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Animal health advice for  
producers in the

Hunter
Hunter producers need to plan ahead for summer

With the drought hitting hard and just a few weeks to go until 
local saleyards and processors wind down for the end of year 
break, Hunter Local Land Services is urging producers in our 
region to consider how they are going to feed and manage 
water supplies for their livestock over summer.

One hundred per cent of our region is drought affected, with 
more than half now classified as being in intense drought.

Hunter Local Land Services General Manager Brett Miners 
said with severe drought and in some areas bushfires now 
impacting producers, it’s more important than ever to be 
planning ahead.

“We are headed into our third summer affected by drought, an 
unusual occurrence in our region, and there is no significant 
rain forecast for the near future,” said Brett Miners.

“While many producers have made the difficult choice to 
destock, we know there are still lots of landholders trying  
to hang onto their stock, despite issues with feed and  
water availability.

“We are urging producers to make realistic feed and water 
budgets and honestly consider their options – as things 
get hotter the water requirements of stock increase, and 
feed remains expensive and difficult to source due to the 
widespread drought.

“Please take time to understand the physical, emotional and 
financial costs of ongoing feeding and what other options 
there might be. In some cases it will be selling excess stock or 
destocking – and with Christmas looming there will be limits to 
your marketing and processing opportunities.”

Livestock sales in our region will finish as of 21 December. With 
many not reopening until after 5 January. Many processors are 
already also booked up into January.

“If you choose to hang onto your stock, make sure you 
contact your local rural supplier now to source quality feed,” 
said Brett.

“Hunter Local Land Services is offering free testing of feed, 
to help producers buying in feed be assured the purchased 
fodder is meeting the nutritional requirements of their stock 
and doesn’t pose any threats to their health through issues like 
nitrate poisoning.

“If you need advice to help you make decisions about whether 
to feed or sell your livestock please contact the Hunter Local 
Land Services team for assistance on 1300 795 299.”

The NSW Government’s Drought Transport Subsidy can be 
applied to the cost of transporting fodder, water to a property 
for stock or domestic use, stock to and from agistment, stock to 
sale or slaughter.

The Emergency Water Infrastructure Rebate scheme is 
available to eligible primary producers who can claim rebates 
of up to $25,000 on new purchases and installation costs of 
water infrastructure projects. Included in the installation of 
pipes, water storage and water pumps, de-silting dams and 
associated power supplies such as generators.

Hunter Local Land Services has a dedicated Drought 
Administration Officer, Anne Lantry, available to help you lodge 
applications with the NSW Rural Assistance Authority, including 
claiming Drought Transport Subsidies or the Emergency Water 
Infrastructure Rebate Scheme. You can make an appointment 
to meet Anne by calling 1300 795 299.
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It is your responsibility to ensure animals are fit to load  
for the intended journey
Long standing drought conditions have been exacerbated by 
fire in many areas of our region. Many people are consequently 
running out of feed for their livestock and need to move stock 
off their land to sale, slaughter or agistment. Opportunities to 
unload cattle locally will be limited in the near future due to 
Christmas closure of saleyards and abattoirs. (Please refer to 
article in this newsletter which lists closure periods for regional 
saleyards and abattoirs).

Producers who are arranging to transport livestock need to 
ensure that the animals being loaded are strong and healthy 
enough to undertake the journey. 

We are seeing a lot of emaciated stock in the region as many 
people have not destocked early enough and their livestock 
have got to the point that they are not fit for transport off 
the property. Please don’t let your animals get this poor (see 
photos).  Animals which are too weak and poor to be loaded 
onto a truck will have to be hand fed until they are in better 
condition.  

Producers have a duty of care to ensure the welfare of livestock 
under their control and reduce the risk to their welfare. If unfit 
animals are loaded and transported, both the owner and the 
transporter have breached the ‘Australian Animal Welfare 
Standards and Guidelines: Land Transport of Livestock’ 
and may be liable for prosecution. 

A transporter of livestock is responsible for the final loading 
inspection and should not load and transport any animal that 
is not fit for the intended journey. Owners should not pressure 
carriers to load livestock which does not meet the ‘Fit to load’ 
guidelines, which are published by MLA:  
https://www.mla.com.au/fittoload#

Livestock owners do not have the right to starve their animals 
to death, so if provision of feed is not possible, humane 
destruction may have to be considered.  

