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QAF Meat Industries (QAF) - Background

QAF is the largest integrated pork producer in Australia and the largest in the Southern Hemisphere and ranks in the top 25 producers in the world. QAF integration covers stockfeed milling through pig production to slaughter and boning and both national and international sales.

QAF produces nearly 20% of Australia’s pork meat from 8 company owned farming sites across Southern NSW and central Victoria with its headquarters located at Corowa. In addition the Company utilizes over 60 contract growers across the same region.

The Company is one of the largest farmers in Australia employing 1000 full time and casual people and has an annual turnover of approximately $250 Million.

QAF is the largest exporter of pork in Australia with values totalling $80 Million or approximately 30% of Australia’s total exports. The growth in exports has been rapid from humble beginnings in the early nineties to significant commencing 1997:

· 1997  -  $9 M

· 1998  -  $18 M

· 1999  -  $27 M

· 2000  -  $45 M

· 2001  -  $70 M

· 2002  -  $82 M

The key markets for QAF’s product are Japan and Singapore. Both these markets were essentially established as a consequence of a disease occurrence in a supply country to those markets: 

· Taiwan contracted Foot & Mouth disease in 1996.  Taiwan at that stage was supplying Japan approximately half of the fresh unfrozen pork meat consumed in Japan.

· Malaysia contracted the Nipah virus in 2000.  Malaysia at that point was supplying more than half of Singapore’s fresh pork requirements.

Japan and Singapore both turned to Australia for supply knowing we had a clear advantage in health status to other competing supply countries. Importantly, QAF and many other Australian operators responded swiftly (particularly the Singapore market) and we now have a solid base from which to grow.

Australia has embraced the “level playing field concept” and therefore QAF must operate in an unsupported environment in terms of tariffs, quotas, internal support structures and export subsidies and is therefore left with only one clear competitive advantage over most of the other competing countries and that is our advantaged health status.

To this end QAF has a deep concern as to the maintenance of our advantaged health status as we continue to see record volumes of imported product entering Australia with a health status inferior to ours particularly in relation to the two most critical diseases in PRRS and PMWS which currently ravage all continents apart from Australia and the Antarctic.

The following describes our concerns with both these diseases, and other areas of concern to our Company and the Pork Industry at large.

1. The trend to reduced intensity of risk management

Free trade implies an increasing volume of movement of goods and services.  In the case of goods derived from animals and plants, increased movement and biosecurity are incompatible:  the more such goods are traded, the greater the risk of disease transmission.

This conflict of objectives can be addressed by increasing the intensity of risk management as the volume of trade increases, yet the reverse has occurred in Australia in the last decade or so with pigmeat imports.  Following the overhaul of quarantine in the 1980’s, in the 1990’s we moved away from zero risk to risk management which was predominantly off shore.  Then there was a relaxation to allow risk management (in the form of cooking) for PRRS (porcine reproductive & respiratory syndrome) to occur onshore, even inland, though this was a precedent judged inappropriate for grain imports.  

In the discussions subsequent to the Draft IRA, what has been proposed for risk management of PMWS (post-weaning multisystemic wasting syndrome) is a further reduction of the intensity of risk management.  It is acknowledged that PCV2 (porcine circovirus type 2) will not be substantially inactivated by cooking onshore, and so risk management becomes the expectation that sufficient processed meat will be discarded to reduce risk to an acceptable level.  Risk management has therefore moved from active inactivation of pathogen before release, in the case of PRRS, to a more passive management protocol where virus contaminated meat is released, and it is hoped that inactivation will occur without intervention.

In short, the intensity of risk management has not increased during the 1990’s to the present, in parallel with the increased volume of pigmeat imports; rather, there has been a progressive reduction of intensity.

No doubt this regressive process has been based on the assumption that previous risk management was unnecessarily conservative.  Nevertheless QAF considers that this latest step in the reduction of the intensity of risk management represents a radical and experimental departure from precedent, and constitutes a grossly unacceptable increase in the level of risk to the Australian pig herd.

