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Murdoch University’s 
Veterinary degree requires 
students to notch up 
an impressive number 
of hours of hands-on, 
practical experience. 
Whether this is long hours in a vet clinic, or 
days in a paddock in the middle of nowhere, 
thanks to the invaluable support of many 
organisations and individuals, our students 
are provided the opportunity to gain a full, 
realistic understanding of the requirements 
of their chosen career. This often means 
students find themselves navigating costs 
and time restraints they are not used to. 

The Apiam Animal Health Bursary helps 
final year students with these demands by 
removing the costs associated with travel, 
accommodation and living expenses, 
while undertaking streaming associated 
with the veterinary practices that are part 
of the Apiam Animal Health Group. 

The Bursary is presented to two final year 
students, allowing them to travel to one of 
the 32 Apiam affiliated Veterinary Clinics 
around Australia, and learn from experts 
in the rural, production animal field. 

This year has drawn into sharp focus the 
importance of human and animal health, 
and despite our Bursary recipients being 
denied the ability to travel outside of 
Western Australian borders, it didn’t stop 
the Apiam Bursary from providing the 
two 2020 recipients the opportunity of a 
lifetime to work amongst the rural poultry 
and pig expert veterinarians at Portec. 

Graduating student Maddison Mason was 
offered a wide range of opportunities.

“During my time at Portec Veterinary 
Services, I was fortunate enough to be able 
to visit a range of pig and poultry farms 
with the vets, performing routine herd 

Borders closed but  
Apiam remained open

health assessments. Under the supervision 
of the team, I was able to discuss farm 
management and animal health with 
producers, collect and analyse samples, 
undertake post-mortems and perform 
routine surgical procedures. The Portec 
team took the time to make sure I was 
included in as many of the daily happenings 
as possible and I genuinely felt like a part 
of the team while I was with them.”

Maddison reiterated how the generous 
support of the Bursary opened many doors 
and opportunities for her final year. 

“I feel that I am going into the profession 
next year with a much more rounded 
perspective of production animal practice 
which would not have been possible for 
me to gain without the support of Apiam. I 
had such a positive experience with Apiam 
in the bursary application process that I 
have chosen to pursue a career with them 
in Victoria next year and I cannot wait to 
start my journey as a mixed practice vet!”

Graduating student 
Maddison Mason.
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Murdoch University offers a 
special entry and enabling 
program for Aboriginal and 
Torres Straight Islanders 
who want to become 
veterinarians. The Waardong 
programme provides 
enrolled students with not 
only academic support, but 
also social and cultural. 
Murdoch University Veterinarian alumnus, 
Barbara Hostalek, graduated through 
Waardong’s preceding programme, the 
Professional Aboriginal and Torres Straight 
Islander Programme (PEPA). Now Barb 
spends her work life giving back the support, 
enthusiasm and kindness to today’s students.

Barbara’s journey started in Darwin 
(Larrakia country) where she enjoyed 
going to school. She said although 
most of her family were not bothered 
whether she attended university, she 
was inspired by her grandmother who, 
although she had an unenjoyable 
learning journey, believed in education. 

“I had met proud, Wongathella woman, 
Dr Canning, at university and learnt 
she was the daughter of Mrs Sadie 
Canning (nee Corner) who was Western 
Australia’s first Aboriginal Nurse, and a 
member of the Stolen Generation.”

Barbara went on to complete a cadetship 
at CSIRO, in the Centre for Mediterranean 
Research, with Dr Robyn Dynes and her team 
in Floreat. There she worked with scientists 
on different projects such as salinity studies 
all around the state, earthworm diets and 
measuring methane production from sheep.

“For many months and hours, I prepared 
thousands of samples and completed 
thousands of alkane extractions. I 
learnt a lot about myself working 
long hours in solitude at times.”

Since September 2019, Barbara has 
been working at Murdoch within the 
Waardong Programme for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students who 
are studying to become veterinarians.

When she is not supporting students or 
learning how best to engage learners, she 
says she tries to make time to build authentic 
relationships with people on and off campus 
and seeks out personal growth opportunities.

“From little things, big things grow” (Paul Kelly) 

Paul Kelly could well have had the Vet School’s Caring 
for Pets Program in mind when he penned those words. 
Gifts to the Program allow the Vet School to allocate 
research grants with a view to helping pets of the future 
and supporting up-and-coming veterinary researchers.

Feline Urological Breakthrough

Charlie Hudson is a member of a 
research project receiving such a grant. 
Over the next year, the Vet Gazette will 
share news as to the progress of the 
project and the difference made possible 
through the generosity of others.

