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Abstract - Disease prevention in organic farming is based on the principles that an animal that is allowed to exhibit natural behaviour, that is not subjected to stress and that is fed optimal (organic) feed, will have a higher ability to cope with infectious insults than animals reared in a conventional manner. Less treatments would thus be necessary and if an animal would become diseased, alternative treatments instead of conventional drugs should be preferred. Homeopathy or phytotherapy are recommended according to the prevailing regulations. The presumptions mentioned above have not yet been substantiated by scientific evidence. No data are available showing that disease prevalence of animals held under organic conditions is lower than under conventional conditions. Furthermore, to date, no proper scientific evidence is available concerning the efficacy of homeopathic remedies in farm animals. Only few reports are available concerning the use of phytotherapy in the management of sick animals. At present consumers are ignorant about these issues, but one should be aware of the fact that the postponing of proper treatment to a diseased animal may cause a severe negative impact on the “consumer” image of organic livestock production. 

Important health problems in organic farming are often related to the outdoor access of the animals. Due to the availability of an outdoor area the animals are confronted with various viral, bacterial and parasitic infections of which some may influence the animals own welfare but others may also endanger the health of the conventional livestock (Avian Influenza) or pose a food safety (Campylobacter, Toxoplasma) problem to the consumer.

Introduction

Organic livestock production differs from conventional systems in that animals are allowed a larger housing area (including outdoor access), have obligatory straw bedding, animals are fed organic feed and roughage(sows), there is a restricted use of antibiotics, there are prolonged waiting times before delivery of products after medical treatments, longer weaning periods (pigs), no tail, teeth or beak clippings, and the use of slower growing breeds (poultry). These measures lead to a product (milk, eggs, meat) that is obtained from animals grown under higher welfare conditions and whereby the product contains lesser residues (pesticides, medical drugs) as compared to conventional rearing systems. The effects of organic livestock production on the health of the animals are not well known and is therefore the subject of this review. 

To prevent disease, organic farmers assume that feeding, housing and care of the animals is such that the animals have an optimal natural defence to combat disease. To date there is little scientific evidence to support this assumption. 

If animal does become diseased, the EU regulations state the following:

” Phytotherapeutic (e.g. plant extracts (excluding antibiotics), essences, etc.), homeopathic products (e.g. plant, animal or mineral substances) and trace elements and products listed in Part C, section 3 of Annex II, shall be used in preference to chemically synthesised allopathic veterinary medicinal products or antibiotics, provided that their therapeutic effect is effective for the species of animal, and the condition for which the treatment is intended; (b) If the use of the above products should not prove, or is unlikely to be, effective in combating illness or injury, and treatment is essential to avoid suffering or distress to the animal, chemically synthesised allopathic veterinary medicinal products or antibiotics may be used under the responsibility of a veterinarian;”

 When interpreting these rules, an organic farmer will be inclined to use phytotherapeutic or homeopathic treatments as a first choice of treatment and will only use regular veterinary medicines if the alternative treatments do not work. Correct interpretation of the EU rules indicates that these “alternative” treatments should only be used if their effectiveness has been proven for the species and disease the animal is undergoing. As yet insufficient scientific proof is available to show the therapeutic effects of the agents listed in the directives of the EU regulations (Hammarberg, 2001). Moreover it is uncertain whether the homeopathic drugs that are currently used by organic farmers comply with EU regulations stating that these drugs should be registered (EU regulation 1992/74). In some countries (Sweden) the use of homeopathy to treat sick animals is not allowed (Hammarberg, 2001).  

Preventive use of chemically synthesized pharmaceuticals and antibiotics is forbidden in organic farming. Hormones, coccidiostatics and other growth or production stimulants are also not allowed. A limited number of conventional treatments or treatment courses are allowed per animal per year, except  compulsatory treatments implied by law. Vaccinations and anti-parasitic treatments are allowed on organic farms. Withdrawal periods after the use of a regular treatment has to be doubled.

It has been suggested that, whilst organic standards offer a good framework for animal health and welfare management, it is necessary to solve certain grey areas between the organic farming objectives in regard to animal health and welfare (Hovi et al 2003). Whether animals held under organic conditions have a better immune response towards prevailing pathogens as compared to conventionally reared animals is generally assumed but has not yet been formally proven. Many aspects of organic farming may affect the immune response of the animals in a positive or negative manner. Important aspects such as the genetic background, nutrition, environmental exposure, weaning age and stress may all affect the immune response and preferably each factor should be analysed separately.

A number of health problems such as infestation with parasites are important problems that have been noted in organic livestock (poultry and pig) production. Outdoor access is recognised as an important predisposing factor but as yet little is known how to prevent and treat these infections. Although largely recommended,  homeopathy does not have any demonstrated efficacy in managing helminths and the use of herbs is still in its infancy. A multidisciplinary approach is needed to address these questions. Investigations should be concerned with aspects such as rotation, stocking density, disinfection strategies, genetic predisposition and novel (plant derived or biological) antihelminthics.

In organic dairy production, mastitis is still a frequent problem whereby prevalence is not largely different from conventional herds. Although the risks for contracting paratuberculosis is higher on organic farms, actual measurement of the serology of organic herds showed a similar prevalence compared to conventional herds.

More knowledge is needed concerning effects of alternative treatments in organic livestock production. As long as alternative treatments have not formally been proven to be effective, their use should not be advocated. Introduction of novel treatments should be accompanied by sound scientific evidence of their effectiveness.

Organic livestock production leads to an increase or re-emergence of certain zoonotic diseases (Campylobacter,Toxoplasma)(Rodenburg et al. 2004; Dubey et al 2004; Kijlstra et al. 2004). This is a serious drawback concerning claims that organic products are healthier as compared to conventional products and research into the prevalence of certain zoonotic infections, risk factors, farm management, post slaughter decontamination and consumer perception/education is badly needed. 

Biological cycles such as the utilisation of manure from organic farms may potentially lead to the creation of infectious reservoirs. Research is needed to provide evidence for this hypothesis and strategies should be devised to prevent this problem.

Little is known about the role of pests in the occurrence of disease in organic livestock production. Research is needed into the efficacy of alternative pest control strategies since current pest control methods are not in agreement with organic production principles (Meerburg et al. 2004).  

The obligatory use of straw bedding in swine household management leads to higher dust and bioareosol (endotoxin) levels in stables. This may affect susceptibility to lung disease (farmer and animal) and investigations concerning measures to reduce dust and bioaerosol levels are needed. Current literature on this subject is not concordant and true differences may exist between management systems from different countries.

Piglet mortality is an important problem in organic production systems and research concerning genetic and housing aspects is currently performed but not yet reported in the peer-reviewed literature.

 In the year 2005 all feed has to originate from organic sources. This may lead to   amino acid imbalance and research into novel feed sources with high protein content is needed. The effects of these novel feeds on animal health, deserve the attention of both farmers and scientists in the coming years.
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