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DRAFT 2

The Secretary

Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee,

Parliament House, 

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Fax (02) 6277 5818

Dear Secretary,

The Australian Veterinary Association, in concert with the Cattle Council of Australia, wish to provide the attached submission to the Committee’s inquiry into the regulation, control and management of invasive species and the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Amendment (Invasive species) Bill 2002.  The focus of this submission is the issue of feral pigs.

The Australian Veterinary Association (AVA) is the national body representing the Veterinary Profession in Australia.  It has expertise and a deep interest in animal welfare and in the control of animal disease. The AVA has expertise in the biology of the pig, its biochemistry and physiology, certain elements of its behaviour and in the diseases that pigs can carry.

The Cattle Council of Australia (CCA) is the peak industry body representing the interests of the producers of grass-fed cattle in this country.  CCA’s actions with regard to the feral pig issue are endorsed by the National Farmers Federation (NFF).   The CCA is the national organisation representing those landholders whose support is vital if feral pigs are to be controlled and if risks feral pigs present to Australia as a whole are to be eliminated.

Members of these organisations have serious concerns regarding the large numbers of feral pigs that are now causing serious environmental damage, compromises to the health and welfare of farm animals and livestock losses.  Feral pigs contribute to spread of endemic diseases and provide a potential reservoir of exotic animal diseases. Some diseases of concern, such as Japanese encephalitis, are zoonoses (ie: also affect humans).

The concerns of AVA members are reflected in a resolution passed at the AVA Annual General Meeting in Adelaide, 2002 that the Association should assume a leadership role in progressing the feral pig initiative.  This meant “the need for a thorough examination of the research conducted and information collected to date by a meeting of government authorities, livestock industries and environmentalists with a view to determining an appropriate national program for containment and ultimate eradication of feral pigs”.

CCA’s concerns have been expressed in a similar resolution, stating that CCA “seek a nationally coordinated approach to the issue of Feral Pigs.”

AVA and CCA have taken part in the national discussions relating to feral pig control.  The two organisations were among the sponsors of the feral pig workshop in Cairns on 2nd and 3rd June 2003 and in the discussions on research on the 4th June.

AVA and CCA recognise that there are many disciplines involved in the control of these animals and many stakeholders with an interest in control.  The two organisations seek to play a part and offer their expertise in the national interest.

The attached submission also provides the AVA and CCA responses to the Draft Queensland Strategy. In short, the strategy seems to reflect maintenance of the status quo rather than control and ultimate elimination of the threat from feral pigs.

Yours sincerely

Dr Jo Sillince





Keith Adams

President





President

Australian Veterinary Association


Cattle Council of Australia

10th October 2003

SUBMISSION FROM THE AUSTRALIAN VETERINARY ASSOCIATION (AVA) AND THE CATTLE COUNCIL OF AUSTRALIA (CAA) [NATIONAL FARMERS FEDERATION] TO THE SENATE INQUIRY INTO INVASIVE SPECIES

This submission relates specifically to feral pigs

Executive Summary

AVA and CCA believe that a national strategy for the control and the ultimate eradication of the threats from feral pigs is a worthwhile long-term objective.  While this may not be achievable with current techniques and technology AVA / CCA believe it is the appropriate goal on which to set strategy and business planning.  

AVA / CCA support the outcomes of the Cairns Workshop of 3,4 and 5 June 2003 and the agreed statement and list of priorities and research needs.

AVA / CCA believe that a national operational plan replacing and incorporating the current programs of the individual states and territories is necessary to progress control and eradication efforts.  This needs to have support from all stakeholders and be supervised by a representative and expert committee.

The next step is to develop a nationally coordinated plan to progress the eradication of the threat from feral pigs. Along with others we believe that the partnership with and responsibilities of the pastoral industries will be lost unless credible efforts on control are made. 

1. Introduction

It is generally accepted that feral pigs have been present in Australia since first European exploration and settlement.  There are wide spread concerns over the potential for the animal to damage the environment, have serious welfare concerns for farm and other animals, cause production losses and carry disease.

Efforts have been made for many years to control and in some cases eradicate pigs from some areas of Australia by vertebrate pest control authorities in the States and Territories.  At the national level research and some operational elements have been coordinated by the Vertebrate Pest Committee of the Primary Industries Ministerial Council.