Drought-affected owners investigating possible assistance 
measures should contact the Rural Assistance Authority and 
visit the website: https://www.raa.nsw.gov.au/

The Rural Assistance Authority oversees the Emergency 
Drought Transport Subsidy, which can be applied to the cost of 
transporting: fodder, water to a property for stock or domestic 
use, stock to and from agistment, stock to sale or slaughter.

It may also be worth contacting non-government 
organisations such as Rural Aid and Lions which provide 
donated feed or other assistance measures.

Farmers whose properties have been affected by fire should 
also investigate additional government assistance measures 

at: https://www.raa.nsw.gov.au/grants/disaster-recovery-
grants/northern-nsw-bushfires

Assistance with humane destruction of livestock is offered by 
Local Land Services and RSPCA.

Conditions such as disease, blindness and injury can also make 
livestock unfit for transport. 

Checklist questions to assess ‘fitness to load’ 
include:
• Can the animal walk on all four legs?

• Is there any visible sign of injury or distress that 
could compromise the animal’s welfare during the 
journey?

• Is the animal strong enough to make the journey? 
Dehydrated? Emaciated?

• Is the animal’s vision impaired and prevents loading 
or causes distress?

• Ensure the animals are not in late pregnancy or too 
young for transport

• Has the animal had adequate access to water prior 
to loading to meet the maximum time off water 
standards

E.C. Throsby Singleton 
Shut Down: 20/12/19 
Start Up: 13/1/20 
Waiting Period til 20/1/20

JBS Scone 
Shut Down: 24/12/19 
Start Up 2/1/20  
Waiting period out to the 3rd 
week in Jan 2020.

2019 Last sales:
13 December Dungog Store sale
14 December Wollombi Store sale
16 December Maitland Fat, calf and store sale
17 December Scone Fat
18 December Singleton

21 December Maitland 

2020 Sale return dates:
6 January Maitland

6 January Taree

7 January Scone

8 January Singleton

9 January Gloucester

Wingham Beef Exports 
Shut down 19/12/19 
Start up 6/1/20 
3rd week of Jan waiting 
time. 

https://www.mla.com.au/fittoload
https://www.raa.nsw.gov.au/
https://www.raa.nsw.gov.au/grants/disaster-recovery-grants/northern-nsw-bushfires
https://www.raa.nsw.gov.au/grants/disaster-recovery-grants/northern-nsw-bushfires


Animal Health – Summer 2019  |  3

Gangrenous mastitis Lame pig

For more information:

The Australian Animal Welfare Standards 
and Guidelines- Land Transport of 

Livestock:  
http://www.animalwelfarestandards.
net.au/files/2015/12/Land-transport-

of-livestock-Standards-and-Guidelines-
Version-1.-1-21-September-2012.pdf

MLA: Is the animal fit to load?  
https://www.mla.com.au/fittoload#

Late pregnancy

Blindness or eye disease

Examples of animals that are unfit to load:

LamenessVisible signs of injury that compromises welfare

Emaciated weak animals

 Infected jointPanting and heat stress

Cancer eye Blindness in both eyes

Emaciated sheep Emaciated cow

Hernia

http://www.animalwelfarestandards.net.au/files/2015/12/Land-transport-of-livestock-Standards-and-Guidelines-Version-1.-1-21-September-2012.pdf
http://www.animalwelfarestandards.net.au/files/2015/12/Land-transport-of-livestock-Standards-and-Guidelines-Version-1.-1-21-September-2012.pdf
http://www.animalwelfarestandards.net.au/files/2015/12/Land-transport-of-livestock-Standards-and-Guidelines-Version-1.-1-21-September-2012.pdf
http://www.animalwelfarestandards.net.au/files/2015/12/Land-transport-of-livestock-Standards-and-Guidelines-Version-1.-1-21-September-2012.pdf
https://www.mla.com.au/fittoload
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Bushfire Preparation
As the summer weather warms up and feed dries off it is 
important to make sure you prepare in case of bushfire/
grassfires affecting your property.  Frequent storms have 
increased the risk of lightning strikes starting grassfires and 
there is also the risk of haystacks and compost/manure piles 
self-combusting.

Planning ahead includes:

• Ensure property has a PIC and livestock numbers are 
registered with LLS- this gives valuable information to 
emergency services in times of crisis.  

• Livestock identification with NLIS tags enables location of 
owners if stock are roaming after fires.

• Create a heavily grazed area where stock can be moved 
during a bushfire. This could be a grazed, slashed or green 
paddock or a laneway, with access to water (preferably 
dam).

• Consider having a central laneway to assist moving stock 
before a fire threatens.

