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Equine Influenza in Australia and the Risk to Victor ia 
 

1 Introduction 
 
Equine influenza (EI) spread across parts of New South Wales and Queensland in late August and 
early September 2007.  Although spread occurred mainly through the movement of horses 
(especially from events), it has become clear that the movement of people also spreads disease, 
and spread by wind has also been suspected. 
 

2 The Role of Equestrian Events in Disease Spread 
 
Recent history in New South Wales – with key events at Centennial Park and Narrabri acting as 

epicentres – has confirmed what has always been known: temporary aggregations of animals are 
the ideal means of “seeding” an epidemic.  The timeline superimposed on the graph of disease 
events in New South Wales (above) amply illustrates this, and no further comment is necessary. 
 

3 Why we believe that Victoria is free of Equine In fluenza 
 
Over the past few weeks, the Department of Primary Industries (DPI) has worked hard to ensure 
that Victoria is free from EI.  A three-pronged approach was followed, using a standstill order, 
surveillance and border control. 
 
·  The Standstill 
 

The temporary standstill served two purposes: (1) to prevent spread of disease if it had entered 
Victoria and (2) to give the disease an opportunity to express itself if it was incubating in the 
State, so that DPI would be afforded the opportunity to effectively cordon it off. 
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·  Surveillance 
 
Surveillance was focussed on what were characterised as ‘high risk’ groups of animals: those with 
a recent history of origination in New South Wales, and those showing symptoms of respiratory 
disease.  Horses were clinically examined, and in many cases, samples were taken for virus 
detection.  The aim of surveillance was twofold: (1) to detect disease if it had entered the State and 
(2) to prove that the disease did not exist in Victoria.  This surveillance continues. 
 
·  Border Control 
 
Border controls have been implemented, and entry of horses from New South Wales and 
Queensland is prohibited.  Victoria’s borders are currently protected by a mix of private security 
guards, DPI staff and State Police. 
 
The results of surveillance are very convincing, and the support received from horse owners and 
private practitioners was very encouraging.  As of 12 September 2007, 158 properties across the 
State had been investigated, involving 126 batches of laboratory samples – all being negative for 
EI. 
 

 
The above map shows the distribution of properties sampled across the State of Victoria.  The 
number of negative samples together with their geographic distribution enables us to say with 
some confidence that EI is not occurring in Victoria at this time. 
 

4 The Prevailing Situations in Queensland and New S outh Wales 
 
It is extremely difficult to predict what the outcome of the disease situation in Queensland and 
New South Wales will be.  The situation is still extremely volatile in both states.  What can be said 
at the moment is that EI appears contained to parts of New South Wales north-west of Sydney (see 
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map below) and to areas of Queensland around Brisbane and there is still good reason to assume 
that the disease can be contained and eradicated. 
 

 
 
 
In both New South Wales and Queensland, the number of infected premises being detected daily 
has been rising steadily (see graphs below).   
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This means, effectively, that the level of virus challenge to the north of Victoria remains high. 

5 Managing the Risk to Victoria 
 
A number of measures are currently in force to minimise the risk of EI entering Victoria: 
 
·  An Order prohibiting the importation into Victoria from NSW and QLD of horses (and other 

members of the equid family), riding tack and horse-carrying vehicles is in force.   
 
·  Racing Victoria has applied strict biosecurity measures to the racing industry, and many 

equestrian organisations have severely curtailed their activities and applied biosecurity 
measures of their own. 

 
·  Opportunistic surveillance (sampling of sick horses where possible) continues. 
 
The threats to Victoria are: 
 
(1)     Illegal entry of horses (considered a very low risk at present, due not only to the prohibition 

Order, but also because the standstill continues in NSW). 
 
(2)     Entry of vehicles in which horses have been carried.  The virus survives for around 12 hours 

in vehicles. 
 
(3)    Entry of riding tack or fittings.  The virus may survive for 24-48 hours on items made of 

leather, steel and plastic. 
 
(4)    Entry of people who have possibly had contact with infected horses.  People are extremely 

difficult to control, and pose a very large risk.  The virus survives for up to 12 hours on 
clothing and footwear. 

 
Mechanical transmission of virus via people, clothing and equipment is a significant means of 
viral spread and is known to have occurred in New South Wales.   
 
It is not possible to control the movement of potentially contaminated people into Victoria, and the 
transfer of virus to Victorian horses by people recently arrived from New South Wales/Queensland 
thus poses a significant risk.   
 
