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Foreword

Biosecurity is about keeping Australia safe 
from exotic pests and diseases that could 
threaten human, plant or animal health, or 
our way of life. In Victoria, activity on animal 
biosecurity aims to protect and enhance 
Australia’s reputation for quality disease 
surveillance programs and freedom from 
major emergency animal diseases (EADs).

Victorian Government agencies and various 
livestock industries continued to collaborate 
throughout the past year, to improve our 
collective ability to detect and rapidly respond 
to EADs effectively. An important objective 
is to maintain and expand market access 
for livestock and livestock products, both 
nationally and internationally.

We are developing a more cohesive, 
coordinated and adaptable organisational 
approach to responding to EAD challenges.

Agriculture Victoria continues to lead Victoria’s 
livestock surveillance activities to detect or 
exclude potential EADs. The bulk of EAD 
investigations during 2016 involved resolving 
suspicion of transmissible spongiform 
encephalopathies and anthrax. Staff also 
conducted investigations and exclusions 
for foot-and-mouth disease, Hendra virus, 
Newcastle disease and highly pathogenic 
avian influenza. No investigations returned 
positive results for major livestock EADs.  

Training exercises throughout the year 
continued to prepare staff for an EAD 
response. Such activities included introductory 
biosecurity response courses, incident 
leadership and management consequence 
courses, and hands-on training in foot-and-
mouth disease diagnosis in Nepal. Exercises 
‘Diomedes’ and ‘Telemachus’ tested both 
industry and government EAD preparedness.

Agriculture Victoria animal health staff 
continued to respond to bushfire events during 
the 2015–16 summer. In response to these 
events, staff assess livestock and humanely 
slaughter animals that cannot be treated or 
salvaged for slaughter. Staff are often the first 
to access and assess damage to properties, 
with help from rural recovery officers from 
other sections of our department.

Staff performed a broad scope of animal 
disease surveillance activities throughout 
the year, covering the cattle, sheep, poultry, 
pig, alpaca, aquaculture and honey bee 
industries, as well as the wildlife population. 
These activities involved both national and 
state livestock surveillance projects, including 
the National Transmissible Spongiform 
Encephalopathies Surveillance Program, 
and statewide knackery (cattle) and abattoir 
and saleyard (sheep and goats) surveillance 
projects. The Victorian Government and the 
livestock industries jointly fund most state 
surveillance projects. Such collaborations 
demonstrate freedom from EADs and maintain 
a strong market access advantage.

Agriculture Victoria supported Victoria’s 
livestock industries by participating in 
programs to ensure that livestock are correctly 
identified, can be traced, and are free from 
unacceptable levels of chemical residues. 
These programs operate with the support of 
SAFEMEAT, the national industry–government 
partnership that is responsible for policy 
relating to food safety issues and whole-of-
supply-chain quality assurance arrangements 
for the red meat industry.

Agriculture Victoria helped to implement 
industry-supported endemic disease control 
programs throughout 2016. Implementation 
was in accordance with national rules and 

Welcome to Animal Health in Victoria 2016, an annual report providing 
information on Victoria’s animal biosecurity system. 
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Our field staff conducted 944 animal welfare 
investigations during 2016. Staff also respond 
to animal welfare issues resulting from 
natural disasters, such as fire and floods, 
and accidents that occur during livestock 
transportation.

Agriculture Victoria has a close working 
relationship with colleagues in the Victorian 
Department of Health and Human Services 
on communicable diseases, and with the 
statutory authorities responsible for meat 
and dairy food hygiene: PrimeSafe and Dairy 
Food Safety Victoria. These relationships 
are imperative to maintain Victoria’s highly 
regarded reputation for safe food and health. 
The livestock industries, from their peak 
bodies to individual service providers, are also 
an essential part of Victoria’s animal health 
system. Industry peak bodies provide input 
into strategies and policies through livestock 
consultative committees.

The following report outlines many of 
Agriculture Victoria’s biosecurity activities 
during 2016. I hope you find this report 
informative.

guidelines, to help control the spread of 
production-limiting diseases. These programs 
also allow our animal health staff and private 
veterinary practitioners to maintain a regular 
presence on livestock-producing properties 
in Victoria. This approach benefits Victoria’s 
animal health surveillance system and 
supports Victoria’s investment in animal 
health. The activities were conducted with the 
support of industry stakeholders, particularly 
private veterinary practitioners, who provide 
invaluable surveillance information and are 
often the source of reports of suspected 
EADs. Veterinary laboratories also play a vital 
role in diagnosing (or excluding) livestock 
diseases.

Animal welfare activities contribute 
significantly to the workload of Agriculture 
Victoria animal health staff. Staff develop and 
administer animal welfare legislation, codes 
of practice and standards. They educate all 
sectors of the community about responsible 
animal ownership and conduct welfare-related 
investigations. Agriculture Victoria works 
closely with agencies such as the RSPCA and 
local councils to ensure that allegations of 
animal cruelty are investigated appropriately. 

CHARLES MILNE

Chief Veterinary Officer
Agriculture Victoria



6     Animal Health in Victoria 2016

Contents
Foreword                     4

1 Structure of the Victorian animal health system             11

 1.1 Agriculture Victoria                11
  1.1.1 Biosecurity Branch               12
  1.1.2 Agriculture Services and Biosecurity Operations           13

 1.2 Laboratory support                13
  1.2.1 Biosciences Research Division             14

 1.3 Department of Health and Human Services             17
  
 1.4 Private veterinary practitioners     17

 1.5 Veterinary Practitioners Registration Board of Victoria           17

 1.6 Livestock industries       17

2 Emergency preparedness       19

 2.1 Emergency animal disease preparedness    19
  2.1.1 Legislation       19
  2.1.2 Training       20
  2.1.3 Commonwealth Quarantine Facility    22

 2.2 Emergency Animal Welfare Plan              22

 2.3 Emergency Animal Disease Watch Hotline    23

 2.4 Emergency animal disease investigations    23
  2.4.1 Foot-and-mouth disease exclusion at a knackery  23
  2.4.2 Suspected equine influenza in a colt    24
  2.4.3 Suspected foot-and-mouth disease in post-export cattle 24
  2.4.4 Hendra virus investigations              25

 2.5 Emergency animal disease response    25
  2.5.1 Ehrlichiosis canis in a dog     25
  
3 Disease surveillance activities      27

 3.1 Recording and reporting of surveillance data    27

 3.2 Data collection       27

 3.3 National surveillance programs               29
  3.3.1 Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies Freedom
    Assurance Program      29
  3.3.2 National Arbovirus Monitoring Program   30



Animal Health in Victoria 2016    7

  3.3.3 National Sheep Health Monitoring Program   30
 3.4 Victorian surveillance programs     30
  3.4.1 Significant Disease Investigation Program   30
  3.4.2 Anthrax surveillance      31
  3.4.3 Knackery Surveillance Project    31
  3.4.4 Sheep and Goat Mortality Surveillance Project  32
     3.4.5    Saleyards and Abattoirs Surveillance Project           32
  3.4.6 Pigeon rotavirus      34
  3.4.7 Wildlife disease surveillance     34

4 Endemic disease management      37

 4.1 Johne’s disease       37
  4.1.1 Bovine Johne’s disease     37
  4.1.2 Ovine Johne’s disease     38
  4.1.3 Johne’s disease in other species    39

 4.2 Enzootic bovine leucosis      39

 4.3 Ovine brucellosis       39

 4.4 Caprine arthritis–encephalitis      40

 4.5 Zoonotic diseases                40 
  4.5.1 Q fever                40
  4.5.2 Psittacosis                41
  4.5.3 Australian bat lyssavirus              41
  4.5.4 Salmonellosis                41

5 Animal welfare        43

 5.1 Animal welfare legislation      43
  5.1.1 Animal welfare reform               43 
  5.1.2 Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act 1986   43
  5.1.3 Livestock Management Act 2010    44
  5.1.4 Domestic Animals Act 1994     45
  5.1.5 Impounding of Livestock Act 1994    45

 5.2 Review and development of codes of practice   45

 5.3 Education programs       46
  5.3.1 Education programs for schools    46
  5.3.2 Education programs for new parents    46
  5.3.3 Education programs for the community   46

 5.4 Compliance activities       46
  5.4.1 Livestock       46
  5.4.2 Domestic animals      47
  5.4.3 Animals used in research and teaching   47



8     Animal Health in Victoria 2016

6 Poultry health        51

 6.1 Emergency disease preparedness     51
  6.1.1 Avian influenza and Newcastle disease   51
  6.1.2 Surveillance activities      51

 6.2 Endemic disease management     51

 6.3 Food safety and pulic health      52
  6.3.1 Egg standard       52
  6.3.2 Zoonotic disease investigations    52

7 Pig health         55

 7.1 Disease surveillance       55

 7.2 Laboratory diagnostics      55

 7.3 Vaccine production       56

 7.4 Training        56

 7.5 Technical support and advice      56

 7.6 Applied research and development     56

8 Aquatic animal health                59

 8.1 Emergency disease preparedness     59
  
 8.2 Surveillance activities       59
  8.2.1 Outbreak of Bonamia exitiosa             60

 8.3 Endemic disease management     60

 8.4 Training and extension activities              60

 8.5 Research and development collaborations    60

9 Honey bee health        63

 9.1 Registered beekeepers      63

 9.2 Surveillance activities       64
  9.2.1 Honey bee mites      64
  9.2.2 Braula fly       64
  9.2.3 American foulbrood disease     65



Animal Health in Victoria 2016    9

10 System integrity        67

 10.1 National Livestock Identification System    67
  10.1.1 NLIS (Cattle)       67
  10.1.2 NLIS (Sheep & Goats)     68
  10.1.3 NLIS (Pork)       69

 10.2 Property registration       69

 10.3 Health status documentation for live animal export   70

 10.4 Residue minimisation programs     70
  10.4.1 National Antibacterial Residue Minimisation Program 70
  10.4.2 National Residue Survey     71
  10.4.3 National Organochlorine Residue Management Program 71
  10.4.4 Agricultural and veterinary chemicals    71

Appendix A Industry consultative groups     72

  Statutory committees                72
  Ministerial committees                74
  Departmental committees                75

Appendix B Notifiable diseases in Victoria               77

Abbreviations                   84



10     Animal Health in Victoria 2016



Animal Health in Victoria 2016    11

1 Structure of the Victorian animal   
 health system
The Victorian animal health system includes producers, processors, saleyards, 
stock agents, transporters, veterinary practitioners, veterinary diagnostic 
laboratories and government agencies. Collectively, these participants maintain 
Victoria’s high biosecurity standards and contribute to the production of quality 
and safe meat, dairy, apiary and poultry products for customers in Australia and 
overseas. 

1.1 Agriculture Victoria

Agriculture Victoria, a division of the 
Department of Economic Development, 
Jobs, Transport and Resources, works in 
partnership with all sectors of Victoria’s 
livestock industries – including aquaculture 
and apiculture – to enable these industries to 
sustainably and profitably produce food and 
fibre for domestic and export markets. 

When developing animal health and welfare 
policy, Agriculture Victoria relies on a science-
based analysis and review of available 
research, industry information, legislation, 
and national and international standards. 
This approach, involving comprehensive 
stakeholder engagement, seeks to maximise 
the social, environmental and economic 
benefits for producers and all Victorians. 

The key principles that guide policy 
development for animal health in Victoria are:

• thoroughly assessing the role 
of government and the need for 
government intervention

• protecting public health and food safety
• protecting the welfare of livestock and 

promoting ethical animal production 
systems

• maintaining capability to promptly detect 
disease incursions, and to effectively 
respond to emergencies

• ensuring that programs are technically 
and economically sound, and that 
those who benefit from them contribute 
appropriately

• ensuring social equity

• fostering producer and industry support
• continuously evaluating and improving 

activities.

Victoria aligns and integrates its animal 
health and welfare activities with national 
arrangements, but also tailors them for local 
needs and circumstances. Most animal 
industries are nationally orientated and 
strongly export focused, so the interests 
of Victoria’s producers are best served by 
nationally consistent policies, strategies, 
programs and standards that support trade 
and international market access.

To this end, Australia is fortunate in having 
excellent and well-established collaborative 
frameworks for developing animal health 
policies and standards. To deliver robust 
and consistent policies and standards, the 
Victorian Government, other jurisdictions and 
the Australian Government work together 
through the Agricultural Ministers’ Forum and 
other committees, including the Agriculture 
Senior Officials Committee (comprising state 
and territory departmental secretaries), the 
Animal Health Committee (comprising state 
and territory chief veterinary officers), and the 
National Biosecurity Committee (comprising 
state and territory departmental biosecurity 
directors). Industry has a strong influence 
nationally through Animal Health Australia 
and SAFEMEAT – innovative partnerships 
involving governments and major livestock 
industries – and other national forums, 
including the Consultative Committee on 
Emergency Animal Diseases, which convenes 
during emergency animal disease (EAD) 
incidents.
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1.1.1 Biosecurity Branch

The Biosecurity Branch of Agriculture Victoria 
aims to:

• protect Victoria from biosecurity threats 
that affect Victoria’s primary industries, 
environment, social amenity and human 
health

• protect the welfare of livestock, 
companion animals, and animals used in 
research, including during environmental 
emergencies such as fires

• understand and address emerging risks 
that may arise from changes in the 
interaction between humans and wildlife, 
changes in land use, and increasing 
global travel and trade.

The Biosecurity Branch works closely with the 
department’s Biosciences Research Division 
laboratory at Bundoora (see Section 1.2.1). It 
also works with the department’s Agricultural 
Services and Biosecurity Operations 
Branch, particularly in relation to emergency 
responses and projects that maximise the 
commercial opportunities associated with 
livestock identification technology.

Staff within the Biosecurity Branch contribute 
to the development of animal health and 
welfare policies at both the national and 
state levels. The Agriculture Services and 
Biosecurity Operations Branch implements 
these policies in the field.

In 2016, the Biosecurity Branch:
• developed and administered livestock 

health and welfare policy, legislation 
and related standards, including in the 
context of Agriculture Victoria’s response 
to EAD incursions

• represented Agriculture Victoria on state 
and national committees relating to 
animal biosecurity, animal health, animal 
welfare and market access issues

• monitored and reported animal disease 
trends within national and Victorian 
policy frameworks and objectives

• conducted and coordinated research, 
emphasising electronic livestock 
identification and the control of anthrax

• provided information technology (IT) 
services for business units both within 
and external to the Biosecurity Branch

• managed industry compensation 
funds, and contracts with veterinary 
practitioners, diagnostic laboratories and 
manufacturers of electronic livestock 
tags

• maintained Agriculture Victoria’s 
registers of Property Identification Codes 
and beekeepers.

In 2016, the Biosecurity Branch had 
142 staff, including section managers, 
business support officers, project 
administration staff, IT professionals, 
veterinarians, and other animal health and 
welfare staff.

The branch is divided into five main teams, 
which are described below.

Chief Veterinary Officer’s Unit

The Chief Veterinary Officer’s (CVO) Unit 
provides technical and policy advice on 
all aspects of animal health and welfare, 
surveillance activities, epidemiology and 
emergency response.

Systems and Engagement

The Systems and Engagement team ensures 
that staff are trained in relevant disciplines; 
provides business management services, 
including for operation of the National 
Livestock Identification System hotline;
and employs IT expertise to develop and 
provide software relevant to the livestock and 
horticultural industries.

Biosecurity Assurance

The Biosecurity Assurance team collaborates 
with internal and external stakeholders to 
develop policy and legislation to support the 
livestock and horticultural industries, as well 
as for companion animal welfare and scientific 
procedures. 
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The Biosecurity Assurance team develops 
policy and legislation to:
• minimise the impact of pests, diseases, 

invasive plants and animals, chemical use 
and residues, and animal welfare incidents 
on market access, the environment and 
agricultural production systems, 

• maximise the adoption of best-practice 
animal welfare, chemical use and residue 
management, as well as the control of 
pests, diseases, and invasive plants and 
animals – both naturally occurring and 
exotic.

Market Access and Reform

The Market Access and Reform team enables 
coordination and management of major 
projects, and provides support to help deliver 
Agriculture Victoria’s biosecurity priorities. 
The team has a mix of skills, including project 
management, policy development and 
stakeholder engagement.

Chief Plant Health Officer’s Unit

The Chief Plant Health Officer’s Unit 
leads Agriculture Victoria’s extensive plant 
biosecurity and invasive species programs. 
The unit provides strategic and scientific 
leadership in statewide all-hazards, all-
emergency response approaches to 
incursions of plant pests, invasive pest plants 
and pest animals. This is a key role that helps 
maintain Victoria’s valuable grains, horticulture 
and forestry industries. 

1.1.2 Agriculture Services and    
 Biosecurity Operations 

The Agriculture Services and Biosecurity 
Operations (ASBO) Branch delivers programs 
and services that:

• increase Victoria’s capacity to prevent, 
prepare for and respond to exotic 
diseases and natural disasters affecting 
the agricultural industries

• investigate livestock welfare issues and 
promote livestock welfare

• help implement livestock identification 
and tracking systems

• minimise the risk of residues from 
chemicals and heavy metals that may 
cause food safety threats, and disrupt 
national or international trade

• minimise the effects of endemic livestock 
diseases

• reduce the risk of foodborne illnesses in 
the community.

To deliver these services, Victoria is divided 
into three regions, based on geography 
and the types of livestock industries in each 
region. 

Across Victoria, ASBO employed 82 animal 
health and welfare staff on a full-time or part-
time basis in 2016, comprising 
29 veterinarians, 44 animal health officers, 
3 apiary inspectors and 6 administrative 
officers. In 2016, there was a large intake of 
new veterinary and animal health officers, 
some of whom were gazetted by late 2016. 

Newly employed district veterinary officers 
and animal health officers must complete 
12 months of rigorous training in all aspects 
of the animal health system before they are 
gazetted as:

• inspectors, as defined in the Livestock 
Disease Control Act 1994, the Livestock 
Management Act 2010, the Stock (Seller 
Liability and Declarations) Act 1993 
and the Agricultural and Veterinary 
Chemicals (Control of Use) Act 1992

• general inspectors under the Prevention 
of Cruelty to Animals Act 1986

• authorised officers for primary food 
production, as defined in the Food Act 
1984.

1.2 Laboratory support

Veterinary laboratories are essential to 
promptly and accurately diagnose animal 
diseases, including diseases that may 
affect human health (known as zoonoses). 
Agriculture Victoria licenses veterinary 
laboratories in Victoria, which ensures that 
they operate in line with national standards. 
Laboratories are accredited under the 
International Organization for Standardization 
and/or the National Association of Testing 
Authorities, both nationally recognised 
systems of quality assurance. 
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Veterinary laboratories must promptly report 
their findings to Agriculture Victoria if any 
exotic or notifiable disease is suspected.

