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SUBMISSION TO COX INALL FOR THE OJD REVIEW. 

D.J. Gardiner, BVSc, MANZCVSc, PGVRSc, GCRURS. 

“Ba Mack Homestead”, 1367 Windeyer Road, Windeyer, NSW, 2850.  

Introduction. 

My recent experience with OJD has been as a district veterinarian investigating trace backs 

and trace forwards for the confirmation of the diagnosis of OJD in flocks in the Mudgee 

district. In all situations where I have confirmed OJD gut pathology has been found in thin 

sheep often associated with a recent wool break. The history has linked clinical cases and 

abattoir pathology to periods of hardship in the sheep’s early life as a lamb or weaner. A few 

examples of such history include; 

1. Severe drought and lambing in small paddocks near a woolshed to minimise 

predation in a 2003 drop of lambs. 2002 and 2004 drop sheep in the same flock were 

relatively free of OJD. 

2. A fire that burnt out 90% of a properties feed followed by severe drought leading to 

OJD in 2006 drop lambs culled as poor doers and detected at Dubbo abattoir at the 

end of 2007. This was a MN3 stud flock and all other age groups proved relatively 

free of OJD. No source of OJD was determined and it was suspected the disease may 

have been present in the flock for many years. The management had a policy of 

slaughtering all debilitated sheep for dog meat and this may have controlled the 

disease and kept it subclinical until the extreme fire and drought event. 

3. A decision to sacrifice a small paddock for drought feeding ewe and lambs. This was 

the worst case of OJD I have seen in a flock with lambs showing gut pathology. It was 

associated with a heavy parasite burden as well. 

Together with my wife we run a small Merino stud in a medium prevalence area. We are 

aware of a positive trace forward to our foundation ewes from a flock which was recently 

diagnosed positive for OJD during MN2 MAP reaccreditation. There were no signs of clinical 

OJD in the source stud flock or our own. Post mortems conducted on ewes dying at lambing 

have found no evidence of OJD pathology. I also have previous experience with MAP testing 

in both cattle and sheep as an approved private practitioner. 

From my experience with JD it is my opinion that Mycobacterium paratubercullosis par 

avium (Map) is a universal commensal organism present in most moist environments and 

living creatures inhabiting these environments. It is my opinion that a depression of host 

immunity and/or an overwhelming challenge of the host combined with other factors are 

needed to turn Map into a pathological organism. One of these factors we know is iron 

which is required for the establishment and growth of Map in the bowel. Iron is common in 

most soils so when this is combined with manure from shedding animals and these forms a 

large proportion of a young animals feed intake the host may well recognise Map as a 
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normal bowel organism and fails to mount an immune response allowing it to colonise the 

bowel. 

It is my considered opinion that OJD is a socio-economic disease of the wool sheep industry. 

I believe that attempts to control this disease to date have in fact made it worse by 

increasing the socio-economic hardship of woolgrowers and their sheep. I will address this 

belief in 2 parts. Firstly common misconceptions that have driven regulation and control 

attempts to date and secondly a brief review of recent socio-economic factors affecting the 

Merino wool industry. 

Common Misconceptions. 

There have been a number of misconceptions or half-truths promoted among sheep 

producers by the media and those involved in the research and regulation of this disease as 

follows; 

1. That it causes Crohn's disease.  

o This is still debatable as no proof has been found in decades of searching. 

Map is a commensal organism that could come from many sources such as 

water, wildlife or animal food products. Other factors are needed if indeed it 

is a disease pathogen. Professor Selby at Sydney University only recently 

stated on ABC radio that there has been no epidemiological proof that JD in 

livestock causes Crohn's in humans. He said no spatial association had been 

found between JD in livestock and human Crohn's disease. 

2. That we could lose export markets. 

o Map is found in all countries that have looked for it. Most have much higher 

prevalence’s than Australia because they have wetter climates which favour 

survival in the environment. We are the driest continent on earth, so why 

should we do worry about JD as a risk to our export markets??? 

3. That the presence of Map in a flock will result in significant clinical disease or sub-

clinical losses. 

o NZ researchers have found Map in the gut of clinically healthy sheep. It has 

also been reported in the literature that sheep can 'self-cure' from OJD. It is 

my sincere belief that our current and past regulation favour a self-fulfilling 

prophesy for this misconception. They restrict the free movement of at risk 

sheep to agistment or sales during times of stress and feed deprivation 

caused by droughts or fires thus serving to incubate and multiply the disease 

in infected, or at risk flocks in high or medium prevalence areas. 
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4. That testing and/or vaccination combined with movement controls can prevent the 

spread of this disease. 

o Healthy sheep can carry Map in their gut which can only be found at post 

mortem. If it progresses to clinical disease and significant shedding, this 

normally takes 1 to 2 years or more. No test can detect this 'carrier' state or 

predict the likelihood of progression to clinical disease or self-cure. 

Vaccination is not 100% protective. While it can reduce the risk of the disease 

spreading it provides no guarantee that this disease will not be spread by 

vaccinated sheep entering an environment or management system 

favourable to the expression of this disease. 

5. That protected areas such as the New England region of NSW are free from Map. 

o There has never been any serious surveillance for OJD in any northern sheep 

slaughter abattoirs. However, there have been a number of traces to the 

New England region from sheep slaughtered in other abattoirs where 

surveillance has been conducted. So while it may be safe to claim that clinical 

expression of OJD is rare in the New England it is wrong to claim it is free 

from Map in the environment or gut of apparently healthy sheep.  

Socio-economic Factors. 