There have been no co-ordinated national programs for control or eradication.

Extensive research has been carried on methods of control of feral pigs, their potential for carriage of disease and population dynamics.  There is wide recognition across the country that their threat must be contained and Environment Australia has prepared a Threat Abatement Plan and several States have plans or strategies. Nevertheless it has to be said that progress has been minimal, to the degree that numbers of feral pigs are estimated to be to the order of 23 million across Australia.  

It is recognised that research must continue into methods of feral pig control such as area baiting and new baits and management strategies, trapping strategies, targeting bait systems and methods of monitoring numbers of feral pigs.

2. The Problem

The distribution and numbers of feral pigs are affected by seasonal factors such as access to water, food and protection.  It is also widely recognised that management of feral pigs requires an integrated approach involving a wide variety of disciplines and involvement by stakeholder groups.  While the environmental impact is not well quantified it is recognised that feral pigs threaten the survival of several species of native plants and animals on a number of fronts:  by physical damage or consumption of native plants or distribution of disease.

It is recognised that it is not possible or it is extremely difficult to eradicate feral pigs with current technology nevertheless current approaches appear to be defined only to minimise damage, try to control numbers and postpone migration to new areas.

Some communities such as the indigenous community regard feral pigs as a food source and others as an economic resource as in the export of feral pigs carcases.  It is recognised that control and other efforts are extremely costly and that the pig will return in numbers to areas reasonably quickly unless knock down numbers have been very great.  

It is also recognised that control is expensive and difficult and that landholders have become reluctant to participate due to lack of long-term success.  

All control methods have animal welfare implications.  Baits have undesirable effects and other methods may involve injury.

3. The Damage

Feral pigs cause serious environmental damage through damage to native species of plants and animals particularly in sensitive areas such as tropical rain forests.  Feral pigs predation on other animals such as newborn lambs raises animal welfare and production concerns.  Feral pigs carry many diseases including zoonoses and are potential reservoirs for exotic disease, possibly complicating or preventing eradication.

4. Key Issues

The key issues were addressed at the Cairns Workshop of 3 and 4 June 2003 and the research meeting of 5 June 2003.

The objective was to reach agreement for a National Action Agenda for Feral Pigs that would bring together all disciplines and stakeholders.

The workshop was apparently the largest ever held on feral pigs and the objective of involving all stakeholder groups was met. The Queensland Department of National Resources and Mines was a sponsor along with AVA, CCA and the Rainforest and Pest Animal CRCs.
AVA and the CRC for Pest Animal Control and the CRC for Rainforests, AFFA, Environment Australia, State governments, Vertebrate Pests Committee, manufacturers of chemicals for control, livestock industry and other stakeholder groups were present. 

The workshop reached agreement on the following statement. 
"Eradication of the threat from feral pigs is the long-term goal. This will require the development of more effective control techniques and technologies. The immediate objective is to minimise economic, agricultural, public health and environmental impacts and risks through development and implementation of a National Strategy and Action Plan for the management of feral pigs through the use of currently available techniques."

It was agreed that in order to implement the decision of the Workshop to eradicate the threat of feral pigs it would be necessary to gain the support of the Federal Government for a nationally coordinated program.  

A list of priorities was also agreed as follows:

1. Disease issues

2. An adequate suite of registered poisons

3. Effective management tools

4. Monitoring program to establish distribution and density of pigs/threat of pigs

5. Best practice manual by bio-region

6. Delineation of animal rights and animal welfare

7. Develop culture within government departments of mopping up remaining animals  

8. Linkages between catchment management plans and feral pig to lead to better community awareness

9. Map feral pigs in Australia to establish feral pig free areas

10. Legislative backing 

11. Translocation

12. Swill feeding

13. Landholder obligations

14. Regionally coordinated campaigns (poison ect)

15. Coordination at science level.

A list of research projects was also made from the research meeting on the final day of the workshop. The list included: 