1.2.1 Biosciences Research Division

A core responsibility of Victoria’s animal 
health service is to understand the current 
animal health and welfare status, not just on 
farms, but throughout Victoria, particularly 
relating to emergency and/or emerging 
animal diseases. This process relies on three 
disciplines working closely together: field 
veterinarians (both government and private), 
epidemiologists and laboratory diagnosticians.

The Veterinary Diagnostic Services Group of 
the Biosciences Research Division is located 
at AgriBio within the La Trobe University 
campus at Bundoora in Melbourne. Laboratory 
staff play a major role in investigating 
significant disease occurrences in all species 
of livestock and wildlife in Victoria, and 
increasingly in strategic research into livestock 
diseases. Agriculture Victoria uses the 
laboratory to help Victorian livestock industries 
demonstrate the status of notifiable diseases 
and maintain international market access.

Significant disease investigations

The AgriBio laboratory receives the majority 
of cases from field veterinarians through the 
Significant Disease Investigation Program 
(see Section 3.4.1). These cases usually 
involve multiple deaths in a herd or flock and 
are triggered when the referring veterinarian 
(either an Agriculture Victoria officer or 
a private practitioner) requires in-depth 
laboratory support to obtain a diagnosis. By 
definition, these are not routine cases; they 
often require use of technologies that are not 
easily accessed by private practitioners. Each 
case is managed by one of five veterinary 
pathologists. The details, including results, of 
significant disease investigations are entered 
into the Agriculture Victoria epidemiological 
database. This information can be used to 
provide disease status data to both national 
and international animal health authorities.

Approximately 1500 cases are submitted 
to AgriBio annually. AgriBio conducts 
histopathology, bacteriology, virology, 

molecular biology, immunology, clinical 
biochemistry, parasitology and haematology 
investigations in-house, but sends cases 
requiring more specialised expertise, such as 
toxicology, to other specialist laboratories.

Research activities

The AgriBio facility has a considerable 
research role. This increasingly involves 
research into animal diseases. Some research 
areas are well established, such as anthrax 
and arboviruses. Occasionally, routine 
surveillance activities detect disease issues 
that require more research than a routine 
diagnostic investigation. These problems are 
often industry-wide and may be poorly defined 
or new. In addition to the larger established 
research projects, small teams of field staff, 
epidemiologists and veterinary pathologists 
are created as needed to address such 
problems. These teams are led by AgriBio and 
the CVO Unit. The relocation of AgriBio to the 
La Trobe University campus in Bundoora has 
assisted these investigations, and academics 
and postgraduate students from La Trobe 
University are becoming increasingly involved 
in research projects.

Recent research projects include:
• a collaborative study between Agriculture 

Victoria, La Trobe University and 
private veterinary practitioners to map 
triclabendazole resistance in liver fluke 
in irrigated areas of Victoria, and to 
develop environmentally based integrated 
parasite control strategies that are not 
dependent on veterinary chemicals

• a study to identify possible causes of 
acute bovine liver disease, likely to be 
caused by an as yet unidentified fungal 
toxin

• development of a bone marrow assay 
that could be used to demonstrate failure 
to feed in animal welfare investigations

• development of loop mediated isothermal 
amplification technologies to help detect 
important infectious diseases in the field, 
and for deployment to Agriculture Victoria 
field staff in 2018

• investigation of upper alimentary 
ulcerative syndrome (UAUS), a newly 
recognised syndrome of dairy heifers 



Animal Health in Victoria 2016    15

A number of these projects have enabled 
postgraduate students to obtain their PhDs 
and honours degrees at La Trobe University. 
Some Agriculture Victoria field staff are 
now taking the opportunity for part-time 
research studies as part of their professional 
development.

Upper Alimentary Ulcerative Syndrome project 

In 2013, concern was raised by the pathology 
group at AgriBio about a previously 
unrecognised syndrome of upper alimentary 
ulceration and enteritis in weaned Victorian 
dairy heifers. Cases from a small number 
of properties had been identified between 
October and March in 2014, 2015 and 2016. 
The aetiology of the syndrome, referred to as 
UAUS, is unclear. 

UAUS presents as weight loss and scouring 
that is unresponsive to parasiticides and 
only occasionally responsive to antibiotics. 
Affected calves have been detected in all 
three Victorian dairying regions. The common 
causes of diarrhoea (e.g. gastrointestinal 
parasitism, coccidiosis, yersiniosis) have 
been excluded consistently, and detailed case 
reports from affected properties have failed 
to provide an explanation for the syndrome.  
Laboratory testing has also ruled out potential 
exotic diseases.

Research funding was secured by the 
Victorian CVO Unit in 2016, with support 
from the Australian Government Department 
of Agriculture and Water Resources, for the 
evaluation of the syndrome in greater detail. 
The project, which will operate over three 
years, commenced at the beginning of the 
2016–17 dairy industry lactation season.
A detailed project outline, produced in 
consultation with AgriBio pathologists, 
provides the preferred case definition, and 
detailed instructions for correct sampling 
techniques and testing regimes. 

Samples have been received from dairy 
veterinarians from around Victoria, and a 
comprehensive bank of diagnostic test results 
is currently being collated. 

Training activities to support surveillance 
activities

Laboratory staff, particularly the veterinary 
pathologists, play a central role in training 
both private and government animal health 
professionals, particularly in on-farm necropsy 
techniques. Laboratory staff conduct regular 
regional training days, with both theoretical 
and practical sessions, to improve field 
necropsy techniques, and ensure appropriate 
sample selection and transportation.

Training courses currently provided by AgriBio 
staff to Victorian animal health professionals 
are outlined below.

Animal Disease Investigation course 

With the support of the Cattle Compensation 
Advisory Committee and the Sheep and Goat 
Compensation Advisory Committee, four 
Animal Disease Investigation (ADI) courses 
were run during 2016. 

The ADI course is an intensive two-day course 
designed to enhance the early detection of 
emerging or exotic diseases in the field. It 
includes theory on the first day and practical 
necropsy training on the second day. 
Participants include Agriculture Victoria animal 
health staff and private practitioners from 
throughout the state. 

During 2016, a total of 37 participants from 
17 different animal health agencies or 
veterinary practices participated in this 
training. Course content included field 
epidemiology; biosecurity; assessment 
of zoonotic risks; accurate and effective 
reporting; and sample collection, packaging 
and submission. 

Since attending the course, more than 60% of 
practitioners have submitted samples through 
the various livestock surveillance programs 
that Agriculture Victoria oversees.

The course has grown significantly in 
popularity and was over-subscribed in 2016. 
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Gross pathology regional training days

Regular regional necropsy technique 
refresher courses continued at knackeries 
throughout Victoria during 2016. Each course 
involves a single day of lectures and practical 
demonstrations of a ruminant necropsy. 
Attendees include Agriculture Victoria animal 
health staff and local private practitioners.

These training days not only provide a 
refresher in necropsy techniques, but also 
enhance links between AgriBio, Agriculture 
Victoria field staff and private practitioners. 
During 2016, the principal tutor was a 
veterinary pathologist from AgriBio. 

Poultry disease regional training days

Following requests from private practitioners 
in 2015, AgriBio pathologists conducted 
three practical courses in poultry diseases 
in conjunction with the CVO Unit’s Principal 
Veterinary Officer (Poultry). Half-day 
courses were held in two regions in 2016. 
These courses will continue in various 
locations throughout Victoria during 2017. 
At the request of the Australian Veterinary 
Association and rural practitioners, the course 
will be expanded to include pig diseases, 
particularly in relation to free-range pigs. 

Histopathology rounds

The pathology team at AgriBio runs weekly 
30-minute presentations of recent interesting 
cases. Histological lesions can be viewed 
through the microscope, as they are broadcast 
live on the internet. The presentations are 
also recorded and archived on the internet 
for access by other pathologists who 
cannot attend the live presentations. These 
presentations are accessed by pathologists 
in Australia and internationally at a rate of 
about 70 per month. Login details are freely 
available through the Australian Society of 
Veterinary Pathologists web page.

Presentations at meetings of the Australian 
Veterinary Association

In late 2014, a group of Agriculture Victoria 
veterinarians organised for AgriBio veterinary 
pathologists to be guest speakers at a north-
east regional meeting of the Australian 
Veterinary Association (AVA). The local AVA 

meetings are a central focus for rural vets 
who, because of geographical isolation, tend 
to  have more difficult access to professional 
development opportunities than their urban 
colleagues. 

The guest speakers were well received by 
the local practitioners, and AgriBio staff have 
now developed a suite of eight presentations 
that have been offered to other regional AVA 
chapters. These presentations often include 
collaboration with Agriculture Victoria field 
staff and La Trobe University postgraduate 
students and staff working on collaborative 
projects. 

1.3 Department of Health and Human  
 Services

Agriculture Victoria collaborates closely 
with the Victorian Department of Health 
and Human Services, and the Chief Health 
Officer, in relation to zoonotic diseases such 
as anthrax, Hendra virus, Australian bat 
lyssavirus, salmonellosis, chlamydophilosis 
(also known as chlamydiosis or psittacosis), 
leptospirosis and Q fever. A memorandum 
of understanding and protocols for joint 
management of incidents ensure that roles, 
responsibilities, joint planning arrangements 
and risk management procedures are in place 
to protect human and animal health in Victoria.
Epidemiologists from Agriculture Victoria 
and the Department of Health and Human 
Services meet in various forums, such as the 
Victorian Arbovirus Taskforce, that discuss 
specific disease programs or a disease event. 
In addition, informal meetings and discussions 
on topics of mutual interest ensure ongoing 
productive collaboration.

1.4 Private veterinary practitioners

Private veterinary practitioners investigate 
disease incidents, and provide vital health 
advice and related services to Victoria’s 
livestock industries. They are an integral part 
of Victoria’s animal disease surveillance and 
preparedness network through their regular 
contact with producers, and feedback to 
Agriculture Victoria about occurrences of 
diseases of interest.



Animal Health in Victoria 2016    17

As part of their training and ongoing 
professional development, veterinary 
practitioners must be familiar with the 
symptoms associated with exotic diseases. 
They must report all suspected EADs to 
Agriculture Victoria immediately.

Agriculture Victoria encourages veterinary 
practitioners to use the Significant Disease 
Investigation Program to investigate and 
document any unusual disease event 
involving livestock. As part of this program, 
financial assistance is available to help 
practitioners thoroughly investigate the event 
(see Section 3.4.1).

1.5 Veterinary Practitioners    
 Registration Board of Victoria 

The Veterinary Practitioners Registration 
Board of Victoria (the Veterinary Board) 
is a statutory body established under 
the Veterinary Practice Act 1997. The 
main purpose of the Act is to protect the 
public by providing for the registration of 
veterinary practitioners, and to investigate 
the professional conduct and the fitness to 
practise of registered veterinary practitioners.
As at 30 June 2016,  there were 3068 
veterinary practitioners registered in Victoria, 
with 3.3% of these employed as government 
officers.

The Minister for Agriculture has an appointee 
on the Board from the CVO Unit who acts 
as a conduit between the Board, the CVO 
and ultimately the minister. There are nine 
members on the Board: six veterinary 
practitioners, one lawyer and two other non-
veterinarians.

When the Board receives complaints about 
registered veterinary practitioners from the 
public, staff ensure they are in the appropriate 
written format for further investigation. The 
Board reviews each complaint. Any that are 
deemed to be lacking in substance, vexatious 
or outside the jurisdiction of the Board are not 
investigated. 

During the financial year ending 30 June 
2016, 283 complaints were submitted to the 
Board. 

1.6 Livestock industries

The livestock industries, from their peak 
bodies to individual service providers, are 
an essential part of Victoria’s animal health 
system. Industry peak bodies provide input 
into the strategies and policies developed 
through formal channels such as livestock 
consultative committees (Appendix A). In 
implementing these policies, Agriculture 
Victoria animal health staff regularly visit 
individual producers, stock agents, saleyard 
managers, livestock transporters and other 
service providers to educate, monitor, provide 
and gain feedback, and enforce activities in 
line with agreed standards.
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2   Emergency preparedness

‘Emergency animal disease’ (EAD) is the term used for exotic diseases (those 
not normally present in Australia) and other important animal diseases, such as 
anthrax, that could seriously affect Australia’s export and domestic markets or 
have considerable public health impacts. 

2.1 Emergency animal disease   
 preparedness

Agriculture Victoria has an ongoing 
emergency preparedness program to ensure 
that Victoria has the capability and capacity 
to respond effectively to EAD threats and 
outbreaks. Every incident requires a prompt 
and effective response to minimise the 
negative impacts of disease, regain access to 
lost markets, and allow communities to return 
to normality, all in the shortest possible time.

Key objectives of the program for 2016 were 
to:

• develop and maintain effective 
strategies and plans for human and 
physical resources

• facilitate the learning and development 
of EAD response personnel

• develop and maintain comprehensive 
response plans, policies and 
procedures, supported by effective 
information management systems

• build effective emergency management 
relationships within government, with 
emergency response agencies, and 
with industry stakeholders

• build awareness in government, 
industry and the broader community of 
priority EADs, how EADs are controlled, 
the implications of outbreaks, and roles 
of internal and external stakeholders in 
detection and response

• review and continuously improve 
incident response arrangements and 
operations.

 
Foot-and-mouth disease (FMD) is a highly 
contagious viral disease of cloven-hoofed 
animals that poses a significant risk to 
Victoria’s productivity, market access, and 

community social and animal welfare values.
In 2016, Agriculture Victoria continued to 
prioritise preparedness for an outbreak of 
FMD through the development of response 
plans and a communications strategy, in 
collaboration with government agencies and 
the livestock industries.

The plans, which define the roles and 
responsibilities of agencies and the 
community, are being developed in 
consultation with stakeholders to reflect an 
integrated approach and shared responsibility 
for FMD management between government, 
agencies, communities and individuals.

To test and improve these response 
plans, the Chief Veterinary Officer’s Unit 
conducted Exercise ‘Diomedes’ and Exercise 
‘Telemachus’ for Agriculture Victoria executive 
management, and other government and 
livestock industry representatives.  

Recommendations from these two exercises 
will be addressed during 2017–2019 to further 
increase Victoria’s preparedness for a major 
biosecurity incident.

2.1.1 Legislation

Transition to mandatory electronic 
identification of sheep and goats

Victoria’s livestock industries generate 
exports valued at $6.7 billion per year, with 
meat sheep and wool production valued 
at approximately $2.5 billion per year. 
These industries are essential to rural and 
regional economies. Their ongoing viability is 
underpinned by having reliable and efficient 
traceability systems.
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On 24 August 2016, the Minister for 
Agriculture announced the introduction of 
mandatory electronic identification of sheep 
and goats in Victoria, commencing from 
1 January 2017. 

The introduction of electronic tags for sheep 
and goats will enable Victoria to reduce risks 
to market access, trade and human health 
from a disease or food safety emergency.

Electronic ear tags are already mandatory for 
cattle movements.

Prohibited pig feed

The swill feeding provisions in section 41 of 
the Livestock Disease Control Act 1994 have 
been revised to further reduce the risk of 
introducing or spreading EADs such as FMD 
and to align the Victorian legislation with the 
nationally agreed framework from 1 January 
2017.

Any reference to swill feeding has been 
replaced by ‘prohibited pig feed’.  

Changes include:
• a new provision under s41(1)(c)(ca) 

whereby ‘to allow or direct another 
person to feed or allow access to 
prohibited pig feed’ will be an  offence

• revision of the definition of milk 
product or milk by-product to recognise 
importation from other jurisdictions of 
stockfeed products legally imported 
into Australia (revised s41(2)(e))

• provision of a permit system to allow 
the feeding of mammalian material to 
wild pigs being used in research or to 
bait wild pigs (new.s41A). This is to 
align primarily with Queensland and 
northern New South Wales practices, 
but there is no intention to issue 
permits in Victoria

• an allowance for the minister to 
suspend existing exemptions 

 (e.g. milk) in the event of a biosecurity  
 risk to alleviate that risk.

2.1.2 Training

Agriculture Victoria requires a skilled and 
motivated workforce to respond to the 
emerging challenges associated with 
protecting Victoria’s livestock industries. 

In 2016, capability building in EAD 
preparedness focused on introducing new 
staff to the concept of working in biosecurity 
emergency responses, upgrading the skills 
of incident managers, and preparing staff to 
enact a livestock standstill. 

Introduction to Biosecurity Emergency 
Response

The Introduction to Biosecurity Emergency 
Response training program provides 
an understanding of Australia’s EAD 
preparedness and response plans. It covers 
topics such as EAD awareness, phases of 
an EAD response and working in an EAD 
response.

A total of 82 Agriculture Victoria staff 
completed the online training program. 

Working in Biosecurity Emergency 
Response

The 2016 Working in Biosecurity Emergency 
Response training program enabled 
38 Agriculture Victoria staff to receive 
accreditation in the national responder skill 
set. 

The course is an entry-level course for staff 
new to biosecurity emergency response. It 
is delivered by Agriculture Victoria staff who 
have training skills and technical expertise. 
Staff attending the course learn through 
theory, practical and discussion activities. 

The course has been recognised nationally 
and is under consideration by the Training 
Specialist Task Group to become the national 
standard entry-level training course.

Incident Leadership training

The Incident Leadership program is designed 
to provide practical experience in conducting 
team operations that are cohesive, adaptive 
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A total of 54 Agriculture Victoria staff attended 
AIIMS training in 2016.

Operations Planning Workshop

A total of 35 Agriculture Victoria animal health 
and welfare staff attended a field-based 
workshop at Rutherglen Biosecurity Facility to 
introduce them to the facility and to problem 
solve animal biosecurity case studies specific 
to the site.

Exercise Livestock Standstill

Exercise Livestock Standstill was conducted 
in October 2016.

The aim of the exercise was to:
• build awareness in those not working as 

Agriculture Victoria animal health and 
welfare staff of the impact of FMD

• build staff awareness of Agriculture 
Victoria’s roles and responsibilities 
during an FMD outbreak or a livestock 
standstill

• build on Agriculture Victoria’s capability 
in a livestock standstill

• test key processes and procedures 
related to the enactment of a Victorian 
livestock standstill.

and resilient. The program aims to assist 
incident managers to: ensure that response 
plans are actioned effectlvely, coordinate 
diverse resources, interface with community 
cooperators, and lead operational planning in 
a strategic time frame.

A total of 39 Agriculture Victoria staff attended 
two Incident Leadership courses in 2016.

