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• Australia’s freedom from epidemic disease
• Animal diseases
• What is equine influenza?
• What other countries are affected by EI?
• Background to the EI outbreak
• Government planning for a disease emergency
• What is the regulatory framework?
• What has been the response so far?
• Size of the horse industry
• What are the consequences and economic impact?
• Could governments have planned better?
• Could industry have planned better?
• Will Australia be better prepared next time?



 

Australia’s freedom from epidemic disease

• An appropriate starting point when discussing epidemic 
disease is to consider Australia’s position in relation to the rest 
of the world.

• Australia’s livestock industries and are generally free from 
many endemic diseases which exist overseas, such as foot 
and mouth, thanks largely to our geographic location and to 
historically sound quarantine policies. However, globalisation
and increased travel movements internationally increase the 
risk of the spread of disease around the world.

• Australian agriculture benefits enormously from its freedom 
from the more devastating epidemic diseases.  The 
introduction of such diseases into Australia could cause 
serious production losses to livestock industries, jeopardise
exports of livestock and livestock products and/or have serious 
public health implications.



 

Animal diseases

• The outbreak of equine influenza in Australia in August 2007 has had 
widespread consequences for the equine industry.  EI does not transmit to 
humans and the response to the disease does not require mandatory 
destruction of infected animals.

• An outbreak of other animal diseases, such as foot and mouth or avian 
influenza could potentially have far more devastating consequences. The 
response to these diseases may require destruction of infected animals 
which can result in widespread stock losses, and can have a significant 
impact on trade.

• However, an even greater risk is where animal diseases have the 
potential to transmit to humans, such as avian flu. The key risk with avian 
flu is for the potential emergence of new human pandemic strains from 
avian viruses or from a combination of both human or other animal 
viruses.

• It is estimated that 60% of all new and emerging infectious diseases come 
from animals. There are several factors which promote the possible 
transmission of infectious disease from animals to humans including rapid 
population growth and increased urbanisation.



 

What is equine influenza?

• Equine influenza (EI) is an acute, highly contagious, viral disease, which can 
cause rapidly spreading outbreaks of respiratory disease in horses. Prior to 
August 2007, Australia and NZ were the only countries that have remained 
free of EI. It has the potential to cause illness, deaths in foals or old horses 
and loss of performance. 

• As with human influenzas, the EI virus is rapidly spread by direct contact. 
The most common way infection spreads between establishments is by 
movement of infected horses to and from races, studs, shows, events and 
sales. Contaminated vehicles, equipment and people can take infection from 
one establishment to another.

• EI is included on the OIE (World Organisation for Animal Health) list of 
notifiable diseases. OIE listed diseases are ones with the potential for 
international spread, significant mortality or morbidity within the species 
and/or potential zoonotic spread to humans.



 

Who other countries are affected by EI?

• EI is endemic in Europe, North America, South America, North Africa and Asia. 
Sporadic outbreaks of disease occur in these regions and vaccination is practiced. 
Epidemics occur when a new antigenic virus strain emerges or is introduced. The 
most recent outbreak was in the UK in 2003.

• In the past 20 years, serious epidemics in South Africa (1986, 2003), India (1987), 
Hong Kong (1992), Dubai (1995) and the Philippines (1997) have been associated 
with the importation of sub-clinically infected horses by air from endemic areas 
and inadequate post-arrival quarantine procedures.



 

Background to the EI outbreak

• EI was an exotic disease in Australia prior to August 2007.

• Australia relies on quarantine to prevent the introduction of exotic disease. 
Quarantine protocols for horses imported into Australia consist of pre-export 
quarantine and post-arrival quarantine. All horses must spend a minimum of 
28 days in quarantine (usually 14 days in their country of origin, and 14 days in 
Australia).

• Greater demands have been placed on quarantine services with a substantial 
increase in the importation of horses during the past few years. Nearly 700 
horses were imported into Australia from the northern hemisphere in 
2006/2007. 



 

Government planning for a disease emergency

• Emergency disease planning occurs at three 
levels—Commonwealth, state/territory and local—
and involves animal health authorities, emergency 
management and industry. 