• Identify a possible containment area where stock can 
be fed after a fire. In addition to containing stock, this 
also reduces the risk of weed spread across the property 
following a fire.

Cattle are generally quite good at avoiding fire if they have 
room to move. In most cases, it is sufficient to move them onto 
a low risk paddock if threatened by fire.

 

 
Sheep have a strong flocking instinct that may prevent them 
moving away from an oncoming fire. Moving them onto a low 
risk paddock is better than no action at all, but it is far better in 
most cases to move them into a confined area that is low risk 
- such as sheep yards surrounded by a bare area. Sheep in full 
wool manage better than newly shorn sheep.

Goats have a strong flocking instinct like sheep but are 
more agile and thus more likely to escape a fire if they do 
not succumb to heat stress first. Moving them onto a low risk 
paddock or opening internal gates to give them a greater 
range of access to your property is better than no action at all.

Horses - if you are staying on the property during the fire risk, 
move your horse into a safe yard area with water or a bare 
paddock with room to move. Some form of identification e.g. 
microchip or even a sticky label stuck into mane with owner 
details and contact can be helpful.

After the fire injured/burnt animals need careful assessment 
with respect to survival and welfare.  Seeking veterinary 
assistance in this process is important.  Further information can 
be found on 

http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/content/agriculture/emergency/
bushfire/animals/assess-bushfire-burns-livestock 

Emergency water replacement
The Agriculture and Animal Services Functional Area (AASFA) 
is supporting fire affected landholders through the provision 
of emergency water removed by the RFS for fire fighting 
purposes. Impacted landholders are encouraged to contact 
1800 814 647 to discuss their needs.

The unprecedented scale of the bushfire disaster and the 
number of affected landholders has created significant 
demand for support which may affect the timeframe in which 
water carriers can action requests.

Prioritisation of emergency water provision will include:

• significance of impact on animal welfare

• significance of impact on intensive agricultural production

There are a range of financial support services available to 
eligible primary producers that can be used to resolve their 
immediate water issues. These are available through the Rural 
Assistance Authority and include:

• Bushfire Disaster Recovery Grants of up to $15,000

• Emergency Drought Transport Subsidy

• Natural disaster Transport Subsidy

To find out more about the Bushfire Recovery Grants, Transport 
Subsidies and the Drought Assistance Fund call the  
Rural Assistance Authority on 1800 678 593.

http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/content/agriculture/emergency/bushfire/animals/assess-bushfire-burns-livestock
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/content/agriculture/emergency/bushfire/animals/assess-bushfire-burns-livestock
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Drought response-early weaning
Looking at the seasonal conditions forecast for the next three 
months drought conditions are set to continue, especially 
through the Upper Hunter and increasingly in the Lower 
Hunter and Manning Great Lakes.

Late winter and spring calving cows are feeling the stress 
of increased energy requirements for late pregnancy and 
lactation, especially those on full feeding.  Variable quality of 
available hay and increasing difficulty in sourcing high energy 
supplements such as cotton seed, grain or pellets as well as 
unusual feeds such as almond hulls, rice hulls and palm kernel 
extract have made meeting dietary requirements for cows in 
this stage of production extremely difficult.  Many cows have 
slipped in condition and are at fat score 1-2.

Critical decision making now is based around which class of 
livestock you are committed to keeping, if any, and how best 
to maximize the return on your dollar spent on feeding.  Cows 
with calves at foot will require approximately double the feed 
of a dry cow. 

The focus of early weaning is threefold:

1. By splitting the cow/calf unit you decrease the total feed 
required to approximately 2/3 -3/4 that of a lactating cow. 
(a significant dollar saving)

2. By removing the calf from the cow you can have the 
cow on an increasing plane of nutrition and increase the 
chance of your lighter cows going back in calf and improve 
next year’s production, (under fat score of three fertility is 
decreased)

3. You can give yourself more choices as your decision 
making goes ahead.  These could include:

• Sell cows in improving condition and feed calves- 
cheaper and can feed for longer for the same amount 
of money

• Sell calves either straight away or into the future for 
cash flow

• Sell steers and concentrate on heifers as either 
replacement breeders, to sell as fat stock or in calf 
heifers if conditions remain tight.