Executive Consequence Management

The Executive Consequence Management 
program is designed to drive strategic 
leadership, behavioural changes and decision 
making before, during and after an emergency  
incident, and to help incident managers deliver 
best-practice outcomes for the community.

A total of 23 Agriculture Victoria staff attended 
Executive Consequence Management 
courses during 2016.

Australasian Inter-service Incident 
Management System training

Three courses were held in 2016 aimed at 
providing an understanding of the principles 
and processes that underpin the Australasian 
Inter-service Incident Management System 
(AIIMS) and its adoption for use in emergency 
incident management.

 Chief Veterinary Officer, Charles Milne, presenting at an emergency animal   
 disease training day 
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A total of 157 Agriculture Victoria staff 
completed a training program designed to 
introduce participants to the concept of a 
livestock standstill.

A further 63 staff visited six livestock saleyards 
across Victoria to introduce them to the 
particular issues a saleyard may face when 
required to implement an immediate livestock 
standstill.

Staff also attended priority border crossings to 
test processes and procedures related to the 
enacting of a livestock standstill.

Foot-and-mouth disease training in Nepal

During 2016, eight Agriculture Victoria animal 
health staff and two private veterinarians 
travelled to Nepal to participate in ‘real- 
time’ FMD training, hosted by the European 
Commission for the Control of Foot-and-Mouth 
Disease (EuFMD), a commission of the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations. The training provided experience in 
clinical investigation, sampling and laboratory 
diagnosis of FMD, and epidemiological 
assessment of disease spread and control.

FMD poses the largest, most economically 
devastating threat to Australia’s livestock 
industries. In 2013, the Australian Bureau 
of Agricultural and Resource Economics 
and Sciences estimated that an outbreak in 
Australia could cost the economy up to 
$50 billion over 10 years. 

The Australian Government Department of 
Agriculture and Water Resources is working 
with the EuFMD program to build a network 
of veterinarians, animal health professionals, 
producers and industry workers throughout 
Australia with experience with FMD, to 
increase the likelihood of early detection 
should an incursion occur, as well as enhance 
Australia’s response capability.

2.1.3 Commonwealth Quarantine Facility

The Australian Government Department of 
Agriculture and Water Resources has built a 
new Post Entry Quarantine (PEQ) facility on 
a Commonwealth-owned site in Mickleham, 
Victoria.

The facility will consolidate all the 
department’s current PEQ operations at a 
single site. The first phase of construction, 
completed in 2015, includes the bee facility, 
the plant compound, horse compounds, and 
the first stage of the dog and cat compounds. 
The second phase involves building the avian 
and ruminant compounds, and stage two of 
the dog and cat compounds, which are due to 
be opened in 2018.

The facility will cater for the importation of 
birds (pigeons), fertile hatching eggs of
poultry, bees, cats, dogs, horses, ruminants 
(mainly alpacas) and plants. 

By 2018, the new facility will provide capacity 
to quarantine 240 cats and 400 dogs entering 
Australia before being transported to their new 
homes throughout Australia.

The facility is an important element of 
Australia’s biosecurity system that will 
help manage plant and animal imports into 
Australia.

2.2 Emergency Animal Welfare Plan

An update of the Victorian Emergency Animal 
Welfare Plan (VEAWP) was released in 2016. 
Developed in line with Victoria’s emergency 
framework, the revised plan outlines how 
the community and emergency services 
can work together to better manage animal 
welfare before, during and immediately 
after emergencies such as fires, floods and 
extreme weather events.

Both external and internal processes relating 
to the VEAWP, including phone number 
accessibility for the public, were tested 
throughout 2016.

Agriculture Victoria continued to work with key 
animal welfare partners, including the RSPCA, 
the Australian Veterinary Association and the 
Department of Environment, Land, Water 
and Planning, in preparation for the bushfire 
season and a forecast heatwave in December.

The VEAWP Communication and Social 
Media Plan was finalised. It delivered a 
series of heat, flood and fire preparedness 
messages and warnings via the Emergency 
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Management Joint Public Information 
Committee and through regional Agriculture 
Victoria processes. 

A review of animal welfare material on the 
internal and external Agriculture Victoria 
websites commenced. Initial scoping and 
planning were undertaken in relation to a 
VEAWP exercise, scheduled for May 2017.

2.3 Emergency Animal Disease   
 Watch Hotline

Agriculture Victoria operates a 24-hour service 
to enable prompt reporting of suspected 
EADs. The Emergency Animal Disease Watch 
Hotline is  a national telephone number 
(1800 675 888) established for veterinarians 
and the general public to report serious 
outbreaks of disease and deaths in animals, 
including birds.

When the caller selects ‘Victoria’, the call 
is forwarded to Agriculture Victoria. During 
business hours, the hotline is answered by 
the department’s Customer Service Centre 
at Ballarat. The centre directs calls to 
appropriate animal health staff, who assess 
the inquiry and provide advice or
a response. Outside working hours, calls 
are redirected to the mobile phone of an 
experienced Agriculture Victoria veterinarian 
who is rostered on duty. This veterinarian 
obtains details from the caller and either 
provides advice or arranges for local animal 
health staff, who are on call for suspect EAD 
notifications, to begin a field investigation.

Livestock industry participants are encouraged 
to use the service if they suspect a serious 
disease in their livestock. The hotline logged 
45 calls as suspect EADs during 2016. The 
hotline also received a further 67 calls that 
related to other animal health or welfare 
issues, including fires and livestock transport 
incidents.

2.4 Emergency animal disease   
 investigations

An EAD incursion into Victoria has the 
potential to severely affect wildlife populations, 
agriculture and public health. Early detection 
is crucial to minimising the effects of such 

information on the species, numbers, history, 
age, sex, breed and clinical signs of the 
affected animals, and determine if diagnostic 
samples are required to rule out the suspected 
EAD. In the majority of cases, the EAD 
can be ruled out based on the information 
gathered, but occasionally laboratory analysis 
is required.   

In the event of highly suspicious EAD 
investigations, biosecurity officers operate 
around the clock to deliver samples to 
diagnostic facilities at AgriBio and the CSIRO 
Australian Animal Health Laboratory (AAHL), 
where immediate testing can be performed. 

During 2016, 324 investigations were 
undertaken in Victoria to determine whether 
an EAD was present (Table 2.1). Some 
investigations involved testing for more than 
one EAD. Most investigations were to test for 
transmissible spongiform encephalopathies, 
all of which were negative. Sixty-four anthrax 
investigations were undertaken, all of which 
were negative.  All other suspected EADs 
tested negative.

2.4.1 Foot-and-mouth disease exclusion  
 at a knackery

In July 2016, Agriculture Victoria staff were 
conducting routine disease surveillance at a 
knackery in south-west Victoria and detected 
lesions in the oral tissues of a deceased 
bovine that were consistent with FMD. The 
animal was one of three that had died during 
transport to a saleyard in western Victoria.

Samples were sent to AAHL for vesicular 
disease exclusion, and officers attended the 
saleyards to examine the remainder of the in-
contact group. Two cattle in this group showed 
clinical signs of hypersalivation and lameness, 
also consistent with FMD.

At this point, saleyard management was 
notified of a potential EAD, but was requested 
to be discreet to avoid overreaction by the 
public. Test results from AAHL excluded FMD 
and vesicular stomatitis, and those involved 
were notified accordingly.
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tested for flavivirus, Kunjin virus, Ross River 
virus and equine strangles. Further samples 
were sent to AAHL for Hendra virus and 
equine influenza virus testing. 

Testing excluded Hendra virus and equine 
influenza. No final diagnosis was confirmed 
but the horse made an uneventful recovery. 

2.4.3 Suspected foot-and-mouth disease  
 in post-export cattle

In November 2016, following the export of a 
consignment of dairy heifers to Taiwan from 
properties in Victoria, three animals tested 
positive to FMD at post-export examination.  

Immediate tracing of the animals to their 
properties of origin was undertaken using 
the National Livestock Identification System 
(NLIS) database. Field staff were deployed 

Table 2.1 Emergency animal disease investigations, 2016
Disease Investigated Confirmed

African swine fever     1 0
Anthrax   71 0
Aujeszky’s disease     1 0
Australian lyssaviruses including bat lyssavirus (not in bats)     2 0
Avian influenza (highly pathogenic)   24 0
Avian influenza (low pathogenicity subtypes)   20 0
Bluetongue   10 0
Bovine viral diarrhoea virus type 2     1 0
Brucellosis - bovine (B. abortus)   27 0
Brucellosis - caprine + ovine (B. melitensis)     3 0
Classical swine fever     1 0
Equine influenza     1 0
Foot-and-mouth disease   29 0
Hendra virus   12 0
Newcastle disease   27 0
Porcine reproductive and respiratory syndrome     1 0
Salmonella enteritidis infection in poultry     1 0
Salmonellosis (S. Abortus-ovis)     2 0
Spongiform encephalopathies (atypical)     4 0
TSEs (BSE, scrapie, CWD, FSE) 151 0
Tuberculosis (Mycobacterium bovis)     1 0
Vesicular stomatitis   18 0
West Nile fever (clinical infection)     1 0
Total 324 0

2.4.2  Suspected equine influenza in a   
 colt 

In December 2016, a two-year-old warmblood 
colt presented to an equine referral hospital in 
suburban Melbourne. It had been treated for 
a fever, cough and nasal discharge that had 
briefly resolved with the use of antimicrobials. 
On presentation, the clinical signs had 
progressed to neurological symptoms, 
including ataxia, hind-limb weakness and 
hypersensitivity.  The horse had been 
released from quarantine 24 hours before 
being presented, having been imported from 
Germany two weeks earlier.

Veterinarians at the clinic contacted the 
Emergency Animal Disease Hotline. They 
were advised to take samples using personal 
protective equipment due to a risk of Hendra 
virus. The samples were sent to AgriBio and 
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to immediately inspect livestock on these 
properties. FMD was excluded for all herds. 

Further testing in Taiwan showed the test 
results to be false positives. This case 
highlighted the usefulness of NLIS and the 
protection it provides our export markets.

2.4.4  Hendra virus investigations

During 2016, 12 Hendra virus investigations 
were conducted. All suspected cases involved 
horses. Hendra virus was excluded in all 
cases.

Investigations were geographically spread 
throughout the state. The majority of 
investigations involved local horses, although 
three cases were associated with animals that 
had been transported from Queensland in the 
preceding days or weeks. The movement of 
horses from Queensland and northern New 
South Wales is not unusual, and remains 
a likely source of Hendra virus entry into 
Victoria. Another potential source of infection 
is flying foxes. Studies indicate that the flying 
fox species present in Victoria (grey-headed 
flying fox and little red flying fox) have not 
been associated with confirmed outbreaks in 
Queensland and northern New South Wales; 
however, the risk cannot be completely 
disregarded.

Most of the 12 horses presented with clinical 
signs such as pyrexia, nasal discharge and/or 
respiratory signs, limb oedema, neurological 
signs (ranging from depression to ataxia, 
incoordination or recumbency) or sudden 
death. The nonspecific clinical presentations 
associated with cases reinforce the need to 
ensure that appropriate personal protective 
equipment is worn during such investigations. 

2.5 Emergency animal disease   
 response

Agriculture Victoria is the lead agency for 
responding to EAD incidents in Victoria. 
In other emergencies affecting livestock, 
such as fires and floods, Agriculture Victoria 
coordinates animal welfare services, and 
provides rural communities with advice on 
issues relevant to livestock and agriculture.

Agriculture Victoria is also the primary 
support agency for providing animal welfare 
services following livestock transport 
accidents. Agriculture Victoria staff perform 
this role in accordance with the Victorian 
Emergency Animal Welfare Plan. Staff 
assess and euthanase injured stock following 
emergencies, and provide advice on the 
appropriate recovery of stock that are not 
critically injured.

During 2016, Agriculture Victoria staff 
responded to five fire incidents: four in which 
sheep were affected and one in which poultry 
were affected. 

2.5.1  Ehrlichiosis canis in a dog 

In February 2016, a male dog examined 
in a quarantine facility in Melbourne was 
found to be infested with brown dog ticks 
(Rhipicephalus sanguineus). The dog was 
reportedly born in China and imported from 
Malaysia. The dog was treated with a topical 
acaracide, and blood samples were taken.

Testing at AAHL for tick-borne disease was 
performed and showed the dog to be infected 
with Ehrlichiosis canis. This disease is exotic 
to Australia and predominantly affects dogs. A 
number of human cases have been reported 
in the United States. The owner of the dog 
elected to euthanase it when advised of the 
diagnosis.

This is the first reported case of E. canis in 
Australia.
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3   Disease surveillance activities

Victoria’s livestock industries have a high animal health status. Ongoing 
surveillance is necessary to ensure early detection of diseases with the potential 
to affect public health, trade and productivity.

The World Organisation for Animal Health 
(OIE) defines surveillance as the systematic 
ongoing collection, collation and analysis of 
information related to animal health, and the 
timely dissemination of information to those 
who need to know so that action can be taken.

In general, surveillance is in place to 
demonstrate the absence of disease or 
infection, determine the occurrence or 
distribution of disease or infection, and detect 
exotic or emerging diseases as early as 
possible. Surveillance activities are also used 
to monitor disease trends, facilitate disease 
management, support claims for freedom from 
disease to maintain markets, and provide 
data for use in biosecurity risk analysis and 
decision making.

The Victorian animal health surveillance 
system is principally based on structured 
activities, including:

• disease reporting or notifications
• disease management programs and 

health schemes
• targeted testing and screening
• on-farm disease investigations
• use of sentinel animals
• antemortem and postmortem 

inspections at abattoirs and knackeries
• laboratory investigations.

The Livestock Disease Control Act 1994 
and subordinate legislation support disease 
surveillance. These legislated requirements 
help to monitor background patterns, and 
detect new and emerging diseases.

3.1  Recording and reporting of   
 surveillance data

The National Animal Health Information 
System (NAHIS) collates data from a wide 
range of government and nongovernment 
activities to provide an overview of animal 
health in Australia. These data are essential 
for supporting trade in animal commodities 
and meeting Australia’s international reporting 
obligations. 

Every quarter, Agriculture Victoria provides 
summary surveillance data and reports of 
disease investigations to NAHIS. The data 
come from a range of sources, including 
surveillance activities, monitoring programs, 
disease control programs, diagnostic 
laboratories and veterinary investigations. 

Summary NAHIS data are available from 
the Animal Health Australia website (www.
animalhealthaustralia.com.au/elibrary), and 
are reported in the Animal Health Surveillance 
Quarterly newsletter and the Animal Health in 
Australia annual report.

3.2 Data collection 

Surveillance data in Victoria are collected from 
a number of sources, including surveillance 
activities, monitoring programs, disease 
control programs, diagnostic laboratories, 
Agriculture Victoria staff, private veterinary 
practitioners and livestock producers. During 
2016, more than 2000 disease surveillance 
records were entered from around Victoria, 
achieving extensive coverage of the main 
livestock-producing regions of the state 
(Figure 3.1).
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Using specialised software, Agriculture 
Victoria monitors and analyses this growing 
surveillance database, to detect trends and 
evidence of disease emergence. Many factors 
that contribute to disease occurrence remain 
stable from year to year, and studying the 
most commonly reported diseases helps to 
predict what to expect in future years, as 

we do for diseases such as salmonellosis, 
internal parasite infection and infectious 
laryngotracheitis (Table 3.1). However, 
changes in climate, management practices, 
population dynamics and disease agent 
factors can cause diseases to emerge in 
unseen and unpredictable ways. Agriculture 
Victoria can analyse data against a variety of 

Figure 3.1  Distribution of disease surveillance records, 2016

Disease Number of cases
Salmonellosis (general) 237
Internal parasites (helminths) 149
Infectious laryngotracheitis 124
Internal parasites (protozoa) 98
Trauma 74
Paratuberculosis (Johne’s 
disease - ovine and bovine)

61

Yersiniosis 54
Hypocalcaemia 50
Bovine viral diarrhoea/pestivirus 
(not type 2)

46

Strangles 43

   Table 3.1  Most commonly reported diseases (excludes cases with no definitive      
         diagnosis)



Animal Health in Victoria 2016    29

other factors, such as rainfall, temperature, 
soil characteristics, soil nutrient levels and 
vector ecology, to understand why a disease 
emerges, and to manage and respond to 
the disease. Agriculture Victoria staff closely 
monitor any unforeseen increases in the 
occurrence of particular diseases.

3.3 National surveillance programs

3.3.1 Transmissible Spongiform    
 Encephalopathies Freedom   
 Assurance Program

The national Transmissible Spongiform 
Encephalopathies Freedom Assurance 
Program (TSEFAP) aims to maintain market 
confidence that Australian livestock and 
livestock products are free from transmissible 
spongiform encephalopathies (TSEs) such 
as bovine spongiform encephalopathy 
(BSE) and scrapie. The TSEFAP provides a 
nationally integrated management structure 
for animal-related TSE activities. Agriculture 
Victoria animal health staff are responsible 
for implementing the three main operational 
components of the program in Victoria: 

• surveillance
• auditing of the ruminant feed ban 
• quarantine and surveillance of imported 

animals.

National Transmissible Spongiform 
Encephalopathies Surveillance Program

Australia is free from BSE and classical 
scrapie, and the OIE has given Australia a 
‘negligible’ risk status for TSEs – the lowest 
risk ranking. The National Transmissible 
Spongiform Encephalopathies Surveillance 
Program protects Australia’s markets by 
maintaining a surveillance system for TSEs. 

This system is consistent with internationally 
agreed criteria, and assures importers that 
Australian cattle and sheep are free from 
these diseases. It also ensures early detection 
of a TSE, should one occur in Australia.

The program involves targeted field 
investigations by Agriculture Victoria animal 
health staff and private veterinarians, and 
laboratory testing of samples. In 2016, Victoria 
recorded 154 investigations in sheep and 
cattle for TSEs, and all returned negative 
results (Table 3.2).

Ruminant feed ban

Laws enacted in 1997 in all Australian states 
and territories ban feeding ruminants any 
substance, including meat and bonemeal, 
derived from vertebrates. Agriculture Victoria 
enforces this national ruminant feed ban 
in Victoria. The banned feeds are called 
‘restricted animal material’, which is defined 
as any material that is of vertebrate (including 
fish and bird) origin other than tallow, gelatin, 
milk products, or oils extracted from poultry 
and fish.

Agriculture Victoria staff conduct field activities 
associated with the national ruminant 
feed ban to demonstrate compliance with 
regulatory controls, and to ensure that Victoria 
meets national and international requirements. 
During 2016, Agriculture Victoria staff audited 
58 stockfeed manufacturers, 14 renderers, 
42 retailers and 40 livestock producers for 
compliance with the ruminant feed ban. 
In 11 cases, inspections identified areas 
where practice change was required; where 
applicable, Agriculture Victoria staff monitored 
these to confirm that corrective actions were 
undertaken.