1. Baits and current and future strategy

2. “Achilles Heel” approaches

3. Disease agents

4. Genetics

5. Environmental effects / impacts

6. Translocation

7. Research policy / on ground

8. Survey methods / monitoring

9. Commercial use

10. Risk analysis

11. Defence of existing technologies

12. Mopping up

13. Coordination and support for applications

14. Planning of control programs

15. Toxin residues

16. Animal welfare

17. Social research and extension.

5. Strategies of various States and Commonwealth Agencies

5.1
Environment Australia draft Threat Abatement Plan for Control of Feral Pigs.

Environment Australia is developing a Threat Abatement Plan for Feral Pigs as is required under the Environment Protection Bio Diversity Conservation Act 1999.  A draft has been published for public comment.
While agreeing with some of the points and objectives raised in the Plan, AVA/CCA do not see the Plan as an acceptable nor adequate approach to addressing the problem of feral pigs.

AVA and CCA believe that the seven objectives outlined in the Plan do have merit and can lead to regional protection.  AVA and CCA note that the Plan indicates that feral pigs inhabit 32% of the mainland.  This in turn is a formal recognition that 62% of the mainland is free from feral pigs. 

AVA/CCA feel that free areas and areas of low pig density can form the platform for a national plan and a national map showing densities of feral pigs that can be used for monitoring of progress of control and eradication.

However the Threat Abatement Plan for Feral Pigs can be interpreted as suggesting that the most suitable approach for Australia is to live with feral pigs until further on going work is completed on regarding how best to co-exist.  This point of view stems from inadequate knowledge of the effects of feral pigs and the difficulty of eradication.  This has led to a strategy based on ensuring feral pigs don't migrate into areas that are currently free.

The Plan lists strategies that essentially seek more research and better communication to engage the stakeholders. It is noteworthy that the plan sees all the work as being done by Government, without apparent industry or CRC involvement. 

The Plan concedes that pigs cause problems, but because the extent of these problems cannot be established accurately the best approach is to determine the real impact of the pigs and then decide whether something should be done. 

The Plan recognises that killing pigs has problems in that many consider baits to be inhumane, and that shooting doesn't work quickly enough in most situations to kill adequate numbers to make and hold progress. Landholders have been involved many times in unsuccessful or unsustainable knock-downs and can find it hard to find enthusiasm for further programs.

5.2
The Queensland Draft Strategy

Queensland has recently developed a draft strategy and sought public comment.  The strategy also seems to reflect maintenance of the status quo rather than seeking to progress control and ultimate elimination of the threat from feral pigs.  There is reference to local eradication and knock down but it is not convincing in any wider context.

The five desired outcomes of the strategy seem appropriate, viz:

1.
Appropriate resourcing

2.
Community acceptance that feral pigs are everyone’s responsibility

3.
Effective management of feral pigs 

4.
Effective and strategic use of resources through collaborative and coordinated management planning

5.
Strategic research to define the problem and finding affective management solutions.

The draft in making reference to foot and mouth disease (FMD) recognises the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) review which has indicated that the risk posed by feral pigs may not be as great as generally perceived and not as great as other species.  The review also noted that Australia may not necessarily have to display freedom in feral animals in order to display overall freedom from FMD disease.  Nevertheless feral pigs could complicate eradication or play a part in the epidemiology of endemic or visiting diseases like Japanese encephalitis, FMD and other exotic diseases.  AVA / CCA recognise the importance of FMD but do not consider it to be the only disease of concern.  We have mentioned earlier the role of feral pigs in zoonotic diseases.

The Queensland review addresses harvesting of feral pigs and the value of the trade and suggests that the cost benefit of this activity be assessed.  At the Cairns workshop the representatives of that industry indicated they did not see it as an on going resource and would not see the harvesting industry as justification for keeping the feral population intact.  

AVA / CCA consider that harvesting may contribute in the short term to local reduction in numbers.  However it is imperative that the commercial value of feral pigs should not be a part of any decision on control and eradication.  At an appropriate time harvesting and sport should cease and be replaced by promotion of reduction and hopefully eradication.

The Queensland strategy emerges as a part of the overall Queensland strategy for natural resource management and pest species management.   This is understandable but if it were to be used as a national plan for pigs it would be necessary to develop an operational program strategy.  