Early weaning requires organization, commitment and 
attention to detail but can be done very successfully with the 
benefits to the cow rapidly realized.  Before beginning weaning 
it is important to know you have the feed confirmed/on farm, 
good water supply and suitable yards with plenty of individual 
access to feeders available.  Previous exposure to feed can  

improve calves’ acceptance of the new diet.  Making sure that 
animals are grouped by size/weight will improve outcomes 
as well.   Vaccination with, at minimum, 5 in 1 is essential and 
close attention to individuals that are quiet, hanging back from 
feed or off on their own, and therefore likely to be unwell, will 
also yield better results.

Detailed feed requirements for different age/weights of 
weaners, as well as options for management can be discussed 
with LLS staff or accessed from our weaner workshop online 
information.

Remember, drought management is about decision making 
on an ongoing basis.  Early weaning is one of the options 
available that can provide multiple benefits.  What we are 
all trying to avoid is running into welfare issues where there 
are no feasible options.  Cows with calves at foot can rapidly 
decline to the point where they are no longer fit to travel if not 
fed sufficiently.  If no further feed is available due to supply or 
financial difficulty this can be catastrophic for livestock and 
producers alike.

Hunter LLS is committed to help support producers through 
this drought and can provide information/expertise in livestock 
nutrition and health, as well as assistance in accessing subsidies 
from the Rural Assistance Authority.  
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National Livestock Identification System (NLIS)                                                        
NLIS is Australia’s scheme for the identification and tracing of 
livestock. It is crucial in protecting and enhancing Australia’s 
reputation as a producer of quality beef, sheep and goat meat. 
Australia exports to over 100 markets and is one of the world’s 
largest red meat exporters. NLIS allows Australia ongoing 
access to these valuable export markets. NLIS enhances 
Australia’s ability to respond quickly to a major food safely or 
disease incident using the NLIS database as a critical tracing 
tool. It allows animals to be tracked from property of birth to 
slaughter, for biosecurity, food safety, product integrity and 
market access purposes.

NLIS – Eight Step Guide to Moving and Selling 
Cattle (Sheep and Goats)

1. Make sure you have a PIC (Property Identification Code) 
Contact Local Land Services if you need to obtain a PIC

2. Become accredited with the LPA Program 
To move stock off your property you need to complete a 
National Vendor Declaration (NVD) and need to become 
accredited with Livestock Production Assurance (LPA)

3. Order National Vendor Declaration (NVD)

• Website or phone from LPA

• Pre-printed book of 20 with your PIC details or as an 
eDeclaration

4. Create an NLIS database account

• All individual cattle movements MUST be recorded on 
the NLIS database (mob based movements for sheep 
and goats)

• Movements of cattle, sheep or goats to and from 
saleyards, abattoirs or shows are done by saleyard/
abattoir/show operators or organisers

• All other movements between PIC’s are recorded in the 
NLIS database by the owner or receiver of the stock

5. Purchase NLIS devices

• Order through your local rural merchandiser or direct 
from tag manufacturers

• Place your order at least 14 days before you need the 
tags

• For cattle there are two ear tag colours:

 » White – breeder tags (born on your property)

 » Orange - post-breeder tags (no longer on their 
property of birth)

• For sheep/goats it is highly recommended that you 
use year of birth coloured tags in NSW

 » breeder tags are coloured and are applied to 
animals born on your property (see below)

 » post-breeder tag (pink) – applied to sheep/
goats no longer on their property of birth OR to 
introduced animals that have lost their original tag

6. Check tags on stock

• Before selling any stock, check each animal has an NLIS 
ear tag (with the exception of feral goats going direct 
to an abattoir or an approved goat depot)

• Stock without an ear tag MUST be tagged with a tag 
printed with your PIC

• Breeder tags for home bred cattle, and orange post-
breeder tags for bought in animals

• Tag Position: Apply tag to the right (offside) Ear only as 
shown in the graphic below:

                         

• Cattle should only have one NLIS tag. It is ILLEGAL to 
remove an NLIS tag

7. Complete the NVD

• The NVD or other movement document, such as a 
Transported Stock Statement (TSS) must be completed 
prior to movement of your stock

• NVD is a legal document and must be completed 
correctly and signed

• You must answer all questions on the document

• Use an NVD for the agistment property if you are 
selling cattle from agistment

• If you have sheep from several PIC’s in the 
consignment, you must list all PIC’s on the NVD. Use an 
attachment form if they don’t all fit on the NVD

• Keep your copy of the NVD for seven years

• It is illegal to make alterations to the pre-printed PIC in 
the NVD
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8. Complete transfer on NLIS database

Cattle - four steps:         
1.   Log onto the database with your user ID and password

2.   Select ‘Livestock moved off or onto my property’ function –  
      then type in details, upload file or choose from the list

