FBA board conference call with Dr. Diane Sutton 

National Scrapie Program Coordinator

Dec. 3, 2010, 2 p.m. EST

Those participating:  Clark BreDahl, Mary Tucker, Paul Hunter, Joe Smith, Elizabeth Kinne Gossner, Gail VonBargen. Also, Diane Sutton, National Scrapie Program Coordinator. Absent: Deb Olschefski, due to conflicting work schedule.  

Meeting was a response to member requests for FBA policy regarding opening the flock book to acquire the R-gene followed by upbreeding to pure status. Rules and implementation of the National Scrapie Eradication Plan will impact these policy decisions. Clark had earlier provided Dr. Sutton with a list of questions which, following a brief introduction, she was asked to answer.  

Q.  Is the ultimate goal of the national scrapie eradication program to eliminate the disease, all animals susceptible to it, or both?  

A.  The goal is to eliminate the disease. The desire is to meet the World Animal Health (OIE) criteria for disease freedom by being able to provide, for at least 7 years, 95% confidence of detecting scrapie at a prevalence of 0.1% of the target population annually and that no case of scrapie has been reported during this period (OIE 2009). There is no goal now, nor has there been in the past, to eliminate QQ testing animals that are part of a “clean” flock that neither has the disease nor has been exposed to it.

Q.  If the goal is simply to eliminate the disease, why is it necessary to destroy susceptible animals?  (the stipulation that QQ testers must go to slaughter seems counter productive to getting large numbers tested)

A.  Animals that test QQ (susceptible) will not be destroyed or restricted unless they have been exposed to or infected by the disease...in which case a clean-up plan goes into effect.  Basically, if your flocks are clean and healthy sheep that test QQ are not an issue. Each state must maintain at least the minimum requirements set forth in Federal standards see 9 CFR 79.10. A few, however, have set forth more stringent requirements. No state that Dr. Sutton is aware of requires or has any intention of requiring QQ sheep that have not been exposed to scrapie to be destroyed.  

Regarding QQ rams: USDA does not require disposal of sheep that test QQ in flocks that have not been exposed to or infected by the disease. Dr. Sutton said USDA through cooperative agreements with several states subsidizes the testing of up to 10 rams per producer with no restrictions on the rams tested, resulting in free or reduced test costs.  Some of the cooperative agreements also allow subsidized testing for more than 10 rams with certain restrictions. To qualify for subsidized testing for more than 10 rams an owner must agree to either use rams that test QQ, on a subsidized test, as terminal sires, castrate them or sell them for slaughter only. This requirement was put in place by USDA to insure that producers utilizing testing paid for by USDA make a commitment to take one of these actions to decrease genetic susceptibility within the breeding population in order to justify the expenditure of public funds.  

If official or unofficial genotype testing is paid for by the producer solely with private funds there are no restrictions on the sheep tested regardless of the result.  Official test results are entered into a USDA database by approved laboratories; this information is only used if the genotyped sheep is later classified as an exposed animal.  For example if a sheep has an official genotype result of AAQR and is traced out of an infected flock, the receiving flock would not have to undergo additional testing if the animal had died or was otherwise unavailable for testing saving USDA and the flock owner additional work and expense. If a producer has an unofficial test run, approved laboratories do not enter the result in the USDA database and it cannot be used to justify ending an investigation in a flock that has received an exposed ewe.  For more information go to http://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/animal_diseases/scrapie/index2.shtml
Eradication of nonclassical, Nor98-like scrapie, is no longer an objective of the scrapie eradication program.  This is consistent with scientific information that has been developed regarding Nor98-like scrapie in recent years and with the guidance adopted by the World Organization for Animal Health (OIE) in May 2009.   Unlike classical scrapie, Nor98-like scrapie appears to occur sporadically and is either not transmissible or poorly transmissible under natural conditions.  . For more information go to http://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/animal_diseases/scrapie/downloads/nor98-like_information.pdf
Q.  Is it a proven fact that the R gene conveys absolute protection from the clinical disease?

