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Attachment A

31 January 2002

A REVIEW OF THE TRANSPORT ARRANGEMENTS FOR THE IMPORTATION OF HORSES FROM THE EUROPEAN UNION 

1.
Background and Scope of the Review

Horses have been successfully imported to Australia from Member States of the European Union (EU) by the west east route for several years.  The majority of horses have travelled via Singapore, on scheduled combi-jet services operated by approved carriers, in open stalls (Animal Quarantine Policy Memoranda 1996/09, 1996/21, 1997/04, 1998/51).  The term "open stall" refers to any transport stall that is not fully insect-proofed to protect against small insects, such as Culicoides species, with an active ventilation system.  Some "open stalls" may be enclosed on four sides and have insect (mosquito) netting available to cover ventilation holes as required.  

Current import policy for horses travelling this route on scheduled freighter services or transiting in other ports such as the United Arab Emirates or Hong Kong require that they be transported in insect proof air stables.  Dispensations have been given from time to time, allowing horses to travel in open stalls on scheduled freighters if accompanied by an Australian Quarantine Inspection Service (AQIS) veterinarian. 

The approved carrier advised Animal Biosecurity that they ceased operating a combi-jet service from Europe to Australia in late March 2001.  No other carriers operate a combi-jet service.  As there are insufficient air stables available to adequately service the current volume of horse movements to Australia, Animal Biosecurity is reviewing transport arrangements for the importation of horses from the EU.  

As an interim measure, following the cessation of the combi-jet service, horses are being permitted to travel to Australia from Europe on scheduled freighter services in open stalls.  AQIS veterinarians accompanied several flights so that carriers could be assessed and shipping agents audited.  Reports provided by the accompanying veterinarians were considered when preparing these draft requirements.

This review will consider importation of horses by the west east route, in open stalls on scheduled freighter services transiting and transhipping in Singapore, Hong Kong or the United Arab Emirates (UAE).

2.
Previous Transport Arrangements for Importation of Horses from Europe

European horses are imported into Australia under the Quarantine Requirements for the Importation of Horses from Member States of the European Union.  Previously, importers were required to ensure that consignments of horses met the Transportation Requirements for Horses in Open Stalls on a Combi-Jet Service (dated 12 June 1998).  These conditions outline measures that must be implemented in the case of unexpected delays, or unscheduled diversions.

In 1999 and 2000 AQIS, in consultation with the Australian horse industry, permitted three trial consignments of horses to be imported in open stalls on scheduled freighter flights operated by one carrier.  These flights departed from Luxembourg and transited in Singapore.  AQIS veterinarians accompanied two of these flights.  AQIS has also given approval for one unaccompanied private chartered freighter to transport horses to Australia for the Melbourne Cup.  No freight other than horses was carried on this flight.

European horses were also successfully imported for the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games on dedicated chartered freighter services in open stalls.  Olympic horses transited in Dubai, Hong Kong and Singapore.  Several carriers were used.  AQIS veterinarians accompanied several of the Olympic charter flights.  

After the cessation of combi-jet flights, several consignments of horses have been imported in open stalls on freighter services.  AQIS veterinarians accompanied eight of these initial shipments.  The horses were permitted to transit in the UAE, Hong Kong or Singapore.  The horses were required to be protected by insect repellents throughout the journey. In addition, insect netting covered the stalls when on the tarmac.  The horses were also required to spend less than five hours in any interim port.  Accompanying AQIS veterinarians audited pre-export quarantine arrangements for these consignments.  Light and carbon dioxide baited insect traps were used during one flight, both outside and in the hold of the aircraft, and in the vicinity of horses held under netting during a stopover.

Information gathered during these trial and charter flights has been considered in this review.  AQIS veterinarians reported that there were no quarantine concerns on the accompanied trial flights.  In each case, the horses arrived in good condition and minor incidents, such as tears in netting and cases of mild colic, were handled well by the airline and accompanying staff, with no compromise to the quarantine of the horses.  Overseas veterinary authorities and carrier airlines were familiar with Australia's interim transport requirements, as were the in-flight accompanying grooms.  