• At the national level, Animal Health Australia has 
been charged with the responsibility of developing 
and maintaining AUSVETPLAN. 

• AUSVETPLAN is the technical response plan which 
sets out the national approach to an emergency 
animal disease incident. 

• The purpose of AUSVETPLAN is to provide policy 
and guidelines for the consistent management of an 
animal disease emergency.

• AUSVETPLANs have been prepared for all major 
animal disease outbreaks including avian influenza 
and foot and mouth disease. 

• Generally, Australian policy is to eradicate any 
introduced exotic animal disease as expeditiously 
as possible, if that is feasible.



 

Background to the EI outbreak
• Inadequate quarantine procedures have been responsible for several EI 

outbreaks around the world. It is highly probably that a failure in 
quarantine was responsible for the current outbreak, although an official 
determination on how EI was transferred into the general horse population 
will be the subject of the Callinan Inquiry final report.

• The first case of EI was detected on 17 August in a stallion imported from 
Ireland in Sydney’s Eastern Creek quarantine station.  EI was then 
detected at the Centennial Parklands Equestrian Centre in Sydney. The 
NSW Government announced the existence of EI in the general horse 
population on 25 August 2007.

• From Sydney, the disease spread to Maitland in NSW and Warwick in 
Queensland where there was large gatherings of horses competing at 
major events. 



 

What is the regulatory framework?

• In Australia, each state and territory has operational responsibility 
for the control and eradication of animal diseases, whether endemic 
or exotic, within its borders. Each state and territory therefore 
administers its own emergency disease control legislation. 

• Commonwealth legislation includes powers under the Quarantine 
Act 1908 that would be available to support, where appropriate, the 
states and territories. The Quarantine Act has not been invoked for 
this outbreak. 

• All legal measures taken have occurred under state and territory
laws. In NSW the relevant legislation is the Exotic Diseases of 
Animals Act 1991. This is where the power to impose movement and 
quarantine restrictions in NSW originates from. 

• The Chief Veterinary Officer of each state is responsible for 
developing a response plan for the outbreak. 



 

What was the response?

The outbreak of EI triggered a series of measures 
across Australia in accordance with AUSVETPLAN. 
The overall policy provided for in AUSVETPLAN is to 
control and then eradicate EI by: 

o quarantine and movement controls of horses to 
prevent the spread of infection; 

o decontamination of facilities and equipment to 
eliminate the spread of the disease agent from 
infected animals and premises; 

o tracing and surveillance to determine the source 
and extent of infection; 

o strategic vaccination; and 

o an awareness campaign to encourage industry 
cooperation.



 

What was the response?

• A total national ban on horse movement was 
announced and implemented on 25 August 
2007. This ‘standstill’ order remained in 
place for 7 days. This meant that no horse 
was permitted to leave the property it was on 
at the time of the order, regardless of the 
location. 

• After 1 September, each state and territory 
implemented individual movement 
restrictions based on the presence of 
infected horses.

• The total movement ban on horse 
movements remained in place in NSW until 
19 September, when the zoning system was 
announced.



 

What was the response?

• Zoning is a mechanism which facilitates a return to 
normal business operations, depending on the 
zoning classification. Infected and disease free 
zones are established to contain the disease and 
at the same time facilitate business.

• The zoning system was introduced to impose 
varying levels of bio-security measures and varying 
use of restricted orders and control orders to 
different parts of NSW depending on the level of 
infection. Some of the matters which are graded 
between the zones include:

o movement or horses within and between the 
zones; 

o requirement for movement permits; and 
o biosecurity procedures.



 

Size of the horse industry

• The size of the horse industry hasn’t been precisely determined. It is a very diverse industry 
made up of many components. It is estimated that the horse industry is the fifth largest industry 
in Australia.

• The first attempt to estimate the contribution of the horse industry to the Australian economy 
was a Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation report, dated June 2001. This 
report – ‘The Horse Industry – Contribution to the Australian Economy’ concluded that the 
industry contributes over $6.3 billion to GDP per year.

