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Testing and de-stocking 
While he was Department of Agriculture 
veterinary officer at Derby, Damien Collopy, 
spent four years working on the northern 
campaign. 

He says several factors affect the incidence and 
spread of tuberculosis. When animals are 
stressed for feed and water supplies, their 
immune systems are less able to cope with the 
disease challenge. 

Western Australia's BTEC campaign relies on 
testing of all cattle as well as selective de-
stocking and the subsequent eradication of 
tuberculosis through elimination of infected 
animals. 

Time of testing for tuberculosis is critical. Aged 
cattle with advanced disease may not react to 
the test. Testing requires skilled observation. 
Stations have to carry out a complete muster of 
each paddock or area for the cattle to be put 
through the yards and tested. Three days after 
the test solution is injected into the skin under 
the animals' tails, the testing team must put the 
animals through the yards again to feel for a 
skin reaction which indicates tuberculosis. 

Radio-tracking cattle 

In 1987, Mr Collopy used an imaginative ap­
proach to the problem of detecting all cattle 
associated with tuberculin reactors. That 
project, using radio transmitter collars on 
reactor cows, may save millions of dollars in 
the eradication campaign. 

In a joint effort by the Department's Derby 
district office and the Agriculture Protection 
Board's (APB) research branch, cows which 
had reacted to the tuberculin tests were fitted 
with the radio collars and tracked over several 
days. The project will be repeated during the 
next the northern dry season to refine the 
technique. 

Radio collars have been used in the past by the 
Agriculture Protection Board to track dingoes 
and kangaroos, but this was the first time the 
technology had been applied to domestic 
livestock. 

During tuberculin testing on Fairfield Station 
in the West Kimberley, five cows from one 
'premise' gave positive reactions. These reactor 
cows were then fitted with radio collars. 
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The collars, which were produced by Agricul­
ture Protection Board staff at Forrestfield, were 
specially modified for use on cattle. Each collar 
contained a tiny radio transmitter embedded in 
plastic for protection and fitted neatly inside a 
heavy webbing belt. The collars were used on 
each animal to ensure a signal could still be 
followed even if one transmitter failed or if the 
animal managed to remove a collar. After the 
collars were fitted, the cows, along with the 
cattle which had given negative tests, were 
trucked back to the area from which they had 
been mustered, and released. 

A week after the collared reactor cattle were 
released, the Agriculture Protection Board's 
dingo research aircraft, which contains radio 
direction-finding equipment, was brought in to 
track the cattle. Technical officer, Ken Rose and 
pilot, Neville Roddan, both of whom have had 
extensive experience in tracking dingoes with 
radio collars, were able to locate the five cattle 
within an hour on the first flight. 

The cattle were tracked several times a day 
over the next four days to establish then-
movement patterns and the size of their contact 
groups. One group had moved 25 km away 
from the area in which they were released. 

"The hypothesis is that cattle in matriarchal 
family groups may include several generations. 
These small groups are at highest risk of 
contacting tuberculosis if one of the group has 
the disease," Mr Collopy said. 

The Fairfield radio-tracking project demon­
strated that some cattle do not show a reaction 
to the tuberculin test. This non-reaction occa­
sionally occurs in older heavily infected 
animals. A cow which had not reacted to the 
test showed classic tuberculosis at post­
mortem. The cow was one of the small family 
group of a collared reactor. 

Once the project team was satisfied that the 
cattle had settled into regular behaviour 
patterns and territory, a helicopter was called 
in to enable Derby stock inspector, Trevor 
Fitzpatrick, to shoot the reactors and their 
immediate family groups. Post-mortems were 
carried out in the field and tuberculosis was 
confirmed in four cattle, including two of the 
collared reactors. 

Mr Collopy said the radio-tracking project 
indicated that the costs of detecting the last few 
tuberculosis-infected cattle could be reduced 
substantially. "However, it has also empha­
sized how little we know about the behaviour 
of cattle in this environment. It has also shown 
that there may be problems yet to be solved 
before we can ensure tuberculosis is eradicated 
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