
LIVE SHEEP EXPORTS: VESSEL “AL MESSILAH” RETURN TO PORT 

Current Issue 
A vessel carrying live sheep to the Middle East has returned to Port Adelaide after a 
mechanical failure damaged its backup electrical generator. Conditions on the ship 
remain conducive to providing for the health and welfare of the sheep. At this stage the 
sheep are remaining on the vessel. Consideration is being given to their transport to an 
AQIS-approved registered feedlot establishment near Adelaide should it not be possible 
to quickly repair the vessel. There is some media interest. 
 
Talking Points 
 
• The live animal export vessel Al Messilah returned to Port Adelaide on Friday 12 

August 2011 after experiencing mechanical failure less than a day after its 
departure.   

• The mechanical failure has not compromised the welfare of the 67,000 sheep 
onboard as ventilation, feed and water systems are working and in good order. 

• The Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry is working with the vessel’s 
master and the exporter to maintain the welfare of the animals. The sheep are under 
the care of an Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service approved veterinarian 
who is onboard. 

• The vessel is being assessed to determine if immediate repairs can be conducted, 
or whether the ship will need to be dry-docked. 

• If the vessel can undergo immediate repair, the sheep may remain onboard.   
• If the ship cannot be repaired within a reasonable period, the sheep can be 

unloaded and moved directly to a nearby feedlot that is an AQIS-approved 
registered facility.  

• If unloaded, the sheep will be held under quarantine conditions at the feedlot 
pending their re-export or slaughter for processing within Australia. This 
arrangement will ensure appropriate animal health and welfare outcomes are met. 

• A risk assessment and associated risk management measures have been endorsed 
by Animal Health Committee concerning the unloading of the sheep from the vessel. 
This risk assessment has determined that there are negligible animal welfare and 
biosecurity risks associated with this action. 

• The Animal Health Committee comprises of representatives from the 
Commonwealth and state and territory governments.  The committee is working 
closely with industry stakeholders on this matter. 

 
Key issues 
 
• A major mechanical failure occurred on the live sheep export vessel “Al Messilah” in 

the Australian maritime zone on 9th August 2011. The vessel was only 24 hours into 
its voyage and did not leave the Australian maritime zone. The failure was caused 
by a crack in a sewage outlet pipe which allowed seawater and sewage to fill a 
generator room. The vessel has been obliged, for maritime safety reasons, to return 
to Port Adelaide. 

• The vessel departed Port Adelaide on 8th August 2011. The vessel is carrying 
approximately 67,000 sheep intended for in the Middle 
East.   

• The veterinarian accompanying the sheep reports their continuing good health and 
maintenance of satisfactory conditions for their welfare. 
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• Animal Health Committee (AHC) with relevant industry representatives met by 
teleconference on 10 August 2011 to discuss this incident. AHC requested that a 
risk assessment concerning the welfare and health of the sheep on the “Al Messilah” 
be undertaken by DAFF in case the vessel could not be repaired on arrival in Port 
Adelaide that would necessitate the unloading of the sheep.   

• It has been confirmed that all previous shipments by the “Al Messilah” undertaken in 
the last three months were only Australian animals and only Australian origin fodder 
and water was taken on board. The Master of the vessel has also advised that no 
animals were loaded onto the vessel in the past 6 months at any place other than 
Australia.  No animals have been treated with any veterinary therapeutics since the 
vessel’s departure from Port Adelaide. 

• DAFF’s risk assessment identified animal pests and diseases of concern, exposure 
pathways, and concluded the quarantine risk from the sheep being transported and 
held at feedlot under quarantine controls to be minimal (should the vessel need to be 
unloaded). 

• The assessment focussed on transfer of the sheep to an AQIS-approved registered 
feedlot establishment located . It is intended 
that the consignment be re-exported in 3-4 weeks or they will be slaughtered at a 
nearby abattoir for processing for human consumption. The sheep would not re-
enter the Australian flock.   