Table 3.2  Transmissible spongiform encephalopathy exclusions, 2016

Investigations Cattle Sheep
Number of 

examinations
Number 
positive

Number of 
examinations

Number 
positive

Agriculture Victoria   9 0   42 0
Private veterinary practitioners 64 0   39 0
Total 73 0   81 0
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Imported Animal Quarantine Surveillance 
Scheme

Since 1952, importation into Australia of live 
sheep and goats from all countries except 
New Zealand has been banned. Because 
of the risk of BSE, Australia suspended the 
importation of cattle from the United Kingdom 
in 1988. Australia extended the ban on cattle 
to other European countries by 2001, Japan 
in 2003, and Canada and the United States in 
2004.

Under national legislation, any live cattle 
imported from a country that has had a 
case of BSE are identified and placed under 
lifetime quarantine. Agriculture Victoria 
monitors these animals in Victoria every 
three months, including conducting a site 
visit at least once each year. The cattle are 
identified with a radiofrequency identification 
device and recorded on the National Livestock 
Identification System database.

At the end of 2016, five imported cattle 
remained in Victoria. This number is 
unchanged from the previous year.

3.3.2 National Arbovirus Monitoring   
 Program

The National Arbovirus Monitoring Program 
(NAMP) monitors the distribution of 
economically important arthropod-borne 
viruses (arboviruses) of ruminant livestock. 
The program targets bluetongue, Akabane 
and bovine ephemeral fever viruses, and their 
associated vectors. The program facilitates 
market access and the live export of sheep, 
goats and cattle by providing robust scientific 
data to support export certification. It also 
provides early warning of incursions of 
exotic viral strains and vectors, and monitors 
seasonal changes in virus and vector 
distribution within Australia.

The arboviruses of interest and their 
vectors are usually confined by climatic and 
geographic factors to northern and eastern 
parts of Australia, and rarely affect Victorian 
livestock. No clinical cases of arboviral 
infection were detected in Victorian cattle 
herds during 2016. NAMP annual reports are 
available from the Animal Health Australia 
website (www.animalhealthaustralia.com.au).

3.3.3 National Sheep Health Monitoring   
 Program

WoolProducers Australia and the Sheepmeat 
Council of Australia fund abattoir monitoring 
of adult sheep to obtain information on the 
prevalence and spread of ovine Johne’s 
disease (OJD) within Australia. Inspectors 
conduct gross examinations of relevant 
sections of the intestinal tract as carcases 
progress along the processing line. Inspectors 
sample lesions suspected to be caused by 
OJD and send the samples to a laboratory for 
a diagnosis. The Victorian Sheep and Goat 
Compensation Fund finances the postage of 
both positive and negative OJD monitoring 
results to Victorian producers. During 
2016, Agriculture Victoria posted 650 OJD 
inspection results to producers on behalf of 
the sheep industry.

Abattoir monitoring also provides an 
opportunity to collect data on a range of other 
animal health conditions that affect on-farm 
productivity and product quality, including 
conditions such as caseous lymphadenitis 
(Corynebacterium pseudotuberculosis), 
hydatids (Echinococcus granulosus), liver 
fluke (Fasciola hepatica) and sheep measles 
(Cysticercus ovis). 

Notification of abattoir monitoring results 
relating to various production-limiting 
conditions (in addition to OJD) commenced 
in January 2015. During 2016, 1953 letters 
were posted to producers, providing results of 
flock monitoring for such production-limiting 
diseases. 

3.4 Victorian surveillance programs 

3.4.1 Significant Disease Investigation   
 Program

Private veterinary practitioners investigating 
diseases on farms are a key component 
of the Victorian animal health surveillance 
system. They provide important surveillance 
data, and increase the likelihood of detecting 
and containing emergency animal diseases 
(EADs) early.

Since 2005, veterinary practitioners 
investigating and reporting unusual or 
significant disease incidents in Victoria have 
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been eligible for subsidies to support the costs 
of the investigation and laboratory fees, under 
the Significant Disease Investigation Program. 
When an exotic or emergency disease is 
suspected, Agriculture Victoria leads the 
investigation and covers the full cost of the 
investigation.

During 2016, 321 disease investigations 
were subsidised. Most involved cattle 
(49%) and sheep (43%). Sudden death 
was the most commonly reported syndrome 
under investigation, involving 25.5% of all 
investigations; anthrax was excluded in these 
cases. Other common syndromes investigated 
included abortion or stillbirth (13.1%) and  
diarrhoea (10.6%) (Table 3.3).

The Victorian livestock industries have 
provided a subsidy for cattle, sheep and goat 
producers to engage a veterinary practitioner 
to investigate a significant or unusual disease 
event. During 2016, producer subsidies 
were paid for 270 of the 321 subsidised 
investigations. 

3.4.2 Anthrax surveillance

Anthrax occurs sporadically in various parts of 
Victoria and can occur at any time of the year. 
Agriculture Victoria staff and private veterinary 
practitioners routinely investigate sudden and 
unexplained deaths in cattle, sheep and other 
anthrax-susceptible livestock.

A training program in the use of the 
immunochromatographic test (ICT) for rapid 
on-farm screening of suspected anthrax cases 

has now trained 233 Agriculture Victoria field 
staff and veterinary practitioners in using ICT 
kits and recording results.

During 2016, 56 cattle, 13 sheep and 
2 alpacas were tested for anthrax (Figure 3.2). 
None of these cases were positive for anthrax.

3.4.3 Knackery Surveillance Project

Knackeries are aggregation points for sick 
and deceased cattle, providing an opportunity 
to detect both endemic and emergency 
diseases. The Knackery Surveillance 
Project is co-funded by the Victorian Cattle 
Compensation Fund and Agriculture Victoria, 
and completed its seventh year in June 2016. 

The project provides useful surveillance 
information about the presence and 
absence of diseases in the Victorian cattle 
population, and thereby reinforces the 
industry’s reputation as a producer of healthy 
livestock and high-quality livestock products. 
The project also provides a controlled 
environment for delivering training to both 
private veterinarians and department staff in 
necropsy techniques and sample collection for 
laboratory examination.  

During 2015–16, 299 cattle (including calves) 
were examined at the four participating 
knackeries. Conditions diagnosed are shown 
in Table 3.4.

Agriculture Victoria staff grossly examined all 
animals for lesions suggestive of disease, and 
further exclusion testing was performed using 

 Table 3.3  Most commonly reported syndromes under the Significant Disease  
        Investigation Program, 2016

Syndrome Percentage of investigations

Sudden death 25.5
Abortion or stillbirth 13.1
Diarrhoea 10.6
Respiratory signs, weakness, depression, 
anorexia, malaise

  7.5

Found dead   6.5
Ill-thrift/weight loss   4.0
Nervous signs   4.0
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laboratory diagnostic tests, particularly if an 
EAD was suspected. No EADs were detected 
during the reporting period. However, the 
newly emerging condition upper alimentary 
ulcerative syndrome was detected (see 
Section 1.2.1).

The difference from previous years in the 
proportion of cases diagnosed as endemic 
infectious disease and metabolic disease 
appears to be due to the inclusion of calves in 
the project in 2016. 

3.4.4 Sheep and Goat Mortality    
 Surveillance Project

The Sheep and Goat Mortality Surveillance 
Project aims to determine the causes of death 
of sheep and goats of all ages (excluding 
perinatal deaths), and to investigate causes 
of abortion in ewes and does. The Victorian 
Sheep and Goat Compensation Fund and 
Agriculture Victoria co-fund the project.

During 2015–16, 102 mortality investigations 
were conducted in sheep flocks and 7 in 
goat herds. Table 3.5 shows the conditions 
diagnosed during 2015–16.

Endemic infectious diseases accounted 
for a significant number of diagnoses in 
sheep. Other frequent diagnoses included 

noninfectious conditions (including poisonings 
from toxic plants), abortion in ewes and 
nutritional diseases (including deficiencies). 
Internal parasitism continues to be a major 
cause of mortality in lambs, although it was 
not reported in goats during 2015–16. No 
EADs were detected.

A range of diseases were recorded in goat 
flocks as individual diagnoses: goitre (iodine 
deficiency) in kids, and deaths due to tetanus, 
enterotoxaemia, oxalate poisoning and 
colibacillosis.

These findings demonstrate the project’s 
value, both in establishing a baseline of 
disease in the Victorian sheep and goat 
population, and in investigating causes of 
abortion in these species. Agriculture Victoria 
animal health staff receive training in disease 
investigation techniques, including on-farm 
necropsies, as a result of this project.

3.4.5 Saleyards and Abattoirs    
 Surveillance Project

The Saleyards and Abattoirs Surveillance 
Project contributes substantially to Victoria’s
disease surveillance strategy. Victorian 
saleyards and abattoirs process more than 
15 million sheep annually, providing 
convenient and effective aggregation points 

Figure 3.2  Distribution of anthrax testing in Victoria, 2016
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at which to perform disease surveillance. The 
project is co-funded by the Victorian Sheep 
and Goat Compensation Fund and Agriculture 
Victoria.

Sheep and goats that are recently deceased, 
or unfit for sale or slaughter are necropsied to 
determine the cause of death, or unsuitability 
for sale or slaughter.

Agriculture Victoria animal health staff made 
61 visits to saleyards and 67 visits to abattoirs 
during 2015–16, observing nearly one million 
animals during these visits. A total of 
185 sheep and 19 goats were necropsied for 
diagnostic purposes.

Endemic infectious disease (particularly 
internal parasitism), traumatic injury 
and metabolic disease (predominantly 

hypocalcaemia and pregnancy toxaemia) 
were the most common diagnoses. No EADs 
were detected.

In one instance, a ewe presented at an 
abattoir with oral lesions consistent with 
foot-and-mouth disease (FMD). Exclusion 
testing for FMD was performed, and a tracing 
exercise was undertaken to locate the 
property of origin. FMD was not confirmed; 
the ewe had sustained traumatic injury to her 
gums, presumably from rough feed on the 
farm of origin.

The Saleyards and Abattoirs Surveillance 
Project continues to provide valuable data to 
demonstrate to industry and trading partners 
the absence of EADs in the Victorian sheep 
flock and goat herd. It is an effective and 
efficient surveillance tool, with wide industry 

Condition Percentage of 
cattle examined

Endemic infectious disease   34
Endemic noninfectious disease     6
Metabolic disease     8
Traumatic injury     9
Obstetrical conditions   11
Musculoskeletal injuries     0
Undetermined (EADs excluded)   32
Total 100

EAD = emergency animal disease

Table 3.4  Conditions diagnosed under the Knackery Surveillance Project, 2015–16

 Table 3.5  Conditions diagnosed under the Sheep and Goat Mortality Surveillance  
        Project, 2015–16

Condition Sheep Goats
Endemic infectious disease   32 2
Other noninfectious disease   20 2

Internal parasites   18 0
Nutrition-related conditions   11 1
Undetermined (EADs excluded)   21 2
Total 102 7

EAD = emergency animal disease
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and avian paramyxovirus (serotype 1). These 
investigations are in addition to the ongoing 
national surveillance program for detection 
of avian influenza in which normal free-
living flocks of birds are tested for presence 
of the virus. Diagnoses in free-living avian 
mortalities this year have included botulism, 
chlamydiosis, malicious or accidental 
poisoning, and salmonellosis. 

Salmonella Typhimurium DT160 in wild 
sparrows 

Reports of ongoing (daily) mortalities of 
sparrows and at least one spotted turtle-dove 
on the same property in North Melbourne over 
a number of weeks from mid-October 2016 
resulted in three birds being submitted for 
laboratory examination. 

Initial examination and testing of the dead 
sparrows were conducted at AgriBio. Gross 
pathological findings included enlargement 
of the liver and spleen, and multifocal 
haemorrhages on the serosal surface of the 
intestines (Figure 3.3). Histopathological 
lesions included severe necrotising hepatitis 
and splenitis with numerous intracellular and 
extracellular gram-negative bacilli 
(Figure 3.4). Chlamydophila species, avian 
influenza  and avian paramyxovirus were 
excluded using PCR. Salmonella isolates 
were recovered from the liver and faeces of 
each submitted bird, and were referred to the 
Microbiological Diagnostic Unit, Public Health 
Laboratory (University of Melbourne). Isolates 
from all four birds submitted were positively 
identified as Salmonella Typhimurium DT 
(definitive type) 160.    
  
According to current knowledge, this is 
the first recorded isolation of Salmonella 
Typhimurium DT160 in an animal in Victoria 
(and mainland Australia). 

‘Infected wild birds (e.g. sparrows) have 
the potential to be sources of infection for 
humans, domestic animals and native animal 
and bird species. The first record of significant 
sparrow mortality from S. Typhimurium 
DT160 in Australia was reported in southeast 
Tasmania in 2009 following identification by 
private veterinary practitioners in Hobart. 
S. Typhimurium DT160 is now considered 

coverage, including sampling from Australia’s 
rangeland goat population. It also defines a 
baseline of stock losses throughout Victoria 
and allows further targeted surveillance or 
compliance activities.

3.4.6 Pigeon rotavirus

A disease outbreak affecting racing pigeons 
was reported in December 2016, following a 
pigeon sale in northern Victoria. Affected lofts 
experienced mortality rates of approximately 
30%.

Affected birds were submitted to the AgriBio 
laboratory, Bundoora. Results indicated a 
severe hepatitis. Gene sequencing on liver 
samples identified a novel rotavirus. 

Scientists at La Trobe University and the 
CSIRO Australian Animal Health Laboratory 
are working to develop a subunit rotavirus 
vaccine. It is anticipated that a vaccine will be 
commercially available by the end of 2017.

3.4.7 Wildlife disease surveillance

Wildlife health surveillance in Victoria 
ensures that any exotic, emerging or zoonotic 
diseases of wildlife are rapidly detected, so 
that disease management programs can be 
activated. Investigations target suspected 
exotic and OIE-listed diseases, unusual or 
mass mortalities, and zoonoses. Wildlife 
disease events are included in the National 
Significant Disease Investigation Program 
managed by Wildlife Health Australia, allowing 
veterinary practitioners to obtain subsidies for 
investigation of potential emerging or exotic 
diseases of wildlife. 

During the calendar year, 46 native bats 
were submitted for testing for the presence 
of Australian bat lyssavirus (ABLV). One 
grey-headed flying fox found underneath a 
car in Melbourne tested positive for ABLV. 
Nine of these submissions involved human–
bat interactions for which the results of 
ABLV testing were provided to the Victorian 
Department of Health and Human Services.  

Events involving mass mortalities of free-living 
avians are investigated to determine the cause 
of deaths and exclude avian influenza virus 
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enzootic in Tasmania and has now been 
diagnosed in 13 investigations involving house 
sparrows, all from Tasmania. The most recent 
cases in Tasmania were in August 2016; two 
house sparrow (Passer domesticus) mortality 
events were recorded to the north and south 
of Hobart in Tasmania and confirmed as 
S. Typhimurium DT160. In New Zealand, 

Salmonella Typhimurium DT160 caused a 
mass mortality of house sparrows in 2000 
and, since then, has become a major cause of 
human salmonellosis.’

(Extract from Wildlife Health Australia fact 
sheet: Salmonella Typhimurium DT160 in 
house sparrows in Australia, Dec 2013).

 Figure 3.3 Gross pathology in a necropsied sparrow diagnosed with Salmonella  
        Typhimurium DT160

Figure 3.4 Histopathology showing severe necrotising hepatitis in a sparrow 
        diagnosed with Salmonella Typhimurium DT160
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4   Endemic disease management

Several of the major endemic diseases of Victorian livestock are jointly 
managed by a partnership between Agriculture Victoria and industry. Nationally 
coordinated programs for some diseases, such as Johne’s disease and enzootic 
bovine leucosis, provide a standardised management approach. Victoria actively 
participates in developing national approaches to endemic livestock diseases.

Endemic disease management programs 
focus on controlling or eradicating certain 
diseases, and also provide opportunities 
for Agriculture Victoria’s animal health 
staff and private veterinary practitioners to 
maintain a regular presence on livestock-
producing properties in Victoria. This general 
surveillance benefits Victoria’s animal health 
surveillance system, and increases the 
likelihood of detecting new and emerging 
disease threats early.

4.1 Johne’s disease

Johne’s disease is primarily observed in dairy 
cattle and sheep. To a lesser extent, it also 
affects beef cattle, goats and deer. Table 4.1 
shows the number of known infected herds or 
flocks of these livestock species in Victoria.

Table 4.1  Number of herds or flocks
                 known to be infected with
                 Johne’s disease at 
                 31 December 2016

Species Number of infected herds 
or flocks

Cattle 917
Sheep 816
Goats   12
Deer     2
Camelids     0

The Australian Johne’s Disease Market 
Assurance Program (MAP) is a voluntary 
national accreditation program that assures 
livestock breeders and their clients that 
participating herds and flocks are at a low risk 
of being infected with Johne’s disease.

Agriculture Victoria staff administer the 
industry-funded program in Victoria on behalf 
of Animal Health Australia. Numbers of 
participants are shown in Table 4.2. 

The CattleMAP was discontinued on 
31 October 2016 (see Section 4.1.1).

4.1.1 Bovine Johne’s disease

Following a review of the National Bovine 
Johne’s Disease Strategic Plan in 2015, 
a revised national approach for the 
management of Johne’s disease in cattle 
commenced on 1 July 2016. Through an 
extensive consultation process involving 
industry and government, the national review 
identified widespread support for Johne’s 
disease to be managed through a common 
biosecurity approach for endemic diseases, 
with a focus on management at the farm level. 

The new approach involves the deregulation 
of the management of Johne’s disease, other 
than maintaining the requirement to notify the 
presence of the disease.

To reflect the new approach, Victoria’s 
voluntary Test and Control Program was 
discontinued on 30 June 2016, and was 
replaced with an industry-subsidised 
vaccination and calf-rearing accreditation 
program. Subsidised vaccine is offered to any 
herd in Victoria that is infected with Johne’s 
disease, and subsidies for participation in the 
hygienic calf-rearing program are available to 
any dairy herd. These subsidies commenced 
on 1 July 2016 and are administered by 
Agriculture Victoria on behalf of industry. 
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Management of the disease under the new 
nationally agreed approach is now similar to 
management of other endemic diseases in 
Australia. A range of nationally developed 
tools are available to assist with disease 
management at the farm level. Cattle 
producers are encouraged to work closely with 
their private veterinary practitioner. Agriculture 
Victoria’s role is largely to administer the 
industry-funded subsidy program. 

