The Hidden Road to

By Steve & Sue Ridout – Wildflower Alpaca Exports

CHINA

Opening up new International markets
for the Alpaca Industry isn’t easy, the
Chinese market wasn’t going to be
the exception.
All breeders across Australia over the past few years have been
fielding enquiries from China, some just wanting pets and others
quite large groups. The knowledge about alpacas across China
was limited.
The interest increased in 2012 with many enquirers really
knowing more about alpaca, their care, fleece characteristics,
breeding and wanting to set up a viable long term industry.
Nurturing those enquiries and developing the relationships were
of utmost importance. Anyone that has had business relationships
in China knows that trust in a relationship is key to its longevity.
An enquiry came in approximately 18 months ago from China, an
Agricultural Professor (Mr Dong) who was keen to import a large
group for breeding and genetic research purposes, this is where
our relationship and the Road to China began.
Mr Dong had set us a task of supplying over 500 head, with strict
selection criteria (age, sex, fibre diameter) introduced. The
logistical challenge of securing not only this number of alpacas,
adhering to the strict health requirements as well as getting them
to a non routine airport in China was going to create a few
hurdles to overcome along the journey.

Both Sue and I really thought hard about how this would be seen
in the industry, the quality of alpacas we were going to offer, the
ongoing benefits to the industry if this was to succeed and
ultimately “how in the hell are we going to make this work”!
Initial discussions with the importer ascertaining their knowledge
and understanding of the basics of camelid husbandry, feed,
pasture management and ultimate destination really was at the
forefront of initial discussions.
As the China – Australian protocol had lapsed many years ago,
we began the negotiations with DAFF and AQSIQ (Chinese
Quarantine Authority) to establish an up to date protocol
between the two countries. As some testing methods were not
certifiable in alpaca, discussions with State Laboratories took
place to find alternate methods of testing. Discussions were held
with DAFF who in turn started the dialogue and negotiations with
AQSIQ. The discussions took the next 8 months to resolve many
aspects of the health requirements for this shipment. The new
Protocol is still under discussions between the two countries for
future shipments.
One test in particular (Paratuberculosis) was the stumbling block,
all tests need to be certifiable by DAFF, the required testing
method CFT being non species specific had a history of many anti
complimentary results in alpaca so this testing method was not
an ideal option for us to use. After many months of discussion a
dispensation was granted to use a more specific method using
Paratuberculosis ELISA Commercial kits for small ruminants, both
DAFF and AQSIQ advised that the dispensation would be granted
to Wildflower Alpaca Exports for the consignment on this import
permit only, with strict guidance by Chinese Veterinarian
Authorities (CIQ).
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The animal selection process was not going to be easy, we
decided to involve as many breeders as possible (logistically) to
fit the criteria required in a close proximity to two isolation
facilities. The reasons behind setting up two facilities were from
a bio security perspective. Initial selection in South Australia and
Victoria took place with the help of Softfoot and Surilana Alpacas.
Both saw the benefits of involving studs from close proximity to
increase diversity of genetics, injecting life back into their local
alpaca community by joining the project.
The initial selection group were shown to Mr Dong and
understanding what the buyer wanted and translating that into
what we thought he wanted could have been a stumbling block.
During the initial inspection, attended by Mr Dong, we were able
to demonstrate the selection method used and allowed him to
visualise what we had been discussing over many months in
regular conference calls. We were satisfied that we had
successfully met his expectations, 567 alpaca were selected to
start the process.
A meeting was held between ourselves as exporter, DAFF and
CIQ in Melbourne to put a contract in place for the official testing
program to begin. The Australian Government veterinarians were
then appointed to control the testing and treatments for this
shipment.