3.   Enter the following details:  

a. NLIS ID or RFID

b. Date of movement

c. From PIC

d. To PIC

e. NVD Serial Number

4.   Follow prompts to confirm details and send this information     
       to the database 

Sheep/Goats - four steps: 

1.   Log onto the database with your user ID and password

2.   Select Mob-based movement  off or onto PIC – type in  
      details or upload a file

3.   Enter the following details:  

a. species

b. date of movement

c. from PIC and number of head

d. to PIC

e. NVD Serial Number

f. other PICs listed on NVD

g. has the stock been bred by the vendor

h. NVD image

4.   Follow prompts to confirm details and send the information  
      to the database.

    

NLIS Numbering System
NLIS Cattle ID:                       

• Red = PIC

• Green = Manufacturer Code

• Brown = Device type: B= Breeder tag

• Blue = Year of manufacture: N=2017

• Cream = Serial number 

NLIS Sheep/Goat ID:   

If you require any further information or assistance please 
contact your Local Land Services Office on 1300 795 299

Typical White  

Cattle NLIS tag

Typical Orange  

Cattle NLIS tag
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Barber’s Pole Worm Explosion after Drought Breaking Rains
Many producers are shocked to hear that even during drought 
conditions that their sheep and goats are carrying worms. 

It is important to understand the lifecycle of the worm to 
appreciate how these drought breaking rains can bring about 
a barber’s pole worm population explosion and devastation to 
your small ruminants!

The adult worm survives in the animal for many months 
producing up to 10 000 eggs per day. These eggs hatch in ideal 
conditions, then within the moist faecal pellet they develop 
from larval stage 1 » larval stage 2 » larval stage 3. Larval stage 
3 is also called the infective larval stage and it leaves the faecal 
pellet and moves onto the blade of grass where they are 
eaten by the sheep and goats. Within the ruminant the worm 
develops from larval stage 3-larval stage 4 and finally into an 
adult worm where the female worms start to produce eggs.

When the weather conditions are not ideal outside (drought 
conditions, hot and dry or cold) the worm has cleverly adapted 
its development to remain dormant within the lining of the 
abomasum (4th stomach) until conditions become more ideal 
for survival of the worm. This is called hypobiosis.

As you could imagine during these drought conditions, 
the faecal pellet becomes very hard and the larvae cannot 
penetrate through the outer wall of the pellet but they can 
survive for many months within the moist dung pellet.  So, 
if suddenly we get drought breaking rains or even multiple 
summer storms over the Christmas period then the dung 
pellets will soften, allowing a massive population of infective 
larvae to escape onto the pasture. During these drought times 
normally the pasture height is low and the animal is eating 
closer to the ground where the larvae are more concentrated. 

Any sign of green pick developing after rain is a sure sign 
that worm eggs are hatching and infective larvae are being 
eaten by stock. The dormant larval stage in the animal will be 
triggered to restart development within the animal.

It is important to keep a very close eye on your stock during 
these risky periods, looking for clinical signs of barber’s pole 
worm (anaemia, swelling under the jaw, poor condition, 
lethargic and death when moved), doing regular monitoring 
of worm egg counts in faeces (every two to four weeks) and 
using other tools such as FAMACHA every two weeks is a very 
effective means of detecting anaemia and high barber’s pole 
burdens in small ruminants.

Barber’s pole worm inside abomasum

Bottle jaw on lamb with high barber’s pole worm burden
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Pinkeye in the Hunter
Across the Hunter Local Land Sevices Region we are again 
seeing a large number of cattle with Pinkeye. The current 
conditions are ideal for the spread of this disease; dusty, flies, 
bright sunlight, physical irritation, minimal or no pasture, poor 
immune status and drought feeding where animals are in close 
contact.

Pinkeye (infectious bovine kerato-conjunctivitis) is an 
incredibly painful bacterial infection of the eye. The bacteria, 
Morexella bovis produces a toxin that attacks the surface of 
the eye and the surrounding conjunctiva eroding the surface 
and leading to aggressive inflammation of the eye which can 
result in blindness and loss of the eye if it goes untreated. The 
early signs of Pinkeye are a watery discharge from the eye, 
the membranes around the eye become red and a white spot 
(ulcer) develops on the surface of the eye. The infection can 
spread rapidly in the herd leading to impacts on the animal’s 
welfare, weight gains and milk production. Pinkeye can affect 
up to 80% of the herd with potential consequences including: 