AQIS veterinarians noted that covering with netting significantly raised the internal temperature of the horse stalls.  They observed that it was not necessary to cover stalls whilst they were in the aircraft.  The netting is particularly difficult to apply on board the aircraft.  No insects were observed in the vicinity of the horses or in the holds.  One mosquito, identified as Culex species, possibly C australicus, was caught in an insect trap placed underneath the aircraft during one five-hour transit stop in Singapore.  AQIS veterinarians reported that the use of repellents alone, applied before the animals left the pre export quarantine (PEQ) facility in Europe, was effective in limiting insect contact with the horses whilst on board the aircraft.  The supervising veterinarian at each pre export quarantine facility certified repellent application before departure for the flight.  

Accompanying veterinarians also recommended that a brief information pamphlet be prepared for flight grooms.  This should provide information about the disease risks and the consequent risk management measures.  As well, the information should outline contingencies if there were unexpected departures from schedules, in the event that grooms are unable to make contact with AQIS.  This should include contingencies for minimising contact with local horses if consignments were unloaded during transit.  AQIS has agreed that this should be required.

AQIS veterinarians accompanying consignments of horses imported to Australia on freighters have recommended that carriers, horse transport agents and flight routes should all be subject to initial evaluation before approval and subsequent periodic audit.

3.
Consideration of Disease Risk 

In examining the disease risks associated with importation via the west east route, the equine diseases that could be transmitted in interim ports need to be considered.  These include surra and Japanese encephalitis.  African horse sickness and Rift Valley fever have also been considered, in case of unscheduled landings.  In determining whether horses may be exposed to certain disease agents such as these, the length of time on the ground at the specified interim ports, whether or not the aircraft doors are opened, whether or not the horses are unloaded and facilities available at the transit ports have been considered. 

3.1.
Surra

Australia is considered free from surra, an OIE List B disease caused by Trypanosoma evansi.  Singapore and Hong Kong are also considered free.  In the United Arab Emirates (UAE), surra is considered endemic in the camel population, though clinical disease is now uncommon because of improved management.  Infection of horses in the UAE with T evansi is considered very rare, with a single confirmed case in 1996.  Prior to 1996, horses were imported directly to Australia from the UAE and there are current conditions for the return of Australian horses from the UAE after temporary export for competition in international races.

T evansi infection is spread mechanically by biting flies particularly tabanids. 

The efficiency of transmission of T evansi by tabanid flies is decreased by the lack of proximity to an infected host.  It has been shown that over 99% of tabanid flies return to their original host when separated from other hosts by more than 50 metres (Foil 1989).  Increasing the length of time between feeding on an infected host and an uninfected host also reduces infectivity, with the probability of infection being significantly reduced as the time exceeds 15 minutes (Le Clerq, cited by Kettle 1984).  The defensive reaction of the host to fly bites and the presence of low numbers of vector flies also reduces efficiency of transmission.

Airport facilities

The UAE has three international airports used by freight carriers, Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Sharjah.  Authorities in the UAE have advised Animal Biosecurity that the curtilage at both Dubai and Abu Dhabi is very large with the nearest livestock being more than 5 and 3 kilometres (km) away respectively.  Both airports have vector protected stables and air conditioned hangars in close proximity to the cargo areas.  UAE official veterinarians attend all shipments of live animals at the airport.  All transits or transhipments require prior approval from UAE authorities.  The airport at Sharjah, approximately 50 kilometres east of Dubai, has a smaller curtilage, however, there is no livestock within 2 km of the cargo facility.  There are no air-conditioned hangars or vector proofed stables at the Sharjah cargo facility but there is a vector protected quarantine facility close to the airport, available for use as required.  Open hangars are available at the cargo terminal.

Likelihood of surra infection at interim ports

It is extremely unlikely that animals remaining on board the aircraft during transit stops in the UAE would be exposed to insect vectors.  Animal Biosecurity considers that the application of an insect repellent prior to departure from the EU together with the size of livestock-free curtilage at UAE airports will provide sufficient safeguard to effectively ensure that the risk of transmission of surra is negligible. 

In the event that horses are unloaded from an aircraft in the UAE, for example in the case of transhipment or unforseen delays, then risk of exposure to vectors would be still be minimal given the curtilage of the airports.  In the case of extended delays, vector protected stabling is available at or close to all three airports in the UAE. 