The Queensland draft strategy addresses management and recognises that to be effective, management would have to focus on areas that have high value for agriculture and the environment to get community support.  It considers that management techniques are best achieved by conducting periodic knock downs of populations in high impact areas. It gives the impression of concentrating on localised elimination and generalised impact management.  This would be appropriate provided they are part of a long-term objective but should not be the overall objective. This strategy only gives a general policy or strategic view and if developed into a national program would have to be supported by operational documents.

The section on monitoring and evaluation provides an excellent set of qualitative indicators.  However these could not be used in the form in which they are presented for a national program seeking to reduce regional populations with a long-term view to eradication.

At most the Queensland document as it stands at the time of writing could be used as an outline for a national strategic plan. 

6. Current Approach

The current approach is based largely on six criteria developed by the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (see section 9 below).  The six criteria effectively prevent attempts at eradication, even in regions.  Essentially effects are directed to preventing spread into new areas and to research new methods of control.  There are no coordinated operational plans.  Uncoordinated regional programs are conducted on occasions, most recently in Queensland and Western New South Wales.

7. Funding Options

Costs of current operations appear to be adequate.  AVA/CCA are not seeking additional funds but rather a change in utilisation through a more operational and coordinated program.  We believe that all who benefit from feral pig control should share funding.  There are public and private benefits.  Landholders should contribute.

· The ‘public good” share could be met in regard to environment

· Disease/public health 

· Issues affecting trade

8. A National Plan

This group believes that there is a need for a National Plan for eradication and control of feral pigs.

In considering plans for eradication of the threat and the long-term goal of eradication (as defined) it is also necessary to look at plans currently in place. We have commented earlier in this submission regarding the efforts of the States and Territories as coordinated by the Vertebrate Pests Committee.  It is also necessary to comment on the Threat Abatement Plans offered for public consultation by Environment Australia.

In the Brucellosis and Tuberculosis Eradication campaign and other major disease control and eradication programs in which the AVA and CCA have participated, the following have been critical factors:

· National coordination

· legislative support

· secure funding

· standard definitions and rules

· benchmarks/milestones

· monitoring of progress, and

· oversight by government and stakeholders.

Industry and the veterinary profession recognise that the future schemes for control of feral pigs (as they do for animal diseases) must include:

· community recognition of the need for the program and acceptance of its downside and costs

· funding from governments and all direct and indirect stakeholders

· justification by cost benefit analysis

· satisfactory technology for eradication

· surveillance

·  protection of clean areas from re-habitation, and 

· addressing the animal welfare considerations.

An operational action plan designed to move toward eradication of feral pigs would need to include:

· delineation of pig numbers and the geographical distribution

· natural and regional boundaries

· establishment and protection of pig-free regions

· reduction in pig populations by a nationally coordinated program using all acceptable destruction methods available

· long term research into new control methods such as biological control

· reduction of the advantages of maintaining populations of feral pigs (such as the wild pig-meat export trade, pig hunting and use for food)

· heavy penalties for releasing or holding feral pigs 

· stricter bans on swill waste feeding of pigs, and 

· establishment of a national coordinating body to manage such a program.

9. Desired level of reduction in feral pig numbers      

Clearly, the ideal solution would be the complete elimination of all feral pigs.

There can be little convincing argument that “manageable” numbers should be retained to sustain the small (ca $20 million pa) wild pig meat export industry, when viewed against the substantial damage that the feral pigs can and/or do cause to the environment and the native, livestock and human population.

It is recognised that an objective of total and perpetual elimination of all feral pigs on the continent is idealistic with present technologies. Even if all feral pigs were eliminated, the escape or deliberate release of only one domestic pig would nullify the usual definition of “eradication”.

Unfortunately, there are no useful guidelines or experience on the scale of continental animal pest elimination that we are contemplating for Australia. Our huge numbers of feral pigs, the unique nature of our environment and our federal political structure make it necessary to develop new definitions and parameters for planning strategies and measuring progress.

Wildlife ecologists in the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry have developed six criteria aimed to assess whether eradication of a feral species is likely to be successful – 

· animals can be removed at a rate faster than they can breed up to replace  losses

· immigration is zero

· all animals are at risk

· animals can be detected at low densities

· cost is acceptable

· social acceptance.

