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Some Perceptions of Footrot Eradication 
in North Western New South Wales 

Simon J. More 
Department of Farm Animal Medicine and Production 
The University of Queensland, 
PO Box 125 Kenmore, Qld 4069 

Summary 
The Footrot Strategic Plan (FSP) aims to progressively eradicate non-benign footrot 

in sheep from New South Wales. All but a small portion of the drier regions of NSW is 
now gazetted with Protected Area status - placing legal requirements on farmers and 
relevant authorities in relation to disease notification and, where disease exists, farm 
quarantine and disease eradication. The author's experience from north western NSW 
suggests, however, that despite these legal requirements, many local producers would be 
unlikely to notify upon suspecting disease. Furthermore, of those producers with 
properties quarantined for footrot during the period 1990-1992 in the Coonamble Rural 
Lands Protection Board, almost half lacked a real commitment to footrot eradication. 
Research towards improving the FSP and related programs has been dominated by 
methods to overcome technical obstacles. In non-endemic regions of NSW, such as the 
north west, however, major constraints on the FSP include problems of an economic or 
social nature. This paper discusses some constraints limiting the acceptance and 
adoption of the FSP in the Coonamble region of NSW and identifies some possible 
solutions to these problems. 

Keywords: Footrot eradication. 

Introduction 
The Coonamble Rural Lands Protection Board (RLPB) lies on the boundary of the 

wheat-sheep and pastoral zones and covers an area of 1.14 million hectares in central to 
north western NSW. It includes about 610 producers each with an average of 1870 ha 
and 2000 sheep. 

On 1 September 1990, the Coonamble RLPB became a Protected Area within the 
NSW FSP. As a consequence, there has been: 

(a) A legal requirement for producers to notify on the suspicion of virulent footrot; 
(b) Compulsory quarantine of infected properties followed by mandatory disease 

eradication; 
(c) A restriction on footrot vaccine use within this area; and 
(d) Movement restrictions on sheep moving from non-protected areas into this part 

of NSW. 

Edited text of presentation at the Australian Veterinary Association National Conference in Queensland, May 
1993. 
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The Problem of Producer Non-Cooperation 
In the period 1990-92 in the area of NSW within the Coonamble RLPB, and despite 

the legal requirements mentioned above, the implementation of the FSP has been 
considerably hampered by the lack of cooperation of a significant proportion of local 
sheep producers. 

For example, since the introduction of Protected Area status, 21 properties in the 
board have been quarantined on account of virulent footrot. Although 18 properties have 
since been released from quarantine, in my view, producers managing 10 of the 21 
properties lacked a real commitment towards footrot eradication. Problems with 
commitment ranged from a disinterest or inability to carry out an agreed eradication 
programme with care and thoroughness, to a refusal to undertake any eradication 
program at all. 

Although producers managing 15 of the 21 quarantined properties notified relevant 
authorities upon suspecting disease in their flocks, these notifications all occurred within 
4 months of this region gaining Protected Area status. Since this initial period of 
compliance, there is now a widespread feeling shared by government and private 
veterinarians and RLPB extension staff servicing this region that a major proportion of 
producers have not or would be unlikely to notify authorities upon suspecting footrot in 
sheep on their property. 

Why are These Problems Occurring? 
Although many factors may be involved, two main factors contributing to the low 

level of producer cooperation with the FSP in this region of NSW include farmer 
perceptions of the importance of ovine footrot in their flocks and the current farm debt 
crisis. 

Farmer Perceptions of the Importance of Ovine Footrot in Their Flock 

The specific arguments supporting disease eradication in the FSP (production losses, 
animal welfare, interstate trade sanctions) (Walker 1990) are perceived by Coonamble 
producers to be of little local relevance. There is also a perception by many producers 
that disease notification followed (if virulent footrot is confirmed) by compulsory 
quarantine and mandatory disease eradication is likely to be more costly than the disease 
itself. 