It is not possible to predict the duration of the epidemic in New South Wales/Queensland, but 
during the next month or more, the risk to Victoria remains high.  It should be remembered that 
even if a horse has recovered, it may still excrete virus for up to 10 days post-recovery.  This 
means that even if the epidemic does appear to stabilise, viral challenge will not immediately be 
reduced. 
 
The conclusion is that EI could be introduced into Victoria at any time.  It is thus not advisable to 
lower our vigilance. 
 

6 Educated Crystal-ball Gazing 
 
Resolution of the Epidemic 
 
It is difficult to forecast the future course of this outbreak, despite the promising signs that EI still 
remains confined to New South Wales and Queensland at this time. 
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The final end-point of the epidemic will occur once it has burned out on all infected premises; 
while it will progress very rapidly on properties with only a few horses, it may take longer on 
properties with larger numbers of horses. 
 
Equine Influenza in Victoria 
 
The entry of EI into Victoria is still a very real possibility and the danger remains for the next few 
weeks while trends in QLD and NSW are watched closely. 
 
What might happen if Equine Influenza is suspected or detected in Victoria? 
 
Two scenarios are described below: 
 
(1) A suspected case 
 
EI might be suspected if a number of horses at a particular location begin showing suggestive 
clinical signs within a very short time or simultaneously: high temperature, coughing, nasal 
discharge. 
 
The property would be quarantined immediately while samples were taken and sent for analysis.  
The waiting time for results is currently 24-48 hours, given the high caseload on the national 
reference laboratory. 
 
Animals would thus be confined for about two days pending laboratory results; in the meantime, 
traces would be followed up and properties linked through either the movements of horses or 
people would also be investigated. 
 
In the event of the samples being negative, the quarantine order would be lifted. 
 
(2)  Detection of EI 
 
Where EI was detected, a Restricted Area (RA) with a boundary approximately 10 km around the 
infected premises (IP) would be declared.  All movements of equines into, within, and out of, the 
RA thus proclaimed would be prohibited. 
 
A larger Control Area (CA) around the RA would also be declared, wherein which some 
movement of animals might be allowed under permit, but no animals would be allowed to leave 
the CA. 
 
The RA and CA control measures would remain in place for an indeterminate period, until the 
outbreak had reached its end-point. 
 
All animals on properties or attending events within the RA would thus be effectively “marooned” 
for an indefinite period. 
 
It is also likely, in the event of an outbreak in Victoria that in addition to the declaration of RA and 
CA, a horse standstill would be ordered for a number of days while traces to properties linked to 
the IP were investigated. 
 
It is thus unwise to hold any equestrian event at any location in Victoria where animals cannot be 
accommodated for periods varying from a few days up to a number of months.  While the present 
uncertainty continues, events should either be very small or only held where long-term 
accommodation of horses is possible, and where meaningful biosecurity measures can be enforced. 
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7 Considerations for holding an equine event 
 
It is strongly recommended that the following issues be carefully considered before going ahead 
with any event involving the aggregation of horses: 
 
“Catchment area” for the event 
 
The larger the geographic area from which the horses are drawn, the greater the risk of introducing 
infection, and the more difficult it will be to manage the situation if the horses disperse before 
evidence of infection is detected.  Horses from NSW or QLD will not be entering Victoria at the 
present time. 
 
The capacity and suitability of the venue 
 
In the event of equine influenza being detected at the venue or on a nearby property, the venue and 
the area surrounding it would be locked down for a period that would probably exceed two 
months.  Any venue chosen for hosting a gathering of horses should also be able to accommodate 
all of the animals (and owners and/or carers) with relative ease for a lengthy period of time. 
 
Biosecurity provisions 
 
While it is not possible to guarantee exclusion of infection even with relatively stringent measures 
in place, it should be possible to take basic measures to reduce infection risk.  Participants should 
be willing to implement the recommended biosecurity guidelines and the facilities should be such 
that they are practicable. 
 
Early detection of disease 
 
Bearing in mind that biosecurity measures are unlikely to be watertight, precautions taken at the 
event should enable early detection of disease.  Horses should be checked on arrival and prior to 
departure – preferably by a veterinarian, but if not their temperatures should be checked and a 
veterinarian called in if necessary. 
 
Traceability 
 
In the event of disease being detected in horses returning from a gathering, it will be absolutely 
crucial to be able to find all of their cohorts within the shortest possible time.  This will both 
reduce the workload on government animal health personnel, and enable the disease to be isolated 
and managed very rapidly.  Records must be kept of every horse at an event, noting both their 
origins before the event and their destinations thereafter. 