• blindness, which can lead to injuries

• loss of 3-5% of body weight

• decreased heifer fertility

• lower prices at sale and reduced selling opportunities

• increased labour to muster and treat as well as treatment 
costs

Flies are attracted to the watery eyes, feeding on the infected 
secretions and then move from animal to animal, spreading 
the disease. Cattle under two years old are highly susceptible 
to pinkeye

Prevention of disease is important to decrease the impacts of 
Pinkeye in your herd.  Preventative measures include fly control 
and the use of Pinkeye vaccination before the Pinkeye season 
kicks off (three to six weeks before the Pinkeye season). The 
vaccine is called Piliguard Pinkeye Vaccine which aids in the 
prevention and severity of pinkeye in your herd.

Cases of pinkeye should be treated as early as possible! 
Antibiotic ointments (Orbenin) that you would get through 
your private veterinarian work well. One third of a tube 
is applied to each eye, even if only one eye is affected. 
An eye patch glued on to cover the affected eye protects 
the eye from dust, UV light, physical irritation and flies. 
Animals with Pinkeye should be segregated and try to avoid 
yarding animals in dry, dusty conditions so as to minimise 
transmission to susceptible animals. 

Christmas Pinkeye warning 
Pinkeye is spreading rapidly within the Hunter region. Ongoing 
hot weather causes cattle to bunch together under shade 
trees, creating perfect conditions for spread of pinkeye within a 
herd by close contact and flies.

Those who haven’t vaccinated with Piliguard might be wise 
to consider how and where they might source antibiotic eye 
ointment (Orbenin or Opticlox) to treat affected animals if 
cases occur over the inconvenient Christmas/New Year period.  
These very effective ointments can only be obtained from 
veterinarians. Terramycin Aerosol or Powder is an alternative 
antibiotic medication which can generally be bought at 
produce merchants (i.e. it is not a vet-only product).

Similarly, it might be prudent to consider where you might 
obtain pour-on fly repellants or insecticidal ear tags during the 
holiday break, as fly control is an important part of controlling 
a pinkeye outbreak. 

Further information on Pinkeye prevention, diagnosis and 
treatment is available here https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__
data/assets/pdf_file/0017/103904/pinkeye-in-cattle.pdf or 
speak to your private or district veterinarian.

Advanced Pinkeye infection

Eary stage Pinkeye infection

https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/103904/pinkeye-in-cattle.pdf
https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/103904/pinkeye-in-cattle.pdf
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Nitrate Toxicity
As the drought continues and there is a lack of feed, plants 
are also becoming stressed. Hungry animals eating hay grown 
in drought conditions has led to a large number of cases of 
nitrate toxicity being seen in the Upper Hunter.

Nitrate is usually present in the plant and soil, but during 
periods of drought, the amount in the soil can increase greatly 
due to a lack of leaching, reduced uptake by the plants and 
decomposition of organic matter.

Nitrates and Nitrites are closely linked as causes of poisoning. 
Nitrate is not always toxic to animals. When feed containing 
nitrate is eaten by ruminant animals, nitrate is converted 
to nitrite, and then to ammonia, by microbes in the rumen. 
Nitrates, if consumed in large quantities, have a direct, caustic 
effect on the lining of the gut – causing diarrhoea, salivation 
and abdominal pain.

Nitrites are much more toxic. When high levels of nitrites 
accumulate in the gastrointestinal tract, they are absorbed 
into the bloodstream. Nitrite in the bloodstream changes 
haemoglobin (the oxygen-carrying part of blood) to 
methaemoglobin (which cannot carry oxygen). If enough 
methaemoglobin is produced, the animal will die.

When plants are 'stressed' due to environmental conditions 
such as drought, frosts or prolonged cloudy days - 
photosynthesis decreases but plant uptake of nitrogen from 
the soil remains the same. This leads to the potential for 
accumulation of nitrate (which is a form of nitrogen) levels 
within the plants. This higher level of accumulated nitrate is 
still present if plants that are made into hay and then fed to 
livestock.

The uptake of nitrate by plants is facilitated by the use of 
nitrogen-containing fertilisers and low soil sulphur and 
molybdenum

The amount of nitrate in plant tissues also 
depend on:

• Plant species

• Stage of maturity – levels are higher in young plants and 
decrease as plants mature

• Part of the plant – nitrate levels are highest in bottom third 
of the stalk, less in the leaves, and flowers or grain contain 
little or no nitrate

Oaten hay is particularly risky and becomes poisonous if 
previously dry hay becomes wet before feeding out. Hays 
made from nitrate-rich materials contain almost as much 

nitrate as when first made, unless some is converted to nitrite 
by heating or mould. Silage contains less nitrate than its 
parent crop due to the fermentation process that it undergoes. 
Forages high in nitrate can lose 40-60% of their nitrate content 
during fermentation. 

