








 Issue No 30 • June 2008 	 35

industry news

Leptospirosis research kick-started by RWNZ
Massey University Epicentre scientists were presented with $87,500 by Rural Women New Zealand (RWNZ) at the 
organisation’s national conference in Blenheim in May.

The funds will be used to kick start research into 
leptospirosis, New Zealand’s most significant occupationally-
acquired disease. It is caught by humans through exposure 
to the urine of infected animals. Those most at risk include 
those working directly with animals: meat processors, farm 
workers, transporters, shearers and veterinarians.

The RWNZ-raised funds will be a springboard for new 
leptospirosis research, with further contributions coming 
from the Sustainable Farming Fund and other sources. 
Massey’s new research will focus on the incidence of the 
disease in sheep and beef cattle. 

“There is a much higher prevalence of this disease in beef 
cattle than previously thought,” Massey Associate Professor 
Cord Heuer says. 

The unit will also create a new 
leptospirosis research position, with 
a focus on establishing whether 
vaccinating of deer, sheep and beef is 
economically viable.

“The other factor is human health 
and the risk you and your families 
are running,” says Professor Heuer. 
The researchers will be sampling 
farmers and looking at risk factors 
and sources of infection, including 
transmission pathways from animals 
to humans.

Sheep important source of 
leptospirosis infections
Preliminary findings of a new survey of meat workers carried 
out in February/March this year by Dr Jackie Benschop 
of Massey’s Epicentre unit and meat company PPCS Ltd, 
found that sheep were an important source of leptospirosis 
infections. The changing profile of victims of leptospirosis 
and the high number of cases amongst Hawke’s Bay meat 
workers had prompted the co-operative study, which 
comprised 242 volunteers from PPCS’s Takapau plant. Of 
those who were blood sampled and interviewed, 9.5% tested 
positive for antibodies for Leptospira serovars pomona and 
hardjo-bovis and one to both. 

“These workers had occupational 
exposure to sheep only. This, in 
combination with our results, adds 
weight to the hypothesis that sheep 
are an important source of leptospiral 
infections for humans,” explains 
Massey University researcher, Dr 
Jackie Benschop.  

Results of the PPCS study will 
be presented at the New Zealand 
Veterinary Association conference in 
Wellington this month.  
For fact sheet:  
http://www.ruralwomen.org/
documents/Leptospirosisfactsheet.pdf

Pushing own agendas
In comments made ahead of the committee appearance, John Scurr said many 
industries, NGOs and the Government are all pushing their own agendas, rather 
than focusing on the challenge of climate change. 

“The huge amount of time being expended on an ETS is a distraction and will 
not achieve what is required. True leadership would guide all parties to focus on 
the problem of agricultural greenhouse gas emissions and the solutions to them. 
The current efforts are piecemeal and partisan.”

Battling evolution requires creativity
The fact is that the major source of global greenhouse gas emissions is the 
world’s use of fossil fuel, but New Zealand’s economy is reliant on agriculture 
to produce food for the world’s growing number of consumers. The real – and 
huge – challenge for New Zealand is to solve the challenges of methane and 
nitrous oxide emissions from agriculture, DINZ says.

However, “battling evolution” requires a three-pronged approach: whole-of-
government commitment and whole-of-industry commitment to successfully 
find and implement a solution to agricultural greenhouse emissions; a focus of 
people and financial resources on finding solutions; and creativity. (See also 
article on MAF presentation on the ETS in our conference report, page 7.)  

Left to right: Massey University’s Associate Professor 
Cord Heuer, Massey researcher Dr Jackie Benschop and 

RWNZ National President Margaret Chapman.

Proposed ETS will have 
negative impact on 
economy
DINZ has pointed out that mounting 
economic analysis shows that the proposed 
ETS will have a large, negative economic 
impact on New Zealanders’ wellbeing. For 
example, at $50 per tonne of carbon dioxide 
equivalent, New Zealanders may face:

•	 electricity bills rising by 20 percent 
•	 petrol increasing by 12.2c per litre
•	 the employment equivalent of 20,000 to 

50,000 jobs lost 
•	 average household spending falling by 

$3,000 per annum by 2025
•	 a decrease in gross domestic product by 

$1,400 per person or $6 billion by 2025
•	 increasing household costs by around 

$19,000 per annum by 2025.

Some of these analyses suggest that the ETS 
will also do very little towards getting New 
Zealand any closer to carbon neutrality or 
making any discernible impact on global 
emissions, the organisation says.  