3.2. Japanese Encephalitis

Australia is considered free of Japanese encephalitis, also an OIE List B disease.  The disease is present on some islands in the Torres Strait.  Japanese Encephalitis is transmitted to both humans and animals by mosquitoes.  Water birds and pigs are important amplifying hosts.  The disease may cause fatal Encephalitis in horses but they are generally considered incidental and dead-end hosts.

Japanese Encephalitis has never been reported in animals in the UAE and the country is considered free of the disease.  

In October 2000, Hong Kong reported a case of Japanese Encephalitis in a vaccinated horse.  Although virus was not isolated, the case was confirmed by polymerase chain reaction (PCR).  There was no evidence of transmission of the disease from the infected horse.  Prior to this, the last equine case reported in Hong Kong was in 1981.  All horses in Hong Kong are required to be vaccinated.

There has been no confirmed case of Japanese Encephalitis in animals in Singapore since 1990 and no indigenous case in humans since 1992.  Singaporean authorities have advised Animal Biosecurity that they consider there is a low likelihood of any significant amplification of Japanese Encephalitis in Singapore since pig farming was phased out in 1990.  In addition, there is an ongoing, nation–wide, mosquito control program in place.  All horses resident in Singapore are vaccinated annually against Japanese encephalitis.

Australia currently imports horses directly from both Singapore and Hong Kong.  The quarantine conditions require that horses have a current vaccination for Japanese encephalitis.  Japanese Encephalitis vaccine was not approved for use in the EU on exported horses at the time the combi-jet requirements were in place.  European horses travelling on combi-jet services were treated with insect repellents during transport and remained on board the aircraft with the cargo doors shut at transit ports.

Airport facilities

The Singapore Agri-food and Veterinary Authority has advised Animal Biosecurity that horses transiting in Singapore are held on board the aircraft if the transit time is less than 2 hours or if the importing country requires this.  Whilst horses have been travelling from Europe to Australia on combi-jet services Animal Biosecurity is unaware of any instances where they have been unloaded in Singapore.

Singaporean authorities have advised Animal Biosecurity that if temporary off loading is required, horses may be held in open cargo sheds at the terminal and no consignments of animals are mixed.  Handling of any such consignments destined for Australia would be in accordance with AQIS requirements, with insect repellents and netting used as needed.  If horses were delayed for more than 12 hours, Singaporean authorities require they be transferred to insect proof, air-conditioned facilities such as that available at the local Turf Club.  The Turf Club in Singapore has an AQIS approved pre-export quarantine facility as well as other insect proof, air-conditioned stables.

Hong Kong authorities have advised Animal Biosecurity that a permit is required to tranship or transit animals through Hong Kong.  The maximum period in Hong Kong allowed is 24 hours and authorities recommend that transit time in the hot summer months is limited.  There is a routine vector control program in place at the cargo facility.  The airport is located on a separate island with no horse stables or pig farms.  The nearest pig farms are more than ten kilometres away and are separated from the airport by a five-kilometre stretch of water.  Hong Kong authorities have also advised that official veterinary staff are on call 24 hours at the airport and inspect all horse shipments and accompanying documentation.  Consignments transhipping in Hong Kong are required to meet the Hong Kong health protocols for temporary importations.

Likelihood of JE infection at interim ports

Animal Biosecurity considers that the application of insect repellents prior to leaving Europe and reapplication as required by the manufacturer's instructions during transport will adequately minimise any risk of exposure to insect vectors whilst horses remain on board aircraft.  If the cargo doors were opened then the use of knockdown insect spray within the hold would adequately minimise any additional risk of contact with insects.  

In the event that horses are unloaded, such as for unloading cargo, for transhipment or during unforseen delays, then netting and maintenance of insect repellent cover would adequately minimise any additional risk.  There are insect proof facilities available close to the airport in Singapore in the case of extended delays.  In Hong Kong, importers can make arrangements with the Hong Kong Jockey Club for horses to be transferred to facilities at the Club.

Vaccination for prevention of Japanese Encephalitis may also be used to provide protection for naive horses.  Until recently Japanese Encephalitis vaccination was not available in the European Union for export purposes, however, Animal Biosecurity has been informed that Japanese Encephalitis vaccine has been authorised for use in the UK under certain restricted conditions.  Vaccine is available in Australia for use in horses that are to be exported.

