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AMRRIC Vision:

Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait 
Islander 
communities 
that are 
healthy and 
safe for people 
and their 
companion 
animals.





Keys to AMRRIC’s 
approach

1. Understanding and respecting 

peoples’ connection to their 

animals

2. Working with all stakeholders to 

co-design and implement culturally 

appropriate, tailored programs that 

meet the needs of the community 

as a whole

3. Building trust, valuing relationships 

and advocating best practice, with 

experience and authenticity



VETERINARY
SERVICES

EDUCATION &
TRAINING

ADVOCACY & 
RESEARCH



Benefits of access to animal health services

IMPROVED ANIMAL 
HEALTH AND WELFARE

IMPROVED HUMAN 
HEALTH AND 
WELLBEING

ENHANCED EMPATHY 
DEVELOPMENT

IMPROVED 
COMMUNITY AMENITY 

AND SAFETY

ENHANCED CULTURAL 
CONNECTIONS^

FEWER UNWANTED 
ANIMALS

REDUCED NEGATIVE 
IMPACTS ON WILDLIFE 

AND ECOSYSTEMS

REDUCED 
BIOSECURITY RISKS

^Icon courtesy Indigemob



The Australian Outbreak
April-May 2020 
FIRST CASES DETECTED

Increasing numbers of dogs with unusually severe 
clinical signs presenting to the vet in Kununurra, WA

• Severe bleeding disorders 

• Fever

• Enlarged spleens

• Oedema

• Cloudy eyes and blindness

• Fatalities (unexplained deaths)



Time and place of arrival unknown

• Serological screening over last 20 years concluded CME not  present in Australia 
– Mason et al. (2001) Targeted screening in northern population centres
– Barker et al. (2012) - Indigenous communities 
– Murdoch University DVM projects (unpublished) - Dogs at 

• Strict border controls (pre- and post-import testing)

• Introduction recent (last 1-2 years?) seems likely from clinical observations
• Whole genome analysis (WGA) suggests E. canis strain of Asian origin (Schipp, pers comm)

Mason et al., 2001
Barker et al., 2012

Slide courtesy Emertius Professor Peter Irwin



The Australian Outbreak Progresses
Jun 2020 – Jul 2021 
Confirmed in WA, NT, 
Northern SA

• > 500 lab confirmed cases

• Occurring in both urban 
and rural/remote 
communities

• NB: limited surveillance in 
remote regions (due to 
limited veterinary capacity)



Will ehrlichiosis spread?
• Brown dog tick (the vector) is already 

present and widespread in Northern 
Australia
• Adaptable and occurs sporadically 

throughout Australia

• Sub-optimal tick control in many remote 
regions

• Dog travel and relocations
• Introduction of cases to southern areas is 

inevitable

?



Potential Ehrlichia canis distribution

Fig. 1. Map of tick localities and an updated distribution map for Rhipicephalus sanguineus sensu Roberts (1965) in Australia (a). Areas surveyed for the
presence of brown dog ticks from Western Australia (b), the Northern Territory (c) and New South Wales (d). Data from Western Australia (b) and New South Wales
(d) are anecdotal evidence gathered via phone and email surveys, while data from the Northern Territory (c) was surveyed and visually identi!ed by one of the
authors, AB.
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How serious is this disease?
Dog is bitten by a 

tick carrying 
Ehrlichia canis

Acute Phase

Sub-clinical Phase

Terminal Chronic 
Phase

Treatment with 
antibiotics (28d 

Doxycycline)
Recovery

10-30% mortality

High mortality



Credit: University of Adelaide, Pharmacy 
Access/Remoteness Index of Australia (PhARIA 2018)
https://www.adelaide.edu.au/hugo-
centre/services/pharia#pharmacy-aria-categories

Australian Remoteness

Highly Accessible
Accessible (Group a)
Accessible (Group b)
Moderately Accessible
Remote
Very Remote



Social 
determinants 
of health

• Poverty

• School attainment levels

• Employment opportunities

• Overcrowding and housing 
maintenance

• Trauma

• Access to good and services

• Racism – an underlying driver of 
social determinants



Poverty & 
Geographic 

Isolation

• 2016 ABS data indicates 31% of 

Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander populations live 

in poverty.

• Geographic isolation and 

remote logistics result in high 
cost of living expenses and 

limited access to services

1: Markham F & Biddle N (2018): Income, poverty and inequality -

Census Paper 2, ANU Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, 
Canberra



Health and 
welfare realities 
of communities

Animal health and welfare 
must be considered within 

the context of community-

member health



Access to 
Animal Health 
Services

• xx
• Variable frequency, duration 

and consistency of veterinary 

services

• Variable local capacity

• Limited resources



Limited access to 
animal health 
products & services, 
combined with 
seasonally favorable 
climatic conditions 
result in companion 
animals with extreme 
parasite burdens



E canis impacts

• Estimated prevalence up 

to 100% in some 

communities

• Mortalities between 

~10-30%

• Chronic cases à Animal 
Welfare crisis?

E canis impacts

• Estimated prevalence up 

to 100% in some 

communities

• Mortalities between 

~10-30%

• Chronic cases à Animal 
Welfare crisis?



The value of 
companion 
animals

• The social and emotional benefits 

of animal companionship

• Incorporation into culture and 

kinship systems

• Hunting aids

• Keeping unwanted visitors at bay 

(people, rodents, snakes etc) 

• A source of warmth



E canis impacts

• trauma for people 

witnessing dogs 

dying in large 

numbers

• public health risks 

and disposal of 
deceased carcasses 



The challenges

• Remoteness
• Infrequent (sometime 

absent) veterinary services
• Sub-optimal parasite control

• 28day treatment course
• Access?
• Compliance?
• Cost?