Lack of justification of onshore processing (cooking)

BA’s proposed modifications to the Draft IRA, aired at public meetings, include onshore processing (in the form of heat treatment for a specified time) for risk management of PRRS, yet nowhere in the Draft is there a discussion of the pros and cons of onshore versus offshore processing.  QAF does not understand why such an important component of risk management for PRRS has not been addressed in the Draft IRA.

2. Methodology of the Draft IRA

Apart from some general reservations addressed by APL, QAF has two specific concerns.

a) Annual risk

The model used in the Draft IRA establishes risk in terms of annual risk, with only estimates of “very low” to “negligible” being considered appropriate for Australia’s ALOP (appropriate level of protection).  However the structure of the model does not allow the extrapolation of risk, from an annual risk estimate to an estimate of risk over a number of years.

QAF considers that it is a reasonable expectation of a quantitative risk management process that it should provide an estimate as to how many years Australia can expect to remain free of a disease under a given risk management protocol.  This information is not supplied by the BA model.  Of more concern is the outcome of CSIRO simulations, based on the BA model and assumptions, suggesting that the probability of a PMWS outbreak within 10 years, under BA’s proposed risk management, is 99%.  This level of risk is incompatible with a conservative ALOP, and is unacceptable to QAF.

b) Large herds

Large commercial herds have been excluded from the exposure and consequence assessments in the Draft IRA.  In relation to the risk management proposed for PMWS, QAF has a specific objection.  It appears to us that if meat contaminated with exotic virus is allowed unrestricted circulation within Australia, then the basis for the exclusion, that large herds are accompanied by effective biosecurity measures, is invalidated.  There is no way that the most efficient and biosecurity-conscious of managements can exclude the possibility of a contractor throwing a part eaten ham sandwich, containing residual virus, into a pigpen; or be able to prevent an episode of bioterrorism similar to the recent problem in the live sheep trade, where product possibly made from imported pigmeat was used to contaminate sheep feed.

Once this possibility is considered, then large herds become, not a minor risk, but a major risk because of the number of pigs exposed.   

3. PMWS

Currently this is the disease of greatest specific concern to QAF.  Not only is the cause of the disease still not well understood, we consider that the risk management proposed is inadequate.  Our concern has been compounded by the about-face of BA in proposing off shore processing (cooking) in the Draft IRA, and then on shore processing at subsequent public meetings.

a) The biology of the disease

There is experimental and field evidence that PCV2 is a necessary agent in the aetiology of PMWS.  However it is clear that PCV2 alone does not cause the disease, and it is very doubtful whether the joint action of PCV2 and other agents proposed is sufficient to cause the disease.

While PCV2 is present in Australia, PMWS does not occur here; a similar situation exists in Sweden and Belgium.  There is a prevalent hypothesis that field PMWS is caused by the interaction of PCV2 and other viruses; however this hypothesis is confounded by PMWS freedom in Belgium, where PRRS virus is endemic, and the freedom of Australia where PPV (porcine parvovirus) is endemic.  Nor is there any unique character of pig production in Australia, Belgium or Sweden which would satisfy another prevalent hypothesis, that non-infectious agents such as vaccination are sufficient to produce the field disease in conjunction with PCV2. 

Until our understanding of the disease becomes less confounded, there seem to be only two possible sufficient causes of PMWS.  First, there are pathogenic strains of PCV2 which are absent from Australia; or second, PCV2 operates in conjunction with an unknown essential pathogen.  BA’s risk assessment and management addresses only the first possibility.

b) Risk management

QAF considers that it is an unacceptable precedent that meat calculated to be contaminated with pathogenic virus should be released into the Australian environment.  The expectation that there will be sufficient natural attrition of virus through further cooking and wastage is not justified by either science or experience.

4. Conclusion

QAF has criticisms of BA in relation to the process and conclusions of the Draft IRA.  In terms of process, we consider that the methodology does not produce estimates of risk beyond a year; that large herds should not have been excluded from the consequence assessment; and that onshore and offshore processing (cooking) in the risk management of PRRS has not been addressed in any detail.

We also believe that BA has made errors of judgement in the outcome of its risk assessment of PMWS.  We are not satisfied that the aetiology of PMWS has been adequately reviewed, and consider that the risk management proposed is a hazardous and unjustifiable departure from precedent.
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