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SHIRE BACKGROUND 

West Wimmera lies in western Victoria on the South Australian border, about half way between 

Melbourne and Adelaide. The economy of the shire is dominated by agricultural production, 

particularly wheat, sheep and vegetables. 

The West Wimmera Shire covers an area of approx. 9000 square kilometres and has a population of 

4700.  

 

SUBMISSION ISSUES  

Council has been closely monitoring issues around the control and regulation of Ovine Johnes Disease 

(OJD) and the move to transition from an OJD Management Plan 2007-2012 to a more contemporary 

and realistic plan from 1 July 2013. 

Council is aware of the standoff approach being offered by various State Governments and the 

extreme difficulties OJD creates for various regions across the country and the capacity to trade sheep 

between the regions. 

There appears to be little consensus on the key elements of what will constitute a plan from 1 July 

2013. The Sheepmeat Council of Australia and WoolProducers Australia discussion paper / media 

release – quote (highlighted grey):  

The National OJD Management Plan will take effect from 1 July 2013. The discussion paper sets out 

potential amendments to assist further consultation with industry, state regulatory authorities and state 

governments. The proposed amendments include: 

 A simpler management system that relies on a risk management approach. 

 Encouragement for producers to collectively develop their own Regional Biosecurity Plans 

(RBPs). 

 No control or protected areas. 

 Continuation of Sheep Health Statements but the removal of the ABC point scheme. 
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We have removed the ABC point scheme which producers found confusing, but will continue to 

encourage vaccination and abattoir testing for monitoring individual flock OJD control programs, and 

as an assurance tool in low risk flocks. 

‘Ovine Johne’s disease (OJD) has become endemic in some sheep production areas of Australia but in 

other areas the disease does not exist or exists at a very low level’. 

‘… some regions of Australia have been effective in delaying the spread of the disease between flocks 

and / or in reducing within flock prevalence. However, in other regions, the plan had failed to meet 

the objective of minimising the risk to properties and areas that appeared to be disease-free, as OJD 

has continued to spread into a number of previously low prevalence areas. This meant that some 

change was necessary – it was not appropriate for the current plan to continue’. 

Council is of the view that the spread of OJD is to such a scale, with the disease having effectively 

spread to all high rainfall regions of the country where sheep are found, that the continuation of zones, 

whether the current zones or protected or controlled zones, is no longer a practical or achievable tool 

to assist in risk management of OJD. In the case of West Wimmera Shire, there has and remains real 

trade barriers for the trade of sheep out of the shire into South Australia and the suggested changes 

will restrict trade more without demonstrable scientific evidence that abattoir monitoring indicates 

that the shires in the South East of South Australia have lower prevalence of OJD than the Victorian 

shires they neighbour to the east, but over the border. This has a significant impact on sheep breeders 

within the municipality, and severely impacts open trade across the South Australian border. 

Given there is no current fail safe regime to prevent the spread of OJD, council supports the 

continuation of research and development by the industry into an effective mechanism to prevent the 

spread of the disease.  What is particularly required is an accurate diagnostic test that will indicate 

with high sensitivity and specificity the presence of the disease soon after it is spread to an uninfected 

farm.  Currently, the best diagnostic tests available can detect the disease is present with high 

sensitivity only after some years the disease has been present on the newly infected farm.  In the 

intervening period between entry on the farm and detection it is highly likely given sheep movements 

and biosecurity standards that the disease will have infected a number of other farms. 

‘There was clear agreement that there should be a national program and that research and 

development should continue to be funded. Other activities were seen as important but had constraints 

in the way they were currently undertaken, including abattoir monitoring and the use of the Sheep 

Health Statement and the ABC system. It was proposed the ABC system be removed as producer 

feedback indicated it was confusing and not well understood, and therefore ineffective’. 

Feedback provided to Council was that the ABC system, regardless of its faults, was a risk 

management mechanism in its own right that afforded some structure and controls around OJD. Many 

of the smaller sheep breeders in West Wimmera have flagged a level of support for the retention of 

the ABC system. Small operators have also raised issues around their capacity to utilise the Pooled 

Faecal Culture of 350 sheep (PFC350) and abattoir monitoring (150 animal blocks). These tools were 

seen as beyond the practical scope of small operators to engage. If the ABC system was to be phased 

out, other avenues to enable local small to medium producers the capacity to use these tools must be 

given further consideration. 