Agriculture Victoria animal health staff 
assisted the dairy and beef industries to 
manage Johne’s disease through a range of 
activities in 2016, including:

• actively participating in the development 
of the revised national approach to 
Johne’s disease in cattle 

• developing and implementing a 
subsidised vaccination and calf-rearing 
accreditation program on behalf of the 
Victorian cattle industry 

• communicating to cattle producers in 
relation to changes resulting from the 
revised national approach 

• supporting Zoetis Australia Pty Ltd with 
a Johne’s disease vaccine trial

• facilitating the operation of the National 
Bovine Johne’s Disease Financial and 
Non-financial Assistance Package – 
Agriculture Victoria worked closely with 
the package counsellor to assist the 
owners of participating Victorian beef 
herds

• administering CattleMAP on behalf of 
Animal Health Australia.

4.1.2 Ovine Johne’s disease

Victoria currently manages ovine Johne’s 
disease (OJD) using both nationally agreed 
guidelines and the preferred approach of the 
state’s sheep industry.

Victoria implemented a revised national 
approach to managing OJD in 2013. This 
involved introducing a revised National Sheep 
Health Statement, removing OJD zoning, 
and introducing regional biosecurity plans for 
areas of Australia that can demonstrate a low 
prevalence, and active management, of OJD 
in their flocks.

During 2016, Agriculture Victoria assisted the 
sheep industry to manage OJD through a 
range of activities, including:

• notifying flock owners of positive OJD 
detections by the National Sheep Health 
Monitoring Program

• coordinating the distribution of negative 
OJD abattoir reports to Victorian sheep 
producers

• facilitating inspections for OJD in 
abattoirs, if requested by producers

• representing Victoria on the national 
Sheep Health Project Steering 
Committee and the Sheep Health 
Monitoring Working Group

• advising producers and private 
veterinarians about preventing and 
controlling the spread of OJD

• administering SheepMAP on behalf of 
Animal Health Australia.

Table 4.2  Number of herds or flocks in Victoria participating in the Johne’s disease 
           Market Assurance Program at 31 December 2016

Species MN1 status MN2 status MN3 status Total herds and 
flocks

Cattle1 10 15 18 43
Sheep 9 (7 MN1V) 11 (10 MN2V) 31 (26 MN3V) 51
Alpaca   0   0   1   1
Goats   2   1   0   3

MN = Monitored Negative; MNV = Monitored Negative and whole flock vaccinated against OJD
1Data at 31 October when the CattleMAP was discontinued.
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4.1.3 Johne’s disease in other species

Johne’s disease can also affect goats, deer 
and camelids (including alpacas and llamas). 
Agriculture Victoria helps affected producers 
of these species to manage Johne’s disease 
by providing advice on control measures, and 
administering GoatMAP and AlpacaMAP on 
behalf of Animal Health Australia.

No cases of Johne’s disease have been 
diagnosed in Victorian deer herds since 2002, 
and there are currently no known Johne’s 
disease infected alpaca herds in Victoria. Of 
the 13 Johne’s disease infected goat herds in 
Victoria, 8 are known to be infected with the 
bovine strain, 2 are infected with the ovine 
strain, and 3 have not yet been strain typed.

During 2016, Johne’s disease in goats was 
deregulated nationally at the request of the 
Goat Industry Council of Australia. Johne’s 
disease is still a notifiable disease in goats in 
Victoria, and producers are advised to request 
a National Goat Health Declaration before 
sourcing goats.

4.2 Enzootic bovine leucosis

The Australian dairy industry views freedom 
from the viral disease enzootic bovine leucosis 
(EBL) as a potential competitive advantage 
in the global market. To ensure continued 
access to international markets for milk, milk 
products, genetic material and live animals, 
the Australian dairy industry launched a 
national eradication program for EBL in 2008.

An intensive phase of individual herd testing 
began, to achieve Monitored Free (MF) status 
for all Australian dairy herds. The Australian 
dairy herd achieved Provisional Freedom from 
EBL in 2010. Since then, at least 99.8% of 
dairy herds have maintained MF status, which 
qualified the national dairy herd as EBL Free 
from December 2012.

Dairy herds are tested regularly to 
demonstrate ongoing EBL freedom. The dairy 
industry monitored dairy herds in the south-
western and northern Victorian dairy areas 
in 2016. Results confirmed that Victorian 
herds are maintaining their MF status. 
Victoria continues to conduct additional 

passive monitoring for EBL by testing animals 
before export or interstate movements, 
and undertaking disease investigations as 
required. There were no detections of EBL in 
dairy cattle during 2016.

Biosecurity provisions have been incorporated 
into on-farm quality assurance programs 
and extension advice to dairy farmers to test 
nondairy cattle introductions for EBL.

The success of maintaining freedom from EBL 
in Victoria reflects the cooperative approach 
between the dairy industry, including farmers 
and milk processors, and government.

4.3 Ovine brucellosis

Ovine brucellosis (OB) due to Brucella ovis 
occurs at low levels in Victoria. During 2016, 
infection was detected in seven flocks during 
investigations for fertility problems or through 
testing for flock accreditation.

Agriculture Victoria animal health staff 
administer the Ovine Brucellosis Accreditation 
Scheme, a voluntary accreditation program 
that provides assurance that rams are 
free from OB. Sheep owners need this 
accreditation to participate in certain ram 
sales, to fulfil interstate and international 
movement requirements, and for attendance 
at agricultural shows.

The scheme is based on the results of a 
property risk assessment, regular testing, 
adherence to best-practice management and 
investigation of any suspect cases. Agriculture 
Victoria and private veterinary practitioners 
work together to implement the scheme 
throughout Victoria. At 31 December 2016, 
469 flocks were accredited as being OB-free.

Agriculture Victoria also supports the 
operation of the Mallee Ovine Brucellosis 
Control Area in a region of the state that 
historically had a high prevalence of OB. No 
specific ram testing was conducted in the 
Mallee Ovine Brucellosis Control Area during 
2016. However, Agriculture Victoria staff 
actively promoted the mandatory use of OB 
Vendor Declarations in the area at farmer 
workshops, field days and saleyards.
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4.4 Caprine arthritis–encephalitis

Caprine arthritis–encephalitis (CAE) is a 
serious disease that causes major production 
losses in goats worldwide through mastitis, ill- 
thrift, arthritis, pneumonia, paralysis and brain 
disease (encephalomyelitis).

CAE is a notifiable disease in Victoria – 
producers, private veterinarians and veterinary 
laboratories are required to notify Agriculture 
Victoria within seven days of detecting or 
suspecting this disease. Goat producers may 
retain infected goats; however, they are not 
permitted to knowingly spread the disease 
to other goat herds. It is recommended that 
affected animals are either euthanased or sent 
to slaughter, as there is no known cure.

Approximately 100 Victorian goat herds are 
tested for CAE annually for export, breeding 
or showing purposes.

In 2016, Agriculture Victoria was represented 
on the Goat Production Conditions Steering 
Committee. This group produced various 
documents and publications to increase 
understanding of CAE, Johne’s disease, and 
goat health and welfare issues nationally.

4.5 Zoonotic diseases

Working closely with the Department of 
Health and Human Services, Agriculture 
Victoria is active in investigating incidents of 
zoonoses such as psittacosis and Q-fever, 
and conducting surveillance to determine the 
risk of potential incidents (e.g. surveillance for 
Australian bat lyssavirus). 

4.5.1 Q fever 

Agriculture Victoria contributed to 
investigations during two Q fever (Coxiella 
burnetii) incidents in 2016. One investigation 
was at a manufacturing plant in Melbourne, 
and the other in regional Victoria. 

A cluster of staff working at a meat processing 
plant in Melbourne were diagnosed with 
Q fever. The staff, both floor and 
administrative, were only exposed to low-risk 
butchered meat.

An on-site investigation revealed that the 
company was part of a multi-use facility that 
shared the same air-conditioning system as 
a company that processed bovine placentas. 
Employees at this business were vaccinated 

         Agriculture Victoria field staff regularly conduct surveillance    
         activities at abattoirs, saleyards and knackeries
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against Q fever, but staff working at adjoining 
businesses were not necessarily vaccinated. 
This finding enabled precautionary measures 
to be taken, and all staff potentially at risk to 
be vaccinated against Q fever.

Q fever research also continued at the 
University of Melbourne as a result of a 
significant outbreak in regional Victoria in 
2015. 

4.5.2  Psittacosis 

Agriculture Victoria staff were involved in a 
field investigation when a significant number 
of birds in aviaries at a wildlife sanctuary 
were reported to be infected with psittacosis 
(Chlamydophylla psittaci). A site-specific 
response plan was developed that included 
a revised biosecurity protocol, and treatment 
and monitoring of all affected birds. No human 
cases were reported during the incident.

4.5.3 Australian bat lyssavirus 

An increased number of samples, mainly 
young bat pups, were submitted for 

surveillance for Australian bat lyssavirus 
during 2016. This is likely to be due to good 
seasonal conditions for bats during the 
mating season, a subsequent increase in 
juvenile bats, and a period when inadequate 
feed resulted in the increased bat population 
becoming weak. 

Laboratory results indicated that the virus 
is circulating in the fruit bat population in 
Victoria, albeit at low levels. This knowledge 
allows accurate and ongoing communication 
with bat handlers and people who are 
scratched by bats.

4.5.4 Salmonellosis

Agriculture Victoria conducted several 
field investigations in 2016, including three 
incidents involving Salmonella Typhimurium 
in caged and free-range commercial egg 
enterprises. Samples were collected at the 
implicated properties and were tested at the 
department’s veterinary laboratory, AgriBio. 
Audits were conducted on the affected 
properties to ensure correct egg handling and 
grading protocols.
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5   Animal welfare
Animal welfare, including domestic animal management, is a sensitive and 
complex field. It is a key government priority.

5.1 Animal welfare legislation

To meet the community’s expectations and 
protect the welfare of animals in Victoria, 
Agriculture Victoria provides a regulatory 
framework to underpin sound animal welfare 
practices.

Agriculture Victoria administers legislation 
covering cruelty to animals and animal welfare 
management, including the:
•	 Domestic Animals Act 1994
• Domestic Animals Regulations 2005
•	 Impounding of Livestock Act 1994
• Impounding of Livestock Regulations 

2008
•	 Livestock Management Act 2010
• Livestock Management Regulations 

2011
•	 Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act 

1986
• Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 

Regulations 2008
• Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 

(Domestic Fowl) Regulations 2006.

Agriculture Victoria manages animal welfare 
and domestic animal legislation and policy 
matters involving the Australian and Victorian 
governments, local government, animal 
welfare agencies and the community in 
Victoria. It also provides executive services 
to those responsible for the Animal Welfare 
Advisory Committee (AWAC) and the 
National Animal Welfare Task Group.  AWAC 
members are appointed based on their 
skills and expertise in animal welfare for a 
range of animal species and industries. The 
committee’s role is to provide the Minister for 
Agriculture with expert and strategic advice 
on issues relating to animal welfare (see 
Appendix A).

5.1.1 Animal welfare reform

The Minister for Agriculture has identified 
animal welfare as a key priority and initiated 
a range of reform activities. These include a 
five-year action plan and a new animal welfare 
legislative framework. 

Key activities in 2016 included the release 
of the Draft Animal Welfare Action Plan 
2017–2022 for public consultation. An online 
platform was established as the portal for 
consultation. Stakeholder and community 
feedback demonstrated strong support for the 
action plan. 

Market research was conducted to identify the 
views of the Victorian community with regard 
to animal welfare. This identified that 75% of 
respondents felt that more needed to be done 
to protect the welfare of animals.  

Work to review and develop new animal 
welfare legislation will commence in 2017.

5.1.2 Prevention of Cruelty to Animals   
 Act 1986

The purpose of the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals Act 1986 (POCTA Act) and supporting 
legislation is to prevent cruelty to animals, 
encourage considerate treatment, and 
improve the level of community awareness 
about preventing cruelty to animals. There 
are two main parts to the POCTA Act: the 
first relates to general cruelty provisions, and 
the second to using animals in research and 
teaching.

General cruelty provisions

Agriculture Victoria develops policy and 
legislation relating to the welfare of all species 
and all uses of animals, regularly advising 
stakeholders on animal welfare legislation 
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and science. It also educates enforcement 
agencies and the community about the 
legislative requirements and enforcement 
of the POCTA Act, regulations and codes of 
practice.

The POCTA Act enables inspectors to protect 
an animal in a situation in which the inspector 
believes an offence under the Act is being 
committed or is about to be committed, by 
issuing a notice to the person in charge of 
the animal to ensure that the offence is not 
committed or ceases to be committed. The 
Primary Industries Legislation Amendment 
Act 2016 amended the POCTA Act to ensure 
that such a notice to comply can be issued 
not only to an owner of an animal or person 
in charge of the animal, but also to any other 
person. This change ensures that a notice 
can be issued to the most appropriate person, 
such as a person mistreating an animal they 
do not own or have responsibility for.

The POCTA (Domestic Fowl) Regulations 
2006 sunsetted and were replaced by 
the POCTA (Domestic Fowl) Regulations 
2016. As with the previous Regulations, 
the 2016 Regulations impose requirements 
on persons in charge of domestic fowl, 
including requirements to provide the birds 
with adequate food, obligations to inspect 
them frequently to ensure their health and 
wellbeing, and space requirements for 
cage and noncage housing systems. In 
addition, the new Regulations clarify wording 
regarding the calculation of cage floor area, 
introduce minimum general requirements 
for range areas and ‘pop holes’ to ensure 
that appropriate welfare standards are met, 
introduce a new definition of ‘range’, and 
introduce pre-emptive measures relating to 
power failure and alarm testing. 

The general provisions of the POCTA Act 
are enforced by a range of enforcement 
organisations, including authorised officers 
from Agriculture Victoria; the RSPCA; local 
government; Victoria Police; the Department 
of Environment, Land, Water and Planning; 
and the Game Management Authority. These 
agencies brought 138 prosecutions during 
2016, and courts issued 20 orders banning or 
regulating animal ownership. 

Prosecutions covered a range of issues; the 
most common charges were doing or omitting 
to do an act with the result that unreasonable 
pain or suffering is caused or is likely to be 
caused, aggravated cruelty, abusing/beating/
wounding/terrifying/tormenting/torturing, failing 
to provide veterinary treatment to a sick or 
injured animal, and failing to provide proper 
and sufficient food, drink or shelter.

Use of animals in research and teaching

Agriculture Victoria administers the section 
of the POCTA Act relating to use of 
animals in research and teaching. In 2016, 
activities focused on implementing the 2015 
amendments to the POCTA Act, including 
prescribing revised licence fees and new 
audit fees via the POCTA Amendment (Fees) 
Regulations 2016. The amendments were 
well supported by licence holders, who made 
valuable contributions through the consultation 
process. In addition, the passage of the 
Primary Industries Legislation Amendment Act 
2016 introduced a change to the maximum 
duration of a scientific procedures licence to 
four years.

5.1.3 Livestock Management Act 2010

The Livestock Management Act 2010 provides 
for industry quality assurance programs to be 
formally recognised as Approved Compliance 
Arrangements for demonstrating compliance 
with prescribed livestock management 
standards. Third-party auditors must audit 
these industry programs regularly to ensure 
the robustness and integrity of this 
co-regulatory approach.

The Australian Pork Industry Quality 
Assurance Program is the main pork 
industry quality assurance program, and is 
recognised for demonstrating compliance 
with the Victorian standards and guidelines 
for the welfare of pigs. There are 78 breeder 
sites in Victoria certified under the program, 
accounting for  61 543 (92%) of Victoria’s 
commercial sows, and 52 certified grower 
sites, accounting for  427 411 (94%) of 
commercial grower pigs in Victoria.
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The National Saleyards Quality Assurance 
Program is formally recognised for 
demonstrating compliance with the Australian 
Animal Welfare Standards and Guidelines 
– Land Transport of Livestock. Seventeen 
Victorian saleyards are accredited under the 
program. Each year, these saleyards handle 
approximately 3 726 000 sheep and lambs, 
and 596 000 cattle, which is 72% and 62%, 
respectively, of the throughput of Victorian 
saleyards.

The National Feedlot Accreditation Scheme 
has 18 accredited beef feedlots in Victoria, 
with a capacity of nearly 80 000 animals. 
The scheme is recognised for demonstrating 
compliance with the on-farm standards of the 
Land Transport of Livestock standards.

5.1.4 Domestic Animals Act 1994

Agriculture Victoria’s Domestic Animals Group 
is funded entirely from a levy paid on pet 
and domestic animal business registrations. 
Local councils collect the levy on behalf of 
the Treasurer. The Domestic Animals Act 
1994 specifies that the levy must be used to 
administer the Act, promote animal welfare 
and responsible pet ownership, and research 
domestic animal management.

The Domestic Animals Group:
• enforces the Act’s provisions relating to 

licensed registries; microchip implanters 
of dogs, cats and horses; and council 
businesses

• develops and provides information to 
stakeholders on amendments relating to 
restricted dog breeds, dangerous dogs 
and illegal puppy farms 

• informs local government about its 
legislative responsibilities under the Act.

Key achievements during 2016 include:
• preparing the government’s response to 

the parliamentary inquiry on restricted 
dog breed legislation 

• extending the moratorium on euthanasia 
of restricted-breed dogs 

• commencing development of the new 
Code of Practice for the Keeping of 
Racing Greyhounds

• administering round four of the minister’s 
Animal Welfare Fund Grants Program

• preparing legislation to implement 
government election commitments 
relating to regulation of dog breeders 
and pet shops.

5.1.5 Impounding of Livestock Act 1994

Appropriate confinement of livestock is 
important for their welfare, to protect public 
safety, to reduce nuisance impact, and to 
underpin good disease biosecurity. Wandering 
animals pose a serious risk to road safety 
and spread disease through contact with 
neighbouring livestock. Agriculture Victoria 
staff respond to regular queries from municipal 
councils, landowners, animal owners 
and other agencies about administering 
and implementing the provisions of the 
Impounding of Livestock Act 1994.

The equine industry and the community 
continued to use horse agistment provisions 
under the Act. The horse agistment lien web 
page was viewed more than 5800 times 
during 2016, and Agriculture Victoria staff 
responded to numerous enquiries about the 
Act’s horse agistment lien provisions.

Agriculture Victoria staff worked with Racing 
Victoria to ensure that appropriate practices 
are in place for the agistment of horses across 
the racing industry.

5.2 Review and development of   
 codes of practice

The Victorian community expects the 
government to develop and implement animal 
welfare standards that provide all animals 
with a reasonable quality of life, or a humane 
death, if necessary. This task requires 
consultation and a partnership with industry to 
achieve welfare standards that meet domestic 
and international market expectations.