experienced staff to assist whilst on the ground. Once the suitability
of the airport was established Singapore Airlines Cargo had to apply
for landing permission at this airport. A 747 400 series aircraft was
then chartered from Melbourne Airport to Taiyuan Wusu Airport
China.
Calculating the number of crates on the aircraft also determined
the load configuration (single and two tier crates), the weight
and balance of the aircraft is crucial! Our usual crate supplier was
seconded to supply 22 main deck double tiered crates and 4
single tier crates. Each crate and tier had 2 points of watering to
ensure the alpacas had the ability to drink along the journey. All
crates had to be made of treated timber and absorbent flooring.
Stocking densities form a part of the equation especially when
you have a mix of males, females (some pregnant) and cria
travelling. The pregnancy gestation for female alpaca also
governs their ability to travel. IATA regulations only allow those
that are no more than 250 days gestation on the day of
departure to legally travel, we are required to have all females
ultrasound scanned by a vet to ‘age’ the gestation.

The first round of on farm testing began for those selected. Tests
carried out were for Bluetongue disease, Epizooic Haemorrhagic
disease, Paratuberculosis, Equine Rhinopneumonitis and
vaccination for Leptospirosis. Paratuberculosis had to be tested
using 2 methods: ELISA blood testing and Tuberculin Skin
testing. The Tuberculin required for the skin tests were not
available in Australia but our veterinarian successfully sourced
this overseas. Only alpacas that had all negative results were
eligible for quarantine. The testing days would be attended by
the Australian veterinarians as well as Official CIQ veterinarians.
At the South Australian and Victorian facilities a total of 540
eligible alpacas were isolated for a further 30 days where a
second round of testing took place.
The airport of destination (Taiyuan) hadn’t seen a 747 type
aircraft before, being a domestic airport within China operating
smaller passenger aircraft. Checks had to be carried out as to its
runway capacity, ground handling capability and sufficient
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The next hurdle was to transport this number of alpacas from
isolation facilities to Melbourne airport for loading. We used four
double tier semi trailers for this trip. Taking into account the
loading time on farm, drive time and unload at Melbourne airport.
Part of the protocol is for the alpacas to be examined within 24
hours of departure so it was going to be very tight!
On the day of load out we held very early morning final
Inspections at both facilities prior to their transport to the airport.
525 alpacas had passed all their required testing and were ready
to travel. Loading at the airport had to be completed four hours
prior to the flight departure to provide final weights for the airline
to calculate the load. Many experienced handlers at both facilities
and at the airport made this run very smoothly. Six hours later
we had loaded 21 two tier crates and 4 single crates, all with
enough water in their troughs until well into the flight to China.
The Aircraft was loaded and departed at 02.38hrs on Monday 29
September 2014. Stress is a major contributing factor in any loss
of livestock so this is why we always have attendants on long haul
flights who ensure that they are settled, have plenty of fresh water,
check the temperature of the aircraft holds and simulating night/day
using the cabin lighting.
On arrival into Taiyaun Airport we were met on the tarmac by a
large group of dignitaries, quarantine vets, customs officials,
media and the new owner. Offloading and transport to their
quarantine facility was a priority to ensure adequate water and
feed could be provided to the new arrivals. The purpose built
quarantine facility owned and operated by the Shanxi Agricultural
University was well set out with large open pens, feeding and
watering stations where the alpacas will spend the next 45 days
prior to being released on farm. Further testing takes place within
this time frame. After a long flight and further hours unloading
both Ben Schmaal and I were keen to see a bed for the night.
Our Chinese hosts showed their appreciation by taking us all out
for dinner at 9pm! We both obliged and were happy to have
dinner so by 11pm we finally made it to the hotel.
Up early the next morning, breakfast and then collected to go
back to the quarantine station where we showed and advised the
handlers more of the basics of alpaca handling for the remainder
of the day. Satisfied with their routine, feed quality and expertise
we finally said goodbye to the new owners and of course alpacas.
Huge thank you goes to both Surilana (Ian, Angela and Chris)
and Softfoot (Sandy, Gary and Ben Schmaal) for their help and
use of their properties for our quarantine facilities. Also thanks to
DAFF for their persistence in keeping the dialogue happening.
The large team of vets and staff that managed our testing and
health requirements, the two laboratories for all the testing, and
all those who contributed alpacas to make this journey a very
real success, thankyou.
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