more gamma-reactors in Wales than in the 

previous 18 months – an increase of 150%. Over the same period 4,800 more cattle were 

slaughtered for TB in total. Therefore, the increase in gamma-reactors is equivalent to 51% of the 

overall rise (though it is possible that some of those animals may have been identified as positive 

reactors via the skin test under previous testing protocols). 
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Figure 3. Gamma reactors by reason for test 

 

1. Data are 12-month rolling averages 

Figure 3 shows the contributions from gamma-testing in specific circumstances1. Over the last 18 

months there were substantial increases in gamma reactors in persistent herds (up 132%), in 

animals with 2 inconclusive reactions to the skin test (up 68%) and in OTFW cases in low TB areas (up 

325%). These increases reflect changes to testing policy which are intended to clear up long-term 

breakdowns, reduce recurrence rates and protect low TB areas, which are among the Welsh 

Government’s main priorities in tackling TB. 

Test interpretation and removal of Inconclusive Reactors 
In order to improve the chances of identifying and removing infection from herds before 

breakdowns are closed, official vets have been encouraged to apply more sensitive testing 

procedures. This has included reading test responses at severe interpretation and removing 

Inconclusive Reactors. 

The TB skin test may be read at standard or severe interpretation. Severe interpretation requires 

less of a reaction to the test in order for the animal to be classified as a reactor. Recently vets have 

more frequently read test responses at severe interpretation in some circumstances in order to 

reduce the possibility of residual infection remaining in herds before breakdowns are closed. 

Consequently, there has been an increase in the number of animals slaughtered as severe 

interpretation reactors (Figure 4). There were 818 more such reactors in the last 18 months 

compared with the previous 18 months. 

                                                           
1
 The chart shows the three most common uses of gamma-testing. There are other circumstances in which 

gamma is used, but these account for only a small proportion of total gamma use in Wales. 
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Figure 4. Severe interpretation reactors 

 

1. Data are 12-month rolling averages 

 

Inconclusive Reactors (IRs) are cases in which there is a positive reaction to the TB skin test which is 

not strong enough to be deemed a reactor. Historically, policy on IRs has been to re-test the animal, 

with only those showing positive reactions to subsequent tests being slaughtered. However, in 2016 

there was a change in policy meaning that many first time IRs in persistent breakdown herds in 

Wales were removed. The effect of this is illustrated in figure 5, which shows the combined numbers 

of IRs and Direct Contacts (DC) slaughtered2. 

                                                           
2
 In the Defra Bovine TB National Statistics these animals were classified as Direct Contacts (DCs) for much of 

this period because a suitable code had not yet been created in the Animal and Plant Health Agency (APHA) 
administrative data system (Sam) in order to capture them as IRs. 
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Figure 5. Inconclusive Reactors (IR) and Direct Contacts (DC) slaughtered 

 

1. Data are 12-month rolling averages 

From September 2016 the number of IRs slaughtered for TB control began to increase dramatically. 

Although the change is confined to the 7 months to March 2017, it is enough to result in an overall 

increase of 127% over the last 18 months – with 994 more slaughtered than in the previous 18 

months. 

The combined increase in severe interpretation reactors and IRs is equivalent to 38% of the overall 

rise in cattle slaughtered in Wales (though it is possible that some of these animals may eventually 

have been identified as reactors under previous testing protocols). 

Case management and increase in cattle tests  
In the 18 months to March 2017 there was a 13% increase in the number of individual cattle tests for 

TB in Wales (from 2.80m to 3.18m). Importantly, however, the relationship between numbers of 

tests and numbers of reactors is complex and difficult to measure. For example, the total number of 

tests includes a minority of gamma tests (less than 2% of all tests), the impact of which has already 

been explored above. Also, some of the additional testing is likely to have been targeted in areas or 

herds where animals are more likely to be infected. Consequently, it is not possible to quantify the 

impact of the number of additional cattle tests on the number of cattle slaughtered. 

Nevertheless, despite the complexity of the relationship, it is reasonable to expect that increases in 

testing would produce increases in reactors to some extent. 

Finally, as of January 2016 some new breakdowns which would previously have been classified as 

OTFS are now managed as OTFW, meaning that two clear herd tests are required for the incidents to 

be closed3. Previously, such cases were closed following one clear whole herd test. Although this 

does not affect a large proportion of incidents (less than 20% of incidents in Wales) it is likely that 

                                                           
3
 OTFS – Officially TB free status suspended; OTFW – Officially TB free status withdrawn. 
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this has resulted in more reactors being disclosed than previously would have been the case in 

similar circumstances. 

