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Tim Harford – Financial Times February 2021

“Investing in data is never 
money wasted”

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/


Animals are a fundamental aspect of societies

Feed and clothe 
people

Give pleasure 
and company

Provide transport

Act as an investment
and store of wealth
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• Approximately 8.4 
million people work in 
agricultural holdings in 
the EU 1.9% of the 
population

• Daily they affect the 
wellbeing of 450 million 
people

• Agriculture manages 
approximately half the 
land area in the EU

• Food sector is the 
biggest manufacturing 
sector a major employer 
with a turnover of €1.2 
trillion and €250 billion 
in value added
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Why do we need a story for animal diseases?

• Animal diseases that are 
legislated have implications

• The State becomes the 
underwriter of control and 
removal of the pathogen

• Managing the reaction 
proportionately is important

• Developing narratives for 
preparedness is critical 

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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An adopted metric widely used
in human health

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/


https://animalhealthmetrics.org

https://animalhealthmetrics.org 
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare/

30,620 DALYs per 100,00033,506 DALYs per 100,000

Belgium - DALYs 1995 and 2023
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Spending in 

• 1995 was 

US$2,850 per 

person 

• In 2017 it was 

estimated to 

be US$5,957 

per person

https://vizhub.healthdata.org/

Belgium - Health financing 1995 and 2023

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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Dead people & 
animals
Thin people & animals
People & animals 
poorly developed
Low returns
Poor quality products

Fertility problems
Change in population 
structure
Increased labour costs
Delayed sale of animals 
and products
High prices for livestock 
and livestock products

Sub-optimal use of  
technology

Modified from Rushton et al, 1999; Rushton, 2009

Visible
Losses

Health Losses

Invisible
Losses

Health Impact

Expenditure & Reaction

Additional
Costs

Medicines
Vaccines
Insecticide
Time
Treatment of 
products
Public health costs

Lost
Revenue

Access to better 
markets denied

Impact
caused by diseases 
& health problems

Impact caused by 
human reaction
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How much 
are we 
losing

How much 
are we 

spending

Absolute burden 
due to each 

disease

Relative burden 
compared to total 

burden

Attribution to 
specific causes

Their 
biomass 
and the 
inputs

Value of the 
animals and their 

outputs

Animal Health
Loss Envelope

GBADs - Providing clarity on data and analysis

Rushton et al 2021

Livestock
Populations at Risk

Farm-level Burden
- A productivity reduction

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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Farm level productivity burden to societal impact
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Animal disease
- Productivity reduction
- Increased risk

• Who gains and who loses from this shift? And how do we measure it?
• For information on the agriculture sector – Partial Equilibrium Models
• For information on the wider economy and trade – General Equilibrium Models

Feed
Inputs

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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How much 
are we 
losing

How much 
are we 

spending

Absolute burden 
due to each 

disease

Relative burden 
compared to total 

burden

Who across 
society is 
affected

Attribution to 
specific causes

Impact across 
the economy

Their 
biomass 
and the 
inputs

Value of the 
animals and their 

outputs

Animal Health
Loss Envelope

GBADs – societal impact of animal diseases

Rushton et al 2021

Livestock
Populations at Risk

Farm-level Burden
- A productivity reduction

Social & 
Economy 
Burden
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The population at risk – their biomass and  value
• Irish cattle between 

2011 and 2021 have 
shifted from beef to 
dairy
• Genetics and 

systems have 
changed

• And there has been 
an increase in value 
from €6 to 8 billion
• Liability has changed

Murray et al., 2025, pre-print, http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4902603 
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Productivity change over time

IRELAND

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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Comparison across across species & systems

Overview of the Global Burden of Animal Diseases Program: Methodology and Applications, Meyer et al. 2025

Annual production for 
intensive grow out systems 

Based on average biomass present 
for extensive/long-lived systems

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/


https://animalhealthmetrics.org

https://animalhealthmetrics.org 

Attribution of the burden by disease

• Republic of Ireland has been 
running a very successful BVD 
control programme

• The impact of this investment 
in animal health can be seen in 
the reduction of BVD burden

• We can demonstrate the value 
of combining data, technology 
and coordination
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Relative impact of PPR sheep and goats 

Meyer et al, 2025

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/


https://animalhealthmetrics.org

https://animalhealthmetrics.org 

The social and economic impact of animal 
diseases

• Animal health burdens 
affect consumers and 
value chain actors more 
than producers

• An improvement in animal 
health generates benefits 
across society and in 
particular urban 
consumers
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Courtesy of Tom Marsh, Golam Shakil, Dustin Pendell
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And the impact of disease outbreaks?

Before an outbreak (ex ante)
• Dependent on models to 

simulate an outbreak
• These require data on 

livestock production, 
movement and disease

• Estimates need good sector or 
economy models

• Good examples from New 
Zealand, Australia, USA

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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Guestimations that……

• €1 billion for the 
HPAI outbreaks in 
France

• €1 billion for a 
single case of 
FMD in Germany

• US$ 10.8 billion 
for the emergence 
of New World 
screwworm in the 
USA

Guestimations that…… make headlines, but fail 
to support proportionate disease management

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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Estimations based on data?

After an outbreak (ex post)

• These can rely on data and 
simulation

• It depends on how soon after 
the outbreak has occurred

• Analysis of data often comes 
with information that conflicts 
with modelling

• Examples are summarized in 
an OECD white paper

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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Summary

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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What story does the data tell?

• Animal diseases reduce: 
• Farm-level productivity
• Food business operator profits
• Consumer welfare

• Animal diseases also impact:
• Animal welfare
• Environment

• Good animal health - populations free of diseases – are a 
societal asset and generate societal goods

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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But we struggle to have quality data

• Data on livestock populations, 
animal performance, prices, 
liveweights are collected
• Yet the data are poorly organized 

and difficult to access
• There are no data on animal 

health expenditure

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/industry/agriculture/australian-agriculture-
livestock/latest-release#cattle-on-holding-estimates 

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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Making the data talk
- How do we tell the story in better, more convincing way?

• Data
• Collected systematically with frequency
• Curated, stored and made accessible – interoperability

• Analysis
• Systematic
• Regular specified time periods focused on specific concerns

• Communication
• Published in credible journals
• Regular reports
• Dashboards

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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GBADs – critical messages

➢Invest in livestock and animal health data
➢Be systematic with data collection, 

collation and curation
➢Perform needs driven data analysis to 

improve our animal disease management 

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
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We need investment in Livestock 
and Animal Health Data
- it pays to be informed

28
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The GBADs Technical Guide

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/gbads-technical-guide-v1-1/

Version 1.1 Released 19th January 2026
Available via the GBADs website -

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/gbads-technical-guide-v1-1/ 

Contact details requested at download

 enable follow up and feedback

Version 1 - 662 downloads to date

Version 1.1 – 637 downloads to date

https://animalhealthmetrics.org/
https://animalhealthmetrics.org/gbads-technical-guide-v1-1/
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