EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report is about an investigation into the manner in which Charles Darwin University (CDU) managed livestock and conducted operations at the University’s Mataranka Station.  The investigation was instigated on the Ombudsman’s Own Motion because of complaints made by people disturbed by the condition and treatment of cattle and horses at that property throughout 2009 and continuing into 2010.  
At Mataranka Station from about August 2009 to December 2009 animals died from malnutrition, lack of water and others were destroyed.  In many cases, livestock were tick infested, emaciated, thirsty, dehydrated, victims of attack from wild animals and meat ants.  Some would have died an agonising death and those that survived were distressed, probably for months.  Distress in this context is described in the 2008 National Health and Medical Research Council Guidelines to promote the well being of animals as follows: 
Distress occurs when, in magnitude or duration or both...Significant changes in biological function must occur for the animal to survive... 
Distress is not necessarily associated with pain although pain will cause distress...the notion of suffering includes pain, distress, anxiety, fear...

In other instances at Mataranka Station, downer cattle – those animals no longer able to stand before dying – had their eyes and rear ends eaten by meat ants and/or were attacked by wild dingos/dogs or pigs, too weak to escape these painful attacks.  Downer animals can survive for as long as five days after going down.  In response the university (1 October 2010) wrote that the reference to attacks by wild dogs implies that this is a cruelty confined to the weakened state of the cattle.  In fact, the death of stock from wild dogs is prevalent in all pastoral operations in northern Australia regardless of body condition and is the reason for frequent baiting programs. 
Mataranka Station is a 77,000 hectare Vocational Education and Training (VET) facility and commercial cattle station which is leased to the University by the Northern Land Corporation until 30 September 2013.  In 2006 CDU decided that the station should be operated as a commercial venture, not just an educational facility. 
At 31 December 2008, Mataranka Station had 4124 head of cattle
.  In September 2009 the station was said to have approximately 36 horses and was thought to have approximately 4500 head of cattle.  By the end of 31 December 2009 the Station was said to have 4207 head of cattle
.

I have expressed these figures as I have because during the investigation it was apparent that there were no reliable records of the number of cattle, even after mustering. 
There is a raft of legislation, standards, agriculture notes, codes of practice
, best practice manuals and guidelines for the purpose of protecting animals from cruelty and setting minimum standards of care, as well as describing best practices. 
In the Northern Territory, the Animal Welfare Act places a positive legal duty on all persons in charge of animals to provide food, water and shelter that is appropriate and sufficient. 
CDU, and specifically the Mataranka Station Manager, is responsible for the welfare of the cattle and horses at Mataranka Station.  This report illustrates that CDU’s management of Mataranka Station caused conditions that put livestock on that Station in a physically distressed state by failing to provide the fundamental necessities required to sustain life
.
In relation to Mataranka Station, evidence was found of serious neglect occurring in September and October 2009 and in May and June 2010. 
Depriving cattle and horses of food and water to the extent that they become so weak that they drop to the ground, unable to stand or protect themselves is, in my view, neglect as defined in the Animal Welfare Act.   In one case neglect was so severe that the hoof of a horse fell off.  That only occurs when there has been a long period of neglect and months of suffering by the horse. 

When the serious neglect of animals was made known to middle management and senior CDU staff in September 2009 actions taken to remedy the suffering and neglect of the animals were tardy
, inadequate, and not proportionate to the degree of suffering of the animals. 
CDU is one of Australia’s higher education institutions.  This places CDU in a relatively privileged position with a corresponding duty to ensure best practice for its students, for its funding agencies, and for the animals it controls.  CDU had opportunities to address the neglect of cattle and horses at Mataranka Station, even if senior officers could claim that they were not aware of it until about September 2009.  They had a duty to enquire about and oversee the Station Manager’s performance before then. 
It is disturbing that the leading higher education provider in the Northern Territory failed to monitor the condition of livestock at Mataranka Station and failed to take adequate action to alleviate animals’ suffering on receiving reports about the condition of the cattle.  I quote from several reports and witnesses who alerted CDU to the situation in late 2009. 

On 4 September 2009 two animal welfare inspectors acting on a complaint made to the Department of Resources (DOR) inspected the cattle at Mataranka Station.  The reports they produced were provided to CDU personnel.  The reports included the following statements: 
• We inspected the Highway paddock [04/09/09] for 2kms … it was devoid of feed.  The cows and calves were crowded around the watering point …too poor to venture... 

• The cows that were wet were generally in a very poor condition and unless immediate action is taken there will be losses.  Some animals had difficulty in getting to their feet 

• …No supplementary feed or blocks …

DOR Report 5 September 2009, after describing the conditions of food, water and the condition of the stock: 
• Both Mr …and myself were amazed that the manager had difficulty in coming to terms with the fact that the animals were not just in poor condition, but were being held in a starving situation.  