During 2016, Agriculture Victoria continued 
to participate in developing national animal 
welfare standards for livestock processing 
and poultry, as part of the national process to 
develop regulated animal welfare standards 
and guidelines.



46     Animal Health in Victoria 2016

5.3 Education programs

The Domestic Animals Section of Agriculture 
Victoria’s Biosecurity Branch operates 
education programs for kindergarten and 
school children, new and prospective parents, 
and the general community.

5.3.1 Education programs for schools

Every kindergarten and primary school 
in Victoria is invited to participate in the 
Responsible Pet Ownership education
program each year. The program incorporates 
a visit from a trained pet educator and their 
suitability-tested dog, a teacher’s curriculum 
package and resource materials, and 
information about the Pet Town website.

In 2016, the program completed 2206
kindergarten visits, reaching 64 000 children 
and approximately 15 000 parents. Birth rates 
for the corresponding period suggest that the 
program is reaching approximately 90% of all 
Victorian kindergarten children. There were 
also 900 primary-school visits, reaching
78 000 prep to grade 6 students.

Victor and Victoria’s Pet Town, an interactive 
and animated website aimed at kindergarten 
and primary-school children, continues to be 
well received in the school and kindergarten 
communities.

5.3.2 Education programs for new   
 parents

The We Are Family education program, 
which supports expectant and new parents 
in nurturing the child–pet relationship, is 
now operating in more than 500 maternal 
child health centres and 70 hospitals with 
antenatal services throughout Victoria. The 
program also had a significant presence at 
large exhibitions targeting expectant and new 
parents.

The program aims to educate and empower 
expectant and new parents with the 
knowledge, skills and strategies to develop 
enriching and, most importantly, safe 
child–pet relationships.

5.3.3 Education programs for the   
 community

Agriculture Victoria liaises with key domestic 
animal industry stakeholders, such as 
local government, and provides education 
resources and assistance for responsible 
pet ownership. Providing resources at a 
state level ensures consistency in education 
messages and more effective use of pet 
registration funding, and enables the Domestic 
Animals Section to use councils as a conduit 
to the community.

During 2016, more than 150 000 publications 
were distributed through the community 
education program. Victorian councils receive 
most publications, and veterinarians, pet 
shops, dog clubs, horse owners, animal 
welfare organisations and the general public 
receive the remainder.

The Making Victoria Better for Pets campaign 
continued to be promoted throughout 2016. 
The campaign is based on research by La 
Trobe University that found that many pets in 
Victoria are not receiving the care they need 
to stay happy and healthy. The campaign 
helps owners better understand their pets’ 
welfare needs, including diet, environmental, 
behavioural and social needs.

Campaign activities have included fact sheets, 
posters, information kits, free publications and 
online advertisements aimed at supporting 
veterinarians, pet stores, local councils and 
schools to distribute information on caring for 
pets.

5.4 Compliance activities

5.4.1 Livestock 

During 2016, animal welfare compliance 
activities included investigating complaints 
and preparing prosecution briefs. Four 
prosecutions were finalised during 2016, 
which saw an approximate combined total 
of $17 500 in fines and three control orders 
issued. 
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Animal welfare monitoring activities continued, 
particularly at livestock aggregation points 
such as saleyards and abattoirs. Agriculture 
Victoria staff continued to liaise with operators 
of these establishments to ensure compliance 
with legislation and consistent handling of 
complaints.

Agriculture Victoria staff responded to 944 
animal welfare issues, including alleged 
cruelty incidents, disease-related welfare 
issues, and emergency events such as 
bushfires and livestock vehicle accidents 
(Table 5.1).

5.4.2 Domestic animals

Agriculture Victoria is responsible to the 
minister for auditing council pounds for 
compliance with the mandatory code of 
practice, and auditing and registering 
council domestic animal businesses. It 
is also responsible for licensing animal 
registry services (which provide microchip 
recording), ensuring that microchip implanters 
comply with legislation, and investigating 
noncompliance with microchip implantation 
requirements. 

Table 5.2 shows the type and number of 
compliance activities conducted under the 
Domestic Animals Act 1994 during 2016.

Agriculture Victoria also provides legislative 
advice and assistance to local government 
authorised officers who implement and 
enforce the Domestic Animals Act 1994 and 
supporting Regulations.

5.4.3 Animals used in research and   
 teaching

Agriculture Victoria’s regulatory framework 
to promote the welfare of animals used for 
research and teaching in Victoria includes 
licensing, enforcement, education and 
advisory programs.

At December 2016, there were 196 animal 
research (scientific procedures) licences. On 
average, around 1–1.5 million animals are 
used in Victoria each year, with a further 
1 million used for breeding. Agriculture Victoria 
officers conducted 7 routine licence audits and 
22 new premises inspections in 2016. One 
notice to comply was issued during 2016. Staff 
delivered 10 educational presentations for 
licence holders, their animal ethics committee 
members and researchers. Agriculture Victoria 
held five training sessions for animal ethics 
committee members at Attwood.

The Wildlife and Small Institutions Animal 
Ethics Committee continued to review 
animal use in projects for external clients, in 
accordance with legislation. During 2016, the 
committee assessed 38 projects.
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Table 5.2  Compliance activities conducted under the Domestic Animals Act 1994, 2016

Legislated compliance Compliance activity
Audit council-registered pounds and animal shelters 8 audits conducted
Investigate complaints about operation of council 
pounds and animal shelters

1 investigation completed

Register and audit council domestic animal 
businesses

2 businesses audited and registered

License animal registry services 7 animal registry services licensed
Audit animal registry services 4 animal registry services audited for 

renewal of licence
Audit authorised microchip implanters 10 implanters audited for compliance 

with microchip regulations
Investigate noncompliance with microchip 
implantation

5 investigations completed

Species Jan-Mar Apr-Jun Jul-Sep Oct-Dec Total
Alpaca 10 2 3 0 15
Cattle 132 132 108 71 443
Goat 5 4 12 7 28
Horse 7 1 6 4 18
Pig 2 6 3 0 11
Poultry 5 3 16 15 39
Sheep 92 80 76 52 300
Mixed 24 18 16 19 77
Other 4 3 4 2 13
Total 281 249 244 170 944

Table 5.1  Animal welfare investigations conducted by Agriculture Victoria, 2016
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6   Poultry health
Victoria’s poultry industries are an important component of the livestock sector. During 
2016, the industry continued to grow in response to increased consumer demand for 
poultry meat and eggs. The Victorian poultry industry aims to maintain high levels of 
biosecurity, food safety and animal welfare.

During 2016, the national Avian Influenza 
Working Group conducted workshops to raise 
awareness and assist free-range operations to 
minimise the risk of avian influenza incidents 
in Australia.

No cases of avian influenza or Newcastle 
disease were reported in Victoria during 2016. 

A shortage in the supply of Newcastle disease 
vaccine resulted in the application of modified 
vaccination programs within the poultry 
industry during 2016.

6.1.2 Surveillance activities

In 2016, surveillance for avian influenza 
and Newcastle disease in poultry and 
wild bird populations continued to confirm 
freedom from these exotic diseases in 
Victoria. Agriculture Victoria field staff and 
private veterinary practitioners attended 
a series of training workshops on poultry 
diseases at various locations throughout 
Victoria. These workshops aimed to improve 
Victoria’s surveillance capability, and promote 
collaboration between Agriculture Victoria and 
private veterinarians.

6.2 Endemic disease management

Infectious laryngotracheitis (ILT) continued to 
affect the commercial poultry industry during 
2016. The well-established class 9 virus 
affected a record number of Victorian poultry 
farms, particularly in high-density poultry 
production areas of the Mornington Peninsula, 
including Balnarring. 

Agriculture Victoria coordinated the 
dissemination of information relating to ILT 
outbreaks. Staff in Agriculture Victoria’s 
Veterinary Diagnostic Services Group 
(AgriBio) and La Trobe University successfully 

6.1 Emergency disease    
 preparedness

Free-range farms and other cage-free 
systems, as an ethical alternative to cage 
production, continued to increase in numbers 
in 2016. This resulted in considerable debate 
about higher egg production costs, and the 
potential biosecurity and welfare risks posed 
by greater access of free-range poultry to wild 
birds, predators and other animals.

Most Victorian chicken meat processors 
have now joined the RSPCA’s poultry 
welfare program in response to the demand 
by consumers and supermarket chains for 
demonstrable animal welfare practice. The 
number of free-range broiler farms has also 
increased significantly. 

During 2016, staff from Agriculture Victoria 
continued to host the well-attended Victorian 
Poultry Health and Welfare Liaison Group 
meetings. These meetings allow industry, 
research and government attendees to 
exchange valuable technical information 
relating to both emergency and endemic 
conditions that affect poultry. The meetings 
also provide the opportunity for collaboration 
on new projects.

Training sessions about poultry health 
and management for poultry producers 
and general veterinary practitioners were 
organised and delivered by Agriculture Victoria 
throughout the state.

6.1.1 Avian influenza and Newcastle   
 disease

The recent increase in incidents of avian 
influenza internationally resulted in 
considerable concern within the Victorian 
poultry industry. 
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implemented an ILT epidemiological study, 
funded by the Rural Industries Research 
and Development Corporation. This study 
provided a better understanding of the mode 
of transmission of, and risk factors for, ILT, and 
will provide industry with recommendations for 
prevention and control of the disease.

AgriBio was actively involved in diagnosing 
ILT and in developing a PCR test for the 
identification of the causative virus in feathers 
and darkling beetles.

6.3 Food safety and public health

6.3.1 Egg standard

During 2016, Agriculture Victoria field staff 
received training in the new national Primary 
Production and Processing Standard for 
Eggs and Egg Products (developed by Food 
Standards Australia New Zealand). Agriculture 
Victoria staff visited properties to help 
implement the standard, and conducted farm 
investigations in response to complaints. 

As a result, an increased number of producers 
across Victoria complied with the newly 
introduced standard, including the egg 
stamping requirement, which requires all eggs 
produced by farms of more than 
50 birds to be stamped with a unique 
identifier. These stamps ensure traceability if 
a disease incident in humans is linked to the 
consumption of eggs. Duck and quail eggs are 
exempt from this requirement. 

6.3.2 Zoonotic disease investigations

Agriculture Victorian collaborates with the 
Victorian Department of Health and Human 
Services on zoonotic disease incidents 
in poultry, particularly salmonellosis and 
psittacosis. 

Agriculture Victoria conducted three 
field investigations involving Salmonella 
Typhimurium in caged and free-range 
commercial egg enterprises (see 
Section 4.5.4).

Agriculture Victoria staff were also involved 
in a field investigation involving psittacosis 
in caged birds at a wildlife sanctuary (see 
Section 4.5.2).
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7   Pig health

Pig production in Victoria is concentrated in the north-west and north-east of the 
state. Approximately 20% of the total Australian pig slaughter occurs in Victoria, 
which has two major pig abattoirs.

The Pig Services Centre (PSC) of Agriculture 
Victoria is part of the Chief Veterinary 
Officer’s Unit. Based in Bendigo, the PSC is 
a leading provider of pig health services. It 
has supported Victoria’s pig industry with the 
provision of veterinary services for more than 
two decades.

The PSC’s key roles are to:
• increase the productivity and 

sustainability of Victoria’s pork industry
• increase the likelihood that an 

emergency animal disease in the pig 
industry will be detected and managed 
as quickly as possible

• ensure that industry participants are 
skilled in handling and managing pigs 
in accordance with relevant welfare 
legislation.

The PSC provides:
• laboratory and on-farm disease 

investigation services
• autogenous vaccines (vaccines that are 

based on microorganisms isolated from 
an individual farm)

• abattoir-based pig health monitoring 
services

• training in Certificate III in Agriculture 
(Pig Production) and in the Pork Industry 
Skill Set

• technical support and advice, including 
to colleagues within the department

• research and development activities.

7.1 Disease surveillance 

Routine disease surveillance continued during 
2016 through Agriculture Victoria staff visits 
to selected abattoirs across the state. Pig 
carcases were inspected for lesions that may 
have been associated with either emergency 
or endemic diseases. Abattoir inspections 
help to monitor herd health, particularly in 
larger herds, and identify production-limiting 

conditions early. Abattoir monitoring also 
provides a means of evaluating the success of 
disease control programs that a producer may 
have in place. 

Illegal swill feeding of pigs poses a high risk 
for the introduction of foot-and-mouth disease 
into Australia. The PSC helped ensure that 
Agriculture Victoria was aware of unusual 
disease events on Victorian pig farms during 
2016.

7.2 Laboratory diagnostics 

The PSC conducts necropsies to investigate 
unusual causes of illness or death on pig 
farms. This service can be linked with 
laboratory diagnostic services to maximise 
the likelihood of a rapid diagnosis of clinical 
disease. The PSC’s veterinary diagnostic 
laboratory is accredited by the National 
Association of Testing Authorities, and offers 
diagnostic tests for a range of diseases 
affecting pigs and poultry.

Staff have specific skills and state-of-
the-art equipment to accurately diagnose 
the common bacterial, viral and parasitic 
gastrointestinal diseases of pigs, particularly 
the common diseases associated with pig 
diarrhoea. These include neonatal and post-
weaning Escherichia coli, Salmonella spp., 
swine dysentery, ileitis and coccidiosis. 
Staff are also experienced in identifying 
the common respiratory disease of pigs, 
including pleuropneumonia (Actinobacillus 
pleuropneumoniae), enzootic pneumonia 
(Mycoplasma hyopneumoniae) and Glasser’s 
disease (Haemophilus parasuis). 

The PSC offers blood testing services to 
detect herd infection or immunity to ileitis, 
pleuropneumonia, enzootic pneumonia 
and Glasser’s disease. Veterinarians and 
producers can use serotyping technologies 
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for E. coli  when selecting the appropriate 
vaccines for disease control on their 
properties. The PSC can also perform 
antimicrobial sensitivity studies on bacterial 
isolates to determine which antibiotics will 
most effectively control disease outbreaks.

7.3 Vaccine production

The PSC has an established vaccine 
production laboratory, with good 
manufacturing practice (GMP) accreditation 
provided by the Australian Pesticides and 
Veterinary Medicines Authority. 

The centre continued to produce autogenous 
(farm-specific) vaccines that are not available 
‘off the shelf’, to help control endemic 
diseases of pigs and poultry. Some of the 
vaccines produced for pigs are against 
pleuropneumonia, Glasser’s disease and 
greasy pig disease (Staphylococcus hyicus). 
The main poultry vaccine produced at the 
centre targets Salmonella species.

7.4 Training

Under the Livestock Management Act 
1994, anyone owning pigs must be ‘suitably 
qualified’. To meet this requirement, piggery 
workers must be competent in the Pork 
Industry Skill Set or must hold a Certificate III 
in Agriculture (Pig Production). The PSC is a 
major provider of this training to the Victorian 
industry. 

7.5 Technical support and advice

During 2016, the PSC provided specialist 
advice to veterinarians and producers with 
varying degrees of knowledge and experience 
with pigs. 

The centre provides advice to veterinary 
practitioners, particularly those with limited pig 
experience, to enable them to better support 
their clients who own pigs. PSC staff provide 
advice on pig diseases; when appropriate, 
they also provide on-the-ground support, 
including necropsies and diagnostic testing. 
The centre advises on appropriate sample 
collection and laboratory testing, according 
to the history and clinical presentation of 
disease.

Staff at the centre assist pig producers by 
providing services relating to pig health, 
biosecurity, disease recognition, and pig 
husbandry and welfare. The centre supports 
smaller-scale and hobby producers, 
particularly those just entering the industry. 
Staff provide information about obtaining a 
Property Identification Code, tattoo branding, 
biosecurity considerations, pig welfare and 
the advantages of joining the Australian Pork 
Industry Quality Assurance Program. 

7.6 Applied research and    
 development 

The PSC further supported the pig industry 
in 2016 by conducting research to evaluate 
husbandry techniques, and veterinary 
chemical and biological products. The PSC 
works in partnership with universities and 
other bodies on research and development 
projects of benefit to the industry.
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8.1 Emergency disease    
 preparedness

Aquatic animals come under the jurisdiction 
of the Livestock Disease Control Act 1994 
in Victoria. As such, all the powers that exist 
under the Act for terrestrial animals apply 
to aquatic animals. There is a large list of 
notifiable diseases for the classes of aquatic 
animals: finfish, crustacean and molluscs.

Emergency animal disease response 
arrangements are in place for diseases of 
importance in terrestrial animals, such as 
foot-and-mouth disease. These arrangements 
outline how emergency responses to disease 
outbreaks should be managed and paid for. 
No such arrangements currently exist for any 
aquatic diseases in Australia. The presence of 
such arrangements would have assisted in the 
management of diseases such as the abalone 
viral ganglioneuritis disease that affected 
farmed and wild abalone in Victoria.

Victoria is contributing to a large project 
addressing this nationally significant 
gap in Australia’s emergency response 
arrangements. The group comprises state 
representatives, industry representatives from 
both the culture and wild-capture sectors, 
Animal Health Australia and the Australian 
Government. The project is concentrating on 
abalone as a case study in the first instance. 
The project commenced in October 2014 and 
will run for 4 years. 

8.2 Surveillance activities

Structured surveillance, funded by Agriculture 
Victoria, has been occurring in native oysters 
(Ostrea angasi) since 2011. This surveillance 
was initiated as a response to growing interest 
in native oyster culture in Port Phillip and 

8   Aquatic animal health

Aquatic animals occupy a small but important place in Victoria’s agricultural 
production. Aquatic species are also the natural fauna of our river, estuarine, bay 
and ocean systems, and are important for recreational amenity. 

Western Port bays. Unfortunately, epizootics 
of an intracellular parasite, Bonamia sp., 
in the early 1990s destroyed farmed and 
wild oyster populations. It is hoped that a 
program of surveillance for the parasite will 
assist in understanding its distribution. Both 
histopathology and molecular techniques 
(PCR) have been implemented in this 
surveillance activity.

Victoria is leading a national group examining 
ways to better use passive surveillance 
data generated for aquatic animals. Passive 
surveillance can be defined as observer-
initiated provision of animal health related 
data. This may include the voluntary 
notification and testing for a suspect disease  
or the use of existing data that are collected 
for another purpose. Given the financial 
constraints of conducting targeted surveillance 
activities, the option of using the large volume 
of pre-existing surveillance information more 
efficiently is very appealing. The first step 
in harnessing passive surveillance data 
is capturing what data are actually being 
recorded. To this end, a national survey 
was developed and disseminated to all 
laboratories in early 2016. Nine laboratories 
completed the survey across Australia; the 
number of disease investigations varied from 
1 to 562 annually. 