Hungry stock are at far greater risk than animals receiving 
regular and good fodder. This is because they consume more 
toxic feed and their rumen microbes will not have had time to 
adapt to converting nitrite to ammonia. The frequent intake of 
small amounts of high-nitrate feed increases the total amount 
of nitrate that can be consumed by ruminant animals without 
effects. This is because rumen microbes adapt to deal with the 
increased nitrate content of the feed. 

Ruminants receiving carbohydrate-rich fodders tolerate 
high nitrate and nitrite levels better than those that are not 
– because energy from carbohydrates (grain) helps rumen 
microbes convert nitrite to ammonia. Animals that are stressed 
or in poor health or condition will also be more susceptible to 
nitrate/nitrite poisoning. 

Some potential measures to lessen the risk of 
nitrate toxicity when making hay is to:

• Test your soil - to ensure you are aware of current soil 
nitrogen levels.

• Test your hay\silage as a matter of course (before feeding 
it out), if you suspect the crop\pasture may be a little 'hot' 
when made into hay. 

• Avoid cutting for hay at peak nitrate level times such 
as early morning, or when forage is young and actively 
growing (as plants mature nitrate levels decrease). Avoid 
cutting for hay under cloudy conditions, if the crop or 
pasture is stressed from a lack of water or has had a recent 
herbicide application.

• Raise the cutter bar height to try and avoid the bottom 
1\3 of the plant stem. This is where nitrate typically 
accumulates. 

• Harvest closer to maturity

• Harvest these feed crops at least seven days after rain or 
cloudy weather, preferably later in the day

• If possible switch to making silage as the fermentation 
process reduces plant nitrate levels.

More than 80 specific plants are known to cause nitrate/nitrite 
poisoning – including oats, sorghum, maize, lucerne, kikuyu, 
wheat and barley.
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Most of the time with nitrate or nitrite toxicity the animals are 
found dead with no preceding clinical signs. However signs of 
Nitrate poisoning include diarrhoea, vomiting, salivation and 
abdominal pain. Signs of nitrite poisoning usually appear 6-24 
hours after the toxic material is consumed. These include:

• Rapid, noisy and difficult breathing

• Blue/chocolate-coloured Mucous membranes (gums, 
eyelids, vagina)

• Rapid pulse, salivation, bloat, tremors, staggering

• Dark, chocolate-covered blood

• Abortions

• Weakness, coma, convulsions, death

Prevention: 

So, how can we prevent poisoning from occurring? 

• Analyse feeds and forages for nitrate

• Observe stock regularly when put on potentially risky feed

• Feed hungry stock on dry hay or mature grass before 
allowing access to immature cereal crops

• Feed only well-dried cereal hays

• Prevent hungry stock from gorging recently sprayed 
weeds or highly fertilised crops

• Not overstocking risky pastures/grazing crops and 
avoiding strip grazing (because they consume more stalk 
material)

• Not grazing high-nitrate pastures or crops for seven 
days after periods of rainfall, cloudy days, frosts or high 
temperatures that cause wilting

• Grazing stock on high-nitrate pastures or crops during 
sunny afternoons and removing them at night

• Feed risky material in small amounts diluted with safe 
feed (preferably high carbohydrate feed such as grain) and 
gradually increasing the amount fed

• Ensuring that water does not contain high levels of nitrates

• Never feed mouldy hay

Feed testing is available via your local LLS Office.  
Contact us on 1300 795 299 to speak to a District Vet or 
Livestock Officer to organise to have your feed tested.

Blue Green Algae
There has been a number of enquiries with regards to 
low dam levels and the potential of blue green algae 
poisoning in livestock. Blue green algae will normally be 
obvious to the naked eye causing a green discolouration 
to the surface of the dam (see photo below), it may have 
an unpleasant odour and sometimes the wind blows and 
it aggregates as scum on the edge of the dam. If you do 
notice a green discolouration on the surface of your dam 
then we are able to test the water to see if it is blue green 
algae. 