These criteria are so stringent that it would be almost impossible to satisfy them except in a very limited pest animal population situation such as, for example a small island with a pest animal susceptible to routine eradication techniques.

The criteria do not appear to have been subjected to international scientific peer review, which is understandable as there is no international body or set of circumstances that would be analogous to the Australian feral pig situation.

This emphasises the necessity to develop Australian criteria to suit our unique circumstances.

10. “Eradication”

The June, 2003 Cairns Feral Pig Action Agenda workshop made a most important conclusion statement that included the following -  

‘Eradication of the threat from feral pigs is the long-term goal’

The statement included reference to the need for improved control techniques and technologies.

However, the importance of the concept of eradication of the threat is clearly enunciated.

It becomes necessary to take account of realities and this includes consideration of the degree of population reduction necessary to achieve all the objectives of environment protection and   prevention of endemic and exotic disease establishment. Scientific principles should be employed as far as possible in these determinations.

10.1
The environment

A single pig will be able to cause substantial environmental damage to native species and fauna such as turtle and cassowary eggs. Environmentalists would therefore be justified in seeking total elimination as the desired outcome to protect endangered species. A problem is likely to be that the greatest degree of environmental damage may be in the most inaccessible regions and total elimination of pigs exceedingly difficult. 

10.2
Diseases

A minimal pool of susceptible pigs is necessary to sustain most porcine diseases. A very small group of pigs in a remote area is less likely to sustain a particular disease or transmit it to other species.

Advanced population monitoring and disease modelling techniques need to be applied to define high-risk areas where feral pig and domestic animal populations are large enough and in sufficient contact to initiate and sustain outbreaks of important diseases such as foot and mouth. Expert Australian veterinary epidemiologists can contribute to this work as part of a national feral pig strategy.

This principle has been used with bovine tuberculosis which we successfully claim to have eliminated from Australia. We accept that TB may from time to time reappear in a very limited number of cattle herds, deriving from humans or birds for example. But, we have the surveillance capability for early detection and the technologies (usually slaughter of affected herds) to maintain our freedom claim. These principles are accepted internationally. We aim to apply similar principles to feral pigs.

Periodic transmission of Swine Fever in Europe from wild boars to domestic pigs may provide some guides to likely events in Australia.

10.3
Welfare considerations

Pest control procedures are preferably not repeated interminably. Therefore, a one-off total eradication program is the desired course in regions that lend themselves to this type of action.  In regions where this is not immediately possible, control measures must be applied at minimal frequency consistent with satisfactory control progress.

11.  Regional operational management
This submission describes elsewhere the strategies recommended for handling the feral pig problem.

The strategic plan depends upon three facets:

1. Delineate the population distribution

2. Identify and protect regions of lowest or nil population

3. Initiate elimination/control in areas of higher population density where environmental damage and/or disease threats are highest. This will entail some form of identification of regions or zones of differing activity and this could logically be based on population densities.

The Australian continent occupies about 7.5 million square kilometres.

Purely by way of illustration and without commitment to these figures, a method of zone definition could be along the lines of the following –

Declaring Free or Protected Areas (that could be successfully monitored and protected) and 

Eradication or Control Areas (in which co-ordinated action could be taken following risk analysis of the environment and demographics of the pig, susceptible animals and people, make it a high priority and possible to eliminate the pig and prevent its reintroduction) may be a useful first step.

This commitment should lead to greater demand for scientific R&D support and hopefully some of the technological breakthroughs that would allow more effective threat and/or pig elimination where needed.

Protected Areas

Where the feral pig population is estimated to be less than 1000 pigs per 100,000 sq km.

Environmental damage minimal and disease establishment unlikely - protected from new pig introductions.

These areas should be enlarged by expanding their boundaries along with concurrent population reduction

Eradication Areas

Where the feral pig population is estimated to be more than 1000 pigs per 100,000 sq km.

High prospects of environmental damage and disease establishment.

Integrated control/eradication programs as part of a nationally co-ordinated campaign.

12.  Monitoring and Evaluation

Operational programs cannot be successful without monitoring of progress in line with objectives and milestones and ongoing evaluation.

All stakeholders can be involved through appropriate reporting mechanisms.  Regular reports to stakeholders and interested parties are necessary and readily assisted by use of operational maps.
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