• It is estimated that the national racing industry employs 97,000 people. The Australian Racing 
Board report ‘Size and Scope of the Australian Thoroughbred Industry’ identified that the 
contribution industry makes to the Australian economy is $7.7 billion. 



 

What are the consequences and economic impact?
• The EI outbreak has caused serious disruption and economic loss to the industry. 

The impact has been particularly severe due to the duration of the outbreak and the 
ongoing movement restrictions that prevent the industry returning to normal 
operations. 

• The timing and location of the outbreak has also contributed to the severity of the 
impact. The outbreak occurred immediately prior to the commencement of the 
breeding season, spring racing carnival and show and competition season and in 
the middle of the most densely horse populated region in Australia.

• All sections of the industry, in particular in NSW and Queensland, have been 
affected. Horse sales, race meetings, royal shows, all equestrian events in the 
eastern states, from Olympic qualifying events to pony club, have been cancelled.

• We are now in the 4th month of movement restrictions. Movement is the lifeblood of 
the industry. Horses travel an astonishing amount and with no movement, horses 
cannot compete, cannot be bought or sold, and all normal industry business is 
disrupted. 



 

What are the consequences and economic impact?

• In addition, horse businesses support a whole array of associated groups and 
industries, such as farriers, veterinarians, saddleries, horse transporters, feed 
merchants and many others. 

• These associated businesses have also been impacted through reduced 
demand for services and restrictions on servicing clients.

• It can be difficult for the industry to reduce overheads during a crisis period. 
Costs are largely fixed – horses have to be maintained – they still require 
feeding, shoeing, housing, veterinary care and general maintenance. 

• At the same time, horses cannot move and competitions have been cancelled 
so there is no opportunity to generate income. Horses cannot be sold, as they 
cannot be transferred to other zones in NSW, nor can they be transported 
interstate, so it is difficult to liquidate assets.

• Some sections of the industry have significant capital investment and high 
ongoing expenses such as developing and maintaining properties and 
facilities. 

• The majority of the industry operates on relatively low margins so disruptions 
to cash flow can have serious consequences. Businesses are often under 
capitalised and in times of crisis may have no cash reserves to draw upon.



 

What are the consequences and economic impact?

• Over 40,000 horses have been infected with the virus 
to date. EI affects performance, which in the racing 
and elite competition sectors is particularly 
devastating. Initial losses are estimated to be in the 
order of $1 billion although the process of quantifying 
losses has yet to be finalized. 

• Racing has been shut down in NSW and SE 
Queensland since the outbreak, with Sydney racing 
recommencing on 1 December. All equestrian events 
in NSW and Queensland have been cancelled for 2007 
and are unlikely to resume until February 2008 at the 
earliest.

• Movement restrictions are continuing with no end date 
confirmed, although initial estimates suggest June 
2008 as a likely end date, subject to ongoing 
successful containment of the disease.



 

Could governments have planned better?

• It may be premature to assess the success or otherwise of the 
planning for, and response to, the outbreak. EI has been contained in 
NSW and Queensland, but possible eradication is many months 
away. However, there is evidence that in some respects crisis 
management planning was inadequate. 

• As one example, the risk modelling undertaken as part of 
AUSVETPLAN appears deficient. AUSVETPLAN has underestimated 
the risk of the disease being introduced into Australia. It states 
“International experience suggests that EI could potentially be 
introduced to Australia by imported horses if quarantine procedures 
are inadequate. However, Australia’s current stringent quarantine 
requirements for importation of live horses mean that the introduction 
of EI virus by this means is unlikely”.



 

Could governments have planned better?

• The likelihood of EI entering Australia via imported 
horses was acknowledged by industry as a very real 
potential threat.  The Australian Racing Board, 
Australian Horse Industry Council and the Australian 
Veterinary Association had advised the relevant 
minister, prior to the outbreak, that EI was one of the 
greatest risks to the horse industry.

• AQIS has indicated that it adopts a ‘risk continuum’
model in respect to the importation of horses, where 
emphasis was placed on pre-export quarantine. AQIS 
has acknowledged at the Callinan Inquiry that it did not 
anticipate EI would arrive at Eastern Creek and 
consequently did not effectively focus on post-arrival 
quarantine.