It is my sincere belief that OJD is a socio-economic disease mainly of Merino sheep that has 

increased in prevalence due to a number of factors as follows; 

1. The wool market collapse at the end of the 80's. 

 90% of the flock were Merinos when it peaked at 170 million head in 1990. A 

scheme to reduce their numbers by offering farmers $1.80 to shoot unsalable 

sheep was only taken up for 10.8 million from a target of 20 million sheep. 

Those that remained were advised to get bigger to survive by economy of 

scale; or to get out. The 10.8 million shot sheep rotted in paddocks. Many 

more could not be sold so they were retained for shearing until most died of 

natural causes. Overstocking and lack of feeding was common due to the 

poor financial state of the industry. This would have favoured the 

multiplication of Map in endemic areas. 

2. Regulation made lepers out of OJD positive flock owners and drove the disease 

underground. 

 Although JD was first diagnosed in Australian sheep in 1980 (considerably 

earlier in NZ and for cattle) and thought to have arrived in our country 50 

years earlier, no attempts were made to determine the true prevalence of 

this disease until it was decided to regulate it in 1998. No financial 
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compensation for lost livelihoods was ever offered to those testing positive 

and quarantined. Some committed suicide to escape their condemnation and 

lost livelihood. The effect was to drive this disease underground. No-one 

reported thin adult sheep to their veterinarians anymore for fear of losing 

their livelihood. 

3. Getting bigger could also favour the multiplication of Map, especially during 

droughts. 

 Those that decided to get bigger continued to pasture improve and increase 

stocking rates. While this improved returns due to economy of scale during 

good seasons; it increased the risk of disease and starvation during droughts. 

This included the risk of OJD. A positive diagnosis carried much greater 

economic ramifications through lost markets and agistment opportunities 

than that of any economic advantage that may have been gained prior to the 

diagnosis. 

4. The ABC points barrier to free trade and movement. 

 The widely promoted self-regulating ABC points system has in my opinion 

helped to incubate and multiply this disease by locking it into endemic areas 

and infected properties. Many believe this has cost the sheep industry far 

more than any effect of the disease. I believe it has helped to exacerbate the 

disease as it has limited opportunities for the movement of ‘at risk’ sheep. 

Thus possible 'self-cures’ or the prevention of the progression of disease in 

carrier sheep or infection of their cohorts, by putting them onto better feed 

through sale or agistment opportunities are denied by the scheme. 

5. Trends towards conservation and lifestyle land-use have increased competitive 

grazing pressure on neighbouring sheep enterprises and also predation. They may 

even be a source of alternative hosts and reservoirs of potential Map infection. 

 During this period from the 80s until now, trends towards conservation and 

lifestyle alternatives for former sheep grazed country have allowed the 

increase of competitive grazers, such as the eastern grey kangaroo, and 

predators, such as the wild dog. The impact of these on remaining sheep 

enterprises has been to further deprive them of feed and to concentrate 

sheep into smaller areas for lambing and weaning to protect them from wild 

dog attack. It is my belief that this has increased the risk of OJD. Indeed the 

eastern grey kangaroo may even be overpopulated in certain areas and it 

may be an alternative host for Map. This was proved to be the case on 

Kangaroo Island in SA, but to my knowledge it has not been seriously 

researched in other areas where OJD is endemic. 
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Please refer to the following link if you are interested in a social commentary on this. 

http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2004/01/18/1074360633153.html 

Conclusion. 

To sum up it is my sincere belief that attempts to regulate and control the spread of this 

disease to date have cost the sheep industry far more than any claimed benefits. To my 

simple way of thinking there has been no apparent ‘gains’ other than the 'eradication' of a 

significant portion of the sheep host population. This has been accompanied by the loss of 

many skilled sheep managers who cared for a loved their land. 

Sheep numbers have fallen from the estimated peak of 170 million in 1990 to an estimated 

70 million in recent times. This is not in the interests of the sheep themselves, their owners, 

or anyone else who depends on them, including the vaccine manufacturer, our consumers, 

and our national economy.   

With an increase in bush fires in recent years and huge blow out in control and prevention 

costs, I wonder whether another 100 million sheep would have reduced fuel burdens 

sufficiently to minimise bush fire risk and impact. A local woolgrower and RFS volunteer only 

recently told me following our bad summer of fires that he recalled a similar spate of fires 

during the fifties. When I asked how many sheep were about then he replied – “Not many. 

That’s why we had a wool shortage and a wool boom.” 

Some US states pay sheep farmers to agist sheep in forests to reduce fuel loads and fire risk. 

In the UK and many European countries sheep farmers are paid to help landscape the 

environment for tourism. But in Australia we lock sheep out of our national parks and 

declare them environmental vandals. We consider them to be a food safety risk and the 

carriers of a potential zoonotic disease. We expect sheep owners and managers to risk their 

livelihoods and limbs to minimise this potential zoonotic disease, not because it may send 

them broke, but because it may risk our export market, or another sheep owner's 

questionable disease free status, or indeed one day be proved a human zoonosis which may 

require further regulation, or eradication if this was ever proved possible. 

I wonder if trade and agistment opportunities were promoted, rather than regulated against 

for flocks in endemic areas, whether we would be still seeing the same prevalence and 

spread of OJD that we see today. I think not. And I also think our sheep industry and 

economy would be in a much better financial state along with that of our animal health 

product companies. Please accept this submission as an independent opinion written by an 

experienced veterinarian who is also a wool grower. Thank you for the opportunity to 

contribute to this debate. 
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