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PERSONAL OVERVIEW 

The current situation in New Zealand is that the infected area is progressively 
expanding. Tuberculosis is not rampant yet, prevalence is low but persistent. 
Buffer zones that have been set up are being penetrated and the endemic areas 
expanding slowly but surely. 

The seemingly obvious approach to eradicating this problem is large scale 
destruction of the possum who is the host animal in New Zealand. This is an 
impossible task when you look at New Zealand geographically, its terrain is steep, 
inaccessible and the wildlife reservoir covers such a large percentage of the land 
mass. To adopt such a programme would be too costly and environmentally 
hazardous with the use of wholesale poisoning. I say poisoning because to date 
no other effective means of biological or other control method has evolved 
through the limited research data to date. 

The goal of the Animal Health Board and Control Agencies is to stop the 
geographical spread, contain the infection in the boundaries of the big endemic 
areas and work on the small ones for total eradication of the disease. 

Unless we do something constructive now the outlook for the future is bleak. 
We will have more and enlarged endemic areas, rising tuberculosis reactors in 
cattle, growing human health concerns and export restrictions likely. 

The tuberculosis problem in New Zealand is regarded a farmer problem by 
politicians and people who hold the public purse strings, Treasury. Both are 
determined to cut Government financial input. The farmer is to fund two thirds 
of all control and the government one third. Government funding is predicted 
to reduce and farmer input to rise by way of levies in the future. Levies at the 
moment have risen from $2.60 per head to $4.20 per head with a predicted rise 
over the next few years to a levy of $10.00 per head if we are to support research. 
Governments may for political expediency from time to time throw extra money 
into areas of concern, like marginal seats to show that it is doing more than it is. 
Such is the case recently with $1.1 million being made available for areas that are 
not considered top priority but are considered marginal seats. If politicians 
visions were further oul lhat their life expectancy in parliament, then the 
possible restrictions likely in 1992 imposed by the EEC countries should be of 
grave concern. 

In the future the Animal Health Board and Regional Committees must, by 
necessity, become effective lobby groups in their efforts to convince the 
government and public on the importance of possum control and tuberculosis 
eradication. They must convince them on the need for agricultural security, 
public health, threat to earnings from exports, and that tuberculosis is a country 
problem, not just a farmer problem. The government incidentally is the largest 
land owner and most of the problem is on their land. The Conservation 
Department are the managers of that land and they have a decreasing amount of 
funds available from government each year to control tuberculosis. 

The government being the representative of the people of New Zealand has the 
great responsibility for making sure the income of New Zealanders is secure and 
must take appropriate measures to make sure it is. The city people will in time 
be rated by local government to increase funds. 
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In the future we may not be able to trade products from tuberculosis infected 
farms, although this may appear to be emotive, it is a distinct possibility. Ireland 
who has a big tuberculosis problem is currently spending $80-100 million per 
annum in an attempt to eradicate tuberculosis and is failing miserably. New 
Zealand is regarded a rival in the agricultural export scene and Ireland will want 
New Zealand to suffer as well, if it is not allowed to export it's own products to 
EEC compatriot countries. 

Let us look at the dairy industry as an example in New Zealand. If some 
Murchison dairy farms were to become infected with tuberculosis and put on 
movement control can you imagine tankers moving down the same road twice 
to pick up milk? One tanker for clean milk for export and a high priced market. 
The other tanker picking up the tuberculosis infected milk that can only be sold 
as stock food or exported to a low priced market in a third world country. It 
would have a terrible effect on payout to shareholders, thus an adverse effect on 
the rural economy which eventually boils over to the whole economy. How 
would you pay the infected farmer? Discount his stock more that it is now at 
sales? Do we pay the farmer what his milk is worth and penalise him for what is 
a country problem, for he may be unlucky to border indigenous government 
owned land. How do we approach this problem with very limited finances? 
Clearly we need a medium to long term strategy. We need to look out ten to 
fifteen years and progress towards effective control. Active control is necessary 
now to contain the disease with the methods of control we know, but move to 
more effective control with better techniques found by long term research. We 
must get better control with less dollars because the farmers financial resources 
are stretched now. 

A limited budget of $18-20 million is available for 1990, not nearly enough to 
achieve eradication of tuberculosis. A political point that will be used by our 
competitors will be our level of funding not level of control. 

Research to understand the epidemeology of the disease and the MAF Qaul study 
is underway now in the Wairarapa. Its study base behaviour is the 
epidemeology, ecology, transmission of infection and behaviour of the possum. 
This study is very complex and will take at least five years before conclusive 
results emerge. Computer modelling from the results will be a benefit in 
evaluating areas of infection where eradication is being considered. Computer 
modelling according to Professor Roger Morris who is heading the study will be 
"the cheapest tool available." 

Whatever methods of control are adopted in the future, we must never 
underestimate the cunning and adaptability of this mammal to the changing 
environment it will be forced to live in. 
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