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A Study of Single Reactor Breakdowns in Herds in 
County Offaly during 1988 

L.A. Dolan 

Introduction 

Singleton breakdowns represented 49% of all 
breakdowns in Ireland from 1982 to 1989, 
inclusive (TIU, Bulletin, No.1). Of the herds 
which had singleton breakdowns during 1982, 
37% had a further breakdown during the 
subsequent 7 year period. Half of these 
breakdowns occurred after an interval of more 
than 3 years and only 3% of the herds had a 
breakdown within 12 months. 

The present study provides more detailed 
information concerning singleton breakdowns in 
herds in Co. Offaly during 1988. The county 
had one of the highest infection rates in the 
cattle population in the country in the 1980's. 
The dataset contained test details, from April 
1986 to February 1991, for all herds which had 
breakdowns in 1988. 

Results 

A total of 431 breakdowns occurred in the 
county during 1988 of which 226 (52%) were 
singletons. Of the latter, 40(18%) had a 
previous breakdown during 1986 or 1987 and 
18 of these were also singleton breakdowns. 
The 226 singleton breakdowns occurred in 224 
herds; 2 herds each had a further singleton 
breakdown in 1988. 

Subsequently, 73 (32%) of the herds had further 
breakdowns in the intervening period to 
February 1991. Of these, 28 (38%) were again 
singleton breakdowns. There was no statistical 
association between interval to next breakdown 
and animal class. 

The classification of herd breakdowns in Co. 
Offaly is shown in Table 1. 

Ninety per cent of the singletons were standard 
reactors and the remainder were inconclusive 
reactors. Of the latter, 90% were identified at 
inconclusive retests. 

The proportion of cows which were singletons 
was very similar to the proportion in the 
population as a whole, based on Central 
Statistics Office population statistics for the 
county for 1980. In the case of heifers and 
steers, a heifer was 1.65 times more likely to be 
a singleton reactor than a steer (p<0.001). 

The proportion of singleton breakdowns 
identified on fu ll herd tests, in the different test 
types, was in close agreement with the 
proportion of such tests carried out in the 
county with the exception of six-month check 
tests (Table 2). 

Table 1. The classification of herd breakdowns in Co. Offaly during 1988. 

Type of breakdown Number Percent 

Single r eactor breakdowns 226 52 
Single r eactor; more reactors on 1st retest 51 12 
Single reactor; more reactors on 2nd re t est 14 3 
Multiple reactors 140 33 

Total breakdowns 431 100 
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The proportion of singletons identified on such 
tests was greater than the proportion in the 
county, but the numbers involved were small. 
However, this trend was supported by the high 
proportion of subsequent breakdowns on six
month check tests which were also singletons. 

Table 2. The proportion of singleton 
breakdowns compared with the 
proportion of total tests carried 
out, by test type, in Co. Offaly 
during 1988. 

Test All Singleton 
Type Tests breakdowns 

% % 

Round 35 33 

Inconclusive 4 23 

Check 25 23 

Private 29 1 2 

Six-month 4 6 
Check 

Contiguous 3 3 

There was a far higher proportion of singleton 
breakdowns identified on inconclusive retests 
compared with the total number of such tests 
carried out in the county (23% as compared 
with 4% in the county). Singleton breakdowns 
represented less than half the proportion of the 
part herd (private) tests carried out. 

Discussion 

Based on the Co. Offaly findings the risk of 
disclosure of further reactors, in a herd which 
had a single reactor on the breakdown test and 
had a clear herd retest, is about one in twenty. 
Half of such herds were again singletons so the 
risk of multiple reactors being identified is 
estimated at about one in thirty. 
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There was no evidence that singletons were 
more likely to be identified in herds tested on 
different test types other than six-month check 
tests which showed a trend towards a higher 
rate. Inconclusive retests by their designation 
are always likely to have a high singleton rate. 
They are done, most commonly, on a single 
animal which had been an inconclusive reactor 
on its preceeding herd test. If this animal fails 
the inconclusive retest it is unusual for any 
more reactor animals to be identified when the 
full herd is tested again. 

Full herd tests in which reactors were identified 
in the county were divided approximately half 
and half into singleton or multiple breakdowns. 
If a breakdown occurs at a part herd (private) 
test then there is approximately a 50:50 chance 
of it being a singleton or a multiple breakdown. 
In fact it is likely that a multiple breakdown 
would be identified more frequently at part herd 
(private) tests given the odds of identifying one 
reactor in a herd as against identifying one of a 
number of reactors. This was the case in the 
present study where the singleton breakdowns 
represented just under half of the proportion of 
such tests carried out in the county. 

The observation that heifers were more likely 
to be singleton reactors in Co. Offaly in 1988 
requires further study to establish whether this 
was a result peculiar to the county in 1988 or 
if it would apply routinely to the county or the 
country as a whole. 
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