
Introduction

Most people think of feral cats as threat to our native fauna.  However, feral cats also can carry a disease which 
impacts warm blooded animals. The disease is caused by the parasite Toxoplasma gondii.  This parasite impacts upon 
sheep production in Australia.

 Toxoplasma gondii is a parasitic micro-organism which causes the disease toxoplasmosis.  
It is can infect virtually all warm-blooded animals, including humans, sheep, rodents, native Australian animals, and 
cats.  Cats are essential to the life cycle of Toxoplasma gondii. The parasite is found worldwide.  
While pregnancy loss is the most well known consequence, the parasite can cause other health problems in infected 
hosts in the longer term.  

Feral cats may be more costly 
than you think!

Toxoplasma gondii - what is it?



Figure One:  Life Cycle of T gondii, from Worth etal (2013).

How is it transmitted to sheep?

Life Cycle
Toxoplasma gondii has a complicated life cycle with the sexual phase of its lifecycle when the parasite 
produces eggs, only occurring in cats.  Cats shed the parasite eggs in their faeces.  The eggs may be shed 
continuously from 4 until 14 days after infection, with an expected peak output of tens of millions of eggs at 
6-8 days after infection.

Because parasite eggs can persist in soil, on vegetation and in water they can be transferred to the 
intermediate hosts without them knowingly having been in contact with cat faeces

Toxoplasma in sheep

The eggs of T gondii persist in soil, on vegetation, plants and in water.  As the sheep graze or drink from 
contaminated pasture or water, the eggs hatch and infection occurs.  The host is unaware of the infection.  
The first visible clue to its presence is when the sheep suffer reproductive issues.  The other means of 
infection occurs when the parasite infects the unborn foetus through the mother.

T gondii impacts upon the agricultural production of many species of livestock used in agriculture.   If a 
ewe becomes infected during pregnancy, she can lose one or both of her lambs.  In early pregnancy, the 
foetuses are just reabsorbed with there is no sign that she was pregnant, which can lead to a ewe being 
wrongly identified as dry or barren. 
 
Infection during mid-pregnancy infection often leads to the loss of one or both of the foetuses.  If however 
the ewe contracts the infection during late pregnancy the lambs may be born weak or mummified.  Weak 
lambs have poor survival rates.



Only the first pregnancy is compromised in this manner, as the ewe develops antibodies that are passed to her 
foetuses in later pregnancies.  She will however pass the infection itself to her lambs throughout her life.  
T gondii has been responsible for major losses in flocks of ewes.  This occurs when much of the flock becomes 
infected at the same time, and then lose their offspring. 
  
A South Australian report to the South Australian Sheep Industry Fund in 2016 states “It is well established that 
the protozoal parasite, Toxoplasma gondii, can be a major cause of reproductive failure globally”   
The study found a 12.7% loss of lambs per farm involved in the study.  The authors believe that the vast 
majority of sheep flocks in South Australia have been exposed to T gondii.  

The study then projected the economic impact from the parasite. Using 2016 lamb prices of $93 per head, T 
gondii is costing the South Australian sheep industry $1,182 per 100 ewes.   With 6 million breeding ewes in 
the state, T gondii is estimated to be costing South Australia as much as $70 million per annum, and up to $460 
million nationally.  

They concluded “not only does T gondii have a significant economic impact on the SA sheep industry, but it 
would be one of the most economically important disease pathogens to the sheep industry nationally”.

In Western Australia, the current sheep flock stands at 14.5 million with  8.1 million ewes.  T gondii has the 
potential to have a large impact in WA.

 This could from be grass in the paddock, or grain/lupins/hay that has been in contact with cats  
The extent of environmental contamination with T. gondii oocysts is thus related to the distribution and 
behaviour of cats.  Therefore one of the most effective strategies is to reduce exposure to the disease by 
increasing feral cat control. 

Control

Conclusion
Toxoplasma gondii is a threat to the Australian sheep flock and all domestically produced livestock.  
To combat this threat, it is recommended that landholders maintain a coordinated feral cat control 
program.
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