3.3. African Horse Sickness

African horse sickness has never been reported in Australia, Hong Kong, Singapore or the UAE.  It is an OIE List A disease.  In countries in the vicinity of the west-east route, outbreaks were last reported in the Middle East in the early 1960's, in Iran, Jordan and Lebanon, and in India but the disease has not persisted in these areas.  The disease is mainly transmitted by Culicoides species, but also by mosquitoes and biting flies although these vectors are of minor importance.  

Contingencies in the case of diversions for aircraft have previously been addressed in the quarantine requirements for horses on the combi-jet services and are included in the proposed requirements (Attachment B). 
3.4. Rift Valley Fever

Previously Rift Valley Fever had not been diagnosed outside the African sub-continent but in the final quarter of 2000 an outbreak occurred in the south west of Saudi Arabia and in Yemen along their mutual border.  Animal Biosecurity will continue to monitor the situation closely in the future should the disease spread further in the Middle East.  Contingencies in the case of diversion have been addressed in the proposed requirements.

3.5
Freighter schedules

All freight carriers servicing the Europe –Australia route use modern long haul aircraft.  The aircraft are 747 – 400 or 747 – 200 series.  Average fleet age is low.  Flights follow regular scheduling and commercial pressures ensure that schedule integrity is maintained.  Delays are minimal and diversions are rare.  For example, one carrier reported to AQIS that during the 14 years they have operated a scheduled freighter service to Australia only one flight has had an unscheduled diversion.  

The capacity to carry horses varies with the aircraft type, aircraft configuration and between carriers.  The limiting factor is often seating available for the accompanying grooms.  Generally, carriers must accommodate one attendant for each six horses.  

European freighters arrive in Sydney or Melbourne almost daily.  Some carriers are always fully laden before leaving Europe and only make technical stops, for refuelling and catering or crew exchanges, at interim ports.  Technical stops range from 45 minutes to 2 hours and are rarely longer.  Cargo doors are not opened during technical stops.  Horse transport agents prefer these flights as they are more easily managed at interim ports.

Other carriers have traffic rights at interim ports and can load or off load cargo or both.  These flights are on the ground for longer periods, for example up to 8 hours in Singapore for one scheduled flight.  Veterinary authorities in Singapore, Hong Kong and the United Arab Emirates have advised Animal Biosecurity that they are generally reluctant to issue transit permits for live animal consignments if transit or transhipment time is longer than 6 hours, particularly in the hotter months.  Air conditioning units are available at all airports to supplement the air conditioning system of the aircraft cargo holds during longer stops if necessary.  It should be noted that horses may be unloaded from the plane to allow other freight to be offloaded.  The horses are then reloaded on the same plane.

Carriers have advised Animal Biosecurity that they are required to file a flight plan before each flight and this must show an alternate airport for diversion in the case of emergencies.  The contingency is most frequently to return to the previous airport.  The carriers involved with the trial consignments, following cessation of the combi-jet service, were familiar with and followed Australia's requirements.  Other carriers approached by Animal Biosecurity during this review have also demonstrated awareness of the AQIS requirement that transit or transhipment only occurs in approved ports. 

Animal Biosecurity considers that the schedule integrity of the regular freight services by reputable carriers on the Europe to Australia route and the limited time on the ground in interim ports means that there is minimal risk to horses transported in open stalls on these routes.  Animal Biosecurity considers that there are adequate safeguards available in the UAE, Hong Kong and Singapore and in the case of unscheduled delays or emergencies.  Sufficient vector proofed and weatherproof facilities of a suitable standard are available to address both welfare and quarantine concerns of the horses in case of delays for an extended period.  Veterinary authorities in all three countries supervise all shipments of live animals at their airports, are familiar with Australia's requirements and well practised in their implementation.  

3.6
Transhipment 

Some carriers have advised Animal Biosecurity that transhipment, that is the requirement to transfer from one aircraft to another at interim ports, may occasionally be required.