• Therefore, disease planning will also require a complete 
overhaul of Australia’s quarantine system, which in this 
case failed to discharge its responsibilities to protect  
Australia from imported disease. 



 

Could governments have planned better? 

• Further evidence of a lack of preparedness is the lack of 
immediate availability of a vaccine, widely acknowledged 
as a key tool in containing and managing spread of the 
virus. 

• In the South African outbreak of 2003, a vaccine was 
sourced, imported from overseas and made available to 
the racing industry within 3 days of the outbreak. In the 
Australian case, it was week 4 of the outbreak before a 
vaccine was available for use.

• Prior to this outbreak, EI vaccine was not approved for 
use in Australia and no domestic production exists. For 
this particular case, the emergency approval process for 
an effective vaccine was completed in 3 weeks – the 
normal timeframe for approval is 255 days.

• It is likely that the Australian National Audit Office and the 
NSW Audit Office will conduct reviews of the EI outbreak 
response, from both a federal and state perspective, to 
determine whether any improvements can be 
incorporated into future emergency planning models.



 

Could industry have planned better?

• To assess industry preparedness, it is necessary to appreciate that the 
industry is very diverse with no ‘typical’ industry participant. The ‘high 
value’ end of the industry is the larger thoroughbred and racing entities 
and Olympic competitors. These are usually well resourced businesses 
which are more likely to have some form of business continuity planning 
in place. 

• The majority of the industry comprises small businesses – such as 
veterinary practices - which historically have not anticipated or planned 
for business disruption. For many industry participants, business 
continuity planning has not been on the agenda.

• Many small businesses rely on business interruption insurance to protect 
against downturns in income. However, business interruption insurance 
policies typically have a disease exclusion relating to loss-of-profit 
provisions, so few businesses have had recourse to insurance protection 
during this crisis. 

• Business continuity planning is likely to be a priority after the experiences 
of the current outbreak.



 

Will Australia be better prepared next time?

• As a result of this crisis, industry now has a heightened 
awareness of the threat of infectious disease and of the 
consequences of an outbreak. 

• There has been high visibility in the media, which has in 
turn generated greater public awareness. This provides 
further pressure and incentive for government and 
industry to work at improving disease planning and 
responses.

• More particularly, industry is exploring strategies which 
will provide greater insurance against business 
disruption in the event of a further outbreak. 

• As one example, the Australian Racing Board will 
mandate ongoing vaccination of race horses, even with 
eradication of the virus. 

• This is viewed by the racing industry as appropriate risk 
management to ensure that the potential effects of 
another outbreak don’t have a similar devastating 
impact to this one. 

• This is the model adopted in the UK, where 
approximately 30% of the horse population, mainly the 
racing industry, is vaccinated – with minimal disruption 
to that particular sector. 



 

Will Australia be better prepared next time?

• Industry will also lobby for a comprehensive overview of 
AUSVETPLAN to ensure that the industry’s ongoing economic 
viability is considered in any future response. 

• Industry is very mindful of the possibility of future outbreaks of EI 
and is identifying ways to ensure that it is better prepared in 
future to reduce the inevitable economic impacts. 

• The Australian Bureau of Agricultural & Research Economics 
(ABARE) has suggested that an EI outbreak may occur in 
Australia once every 20 years irrespective of eradication.

• It is evident that the longer it takes to control a disease the 
greater the economic and social impacts on industry. 

• It is acknowledged that the key to more effective planning is to
aim to reduce the time taken to control the disease – ongoing 
improvements in the efficacy of vaccines and more advanced 
diagnostic testing will assist here. 



 

Will Australia be better prepared next time?

• Industry is also considering a scheme to 
provide for identification and micro-chipping of 
horses in Australia to improve tracing and 
surveillance. 

• Better information on horse numbers and 
locations will increase response times and 
identify infected areas more quickly to facilitate 
improved disease management.

• Finally, industry will lobby for an overhaul of 
Australia’s quarantine system to ensure that 
the likelihood of a similar outbreak occurring 
with such devastating economic consequences 
is dramatically reduced in future.
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