The views mentioned above are supported by local producers with the following 
arguments: 

Conditions conducive to footrot spread are infrequent: Such a view is probably 
supported by rainfall and temperature data collected locally since 1878 and 1967, 
respectively (Bureau of Meteorology 1988). The ambient temperature would not 
constrain footrot spread at any time of the year (average daily temperature in the coldest 
month, July, being 12.5OC). However, wet conditions creating an environment 
conducive to the spread of footrot (Graham and Egerton 1968) are likely to occur in one 
year in four, if it is assumed that footrot would spread after a monthly rainfall of more 
than 50mm in at least three of five consecutive months between March and November in 
any one year. 
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Production losses due to footrot are minimal: This view is held because disease 
prevalence is usually low and infected sheep during climatic conditions unsuitable for 
disease transmission are generally not lame or poorer in body condition than uninfected 
sheep in the same flock. There is no published data on the epidemiology of footrot in 
drier climatic regions, although my observations of infected sheep in periods unsuitable 
for footrot spread would generally support such perceptions. 

It is important to note here, however, that despite the misgivings mentioned above, 
some local dedicated wool producers need continued access to southern markets to sell 
their cull and cast-for-age sheep. This need is sufficient inducement for these farmers to 
undertake disease eradication in the face of an outbreak. 

The Farm Debt Crisis 

In the period mid-1989 to mid-1992, the average debt servicing ratio for sheep 
producers in Australia rose from 26% to 89% (Peterson et al. 1991). This means that 
producers in the 1991192 financial year were spending on average 89% of their gross cash 
surplus (a measure of cash income derived from farm activities available to farmers for 
the purpose of meeting debt repayment obligations and household consumption and 
saving needs) to meet repayments on debt (to cover interest payments but not repayment 
of principal). These figures are greatly influenced by a few farmers with very large debts, 
since it is known that about 25% of sheep specialists carry no debt (Peterson et al. 1991). 

At the end of the financial year 1991192, the 57 producers in the Coonamble Shire 
who were active clients of the local rural counsellor were carrying an average farm debt 
of $622 727 and had an average equity of 33% (Sefton1992). 

As a result of these financial difficulties and given the poor medium term prospects 
for wool (Barrett et al. 1992), most producers are cutting farm costs in order to survive 
(Davenport 1992). In such a climate, and despite some excellent arguments put forward 
for control of footrot at the state and national level (Turner 1992), many producers 
cannot afford to embark upon a program that is likely to be costly, cannot be guaranteed 
to succeed on its first attempt, and for which there is only meagre government 
compensation. 

Are These Problems Unique to the FSP? 
At a time when there is much debate on the role and direction of government 

veterinary services, involvement of these services in footrot control is probably easily 
justified. Using criteria discussed by Roe (1990) and Bazeley (1993) when arguing for 
continued government involvement in some areas of animal disease control, the control 
and eradication of footrot in sheep has a significant component of public good. It also is 
a disease which cannot be effectively controlled without collective action. 

Furthermore, public sector involvement in footrot control in NSW (as encompassed 
in the FSP) has been encouraged by, and presumably somewhat modelled upon previous 
animal disease control programs; notably, the progressive eradication of bovine 
brucellosis and tuberculosis from Australia. 

Despite the similarities between these campaigns, the FSP does differ considerably 
from the others in at least one very important aspect - the method used to encourage 
producer compliance. 
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The brucellosis and tuberculosis eradication campaigns (BTEC) provided 
compensation to affected producers (Mylrea 1990, 1991). Considering that the public 
benefit of eradication (certainly of bovine tuberculosis) greatly outweighed the private 
benefit, this is not surprising. In contrast, the FSP is very reliant for its success (albeit 
with considerable regulatory support) upon producer cooperation in the absence of any 
meaningful compensation. It should be noted that the tax breaks provided to farmers 
undertaking an eradication program in a Protected Area provide little to no benefit in the 
present period of very low to negative farm incomes. 