• Risk management measures apply at the vessel, and would apply during transport, 
and at the feedlot while it is occupied by the returned sheep should they be 
unloaded. These include, but are not limited to: 
- At the port: exclusion of other ruminant animals; disposal of animal waste; and 

cleaning and disinfection of the wharf area after the animals have departed;  
- During transport to and from the feedlot: selection of transport routes; monitoring 

of each transport vehicle; 
- At the feedlot: daily official animal health inspections, disposal of animal waste; 

and decontamination of the feedlot after the departure of all sheep. 
• Animal Health Committee (AHC) with relevant industry representatives met by 

teleconference on 11 August 2011 and endorsed the risk assessment and risk 
management plan.  

• The vessel returned to Port Adelaide on 11th August and was initially at anchor 
outside the port.  

• An assessment for seaworthiness commenced on 12 August by representatives 
from the Australian Maritime Safety Authority and Lloyds registry.  The assessment 
is to evaluate the feasibility of repairs that would ensure seaworthiness to 
recommence the voyage and provide an indication of the timeframe needed. Advice 
is awaited from AMSA in relation to the conduct of repairs. 

• The vessel was moved on 15 August to an outer berth in the Port. This has enabled 
easier access for engineers.  

• AQIS veterinary officers are now monitoring the health and welfare of the sheep on a 
continuous basis with the AQIS approved veterinarian onboard the vessel. 

• If repairs cannot be completed to the satisfaction of AMSA, the earliest the sheep 
can be unloaded and moved to the feedlot would be 18 August. The vessel would 
need to be moved to an inner berth and enough trucks to transport the sheep would 
need to be hired. Many of the livestock trucks are being used for local livestock sales 
on 15 and 16 August and therefore are not available till 18 August. 

• There was a low level media inquiry over the weekend. A response was provided by 
DAFF media but has not been used by the journalist (from ABC Adelaide) in an 
article to date. 
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• A television crew from Channel 7 came to the wharf in Port Adelaide on Tuesday 16 
August seeking to film the vessel.  

• DAFF CVO has been contacted by the CEO of Animals Australia who said they had 
been alerted that this vessel had been loaded but remained in port for a week. DAFF 
CVO provided assurances that the animals were healthy and well, with both onboard 
veterinarian and daily AQIS veterinary supervision. We aware that Animals Australia 
have rung several others in the department and also industry bodies. RSPCA also 
contacted DAFF regarding the vessel and have released a statement on 16 August 
(see below). 

• Repair efforts are continuing with the vessel, but none of the commercial parties 
involved are able to give projected timeframes for completion or predictions on the 
likely success of repairs. 

• DAFF is closely monitoring the welfare of the sheep, and if the situation deteriorates 
the contingency plan to move the sheep to the AQIS approved feedlot will be 
activated. 

 
Contacts  
Andrew Cupit (Animal Biosecurity Branch 
Mark Schipp (OCVO  
Bob Biddle (Animal Health Programs x 
Garry Cullen (Live Animal Exports x
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RSPCA release  
 
67,000 SHEEP STRANDED IN ADELAIDE PORT 
 
The RSPCA is attempting to board a live export ship currently stranded in the Adelaide Port to assess the 
welfare of 67,000 sheep that have been stranded on board for a week.  
 
It’s understood that the ship left Adelaide for the Middle East last Tuesday but returned to port last 
weekend due to mechanical problems.  
 
RSPCA Australia CEO Heather Neil said it’s understood AQIS is currently assessing options. 
 
“This incident highlights the inherent risks in transporting animals over such vast distances by sea, risks 
that the industry has never been able to address.”  
 
“The journey to the Middle East was already going to take up to 20 days and that these sheep have 
already been in limbo for seven days is completely unacceptable.  
 
“The RSPCA’s immediate concern is for the animals on board and has requested access to ensure the 
welfare of the sheep is protected.” 
” 
The live export ship in question is understood to be one of the oldest vessels in the live export fleet -  
the Al Messilah, a converted car carrier that has a history of mechanical problems.  
 
“This is exactly the same number of sheep that were on the Cormo Express. Whether it’s trade disputes 
or mechanical breakdowns, animals in this trade are always at risk." 

 

Media Contact: Lisa Chalk (02) 6282 8300 / 0419 748 907 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Elkie Stuart 
Communications Officer 
RSPCA Australia  

 

 
E estuart@rspca.org.au   W www.rspca.org.au  
P 02 6282 8300    F 02 6282 8311  
PO Box 265, Deakin West ACT 2600 Australia  
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