Charlie Hudson is a veterinarian and first 
year PhD student at Murdoch University. 
Charlie’s PhD is focused on the bacteria 
found in the urine of healthy cats, known 
as the urinary microbiome. There has 
been a long-held misconception that 
urine is sterile. However, new techniques 
are altering this paradigm. Research into 
the urinary microbiome of both dogs and 
humans has shown that bacteria is able 
to be isolated from the majority of healthy 
specimens. In humans, differences have 
been found between the healthy urinary 

microbiome and the urinary microbiome 
through pathology. This project aims to 
describe the bacteria present in these 
cats’ urine, using gene sequencing and 
enhanced quantitative urine culture. 

Where Charlie’s research appears complex 
in the written form, it holds the potential to 
change our understanding of urological 
disease in the same way that gastrointestinal 
microbiome research has altered our 
thinking of gastrointestinal disease. This will, 
as a result, help domestic veterinarians and 
pet owners in the process of prevention and 
treatment of feline urological diseases.

Charlie was inspired to pursue feline 
medicine as a career by a feline medicine 
lecturer at Adelaide University, Dr. Diane 
McKelvey, whose enthusiastic lecturing 

Get to know our Waardong lecturer:

“Presently my career, just like the 
programme, is in a growth and development 
phase where I am learning what 
works well, what needs improvement, 
what are the deficiencies and how 
to turn weaknesses into strengths.

“It’s been great to reconnect with 
colleagues, make new friendships and 
meet people who are different to me in 
thoughts, behaviour and values. Murdoch’s 
campus is also Kwobidak Nyungar boodjar 
(beautiful nyungar land) and I enjoy time 
out walking from Waardong to Kulbardi 
Aboriginal Centre and Bush Court.”

When she’s not at work, she’s creating art, 
painting, drawing and writing plays, poetry 
and stand-up comedy, and spending time 
with her pet dog pugs, Hector and Fonzi. 

“I am currently editing a script titled ‘Cracked 
for Submission’ with Australian Plays. This 
play received a main stage production 
with Yirra Yaakin (stand tall in Nyungar 
language) Theatre Company in 2019.”

“My wish is that once it is online, any 
profits after expenses are withdrawn will 
be donated to the Australian Literacy 
and Numeracy Foundation. I believe 
education can support people who 
come from no legacy of financial strength 
to be in a position to have financial 
freedom with savings, work and luck.” 

Barbara Hostalek“My grandmother Murphy was an advocate 
for education, even though she disengaged 
at year 3 after attending a Catholic 
school in Port Hedland,” said Barbara.

“She always believed in equitable 
principles and believed getting a ‘piece 
of paper’ would facilitate equal access 
and treatment throughout society.” 

Barbara said she had always been 
interested in animals and science, and 
Murdoch’s PEPA seemed a great match 
for the then 19-year-old student.

“The programme, has been assisting 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people become veterinarians since 
1989, after a report from the Federal 
Government identified a low participation 
rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people in this industry.”

In 2000, she graduated from Murdoch’s 
veterinary school and said she was 
very grateful to have received learning 
support throughout her studies.

“My grandmother was so proud when I 
graduated and celebrated in Bush Court 
– her pride bigger than a football oval!” 

After graduating from Murdoch, Barbara 
enjoyed many diverse and unique roles. 

“One of my first jobs included 
working in large and small animal 
hospitals in Gnangara and Ellenbrook 
with Dr Miriam Canning.

technique and gentle cat handling, 
captured Charlie’s heart. After spending 
some time in various general practices, 
Charlie was taken aback by the difference 
between common methods for handling 
cats and the finesse with which Dr. McKelvey 
handled felines. They became committed 
to doing better by cats. Once at Murdoch 
University, Associate Professor Mary 
Thompson helped them hone their 
problem-solving skills in feline medicine. 

Charlie has been enthusiastically pursuing 
the first year of their PhD this year and has 
just passed confirmation of candidature. 
The grant awarded from the Vet Fund 
has been fundamental in their research 
as it has allowed them to undertake 
the first and key section of their study.

In October, Animal Science students painted a blue tree to highlight mental health awareness in 
rural communities. The Blue Tree project aims to “spread the paint – spread the message: it’s OK to 
not be OK.” Our blue tree on campus marks the 604th tree in WA.

Murdoch University staff and students celebrating World Animal Day 2020. 

Quick pics
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Q&A with PhD 
Candidate 
Amy Lockwood

Tell us a bit about yourself.
I have a semi-rural background and have 
always been passionate about agriculture. 
I completed my Animal Science degree 
with Honours in 2014 and was then given 
the opportunity to continue and undertake 
a PhD. I loved my PhD and consider it 
like an apprenticeship for my research 
career. Ten years on from starting my 
undergraduate degree and I am still at 
Murdoch –but now as a post-doctoral 
research fellow. I work with a great team 
of people passionate about the sheep 
industry and am also privileged to work 
with many sheep producers, researchers 
and consultants across Australia.

What’s your field of expertise 
and what drew you to it? 
Most of the work I am involved in is related to 
the reproductive performance of sheep and 
typically focuses on lamb survival. I always 
loved calving and lambing as a kid and 
would sit for hours watching cows calve or 
raising orphaned lambs. I think I must have a 
passion for pregnancy, birth and newborns, 
but I would never have made a midwife 
and much prefer working with animals! 