Some laboratories subsidise investigations, 
which is reflected in the case load. Some 
laboratories undertake a large number of 
exotic disease exclusions, particularly the 
CSIRO Australian Animal Health Laboratory. 
Notably, there was a lack of harmony of 
laboratory recording systems or a central 
repository for the use of passive surveillance 
data. It is hoped that these deficiencies will 
be addressed during the next stage of the 
project.
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8.2.1 Outbreak of Bonamia exitiosa

Bonamia exitiosa is an endemic parasite 
known to have caused episodic mass 
mortalities of the native oyster in Port Phillip 
Bay and Western Port Bay in both farmed 
and wild oysters in the early 1990s. Routine 
surveillance undertaken by Fisheries Victoria 
and Agriculture Victoria on farms in Port Phillip 
Bay has previously identified the presence of 
the Bonamia parasite without clinical disease.  

Testing conducted in 2015 detected the 
presence of what was confirmed to be 
B. exitiosa (previously presumed exotic) at 
two sites, with apparent clinical signs (up to 
70% mortality) at both sites. 

The finding of B. exitiosa was reported to the 
World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE) as 
the first confirmed occurrence of this parasite 
in Australia in early January 2016. There 
are no public health concerns related to this 
event.   

8.3 Endemic disease management

Endemic diseases tend to be reported as 
occurring in culture systems rather than in 
wild freshwater and marine environments.  
Aquaculture farmers are able to use the 
Significant Disease Investigation process for 
diagnostic services related to mortalities that 
occur with an unusual presentation or on a 
large scale on their farms. A limited number of 
investigations of this nature were undertaken 
in 2016. Often the diagnosis remained open 
and/or water quality issues were implicated. 

Movements of fish and other species of 
aquatic animals onto and off farms and 
waterways is controlled by translocation 
protocols. The stringent requirements applying 
to some species in some circumstances may 
include veterinary certification and testing, 
which reduce the risk of endemic disease 
transfer.

8.4 Training and extension activities

Staff were deployed to Queensland in 
December 2016 to undertake roles in 
response to the white spot disease in prawn. 

This outbreak of an exotic virus affected 
a number of prawn farms in south-east 
Queensland and resulted in a range of 
biosecurity restrictions both pre- and post-
border. Technical advice was provided at the 
response State Control Centre.

8.5 Research and development   
 collaborations

In 2015, Agriculture Victoria entered into a 
contract with the Fisheries Research and 
Development Corporation (FRDC) as lead 
organisation in a project on bonamiasis 
in native oysters. This is a truly national 
collaboration, with co-investigators located at 
CSIRO (Portarlington) and in South Australia. 
The project will operate from 2015 to 2017. 
The FRDC will provide $395 000 in funding to 
undertake the research.

The intracellular parasite Bonamia sp. is a 
very small protozoan parasite that infects 
oysters and, in sufficient numbers, will kill 
the host. It has been responsible for the 
downturn of the European oyster industry 
since the 1970s and has been recorded in 
many countries, including New Zealand and 
Australia. In the 1990s, Victorian farmers 
commenced trialing native oyster culture in 
Port Phillip and Western Port bays. Severe 
epizootics of the Bonamia sp. parasite 
resulted in the death of large numbers of 
both cultured and wild oysters, and farming 
attempts were abandoned. 

In recent years, there has been a resurgence 
of interest in this highly prized oyster, with 
hopes to grow production to commercial 
levels. Unfortunately, testing conducted by 
Agriculture Victoria revealed that there has 
been evidence of the parasite in farmed 
oysters since 2011. The objectives of this 
collaborative research project are to elucidate 
the species of Bonamia involved in Victoria 
and other states, determine what potential 
stressors cause conversion from subclinical to 
clinical disease (where the oysters die), and 
provide practical advice to farmers on how to 
avoid oyster losses, given that the parasite 
seems to endemically infect farmed oysters 
and there is no treatment.
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The Victorian portion of the trial involves 
both field and tank components. The tank 
trial was designed to examine the effect 
of a range of stressors on oysters and to 
consider whether Bonamia infection became 
clinical under the different treatment regimes: 
starvation, heating and shaking. Results 
indicated that applying stressors to oysters 
did invoke clinical disease, which killed the 
oysters. There was a significant difference in 
the Bonamia PCR results of dead and alive 

oysters. The oysters at greatest risk of death 
were those that were starved, in warm water 
and shaken. The field trial looked at mortalities 
in caged oysters and examined the variables 
of size (large and small oysters), depth in the 
water and stocking density. The trial returned 
varying results; however, it was apparent that 
small oysters had a 10% higher mortality rate 
than large oysters. This is contrary to what 
has been seen previously and will be the 
focus of the next phase of the trial. 

  Agriculture Victoria and Fisheries Victoria staff collecting native oysters 
  as part of the Bonamia trial
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9   Honey bee health

A healthy population of European honey bees is essential to pollinate Victoria’s 
honey bee–dependent horticultural and seed crops. The annual value of 
Victorian crop production resulting from pollination provided by managed and 
feral honey bee colonies is estimated to exceed $1 billion.

Honey production in the summer and autumn 
of 2016 was generally lower than the long-
term average. Overall, honey bee colonies 
wintered well, and most were in good 
condition for early pollination of Victoria’s 
almond orchards. However, low rainfall and 
hot conditions in the spring caused premature 
cessation of nectar secretion in usually 
reliable flora such as canola, citrus and 
yellow gum (Eucalyptus leucoxylon). Coupled 
with poor availability of pollen, spring honey 
production was very low, and it was difficult 
to maintain the condition of colonies for crop 
pollination and future honey production.

For a growing number of beekeepers, 
chalkbrood – an endemic honey bee brood 
disease caused by the fungus Ascosphaera 
apis – was viewed in 2016 as an emerging 
biosecurity problem. Good hive management 
appeared to be not as effective as in the past 
in minimising the intensity of the disease. The 
number of forager bees declined in heavily 
infected colonies, reducing honey production.

9.1 Registered beekeepers

A total of 5838 Victorian beekeepers were 
registered with Agriculture Victoria in 2016, as 
required by the Livestock Disease Control Act 
1994. Collectively, they operate about 
112 563 hives. Table 9.1 shows the number of 
registered beekeepers and the total number 
of hives registered for each category of hive 
ownership.

Approximately 88% of registered beekeepers 
own between 1 and 10 hives that, unlike 
commercial operations, are predominantly 
kept on a single site. In 2016, the number 
of hobby beekeepers continued to expand, 
in line with a growing global interest in, and 
fascination with, honey bees. This group of 
new hobbyists presents a potential biosecurity 
challenge until they obtain beekeeping skills, 
especially to effectively diagnose and manage 
disease.

Table 9.1  Number of registered beekeepers, 2016

Number of hives kept Number of beekeepers Total number of hives
1–10 5 139   13 416
11–25   243     4 324
26–50   222     9 491
51–100     82     6 915
101–200     44     7 377
201–500     59   21 530
501–1000     34   26 170
1001 and above     15   23 340
Total 5 838 112 563
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9.2 Surveillance activities

9.2.1 Honey bee mites

Australia remains the only beekeeping 
country that is free from varroa mites (Varroa 
destructor and V. jacobsoni) – invasive 
parasitic mites of honey bee brood and adult 
bees. An established population of varroa in 
Victoria would reduce populations of managed 
and feral honey bees, and affect pollination 
of economically important crops. The mite is 
most likely to arrive in Victoria on overseas 
ships and shipping containers. Australia is 
also free from tropilaelaps mites (Tropilaelaps 
clareae and T. mercedesae) and honey bee 
tracheal mite (Acarapis woodi).

In 2016, Agriculture Victoria, in partnership 
with the honey bee industry and Plant Health 
Australia, continued to deliver surveillance 
projects designed to detect incursions of 
exotic honey bee mites (varroa, tropilaelaps 
and honey bee tracheal mite). The Victorian 
Government supported the project via an 
allocation under the Growing Food and Fibre 
initiative, and a contractual payment from 
Plant Health Australia to maintain and monitor 
sentinel hives at selected Victorian seaports.

Surveillance activities during 2016 included 
the following.

Sentinel hives

Thirty-one sentinel hives of bees located at, 
or near, the ports of Melbourne (10 hives), 
Tullamarine (2), Geelong (10), Portland (3) 
and Western Port (6) were sampled every 
six weeks for varroa by the Biosciences 
Research Division (Invertebrate Sciences 
Taxonomy Section).

Swarm catch boxes

Sixty-one honey bee swarm catch boxes 
placed in, or near, the port precincts of 
Melbourne (38 boxes), Geelong (Corio 
Quay; 12), Portland (7) and Western Port (4) 
were monitored. The Australian Department 
of Agriculture and Water Resources 
monitored an additional 8 catch boxes at 
Tullamarine Airport. The port of Geelong 
had a single swarm lodge in a catch box. 

This was sampled and then destroyed. The 
Biosciences Research Division (Invertebrate 
Sciences Taxonomy Section) examined the 
sample for exotic mites and determined 
the swarms to be European honey bees 
(Apis mellifera). The origin of the swarm 
is unknown, since catch boxes and other 
cavities can attract both exotic and local 
swarms.

Floral sweep netting

Floral sweep netting was conducted at 
Westgate Park, Coode Island and Gellibrand 
Point to detect exotic species of Asian honey 
bee (Apis cerana), giant honey bee 
(A. dorsata) or red dwarf honey bee 
(A.	florea), all of which are potential vectors of 
varroa mite.

Bee colony sampling

Statewide sampling of bee colonies for varroa 
was conducted three times during the year by 
268 voluntary beekeepers, using the ‘sugar 
shake’ technique.

Surveillance training

Victoria’s beekeeper State Quarantine 
Response Team (SQRT) grew to 
142 members during 2016. Members 
complete nationally accredited training 
from the Certificate III in Public Safety – 
Biosecurity Response Operations (Unit of 
competency AHCBIO301A, Work effectively 
in an emergency disease or plant pest 
response). They are trained to conduct in-
hive surveillance for varroa, and are willing to 
be employed by Agriculture Victoria to assist 
with surveillance in the event of a suspected 
varroa incursion.

Agriculture Victoria has 25 staff who are 
trained to supervise SQRT members 
conducting in-hive surveillance in the event of  
a suspected varroa incursion.

9.2.2 Braula fly

The introduction of honey bees, used hive 
components and beekeeping equipment, 
including wax comb and pollen, into Victoria 
from Tasmania is prohibited because of the 
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presence in Tasmania of braula fly (Braula 
coeca), a wingless fly that inhabits honey bee 
colonies. Comb honey may be introduced, 
provided it is first disinfested by freezing, in 
accordance with Victoria’s Livestock Disease 
Control Regulations 2006. Braula has not 
been reported on mainland Australia and is a 
notifiable disease in Victoria.

Since 2013, Victoria has licensed the 
transhipment of Tasmanian packaged adult 
bees through Tullamarine Airport to overseas 
markets. The Livestock Disease Control Act 
1994 authorises the Chief Veterinary Officer to 
permit such movement if specified conditions 
are met. 

9.2.3 American foulbrood disease

American foulbrood (AFB), a notifiable 
disease of honey bee larvae, weakens and 
slowly kills infected honey bee colonies. 
Spores of the causative bacterium, 
Paenibacillus larvae, remain viable for more 
than 50 years; they occur in honey and on 
beehive components originating from infected 
hives. The disease is controlled by destroying 
the honey bee colony and the entire hive. 
Beekeepers can salvage sound hive 
components (but not wax combs), provided 
they are sterilised by either gamma irradiation 
or hot wax dipping. AFB is a compensatable 
disease – eligible beekeepers may claim 

predetermined amounts of compensation for 
loss of queen bees, and for destroying and 
sterilising infected hives.

In 2016, Agriculture Victoria apiary officers 
attended to six significant compliance issues 
associated with AFB-diseased, neglected 
and/or abandoned hives.

Many beekeepers lack the skills to detect 
symptoms of AFB in the early stages of 
infection. Printed and online information can 
assist beekeepers, and Gribbles Veterinary 
Pathology can make a reliable diagnosis 
using smears of suspect diseased larvae. 
A commercially available field test can 
immediately diagnose AFB at the apiary. A 
guide to the AFB status of an apiary can be 
obtained from a laboratory culture test of a 
representative sample of honey derived from 
all the hives in the apiary.

In 2016, Agriculture Victoria apiary officers 
monitored the large influx of hives into Victoria 
for the pollination of almonds in late winter. 
As part of the process, interstate beekeepers 
were required to indicate the health status of 
their hives, including AFB status, by providing 
a phytosanitary certificate before introducing 
hives into Victoria. Victorian and interstate 
hives were inspected where bee colonies 
were considered to be weak and potentially 
diseased.

Agriculture Victoria staff undertaking surveillance during almond pollination
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10   System integrity
Agriculture Victoria supports Victoria’s livestock industries by participating in programs 
to ensure that livestock are correctly identified, can be traced and are free from 
unacceptable chemical residues.

These programs operate with the support of SAFEMEAT, the national industry and 
government partnership that is responsible for policy relating to food safety issues and 
whole-of-supply-chain quality assurance arrangements for the red meat industry.

from the NLIS database to track cattle of 
interest for disease control and residue 
management purposes.

NLIS (Cattle) is based on NLIS-approved 
ear tags that contain a half-duplex (HDX) 
transponder encoded with a unique and 
unalterable number. Industry participants 
record cattle movements from one Property 
Identification Code (PIC) to another on the 
national NLIS database. The states and 
territories are responsible for registering 
properties and recording related biosecurity 
information.

Approximately 5–6 million cattle movements 
involving Victorian properties were recorded 
on the NLIS database during 2016.

NLIS (Cattle) now supports the following 
industry programs:
• routine tracking of cattle in response to 

residue and disease detections, and to 
support animal welfare investigations

• responses to suspected emergency 
diseases affecting cattle

• the European Union Cattle Accreditation 
Scheme, underpinning high-value trade 
with the European Union

• the National Organochlorine Residue 
Management Program, by the ‘flagging’ 
of animals that may have residues above 
the relevant maximum residue limit (MRL)

• the National Antibacterial Residue 
Minimisation Program, by the ‘flagging’ of 
calves that require testing at abattoirs

• the Exporter Supply Chain Assurance 
System for managing feeder and 
slaughter livestock consignments 
destined for export

10.1 National Livestock Identification  
 System

The National Livestock Identification System 
(NLIS) is Australia’s system for identifying and 
tracking species that are susceptible to foot-
and-mouth disease, including cattle, sheep, 
goats, pigs, alpacas and llamas. Agriculture 
Victoria works with the livestock industries to 
ensure that the systems for all species meet 
Australia’s National Livestock Traceability 
Performance Standards.

10.1.1 NLIS (Cattle)

Victoria’s cattle identification system began in 
the 1970s with the registration of properties, 
the introduction of tail tagging, and the use 
of paper-based records to track cattle for 
disease control purposes. In the 1990s, the 
limitations of these arrangements became 
apparent during incidents when large numbers 
of cattle had to be traced quickly.

In 1996, a national industry and government 
working group was formed, led by Victoria. 
The group recommended introducing a 
‘whole-of-life’ identification and tracking 
system for cattle, using machine-readable, 
permanent identification devices. This system 
became known as NLIS (Cattle).

Although the main driver for developing and 
introducing NLIS (Cattle) was the need to 
protect Victoria’s access to export markets 
for beef, the NLIS technology also provides 
significant on-farm benefits, including the 
ability to quickly identify cattle and accurately 
record production information. Agriculture 
Victoria routinely uses movement information 
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• the Livestock Production Assurance 
(LPA) producer register, supporting 
the supply of LPA National Vendor 
Declarations (NVDs)

• the cattle industry’s program for ensuring 
that bobby calves are slaughtered 
promptly after leaving their properties of 
birth

• Australia’s supervision of imported cattle
• recording of cattle that have been 

vaccinated against anthrax
• regulation of cattle that may be affected 

by diseases of interest, such as beef 
measles (Cysticercus bovis)

• development and piloting of an electronic 
NVD (eNVD) system to replace the 
paper-based system.

10.1.2 NLIS (Sheep & Goats)

On 24 August 2016, Victoria’s Minister for 
Agriculture, Jaala Pulford, announced that 
Victoria will transition from its current visual 
tag- and mob-based NLIS (Sheep & Goats) 
system to an electronic tag-based system.  
The minister subsequently announced that:
• sheep and goats born in Victoria after     

1 January 2017 will need to be identified 
with an electronic NLIS (Sheep) ear tag 
before leaving their property of birth 

• from 1 January 2017, all abattoirs and 
knackeries will be required to scan 
electronic tags of sheep and goats, and 
upload movement details to the NLIS 
database 

• from 31 March 2017, electronically 
tagged sheep and goats sold in Victorian 

saleyards will need to be scanned 
and movements recorded on the NLIS 
database.

The minister’s announcement followed the 
unanimous recommendation by the Victorian 
Sheep and Goat Identification Advisory 
Committee and advice contained within the 
2015 Victorian Auditor-General’s Biosecurity: 
Livestock report.

The NLIS (Sheep & Goats) system, since its 
inception in 2006, has been visual tag- and 
mob-based. Electronic tagging and movement 
recording offer greater traceability, productivity 
improvement opportunities, and the ability 
to better protect Victoria’s reputation in 
key domestic and international markets. 

A $17 million funding package was 
announced to support the transition, including 
a commitment to supply producers with 
electronic tags at prices equivalent to the 
cost of visually readable tags in the first year. 
Funding has also been made available to all 
sectors of industry so that participants can 
purchase equipment and software to enable 
them to meet their regulatory obligations 
and generate commercial benefit from the 
technology.  

The use of electronic NLIS (Sheep) tags 
provides an opportunity for sheep producers 
to increase the productivity of their flocks by 
allowing the performance of individual animals 
to be efficiently and accurately monitored.  
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Electronic identification is a tool that can be 
used to accurately and efficiently record:
• fleece weight and fibre diameter at 

shearing
• growth rates
• veterinary treatments and associated 

withholding periods
• inventories, by accurately counting sheep 

in mobs
• lambs with their dams, through the use of 

the ‘Pedigree Matchmaker’ technique
• lambs produced per ewe 
• total live weight of lambs weaned by each 

ewe (known as ‘litter weight weaned’)
• ‘walk-over weighing’ (currently under 

development), where the weight of 
animals is monitored in the field and 
reported automatically to producers on 
their iPhones and iPads

• carcase parameters, including weight, fat 
depth and colour, and carcase defects, in 
plants with carcase tracking systems.