Blue Green algae is toxic to livestock and can kill animals 
within 24-72 hours after ingestion but it usually occurs 
when the blue green algae have accumulated as scum 
on the side of the dam and the livestock are drinking 
from this point. Cases of blue green algae poisoning are 
very rare but can occur when a number of triggers align; 
these include increase in water temperature, fertilisers 
used around the dam, increased contamination of 
manure from livestock, increase in soil erosion, a 
decrease in the level of zooplankton that eat the algae 
and livestock drinking from a highly contaminated area 
at the edge of the dam. 

Clinical signs you may see in your livestock with blue 
green algae poisoning include breathing difficulties, 
muscle twitching, salivation, and appear weak, rapid 
pulse, depressed, photosensitisation and death. Other 
stock may simply not drink the water and become 
dehydrated.  If you are concerned that your dam has 
blue green algae then please call and we can send water 
samples away for testing. 

If you are concerned about the quality of the drinking 
water as the water levels get lower then we have water 
sample kits in any LLS office that you are able to collect 
and send a water sample away to be tested to make sure 
the quality of the water is adequate for livestock.

It is worth checking waternsw.com.au/waterquality/algae 
for updates on alerts in our region.
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Here’s how to contact your district vet:

Jim Kerr – Tocal 
0439 185 275

Kylie Greentree – Maitland  
0428 498 687

Kristi Arnot – Singleton 
0409 758 823

Lyndell Stone – Wingham  
0429 532 855

Jane Bennett – Scone  
0427 322 311

For more information about Hunter Local Land 
Services:

 1300 795 299

@ admin.hunter@lls.nsw.gov.au

 www.lls.nsw.gov.au

 www.facebook.com.HunterLLS

 Hunter Local Land Services
816 Tocal Road (private Bag 2010)
Paterson, NSW 2421
Australia

Q Fever
Q fever is a zoonosis – a disease that can be transferred from 
animals to humans. The main carriers of the disease are farm 
animals such as cattle, sheep and goats but other animals such as 
kangaroos, bandicoots and domestic pets such as dogs and cats 
can also be infected. Infected animals often have no symptoms 
and can shed the bacteria into their urine, faeces or milk.

 People usually get infected by breathing in infected aerosols 
or dust when working with infected animals, animal tissues, or 
animal products. Calving, shearing, working in stockyards and 
even contaminated work clothing can be a source of infection. 
The bacteria can survive for long periods in the environment as 
they are resistant to heat, drying and many disinfectants. 

About 60% people have few or no symptoms. Q fever is 
usually an acute (immediate) infection but it can sometimes 
lead to a chronic (long-term) illness. Acute Q fever can cause 
a severe flu-like illness that is sometimes associated with 
hepatitis (inflammation of the liver) and pneumonia. Chronic 
Q fever most commonly results in inflammation of the heart 
(endocarditis) and people who already have heart valve disease 
are at increased risk. Symptoms begin about two to three 
weeks after exposure and typically include: 

• high fevers and chills 
• severe sweats 
• severe headaches, often behind the eyes 
• muscle and joint pains 
• extreme fatigue (tiredness) 

If untreated, symptoms can last from two to six weeks. Most 
people make a full recovery and become immune to repeat 
infections.  Occasionally people develop a chronic fatigue 
syndrome after infection. Symptoms of chronic Q fever may 
occur up to two years after the initial infection.

Diagnosis is made by blood tests, usually two samples two 
weeks apart.  Treatment is with antibiotics.

It is recommended that anyone working in livestock 
industries or living in and around livestock properties and 
yards should be vaccinated against Q fever if they are over 
15 years of age.  The process involves a blood test and skin 
test to assess whether a person is already immune, and a 
vaccination if not showing immunity.

Evacuation centres 
As the Mid Coast and Manning was hit by fires recently, Hunter 
Local Land Services, working under Department of Primary 
Industries Animal and Agricultural Services Function Area 
arrangements, assisted at several local Evacuation Centres. We 
provided emergency fodder, water bowls, cages, animal leads 
to help ease the burden on pet and livestock owners during 
the emergency situation. 

At some points there were variously several hundreds, dogs, 
cats, birds, chickens, pigs, goats, horses at evacuation centres at 
Taree and Wingham all co-existing in reasonable harmony. We 
would like to thank all parties in this response, Club Taree and 
Wingham and Taree showgrounds for their assistance ensuring 
all evacuees, furry and otherwise, were well looked after. 

Evacuated animals at evacuation centres are the responsibility 
of the owners and it is important to come as well prepared as 
one can be with, but Hunter Local Land Services was pleased 
to assist with animal management on site when needed.
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