For instance, the research performed by Peter Windsor and his colleagues at the University of Sydney 

has clearly established that Gudair vaccine does not prevent shedding of the bacterium on all farms as 

well as initially anticipated from previous research.  We suggest that rather than devalue Gudair 



 

Approved vaccinates completely, that their risk rating is reassessed and the points system changed to 

accommodate the calculated risk of Approved Vaccinates. 

Feedback to the council has also suggested that the points system may well be better accepted if more 

effort was made to extend what it is, how it should be used and its value, as well as the Sheep Health 

Statement to prospective sheep vendors and purchasers. 

The cessation of any value attributed to Gudair Approved Vaccinates should send an unfortunate 

message to sheep producers that vaccination is not worthwhile.  The vaccine is highly effective in 

lowering mortality rates by about 90% and thus is capable of improving the health and welfare of the 

sheep flock at risk, and in turn is important to maintain productive and profitable sheep flocks and 

farms. 

‘Sheepmeat Council of Australia and WoolProducers Australia remain committed to delivering a 

national management plan and to provide funding for a number of elements which will assist 

producers manage biosecurity and OJD.  

 

Under the revised plan, funding will be provided for:  

 

1. Extension/communication activities to provide producers with information about biosecurity and 

management of OJD.  

 

2. Developing and refining risk assessment tools, such as the national Sheep Health Statement (SHS) 

to assist producers make informed decisions when trading sheep. 

 

3. Developing an effective abattoir program as a tool for monitoring individual flock OJD control 

programs and for use as an assurance tool in low-risk flocks. The intention is that this be eventually 

moved into a generic animal health and production feedback system.  

 

4. Ongoing research and development to help producers minimise the impact of OJD on their 

businesses.  

 

5. Contributing to the cross-species National Johne’s Disease Control Plan, including SheepMAP’  

 

Council views these elements of an OJD management plan as positive, but without a solid agreed 

overall framework, may be rendered of little value. 

 

‘The revised plan will continue to encourage vaccination and a regional approach to OJD. Vaccination 

is the best tool we have for reducing the clinical expression of the disease and for significantly 

reducing the level of shedding by infected sheep.’  

Council is of the view that vaccination is the best available tool to assist in the management and 

spread of the OJD disease. Council recognises the tool is not the total solution to the issue of OJD and 

its spread, but given its proven clinical value, must be the foundation block to effective risk 

management around OJD. Council fully supports this aspect of a proposed management plan going 

forward. 

 



 

‘The national OJD plan has been underpinned by state laws and regulations, including enforcement of 

interstate (or inter-area) entry requirements. This is because the states have the responsibility for 

domestic animal health issues. Government representatives have indicated that they do not have a role 

in the approval process of RBPs. SCA and WPA do not consider that they have a mandate to 

‘approve’ plans. Therefore without a formal approval process and without state regulation, 

compliance with protected area conditions cannot be enforced.  

This means that zoning, that is ‘protected’ and ‘control’ areas, would no longer exist with legal 

status.’ 

Council concurs that without an enforceable base and uniform application of OJD controls, there is no 

value or benefit in the application of OJD prevalence zoning, and that all states should follow the 

example of Western Australia’s approach to the disease.  That is, deregulate control to individual 

farmers. 

 

IN SUMMARY, THE KEY MATTERS TO BE ADDRESSED OR FEATURED IN A 

PROPOSED OJD MANAGEMENT PLAN FROM 1 JULY 2013: 

 

 The encouragement and promotion by the sector in the comprehensive immunisation of all 

non-terminal lambs.  Strong self-regulation but with the tools for the sheep trade to assess the 

risk of sheep sales 

 The removal of all current and proposed OJD prevalence zoning structures. 

 Continuation of research and development into OJD control and disease spread 

advancements. 

 The ongoing monitoring of the OJD disease capability via a revamped and suitably scaled 

Pooled Faecal Culture program and abattoir monitoring regime. Such testing to be scaled and 

commercially available to smaller to medium size operators. 

 Extension/communication activities to provide producers with information about biosecurity, 

possible Regional Biosecurity Planning and management of OJD. 

 Reliance on Sheep Health Statements to inform sound 

trading decisions. The emphasis on collective producer 

action through regional biosecurity plans will also assist in 

minimising the spread of OJD.  
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