The most significant operational challenges 
associated with the introduction of an 
electronic NLIS (Sheep & Goats) system 
are those faced by Victoria’s saleyards and 
agents. There may need to be changes to 
the way some saleyards manage mobs to 
enable tags on animals to be successfully 
scanned and accurate movement files to be 
created. Meaningful enhancements to the 
current visual tag-based system, based on 
the recommendations in the 2014 Decision 
Regulatory Impact Statement, would 
potentially cause greater disruptions. Funding 
has been provided to support the planning 
process, and the trialling of equipment and 
software in saleyards.

10.1.3 NLIS (Pork)

Australian Pork Limited, the representative 
body for Australia’s pig industry, maintains the 
PigPass system, which provides information to 
each supply-chain sector of the pork industry.

The PigPass system includes the PigPass 
database, where producers register to receive 
their supply of PigPass NVDs. The NVD is a 
document required in all states and territories 
to move pigs. In Victoria, it must accompany 
all pig movements to abattoirs and saleyards, 

and movements between properties, except 
when the ownership of the pigs is unchanged 
and traceability is maintained.

Pigs for sale or slaughter also require a tattoo 
brand or, if they weigh less than 25 kg, an ear 
tag.

During 2016, Agriculture Victoria contributed 
to developing business rules to improve 
the operation of NLIS (Pork), focusing on 
introducing movement recording when pigs 
move from property to property, and to 
abattoirs for slaughter. Enhancements to NLIS 
(Pork) based on these rules are likely to be 
introduced during 2018.

10.2 Property registration

Agriculture Victoria registers properties with 
livestock and issues each producer with a 
PIC, and pig producers with a tattoo number.

During 2016, new PICs were allocated to 
3499 properties. At 31 December 2016, 
84 830 properties were registered in Victoria 
(see Table 10.1).

Table 10.1  Numbers of Victorian livestock 
                   properties, by species, at 
                   December 2016

Species Number of 
properties

Alpaca   2 966
Bison          4
Buffalo        14
Cattle – beef 61 921
Cattle – dairy   9 958
Deer      324
Goat   3 775
Horse 13 133
Pig   3 640
Poultry   4 647
Sheep 26 583

Note: Properties may hold more than one livestock 
species.
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Agriculture Victoria operates an information 
helpline for livestock producers, to assist 
them with issues relating to registering their 
properties and identifying their livestock. 

In 2016, the helpline received approximately 
18 600 calls.

10.3 Health status documentation for  
 live animal export

The Australian live animal export program 
provides significant income to the farm sector 
and rural communities. During 2016,
136 416 live cattle, 102 388 live sheep,
431 140 chicken eggs and 1654 live goats 
were exported from Victoria. 

There were 669 property clearances for the 
export of horses, and 29 property clearances 
for the export of semen and embryos from 
various species.

Most cattle were exported to China, followed 
by Russia, Vietnam and Malaysia. The 
majority of horses were exported to New 
Zealand, Singapore, Hong Kong and the 
European Union. Sheep were mainly exported 
to countries in the Middle East and China. 
Other countries to import Victoria’s 
livestock included Japan, the United States, 
Bangladesh, Pakistan, Israel, Indonesia, 
South Africa and Turkey.

10.4 Residue minimisation programs

10.4.1 National Antibacterial Residue   
 Minimisation Program

Agriculture Victoria participates in the National 
Antibacterial Residue Minimisation Program, 
which involves testing for antibacterial 
residues in bobby calves processed at both 
domestic and export abattoirs (one domestic 
and five export abattoirs). Urine samples 
are collected and tested using a microbial 
inhibition test. Positive results are followed 
by analysis of tissue samples to quantify the 
antibacterial residue present.

The number of tests conducted under 
the program during 2016 and results of 
this testing are shown in Table 10.2. The 
antibacterial residues detected above the 
MRL were sulfadimidine, sulfadiazine, 
dihydrostreptomycin and benzyl G penicillin.

The 11 antibacterial detections that were 
above the MRL resulted from 9 producers.  
One producer received an infringement notice 
and the remaining 8 received warning letters.

Table 10.2  Numbers of calves tested for antibacterial residues, number of samples that 
                   tested positive and number above the maximum residue limit, 2016 

Abattoir type No. calves sampled No. positive MIT 
results

(% of samples 
tested)

No. samples above 
MRL

(% of samples 
tested)

Domestic   2 560 13 (0.51%) 6 (0.23%)
Export 14 929 12 (0.08%) 5 (0.03%)

MIT = microbial inhibition test; MRL = maximum residue limit
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10.4.2 National Residue Survey

The National Residue Survey (NRS) monitors 
chemical residues and environmental 
contaminants in animals, animal products and 
plants. The results of NRS testing provide 
assurance to export customers and importers 
that the commodity meets the appropriate 
standards. They also identify, and allow a 
timely response to, potential chemical residue 
problems.

Livestock being processed for human 
consumption in domestic and export abattoirs 
are surveyed for a range of potential 
contaminants. Carcase selection is random 
and designed so that the probability of a 
carcase being selected is proportional to the 
throughput of the abattoir.

Although Agriculture Victoria is not involved in 
sample collection, except in the case of honey, 
it investigates incidents when contaminants 
are detected above the MRL.

In 2016, Agriculture Victoria conducted 
six property investigations: one trace for 
nicarbazin in eggs; one trace for nicarbazin in 
duck (liver); one trace for metronidazole in a 
pig; one trace for maduramicin in a pig; one 
trace for flunendiamide in a pig; and one trace 
for lead in an emu.

10.4.3 National Organochlorine Residue   
 Management Program 

The National Organochlorine Residue 
Management Program, jointly funded by 
the beef industry and state and territory 
governments, focuses on minimising the 
risks of organochlorine residues in beef. As 
well as compliance testing at abattoirs for 
cattle originating from properties that are at 
risk for organochlorine residues, the program 
supports owners of properties with identified 
organochlorine contamination hazards to 
develop and apply on-farm management 
plans to minimise the risk.

The program is coordinated nationally by 
the NRS. Agriculture Victoria supports the 
program through field activities, program 
management, and fat and soil testing. During 
2016, there were no new organochlorine 
detections in Victoria.

10.4.4 Agricultural and veterinary    
 chemicals 

Agricultural and veterinary chemical 
Regulations

The Agvet Chemical Reform Project was 
established in 2016. One of its objectives 
was to revise the Agricultural and Veterinary 
Chemicals (Control of Use) Regulations 2007, 
with a view to the revised Regulations being 
enacted in 2017. 

To assist this revision, the project sought 
submissions from a range of stakeholders 
and industry groups, including the Australian 
Veterinary Association and the Veterinary 
Practitioners Registration Board of Victoria.
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Appendix A   Industry consultative groups

Agriculture Victoria, working in partnership with industry, develops and 
implements strategies to protect and enhance the reputation of Victoria’s 
livestock industries.

A number of committees with representatives from industry stakeholder groups support this 
function. These committees provide a vehicle for information exchange on operational, policy 
and strategic issues relating to disease control, livestock management and welfare standards, 
traceability, and emergency animal disease preparedness.

Agriculture Victoria greatly appreciates and values the assistance provided by the members of 
the various committees. 

Statutory committees 

Apicultural Industry Advisory Committee

Cattle Compensation Advisory Committee

Members
Chris Wallace-Smith (Chair) 
Ian Feldtmann
Cassandra Meagher
Angelique Raspin
Liz Summerville
Faye Tuchtan

Observers
David Lescai (Executive Officer)
Charles Milne
Dwane O’Brien      

Members
Judy Leggett (Chair)
Kevin MacGibbon
Peter McDonald
Joe Riordan
Gail Rochelmeyer
Gabrielle Vivian-Smith

Observers
Cynthia Kefaloukos
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Statutory committees (continued)

Sheep and Goat Compensation Advisory Committee

Members
Michael Craig (Chair)
Ian Feldtmann
Kathryn Joseph
Cassandra Meagher
Margaret Piccoli
Angelique Raspin
Liz Summerville
Faye Tuchtan

Observers
David Lescai (Executive Officer)
Charles Milne
Dwane O’Brien

Swine Industry Projects Advisory Committee

Members
Cassandra Meagher (Chair) 
John Bourke
Rachael Holmes
Tim Kingma
Patricia Mitchell 

Observers
Tiffany Haw (Executive Officer)
Youssef Abs-El-Osta
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Ministerial committees

NLIS (Cattle) Implementation Advisory Committee

Members
John Wyld (Chair)
Daniel Albernethy
Brendan Carey
Cassandra Meagher
Paul Mumford
Robert Radford
Liz Summerville
Leonard Vallance

Observers
Tiffany Haw (Executive Officer)
Stephen Doughty
Ben Fahy
Christian Mulders
Dwane O’Brien
Jo Quigley

Sheep and Goat Identification Advisory Committee

Members
Stuart McLean (Chair)
Belinda Dexter
Georgina Gubbins
Noel Kelson
Gerald Leach
Cassandra Meagher

Observers
Tiffany Haw (Executive Officer)
Michael Bretherton
Sharyn Coker
Ben Fahy
Charles Milne
Dwane O’Brien
Warren Straw
Brendan Tatham  
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Departmental committees

Livestock Industry Consultative Committee

Members
Cassandra Meagher (Chair)
Stuart Barber
John Bourke
Vin Delahunty
David Faragher
Andrew Fisher
Bill Hickey
Patrick Kluver
Maurie Mannix
Mark McDonald
Jason Ollington
Meg Parkinson
David Picker
David Pollock
David Preece
John Spragg
Roy Subramaniam
Liz Summerville
Brendan Tatham
Jamie Templeton
Leonard Vallance

Animal Welfare Advisory Committee  

Members
Carmel Morfuni (Chair)
David Beggs
Paul Hemsworth
Michelle Ledger
Patricia Mitchell
Glenys Oogjes
Elizabeth Walker
Rebbecca Wilcos
Scott Williams
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Appendix B Notifiable diseases in Victoria

Compiled from:
Order of 5 June 2012
Livestock Disease Control Act 1994
Livestock Disease Control Regulations 2006

A
African horse sickness
African swine fever
Aujeszky's disease
Australian lyssaviruses, including bat lyssavirus
Avian influenza (highly pathogenic)
Avian influenza (low pathogenicity virus subtypes)

B
Bluetongue
Borna disease
Bovine viral diarrhoea virus type 2
Brucellosis – canine (Brucella canis)
Brucellosis – bovine (Brucella abortus)
Brucellosis – caprine and ovine (Brucella melitensis)

C
Camel pox
Chagas disease (Trypanosoma cruzi)
Classical swine fever
Contagious agalactia
Contagious bovine pleuropneumonia
Contagious caprine pleuropneumonia
Contagious equine metritis
Crimean Congo haemorrhagic fever
Cysticercosis (Cysticercus cellulosae)

D
Devil facial tumour disease
Dourine
Duck virus enteritis (duck plague)
Duck virus hepatitis

PART A – Exotic diseases of mammals and birds 
(Notify immediately)
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E
East coast fever (Theileria parva) and Mediterranean theileriosis 
(Theileria annulata)
Elaphostrongylosis
Encephalitides (tick-borne)
Enzootic abortion of ewes
Epizootic haemorrhagic disease (clinical disease)
Epizootic lymphangitis
Equine encephalomyelitis (eastern, western and Venezuelan)
Equine encephalosis
Equine influenza
Equine piroplasmosis (Babesia caballi and Theileria equi)

F
Fasciola gigantica
Foot-and-mouth disease
Fowl typhoid (Salmonella Gallinarum)

G
Getah virus
Glanders
Goat pox

H
Haemorrhagic septicaemia
Heartwater
Hendra virus

I
Infectious bursal disease (hypervirulent and exotic antigenic variant 
forms)

J
Japanese encephalitis
Jembrana disease

L
Leishmaniasis
Louping ill
Lumpy skin disease

M
Maedi-visna
Malignant catarrhal fever (wildebeest associated)
Menangle virus (porcine paramyxovirus)

N
Nairobi sheep disease
Newcastle disease
Nipah virus

PART A – Exotic diseases of mammals and birds  (continued)
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P
Peste des petits ruminants
Porcine myocarditis (Bungowannah virus)
Porcine reproductive and respiratory syndrome
Post-weaning multisystemic wasting syndrome
Potomac fever
Pulmonary adenomatosis (Jaagsiekte)

R
Rabies
Rift Valley fever
Rinderpest

S
Salmonella Enteritidis infection in poultry
Salmonellosis (Salmonella Abortus equi)
Salmonellosis (Salmonella Abortus ovis)
Screw worm fly – New World (Cochliomyia hominivorax)
Screw worm fly – Old World (Chrysomya bezziana)
Sheep pox 
Sheep scab
Spongiform encephalopathies
Surra (Trypanosoma evansi)
Swine influenza
Swine vesicular disease

T
Teschen disease (porcine enterovirus encephalomyelitis)
Transmissible gastroenteritis
Transmissible spongiform encephalopathies (bovine spongiform 
encephalopathy, chronic wasting disease of deer, feline spongiform 
encephalopathy, scrapie)
Trichinellosis
Trypanosomiasis (tsetse fly associated)
Tuberculosis – bovine (Mycobacterium bovis)
Tularaemia
Turkey rhinotracheitis (avian metapneumovirus)

V
Vesicular exanthema
Vesicular stomatitis

W
Warble fly myiasis
Wesselsbron disease
West Nile virus clinical infection

PART A – Exotic diseases of mammals and birds  (continued)
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Anaplasmosis
Anthrax [Notify immediately]
Avian (pigeon) paramyxovirus type 1
Babesiosis
Bovine genital campylobacteriosis
Bovine malignant catarrh
Bovine malignant tumour of the eye larger than 2 cm
Buffalo fly
Caprine arthritis–encephalitis
Cattle tick
Cysticercosis (Cysticercus bovis)
Enzootic bovine leucosis
Equine herpesvirus 1 (abortigenic and neurological strains)
Equine infectious anaemia
Equine viral arteritis
Infectious bovine rhinotracheitis
Infectious laryngotracheitis
Lead poisoning (in food-producing livestock)
Leptospirosis
Listeriosis
Mucosal disease
Ovine brucellosis (Brucella ovis)
Ovine footrot
Ovine ked
Ovine lice
Paratuberculosis (Johne's disease)
Pigeon paramyxovirus type 1
Psittacosis
Pullorum disease (Salmonella Pullorum)
Salmonellosis
Strangles
Swine brucellosis (Brucella suis)
Trichomoniasis
Tuberculosis (other than Mycobacterium bovis)
Verocytotoxigenic Escherichia coli
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PART B – Exotic diseases of bees 
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PART B – Diseases of bees 
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Africanised bees
Trachael mite (Acarapis woodi)
Tropilaelaps mite (Tropilaelaps clareae)
Varrosis (Varroa destructor)
Varrosis (Varroa jacobsoni)

American foulbrood disease (Paenibacillus larvae)
Braula fly (Braula coeca)
Chalk brood disease
European foulbrood disease
Nosema (Nosema apis and Nosema ceranae)
Small hive beetle (Aethina tumida)
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Part C – Exotic diseases of fish
(Notify immediately)

 Finfish
Bacterial kidney disease (Renibacterium salmoninarum)
Channel catfish virus disease
Enteric redmouth disease (Yersinia ruckeri – Hagerman strain)
Enteric septicaemia of catfish (Edwardsiella ictaluri)
Epizootic haematopoietic necrosis – European catfish virus/European sheatfish virus
Furunculosis (Aeromonas salmonicida subsp. salmonicida)
Grouper iridoviral disease
Gyrodactylosis (Gyrodactylus salaris)
Infection with HPR-deleted or HPR0 infectious salmon anaemia virus
Infection with salmonid alphavirus
Infectious haematopoietic necrosis
Infectious pancreatic necrosis
Infectious spleen and kidney necrosis virus-like (ISKNV-like) viruses
Koi herpesvirus disease
Piscirickettsiosis (Piscirickettsia salmonis)
Red sea bream iridoviral disease
Spring viraemia of carp
Viral encephalopathy and retinopathy
Viral haemorrhagic septicaemia
Whirling disease (Myxobolus cerebralis)

Molluscs
Abalone viral ganglioneuritis
Bonamiosis (Bonamia ostreae, Bonamia exitiosus)
Iridoviroses
Marteiloides chungmuensis
Marteiliosis (Marteilia refringens, Marteilia sydneyi)
Mikrocytosis (Mikrocytos mackini)
Ostreid herpesvirus-1 µ variant (OsHV-1 µvar)
Perkinsosis (Perkinsus marinus, Perkinsus olseni)
Withering syndrome of abalone (Xenohaliotis californiensis)
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Finfish
Aeromonas salmonicida – atypical strains
Epizootic haematopoietic necrosis (EHN virus)
Epizootic ulcerative syndrome (Aphanomyces invadans)

Amphibians
Chytridiomycosis (Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis)
Ranavirus

Molluscs
Bonamiosis (Bonamia species)
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Crustacea
Acute hepatopancreatic necrosis disease 
Crayfish plague (Aphanomyces astaci)
Gill-associated virus
Hepatopancreatic microsporidiosis (Enterocytozoon hepatopenaei)
Infection with candidatus (Hepatobacter penaei)
Infection with yellow head virus
Infectious hypodermal and haematopoietic necrosis
Infectious myonecrosis
Monodon slow growth syndrome
Taura syndrome
White spot disease
White tail disease
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Abbreviations

AAHL   Australian Animal Health Laboratory of the Commonwealth   
   Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation

ABLV   Australian bat lyssavirus

AFB   American foulbrood

ASBO   Agriculture Services and Biosecurity Operations

AVA   Australian Veterinary Association

BSE   bovine spongiform encephalopathy

CAE   caprine arthritis–encephalitis

CVO   Chief Veterinary Officer

EAD   emergency animal disease

EBL    enzootic bovine leucosis

FMD   foot-and-mouth disease 

ILT   infectious laryngotracheitis

IT   information technology

MAP   Market Assurance Program

MRL   maximum residue limit

NAHIS   National Animal Health Information System

NAMP   National Arbovirus Monitoring Program

NLIS   National Livestock Identification System

NRS   National Residue Survey

NVD   National Vendor Declaration

OB   ovine brucellosis

OIE   World Organisation for Animal Health

OJD   ovine Johne’s disease

PCR   polymerase chain reaction

PIC   Property Identification Code
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POCTA  Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (Act, Regulations, Code)

PSC   Pig Services Centre

RSPCA  Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals

TSE   transmissible spongiform encephalopathy

TSEFAP  Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies Freedom Assurance   
   Progam

UAUS   upper alimentary ulcerative syndrome

VEAWP  Victorian Emergency Animal Welfare Plan
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Notes
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