The challenges



Implications for animal health 
programs
• Community-wide dog tick control to reduce transmission risk

• Macrocyclic Lactones such as Cydectin/Ivermectin do NOT effectively prevent ehrlichiosis

• Isoxazoline based products (Nexgard, Simparica, Credelio, Bravecto) to suppress tick population and 
lower risk – seek veterinary advice for for tailored parasite control programs

• Ehrlichiosis increases risk of peri- and post-surgical complication

• Judicious clinical examination of all potential surgical candidates

• Consider use of chemical contraceptives as an interim measure in high prevalence regions

• Mortalities will lead to population vacuums

• we are likely to see a rebound in reproduction, requiring increased reproductive control effort over 
the coming 24+months



AMRRIC-
DEVELOPED 
EHRLICHIOSIS 
& TICK 
PREVENTION 
EDUCATIONAL 
MATERIALS

www.amrric.org/resources
Search ‘ehrlichiosis’

http://www.amrric.org/resources


Suggested Ehrlichiosis disclaimer
This dog has come from a region where brown dog ticks carry Ehrlichia canis – the bacteria responsible for canine 
ehrlichiosis.

The disease can only be transmitted by the bite of a brown dog tick carrying the Ehrlichia canis bacteria. It cannot be 
transmitted directly from dog to dog (or other animals).  

After the initial infection with Ehrlichia canis, it is possible for dogs to enter a subclinical stage, where they appear healthy 
and clinically normal. Months to years after the initial infection however, some of these subclinical dogs may then 
progress to a chronic and usually terminal form of the disease.

Our screening protocol for this disease includes [insert your protocol here], however without invasive and painful 
procedures, there are no diagnostic tests available to rule out the possibility that this dog may be in the subclinical phase
of canine ehrlichiosis, and that it may, at some stage down the track, enter the chronic and typically terminal form of this 
disease.

We cannot offer a guarantee that this dog will not develop ehrlichiosis post-adoption. 

Prospective owners need to be aware that this dog, at any time in the future, may develop Ehrlichiosis – a difficult (and 
expensive) disease to treat, with very poor prognosis. 

Should this dog be a subclinical carrier of Ehrlichia canis, to mitigate the small, but potential risk of a brown dog tick 
passing this disease from this dog to any other dogs, life-long, effective tick control is critical. 



• AMRRIC Resources:
• Ehrlichiosis FAQs
• Tick Prevention Advice
• Zoonotic potential literature review 

(authored by Emeritus Professor Peter 
Irwin)

• Educational Resources including 
animation, posters, lesson plans, 
communications templates

• Australian Government Outbreak 
Website

• NT Government Guidelines for 
Veterinarians

Further information
• Department of Primary Industries and 

Regional Development (WA) – Ehrlichiosis 
in dogs

• Department of Industry, Tourism and 
Trade (NT) – Ehrlichiosis disease in dogs

• Department of Primary Industries and 
Regions (SA) – Ehrlichiosis disease in dogs

• Department of Agriculture and Fisheries 
(QLD) – Canine Ehrlichiosis

• Department of Primary Industries (NSW) –
Ehrlichia canis

• Agriculture Victoria website – Ehrlichiosis

• Department of Primary Industries, Parks, 
Water and Environment (TAS) –
Ehrlichiosis in dogs

https://www.amrric.org/resources/ehrlichiosisfaq/
https://www.amrric.org/resources/view/tick-prevention-for-dogs-and-cats/
https://f.hubspotusercontent10.net/hubfs/5723816/Ehrlichiosis%20workshops/202011%20Zoonotic%20Potential%20of%20Ehrlichia%20canis%20-%20review%20-%20Irwin.pdf
https://www.amrric.org/?s=ehrlichiosis
https://www.outbreak.gov.au/current-responses-to-outbreaks/ehrlichiosis-dogs
https://nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/979720/e-canis-guidelines-for-vets.pdf
https://agriculturevictoria.cmail19.com/t/r-l-tlhyihhk-htbsltky-b/
https://agriculturevictoria.cmail19.com/t/r-l-tlhyihhk-htbsltky-n/
https://agriculturevictoria.cmail19.com/t/r-l-tlhyihhk-htbsltky-p/
https://www.business.qld.gov.au/industries/farms-fishing-forestry/agriculture/livestock/animal-welfare/pests-diseases-disorders/canine-ehrlichiosis
https://agriculturevictoria.cmail19.com/t/r-l-tlhyihhk-htbsltky-x/
https://agriculturevictoria.cmail19.com/t/r-l-tlhyihhk-htbsltky-h/
https://agriculturevictoria.cmail19.com/t/r-l-tlhyihhk-htbsltky-m/


Get in touch:

bonny.cumming@amrric.org

Program Manager – Strategic Delivery 

Visit: www.amrric.org

Follow us on Facebook: 

https://www.facebook.com/AMRRIC

Special thanks to Emeritus Professor 

Peter Irwin for his expertise and slides

Thank you

AMRRIC is grateful for 

support from the Australian Government -

National Indigenous Australians Agency, 

as well as our philanthropic supporters and donors.

mailto:bonny.cumming@amrric.org
http://www.amrric.org/
https://www.facebook.com/AMRRIC