DOR Report 25 September 2009 after another inspection, the DOR inspectors, after describing in detail what they saw, reported: 
• The overall condition of the station stock is very poor and … is an Animal 

Welfare issue 

• Inadequate amounts of ...  supplement are being provided 

• There [is} a failure to adequately dispose of downers 

• …shortage of staff …for the care and feeding of stock 

• Inadequate amounts of hay available for the starving stock 

• …18 animals shot due to the effects of starvation in the last 11 days [not 

including] weaners dying. 

• In the interests of the Animal Welfare of all animals an immediate 

solution is required 

• The situation is very urgent.  Management need ...an agenda as to how 

they intend to solve the present problem.
On 24 September 2009, a group of CDU students complained, the next day Dr Brian Heim, the Director of Vocational Education and Training (VET) at Katherine Rural Campus (KRC) was told by the Katherine Campus Administrator of the following information from these students: 
On the first day [the Station Manager] dragged 2 x dead weaners from the yard on the motorbike … Found weaner in dump looking for food on 2 occasions, had to physically pull them out of the dump as they were too weak to get themselves out …had to drag several dead cows away. 

There are cows down …still alive and being eaten by meat ants, students asking why they have been left to suffer. 

Several little calves trying to drink from cows that are down and too weak to get up. 

Weaners in yards … ever since students have been there [8 weeks] and not being fed regularly.  Other cows have been left in the yards without access to a trough for 2 days at a time. 

Spoke to 4 girls and one boy...They are all extremely distressed. 

Cows getting trampled when feed put out as they are hungry. 

A list of concerns about what the students had observed was provided to Dr Heim and concluded: 
During time in practical placement we had interactions with the station staff regarding concerns from our observations however, no action was taken. 

We the Certificate II students in Semester 2, 2009 at CDU believe that we have witnessed animal welfare issues and poor cattle management.  In learning about Agricultural Studies cattle care we believe standards of care have not been maintained. 

We have all been concerned and distressed in working in this environment...

Against this background of complaints known to Dr Brian Heim, Director, the Animal Ethics Committee (AEC) commissioned a report from an independent expert (Mr Thomas Stockwell) on animal husbandry delivered to the AEC Chairman (Professor Robert Wasson) dated 10 November 2009:  The report in part stated:
A failure in …basic principles of livestock management and husbandry has occurred at Mataranka and 

• the health and welfare of the Mataranka livestock has paid a heavy price 

• staff members have been traumatised 

• CDU’s reputation … is potentially severely compromised 

• financial losses from the cattle operation will be significant

A management system which starved animals to death, then left them for crows, dogs and ants to finish off is frankly distressing in the highest order.

The report further stated: 
1. The management and husbandry of cattle appears to fall well below any acceptable standard, resulting in a severe loss of productivity and a catastrophic failure in ensuring reasonable animal welfare. 

2. There has been slow, grudging and ineffective management responses to a situation which has been going on for some time. 

3. Explanations for the situation appear glib and exhibit some ignorance and naivety of beef cattle production in the monsoonal zone of the NT. (e.g. Continuous mating and out-of-season'' calves are the industry norm in commercial herds and the nutritional requirements of the situation are managed.) 

There appears to be a range of contributing factors which may include: 

1. insufficient staff and potential inability to recognise and deal with husbandry issues. 

2. inflexibility in administrative and management systems which results in insufficient, ineffective and untimely provision of resources to ensure proper management.  

Clearly however there needs to be some significant and urgent changes to the whole system of station management on Mataranka.  

I have come to the same conclusions as Mr Stockwell and the DOR inspectors in September and October 2009. 
� NHMRC – Guidelines to Promote the Wellbeing of Animals, June 2008, www.nhmrc.gov.au


� Reference: Mataranka & Katherine Stud Stock & Valuation Sheet year ended 31 December 2008.


� Reference: Mataranka & Katherine Stud Stock & Valuation Sheet year ended 31 December 2009


� NHMRC – Guidelines to Promote the Wellbeing of Animals, June 2008, www.nhmrc.gov.au PCIS Code; Animal Welfare Act;  NTGOV – Welfare of Extensively Managed Livestock During Dry Periods May 2008


� All photographs contained in this report were supplied to my investigation and were taken at CDU’s Mataranka Station in 2009 and 2010 except for the photo of the dehorned bleeding cow which was taken at KRC. 


� CDU acted as soon as it became aware of the problem in September 2009, but the university's response should have been more robust. The university regrets not doing more to address the problem at the time.  –  Reference:  CDU News Room 01/02/106





