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Summary
On 16 June 2025, a consignment of 1591 breeder cattle was exported to Indonesia from Portland. The voyage was completed in 12 days and discharged in Banyuwangi on 27 June 2025 and Probolinggo on 28 June 2025.
A voyage mortality rate of 1.19% (19 head) was reported for the cattle. This exceeded the notifiable level of 0.5% as prescribed by the Australian Standards for the Export of Livestock 3.3 (ASEL).
The vessel master reported rough weather on day 5 and 6 of the voyage.
Of the 19 mortalities reported for this voyage, the shipboard Australian Government Accredited Veterinarian (AAV) reported 17 animals euthanised as downer cattle, and 2 animals found deceased with one due to pneumonia, and one due to ‘shy-feeding’.
An investigation into the incident revealed that the sea conditions become rough on day 5 (21 June 2025). This led to downer animals suspected to be from injuries sustained during the rough sailing conditions alongside exhaustion and secondary musculoskeletal injury.
Information reviewed
The department reviewed the incident by assessing the following information:
A report from the exporter
Daily reports and the end of voyage report from the shipboard AAV
Additional reporting from the shipboard AAV as required by a direction issued to the exporter
Pre-export health inspection records from the department’s regional veterinary officer
Pre-export AAV inspection records for the consignment
Registered establishment mortality report
The exporter’s approved arrangement and approved management plans
A notifiable incident report from the Master of the vessel
Interview with the shipboard AAV
Master’s report carriage of livestock
Background
Prior to this voyage, the exporter had exported 30 consignments of cattle by sea. The voyage immediately prior to the notifiable incident carried cattle to Indonesia on a similar route earlier in the year. This is the first notifiable mortality incident for this exporter.
This voyage met independent observer deployment policy criteria, but an observer did not accompany the consignment. The department directed the exporter to submit additional reporting relating to voyage conditions and health and welfare of the livestock to the department in lieu of deploying an independent observer.
Investigation findings
The livestock
The consignment consisted of 1591 breeder cattle.
Preparation in the registered establishment (RE)
One RE was used for the preparation of cattle in this consignment. It is located in Victoria and is occasionally used to prepare livestock for export.
The cattle in the consignment met the ASEL and importing country requirements of minimum length of time that livestock must remain in an RE.
The cattle were inspected by an AAV on 14 June 2025. One animal was rejected due to an eye injury and one animal was rejected due to it being “sick”.
The cattle were inspected on 16 June 2025 by the department’s regional veterinary officer who certified the consignment to be eligible for export.
The vessel
The vessel involved in this incident is a purpose-built livestock carrier used to export livestock to a range of export markets. There have been seven previous notifiable mortality incidents on this vessel since 2006. This is the first incident on a voyage heading to Indonesia. Previous incidents on this vessel include consignment reports 78, 84 and 85.
Loading onto the vessel
Loading of the consignment onto the vessel was completed within 8 hours on 16 June 2025. No issues were reported during loading.
Conditions during the voyages
An AAV and an accredited stockperson (stockperson) accompanied the voyage. The AAV was responsible for reporting to the department. The AAV and stockperson work with the master of the vessel and crew to manage the health and welfare of the livestock on board.
A review of the stowage plan indicated that livestock were loaded on the vessel in accordance with the minimum pen space allocation requirements set out in ASEL.
On 22 June 2025, the exporter notified the department that the vessel had experienced a significant weather event which led to several animals ‘going down’ on deck 4. When a cow is described as ‘going down’, it means that the animal is recumbent and unable or struggling to stand up. These animals are also referred to as ‘downer cattle’. Daily voyage reports and the master’s report identified that this weather event and associated rough seas occurred on 21 June 2025 and resolved by the evening on the same day. The master reported that the vessel experienced rough to very rough seas with gale force winds around Cape Leeuwin and that the vessel encountered rough weather in the Indian Ocean. The AAV reported that there was also some vessel rolling in the early hours of 22 June 2025.
Rough sailing conditions may cause animals to fall or be injured from collision with vessel infrastructure or other animals.
Mortalities and treatments
There was a total of 19 mortalities in the consignment of 1591 cattle, leading to a voyage mortality rate of 1.194%. On day 3 of the voyage, one animal was reported by the AAV to be euthanised due to a leg injury and a post-mortem examination carried out on one animal found deceased on day 4 showed the animal had lung disease with secondary infection.
On day 6, the exporter notified the department that 5 downer cattle had been euthanised that day.
In accordance with Standard 5.6.5(i) of ASEL, the exporter notified the department on 23 June 2025, that the mortality rate had exceeded the notifiable levels of 0.5% (8 head of cattle) on day 7 of the voyage when 3 more downer cattle were euthanised.
On day 8, a further 7 downer cattle were euthanised and on day 11 of the voyage, an animal was found deceased after being treated as a downer cow on day 10.
On day 12 of the voyage, an animal was found deceased in the hospital pen after being treated as a ‘shy feeder’, which is a term that refers to reduced feed intake and a decline in general health.
As recorded by the AAV, a total of 92 treatments were administered throughout this voyage. 60 of these treatments were administered to treat lameness or downer cows with 29 of these treatments administered on day 6. The majority of treatments for lameness or downer cows were administered to cattle on deck 4.
The exporter reported that the rough sailing conditions resulted in rolling and cattle having significant difficulty with balance. The AAV reported that all down or injured animals were treated with anti-inflammatories and analgesics.
The AAV also reported that, where required, animals were manually lifted with slings and a pulley system to reduce the occurrence of pressure sores and to maintain blood flow to the animal’s limbs. In addition, the AAV reported that the animals were regularly repositioned with additional saw dust being placed around and under these animals and, fodder and water troughs were placed in accessible positions.
Department’s actions
[bookmark: _Hlk210044458]The department requested additional information from the exporter including:
1. details of the mortalities and management of injured animals from the shipboard AAV,
2. the contingency plan for adverse weather conditions from the exporter,
3. how the contingency plan for adverse weather was followed, from the exporter and shipboard AAV, and
4. proposed actions that the exporter intends to implement to reduce the likelihood of a similar incident occurring in the future.
The exporter provided the requested information and made changes to the contingency plan in response to this incident.
The department’s regulatory oversight for livestock export does not extend to the maritime operations of a livestock vessel or the master of the vessel. Through this investigation, the department liaised with the Australian Maritime Safety Authority (AMSA) which holds regulatory responsibility for ensuring safe vessel operations of livestock vessels in accordance with Marine Order 43.
The department has investigated the notifiable incident and determined that on the balance of probabilities, the mortalities were not a result of non-compliance with the regulatory framework including Australian Government livestock export legislation and animal welfare standards in the ASEL. The department considered that the incident was outside of the exporter’s control, and was satisfied with the exporter’s mitigating actions during the voyage, and changes made to their adverse weather contingency plan in response to this incident.
The exporter was directed to provide additional reporting for their next consignment of cattle exported by sea.
Conclusions
After review and analysis of the reports from the shipboard AAV and exporter, as well as departmental records, the department determined that the suspected causes for the mortalities raised by the AAV were plausible. The contingency plan in place at the time of the incident did not include anything specific for extreme sea conditions. However, the event was managed appropriately, and the contingency plan has since been updated to include extreme sea conditions. There is no evidence to suggest any breaches of ASEL that may have led, or contributed, to the mortalities.
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