The woman who revolutionised Australia’s animal rights movement.
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Christine Townend (top left) is thrown overboard at a 1982 live sheep export protest at Port
Adelaide. Picture: News Ltd, (6 July 1982).

By Bryan Seymour

Christine Townend braced for impact as she was heaved from the gangplank onto the dock,
landing with a sickening thud. Her protest over the live sheep export trade was over, for now.

After a lifetime of achievement, including her elevation to the Order of Australia, the
continuation of this cruel trade remained her one great regret until the moment she passed
away peacefully this month.

By the mid 1980’s Townend had forced her way into the mainstream advocating for animal
welfare in a way few had seen.

Mentored by Milo Dunphy, Christine got together a group of friends in 1976 and proposed the
formation of a group to advocate for the welfare of farm animals. Thus, Animal Liberation
came into existence, named after Peter Singer’s book of the same name. With Singer she then
co-founded Animals Australia in 1980.

She set about ridding supermarket shelves of caged eggs, promoting vegetarian eating, the
introduction of animal cruelty laws, ending awful animal testing programs and countless other
reforms.

“When we started in the seventies we’d go to a restaurant and order a plate of vegetables
because there were no vegetarian options,” Christine recalled.



“Now we have plant-based ‘meat’ products that are actually more iron and nutrient rich than
animal meats,” she said.

Today, it is estimated as many as 12% of Australians, or 2.5 million people, are vegetarian or
vegan.t

She then cast her gaze overseas to eradicating rabies, in dogs and humans, through animal
shelters she and her husband Jeremy established in India. These shelters operate today and
have transformed the lives of thousands of animals and people.

When Townend began protesting live exports and animal cruelty in the 1970’s she said she
was branded one of the most hated women in Australia. Her campaign in 1980 led to a
government report revealing, for the first time, the horrific conditions on board these ‘ships of
death’.

“You would have had to have been a fool to underestimate this woman,” said Emma Hurst, an
Animal Justice Party MP in New South Wales upper house.

“Christine was essentially the founder of the entire animal rights movement in Australia and
her work in the animal protection space will continue to help animals for years to come.”

As the wharf side protests gained momentum the Adelaide Advertiser in 1982 ran a front-
page photograph of Christine being thrown off the gangplank by one of the men loading the
sheep.

“For her to be one of the first people not just in Australia but in the world to bring these issues
up for discussion and debate, that takes some real guts to do that,” Hurst said.

Courage was never in short supply as Townend showed when she took on a seemingly
insurmountable task in India.

In 1990, Christine attended a conference in France for the protection of animals when she met
a woman who convinced her to visit the Help in Suffering animal shelter in Jaipur India. It
was a life-changing experience.?

She moved there and became a Managing Trustee of HIS with her husband Jeremy by her
side. She remained in that position happily for 17 years.

Walking with Jeremy in Darjeeling in 1993 they came across a dog foaming at the mouth. It
had been poisoned with Strychnine which the locals used to try to stop the spread of rabies.
The indiscriminate use of this poison condemned tens of thousands of dogs and other animals
to an agonising death while failing to halt infections of Rabies.

Nearly 30 years later, Rabies has been effectively eradicated in Darjeeling and Kalimpong
thanks to the Working for Animals charity that Christine and Jeremy set up to build and
operate animal shelters in both locations. Continued vigilance is essential in preventing the
disease from spreading again.

“A major programme of both shelters is a birth control programme, the aim of which is to
create healthy, rabies free and stable street and community dog populations,” Christine said.

1 https://www.roymorgan.com/findings/rise-in-vegetarianism-not-halting-the-march-of-obesity
2 https://www.womenaustralia.info/leaders/biogs/WLEQ076b.htm
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“These programmes are really important because rabies is rife in India causing many human
deaths each year.”

All the while, Townend continued her advocacy efforts at home.
“My biggest regret is not seeing an end to this cruel trade,” she said of live exports..

The federal government has a transition plan to phase out live sheep exports by sea, which
happens only in Western Australia, by May 1, 2028.3

Meat and Livestock Australia estimates the trade contributes $143million to the national
economy every year.* A transition package of $139million has been slammed as grossly
inadequate by industry stakeholders.

Still, the end of the live sheep export trade is on track to end once and for all. Meanwhile, live
cattle exports will continue; there were 746,829 cows shipped overseas in 2024.°

“There's not many people who can say they've made a real and lasting impact in the world but
Christine has,” said Emma Hurst.

“I found this quote buried within a submission she had submitted to my parliamentary inquiry
into battery cages in the egg industry, ‘Until and unless we lay down our weapons of war

on

against the animals, we will never have a world at peace’.

An accomplished artist and author, Christine remained active in her advocacy even as her
own health deteriorated. She remained focused on the well-being of those who do not have a
voice. Her relentless determination has transformed how Australians perceive themselves and
our animal friends in the world.

Earlier this year Christine attended our regular committee meeting for Working for Animals
and she spoke passionately about another cause she has long championed; the need for action
to free elephants in India trapped in a life of hopeless deprivation and pain to service the
tourist industry.

The reaction in India to Christine’s passing has been extraordinary. She is revered by the
people there as a beacon of compassion and hope.

The Darjeeling Goodwill Animal Shelter staff posted on social media: The shelters are more
than buildings. With lush green pastures, clean and hygienic wards, and nourishing meals,
they reflect her belief that all animals deserve respect, love, and dignity. Every corner carries
Christine’s values, and the animals she loved have felt her presence in countless ways.

As one of her close friends and fellow activists put it, “In the animal kingdom over which we
rule, Christine Townend is a lion, leading us towards true equality for all living things”.

Rest in well-deserved peace, Christine.

Christine Townend OAM (1944 — 2025).

3 https://www.agriculture.gov.au/biosecurity-trade/export/controlled-goods/live-animals/livestock/live-
sheep-exports-phase-out
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https://www.mla.com.au/contentassets/a6¢c1d44861de497db53b9575b9425fce/value of the live sheep

export_trade final report.pdf
5 https://www.agriculture.gov.au/biosecurity-trade/export/controlled-goods/live-animals/live-animal-
export-statistics/livestock-exports-by-market
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Christine passed away peacefully and is survived by her husband Jeremy and her two sons.

The family respectfully ask that anyone wishing to pay tribute to Christine’s life send a
donation to Working for Animals:

https://www.workingforanimals.org.au/

‘A life for Animals’ by Christine Townend

https://www.amazon.com.au/Life-Animals-Christine-Townend/dp/1743325339

‘Christine’s Ark’ by Christine Townend & John Little

https://www.amazon.com.au/Christines-Ark-Christine-Townend-ebook/dp/B008VV4IBAS
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Christine Townend is quoted in this front page article. Picture: The Adelaide Advertiser/News
Ltd, (7 July 1982).



Animals suffering from extreme heat stress literally cook from the inside out. Pic: Animals
Australia



Christine Townend and ‘Ned’. Pic: Bryan Seymour



A rescued kitten hanging out at the Darjeeling Goodwill Animal Shelter founded by Christine
Townend. Picture: Working for Animals



Rescued dogs at the Darjeeling Animal Shelter. Pic: Working for Animals
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Rescued puppies at the Kalimpong Animal Shelter. Pic: Working for Animals.
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Christine Townend in India with a Camel Ambulance. Pic: Jeannette Lloyd-Jones
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Veterinary surgery at the Darjeeling Goodwill Animal Shelter. Pic:Working for Animals.
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