Summary 
The divergence in trends for new TB incidents and cattle slaughtered presents a statistical 

conundrum which requires us to explore the ways in which breakdowns have been managed and the 

reasons for which animals have been slaughtered. The data shown here indicate that much of the 

recent growth in cattle slaughtered for TB in Wales is attributable to a combination of factors 

reflecting changes in policy and case management.  

- a significant increase in targeted gamma-testing has resulted in a large rise in gamma 

reactors in persistent breakdowns and low incidence areas; 

- severe interpretation of the skin test and removal of Inconclusive Reactors have been 

applied to help identify potentially infected animals sooner and clear infection before 

incidents are closed; 

- an increase in testing is likely to have resulted in an increase in reactors; 

- an increase in the proportion of breakdowns managed as OTF-W may have resulted in more 

reactors than previously in some circumstances; 

The combined effect of these influences is likely to explain a significant proportion of the overall rise 

in animals slaughtered over the most recent 18 months, though it is not possible to be precise. 

Gamma-testing was the largest contributor to the increase over the first 12 months of that period. 

The number of gamma reactors has since plateaued and the removal of IRs has now become the 

most important driver for the increase in cattle slaughtered over the 7 months to March 2017. 

It is also probable that in some isolated cases there may have been genuine increases in the volume 

of infection. It is not practically possible to identify such examples and quantify their impact in 

isolation from other factors. 

 

 

  



Appendices 

1. Data 

 

Table 1. Incidents, animals slaughtered and TB cattle tests 

 New incidents Animals slaughtered Cattle tests 
2009 1,186 11,671 1,793,639 

2010 1,039 7,618 1,848,115 

2011 1,046 8,068 1,861,996 

2012 1,109 9,289 1,950,958 

2013 877 6,102 1,943,846 

2014 858 6,378 1,899,712 

2015 835 8,086 2,022,804 

2016 711 9,946 2,034,105 

       

18 months to September 2015 1,252 10,042 2,800,022 

18 months to March 2017 1,101 14,842 3,175,747 

% change -12% 48% 13% 

 

Table 2. Gamma reactors by reason for test 

 Gamma reactors 
 Persistent herds Low incidence areas 2xIR All gamma** 

2009 * * * 1,225 

2010 * * * 526 

2011 * * * 660 

2012 247 181 638 1,151 

2013 161 191 554 929 

2014 408 456 305 1,288 

2015 848 314 482 1,698 

2016 1,214 626 571 2,750 

         

18 months to September 2015 777 229 508 1,622 

18 months to March 2017 1,806 973 851 4,055 

% change 132% 325% 68% 150% 
*Data by reason for gamma test only available from 2012. 
**Gamma categories do not sum to ‘All gamma’ totals – other categories which contribute small numbers of reactors are 
not presented. 

 

  



Table 3. Standard and severe interpretation reactors, and Inconclusive Reactors (IR) and 
Direct Contacts (DC) slaughtered for TB control 

 Standard Severe IR / DC 
2009 5,376 2,997 595 

2010 3,968 1,833 240 

2011 3,840 2,018 462 

2012 4,363 2,544 328 

2013 2,812 1,386 176 

2014 2,947 1,247 502 

2015 3,211 2,030 483 

2016 3,538 2,056 1,132 

       

18 months to September 2015 4,493 2,315 780 

18 months to March 2017 5,193 3,133 1,774 

% change 16% 35% 127% 

 

2. When do we use gamma? 

The gamma test is used to complement the skin test and can detect infection at an earlier stage in its 

progression. When used alongside the skin test it improves the likelihood that infected cattle will be 

identified. 

The gamma test is a more expensive test to use and it requires a blood sample. It is not as good as 

the skin test at correctly identifying uninfected cattle. This means that, if it was used instead of the 

skin test, there would be a small risk that some herds would be incorrectly identified as being 

infected. Because of this the gamma test is not used as the main screening test. It is used in infected 

herds in specific circumstances: 

 In areas where TB is common, to help clear infection from herds more quickly. 

 In less infected areas of Wales, to help stop TB from becoming established. 

These are the most common circumstances in which gamma is used but there are others when it 

may be used. All cases made for the use of gamma are considered on their merits. 