Nonetheless, horse transport agents have advised Animal Biosecurity that ensuring adequate resources are available at interim airports for transhipments is more difficult than for direct flights.  Transhipment requires significantly more management on the part of the agents.  Authorities in the interim ports also have additional requirements that agents must meet.  It would appear that at present there are generally sufficient direct flights to Australia such that transhipment of consignments in interim ports is likely to be infrequent.  However, in times of seasonal high demand, flights with transhipment may be requested.  Transhipment may also be required when Melbourne rather than Sydney is the preferred destination for either quarantine or commercial reasons.  Animal Biosecurity considers that the additional safeguards discussed previously, that is the use of netting or JE vaccination, would adequately address any risk of exposure to JE virus if consignments were off loaded to tranship.  The risk of exposure to infection with surra is addressed by the size of the curtilage at airports in the UAE.

Animal Biosecurity considers that maximum time that any consignment may be unloaded should be no more than six (6) hours on tarmac.

3.7
Diversion to unapproved airports

Diversion to unapproved ports is an inherent risk with importation of all live animals to Australia.  It has rarely occurred during past importations of horses on approved carriers.  The procedures in case of diversion have been previously addressed in the Transportation Requirements for Horses from the European Union in Open Stalls on a Combi-Jet Service.  Animal Biosecurity is propounding a similar procedure in the proposed requirements at Attachment B.
4.
Audit of implementation of requirements

AQIS and Animal Biosecurity veterinarians escorting consignments of horses from Europe to Australia in the past have recommended that new carriers, new agents and new routes be evaluated during accompanied flights prior to any approval being given for unescorted flights.  Previously, approval of carriers and agents was on the basis of two flights accompanied by an AQIS or Agriculture, Fisheries, and Forestry – Australia (AFFA) veterinarian, with agents required to submit a report on one further trial flight.  This process has ensured that evaluation has been effective and sufficient to approve carriers, agents and routes. Additionally, escorting veterinarians may liaise with veterinary authorities in interim ports regarding implementation of requirements.  Escorting veterinarians can also audit agent management of PEQ facilities, and loading and transport procedures to port of embarkation. 

Animal Biosecurity recommends that this practice be continued.  Moreover, it considered that ongoing audits of both agents and carriers, at least once every two years, should be undertaken to ensure that Australia's requirements continue to be fully met.  It would also provide opportunity for useful liaison with overseas authorities and would allow the gathering of information for consideration in any future evaluation of transport of horses to Australia. 

5.
Proposed conditions for importation

Draft transport conditions for the use of open stalls on scheduled freighter services for horses imported from Member States of the European Union via the UAE, Hong Kong or Singapore are at Attachment B.  The conditions provide for three options.

1. Horses remain on board the aircraft

Consignments can be transported directly to Australia in open stalls on scheduled freighters if the horses remain on board at all interim transit ports.  Horses must be adequately protected from exposure to insects by the use of suitable repellents prior to embarkation at the point of departure.  Protection with an insect repellent must be maintained until arrival in Australia.  If the cargo doors are opened, knock down insect sprays must be used once the cargo doors are closed.

Or

2. Horses are unloaded from the aircraft

A. 
Any horses not vaccinated for protection against JE. 

Consignments of horses can be unloaded for transhipment or to allow off or on loading of freight in the UAE, Singapore or Hong Kong.  The horses must be protected from exposure to insects by the use of suitable insect repellents prior to embarkation at the port of departure.  Protection with an insect repellent must be maintained until arrival in Australia.  

In Singapore or Hong Kong, the horses must also be held under insect netting until reloaded for an onward flight.  Knock down insect sprays must be used once the cargo doors are closed and the insect netting must remain in place until 30 minutes after the spray has been used.  Horses are permitted to remain on tarmac for a maximum of six (6) hours at interim ports.

Or

B.
Horses vaccinated for protection against Japanese encephalitis.

All horses in the consignment must be fully vaccinated.  Horses must be protected from exposure to insects by the use of suitable insect repellents prior to embarkation at the point of departure.  Protection with an insect repellent must be maintained until arrival in Australia.  

Horses can be unloaded for transhipment or to allow off or on loading of freight in UAE, Hong Kong, Singapore.  Horses are permitted to remain on tarmac for a maximum of six (6) hours at interim ports.

The proposed conditions also outline requirements in the case of diversions to unapproved airports or extended delays. 
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