I am extremely passionate about working 
with the sheep industry to improve lamb 
survival, reproductive performance and 
therefore animal welfare and productivity. 
Improving lamb survival is quite complex 
as it is influenced by several interrelated 
factors. This means it can be a challenge 
but there is always something new to learn.

What was your thesis aligned to 
and why did you pursue a PhD?
I thoroughly enjoyed my Honours which 
allowed you to apply your theoretical 
knowledge and develop practical skills. 
My aim was always to be out working 
on-farm, so I loved being out working with 
sheep most days and collecting intensive 
measurements at lambing, including 
blood samples from ewes and newborn 
lambs, colostrum and biological swabs. 

My Honours project kicked off my 
passion for improving lamb survival and 
I haven’t looked back! My PhD project 
investigated the impacts of mob size 
and stocking rate on lamb survival. 

Overall, the work demonstrated that lamb 
survival can be improved by lambing ewes 
in smaller mobs regardless of stocking rate, 
with greater benefits for twin-bearing ewes. 
I was privileged to work on a large national 
project as part of my PhD which enabled 
me to develop networks with producers, 
researchers and consultants across 
Australia. I continue to work with many of 
these industry members on new projects.

What difference did receiving 
the Sandrina Park Award (2016)/
the Vet Fund Grant make?
It is always very rewarding to receive awards 
and funding because it acknowledges 
the importance of your work. Our work 
ultimately aims to benefit sheep producers 
and the industry as a whole, so it is always 
nice to receive feedback from producers 
who appreciate the work you have done, 
or are doing, as it reiterates that the 
research outcomes are important to those 
who we are ultimately delivering it to. 

Funding is also always greatly appreciated 
and helps us get out across the State 
to conduct our on-farm work.

What’s important about research 
in your field anyway?
Improving the productivity of the sheep 
industry, and all agricultural industries, 
is a priority to be able to meet growing 
consumer demands. The productivity 
and profitability of sheep enterprises 
is dependent upon several factors, 
however it is largely underpinned by the 
reproductive performance of the flock 
which includes lamb survival. Reproductive 
performance and specifically lamb 
survival can be quite challenging to 
improve, largely because they are heavily 
influenced by environmental factors. 

The focus of our various research projects 
are heavily guided by consultation with 
sheep producers along with consultants. 
Sheep producers ultimately aim to run 
productive enterprises with high animal 
welfare and our work ultimately aims 
to support them to do this by delivering 
robust, demonstrated management 
guidelines and research findings.

As a Post Doc, I hear some of your research 
didn’t quite pan out as initially planned...? 
Many of our sheep research projects (or 
agricultural research in general!) is reliant 
on rainfall, which is something out of our 
control. A lack of rainfall means that there 
is limited growth of pasture or crops and 
this can impact research projects on many 
levels – from nutrition of ewes, to ewe-lamb 
behaviour or the experimental design. 

One of the research projects I was involved 
in last year was a pilot trial aiming to 
investigate the impact of crop height on 
lamb survival. This project was led by 
Dr Serina Hancock and received funding 
from the Vet Trust. The aim of this pilot 
project was to see whether lambing onto 
vegetative cereal crops of a low, medium 
or high height was best for lamb survival. 
This meant we needed adequate rainfall so 
that the crop could grow to at least 30cm 
which would be our ‘high’ height and we 
would then achieve our ‘low’ and ‘medium’ 
heights through grazing or mowing. 

Unfortunately, a lack of rainfall meant 
that the crop was not able to grow to an 
adequate height for us to continue with 
the original trial design and we ended up 
comparing the survival of lambs born to 
ewes that grazed crop vs pasture during 
lambing instead. This also meant the trial 
was not able to be replicated and the 
findings would not be definitive. Ewes that 
lambed onto crop were provided mineral 
supplementation as previous work has 
shown that crops have mineral imbalances 
which increase the risk of metabolic disease 
in pregnant/lambing ewes. All ewes were 
also supplementary fed via self-feeders ad 
lib due to the limited pasture availability. 

The basic findings showed that the 
survival of twin-born lambs was similar 
if not higher when ewes lambed onto a 
vegetative barley crop compared with 
pasture, with no impact to crop yield. This 
highlights the value of utilising vegetative 
crops for grazing by lambing ewes in poor 
seasons when pasture availability is limited. 
Uncontrollable factors such as the seasonal 
conditions can often mean our research 
needs to be adaptable. This may mean 
you can’t investigate what you originally 
set out to understand but sometimes this 
can result in unexpected findings which 
can often be far more interesting!

If you would like to make a gift to the veterinary program 
at Murdoch please contact the Advancement Team on 
(08) 9360 6211 or email at vetfund@murdoch.edu.au