Funds for compensation with BTEC came from industry, which is an unlikely source 
of funds for FSP because of the financial crisis in the wool industry. It is also worth 
noting that the FSP was devised in a period dominated by the dogma of economic 
rationalism, which required private funding for those government services providing 
private benefit, thus placing heavy constraints on options available to relevant 
government policy makers during its inception. 

The lack of compensation is of little relevance to producers in footrot-endemic areas. 
Costs incurred on individual producers during eradication programs can generally be 
recouped relatively quickly. However, in drier regions where the disease is not endemic, 
this is the most important reason for producer non-compliance with the FSP. 

What can be done? 
Solutions to these problems will be found only if each of the factors causing poor 

producer cooperation is addressed within the FSP. Some possible solutions include: 

Farmer Perceptions of the Importance of Ovine Footrot in Their Flock 

a) It is not possible either to accept or reject the perceptions of farmers about footrot 
and related production losses in drier areas because data are not available. Research on 
the epidemiology of footrot in these areas is needed. 

b) There is likely to be increased producer cooperation if the Australia-wide effort to 
combat ovine footrot were highlighted. This argument is based upon the assumption that 
local participation in the FSP will increase if individual farmers feel that their actions are 
of direct benefit to the sheep industry at the national level. 

c) Cooperation in this region will probably improve as the area of NSW with 
Protected Area status increases. Such an increase will create greater pressure on all 
vendors to present stock for saIe that are footrot-free, and will also reduce the risk of 
sheep infected with footrot being imported into this region. 

d) Methods need to be developed to harness a group approach towards footrot 
eradication in drier areas, in a similar way that Voluntary Eradication Groups have so 
successfully eradicated footrot from areas of southern NSW renowned for their high 
disease prevalence (Anon 1991). Such groups provide moral and often physical support 
to their members and can be an effective method of negating the social stigma and 
misinformation that is frequently associated with this disease. 

The Farm Debt Crisis 

Although the Australian primary industries regularly experience booms and busts, it 
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is most likely that a significant proportion of sheep producers will face serious financial 
difficulties for some years at least. 

One of the greatest challenges facing the FSP is in devising feasible yet humane 
methods to control and eradicate non-benign footrot on properties where owners have 
serious financial problems. Some possibilities include: 

a) encouraging producers to adopt eradication programs that employ methods of 
destocking rather than inspection and culling, in appropriate circumstances. 

b) allowing for long-term containment of disease on quarantined properties in the 
absence of planned disease eradication programs. 

C) increasing the availability of government resources, either as additional personnel 
or as finances to employ footrot contractors as needs arise, to assist producers 
undertaking eradication programs. 

d) providing genuine financial incentives, perhaps in the form of effective tax 
advantages or cheap loans, to assist producers to eradicate disease. 

Are These Problems of Relevance Elsewhere? 
For this, as any control programme to be effective, it is essential that diseased 

animals are quickly and accurately detected (Yekutiel 1980; Baldock 1991). This is 
particularly important considering the potential speed with which footrot can spread, the 
difficulties associated with the detection of disease during climatic conditions unsuitable 
for disease transmission and the general poor state of fencing in this region. 

The FSP by necessity places heavy reliance upon producer notification as the most 
important of several methods for detecting disease. Indeed, no other practical method is 
available to replace it. Methods to improve producer cooperation, particularly in 
notifying disease, are needed in the Coonamble Protected Area. As the area of NSW 
covered by Protected Area status increases, lessons learned in this region will surely be 
of value elsewhere. 

Conclusion 
This paper describes the author's perceptions of footrot eradication in the Coonamble 

RLPB during 1990-92. Although no formal data recording was undertaken for this 
work, there is strong circumstantial evidence to suggest that major constraints to the FSP 
in this region include those of an economic or social nature. Such problems have not yet 
been adequately addressed by policy makers. It is proposed, therefore, that priority be 
given to encouraging a formal investigation of producer attitudes and their implication 
upon the FSP and footrot eradication. 
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