A.  Protection is not absolute; however, it is proven that the presence of the R gene makes sheep much less likely to contract classical scrapie. There have been three classical scrapie positive sheep reported from Europe that were RR at codon 171. Classical scrapie occurs very rarely in AAQR sheep in the US.  AVQR sheep are susceptible to valine dependent classical scrapie.  Valine dependent scrapie makes up a very small percentage of US cases, so AVQR positive sheep are rare in the US.

Q. Can scrapie be transmitted to humans?

A.  At the present time there is no proof that it can be.  Conversely, there is no proof that it cannot.  However, the available epidemiological data indicates that there is no greater risk for CJD in people who handle, consume, or butcher sheep than in the general population and the CJD rate in Australia and New Zealand are similar to other countries. This indicates that scrapie is unlikely to be transmitted to humans.

Q.  What is the earliest that a lamb can be tested for presence of the R-gene?  

A.   For practical purposes, at birth, though potentially the fetus could also be sampled in utero. Dr. Hunter responded that to see if a sheep actually HAD scrapie, the minimum age for testing was 14 months via the third eyelid test or rectal mucosal biopsy.

Q.  Where can we view the most recent National Scrapie Surveillance Plan? 

A.  It can be found online at: http://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/animal_diseases/scrapie/free-certi.shtml. That version is dated September 2010 and will continue in effect until such time as a revision is deemed necessary. 
Q.  Other than the money currently administered through a few state programs, are there other sources of funding that could be used for a breed-wide testing initiative? Would stipulations for disposal of QQ testers apply?

A.  No other government assistance is known to be available at this time.  At one time, ASI had a cooperative agreement to facilitate genetic testing but very few producers took advantage of it and it was discontinued.

Dr. Sutton further suggested that FBA attempt to negotiate with USDA approved genotype testing labs for the lowest possible special group price...approved laboratories are listed on the APHIS website at http://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/animal_diseases/scrapie/app-labs-genotype-test.shtml. She indicated that some labs work on an adjustable scale and the price goes down as a greater number of sheep are tested.  NOTE:  Gene tests are not 100% accurate – mainly due to human error or chimerism there is about a 1/1000 chance results will be incorrect. Chimeras are sheep with mixed genotype resulting from two fertilized eggs or early embryos that have fused together. So a chimera could have both QQ and RR cells such a sheep when genotyped could be QQ, QR or RR on the test depending on which cells contributed to the formation of the tissue tested. If other tissues are tested they could yield different results.

Dr. Hunter stated that full laboratory costs for the gene testing procedure normally run in the $10.00 - $15.00 per head range.  

Q.  Why is there a government effort under way to eradicate scrapie when there is no proof the disease can be passed to humans and Ovine Progressive Pneumonia probably causes far more economic damage to the sheep industry?

A.  Dr. Hunter answered that it was mainly due to public perception that scrapie poses a greater human health risk because it is a prion disease frequently associated with BSE.  He also pointed out that Scrapie is "self-limiting" since sheep generally do not live with it or reproduce beyond the age of 3 or 4.

Dr. Sutton added that Agricultural Research Service (ARS) currently has research in progress regarding gene testing for susceptibility to OPP. 

Q.  Is the voluntary scrapie certification program still a viable option for producers to pursue? 

A.  Definitely, if you are interested in exporting sheep, providing sheep for biomedical product production or research, or if you own a breed were using genetic resistance is not practical. The export monitored category meets OIE guidelines for exporting sheep/goats. Unlike the complete monitored category all mature sheep/goats found dead in an export category flock are tested for scrapie which greatly reduces the likely hood of an infected flock reaching export certified status.  One aspect that some SFCP participants in the complete monitored and certified categories overlook is the submission of animals that die on the farm for testing to further establish that the flock is indeed “clean.”  Historically 1% of the flocks that have ever been enrolled in the complete monitored category were later determined to be infected and 0.5% of certified flocks were later determined to be infected.

Willingness of producers to submit mature animals that die on the farm for scrapie testing will ultimately impact how quickly individual states and the U.S. can be declared scrapie free.
Following various other sidebar discussions, the meeting adjourned at 3:15 p.m. EST.

