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I am pleased to be able to serve the Foundation 

(RFA) once more in the role of president.  I com-

pleted a term as president over 10 years ago 

and have been closely involved with the Foun-

dation since its creation in 1990. 

 

I want to thank previous president Tim Rogers 

for his efforts over his term to continue to en-

courage investment in research on the Euro-

pean wild rabbit.  None of us need reminding 

that we are dealing with Australiaõs worst verte-

brate pest, which continues to hold that dubi-

ous position in spite of enormous effort and 

investment by both the private and public sec-

tor for a hundred years.  Notwithstanding this 

effort, there is still not a lasting solution in 

sight. 

 

One of the difficulties facing the Foundation is 

that this is such an entrenched problem that it 

can easily escape notice of the general commu-

nity, key decision makers and even some land-

holders, unless rabbit numbers are in plague 

proportions.   Yet one only has to go and look 

closely to see that rabbits are back in increas-

ing numbers in parts of Australia.  In some 

coastal and hilly locations, they are doing very 

well, as is the case in parts of the arid zone 

where rabbit calicivirus (RHD) may not have 

gained or re-gained a foothold.   The threat to 

our primary production and our biodiversity 

continues to build.   I believe this is a cause for 

alarm if we are serious about proper natural 

resources management. 

 

RFA is continuing to do what it can with its lim-

ited resources to provide research-funding sup-

port, usually in conjunction with other allied 

groups.  It has been involved with the Invasive 

Animals Cooperative Research Centre (IACRC) 

in part funding the RHD Boost project which is 

exploring how to gain the best results out of 

RHD, including understanding more about the 

way it affects rabbits and importantly, if there 

are other strains of RHD overseas that may be 

more effective on rabbit populations in Australia.  

This is RFAõs principal research investment and we 

look forward to it producing positive results. 

 

RFA is concerned that the IACRC may not receive 

further support funding from the Commonwealth 

government, which will mean that there will be no 

national organisation with a focus on rabbit con-

trol.  We believe that this would be an unfortunate 

outcome given the nature and economic implica-

tions of the threat from rabbits. 

 

Partly in response to this likelihood, RFA has initi-

ated negotiations with Australian Wool Innovation 

(AWI) to explore the possibility of jointly funding 

the work of the now in recess Rabbit Management 

Advisory Group.  This group of largely technical 

representatives from the Commonwealth, States 

and New Zealand and chaired by a producer had 

been meeting a couple of times a year with fund-

ing support from IACRC and AWI and initially from 

Meat and Livestock Australia (MLA).   Progressive 

withdrawal of support funding by MLA and AWI 

meant that the group could no longer function, 

notwithstanding the fact that it was the only na-

tional forum where research and management of 

the countryõs rabbit problem was being discussed 

and priorities identified. 

RFA has now put a written proposal to AWI offering 

to act as the parent support body for the group 
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Beating Rabbits at Monarto  

Monarto Zoo, a 1000 hectare 

property just east of Adelaide SA, 

is situated at the crossover of two 

habitat regions (mallee and wood-

land), providing a unique and 

valuable refuge for a range of 

native flora and fauna. The rem-

nant habitat at Monarto supports 

a number of nationally and locally 

threatened bird and plant species 

and two nationally threatened 

ecological communities.  There is 

very little of this habitat type re-

maining in the region (Murray 

Darling Basin) with the majority 

degraded due to fragmentation, 

grazing pressure and the invasion 

of weed and vertebrate pest spe-

cies.  This makes conservation of 

the remnants on the Monarto 

property an important priority. 

Conservation Ark (RZSSA) staff 

have designed a large scale resto-

ration project for the Monarto 

property that aims to reduce criti-

cal threats to biodiversity and 

enhance condition, connectivity 

and resilience of remnant habitat. 

This project gives us the opportu-

nity to have a significant and long 

term impact on this  habitat and 

work towards landscape scale 

conservation for EPBC listed spe-

cies and communities. The project 

will follow a series of steps: verte-

Conservation 

Ark is cleaning 

up Monarto to 

encourage 

regeneration of 

native flora and 

fauna. 

 

brate pest control (rabbit, fox 

and cat removal), weed control, 

revegetation and remnant habi-

tat recovery and the breeding 

and re-introduction of native 

species. 

As the remnant habitat at Mon-

arto zoo is no longer subject to 

clearing or grazing from live-

stock one of the biggest threats 

to biodiversity is rabbits.  They 

are responsible for the contin-

ued loss of plant species diver-

sity on the property and re-

duced success in revegetation 

activities.  This grazing pressure 

severely impacts recruitment of 

species, habitat structure and 

the food resources available to 

native fauna, resulting in a re-

duced suite of fauna species 

that can survive on the property.   

To maximise the impact of rab-

bit control activities on the prop-

erty by preventing recolonisa-

tion from neighbouring proper-

ties we will make our perimeter 

fence rabbit proof.  Following 

the upgrade of the perimeter 

fence we will conduct a staged 

removal of rabbits by dividing 

the property into sections and 

clearing rabbits from one sec-

tion at a time.  This will be done 

using a series of moveable fences 

such that they can be shifted from 

one section to the next in a grad-

ual sweep across the property. 

The methods applied for rabbit 

control will include warren map-

ping and destruction and a trap-

ping, shooting and baiting pro-

gram.  

We hope to achieve the complete 

removal of rabbits from the prop-

erty or if not complete a reduction 

in their numbers such that their 

impact on the habitat is signifi-

cantly reduced.  Rabbit removal 

from small areas on the property 

has shown a halt the decline in 

biodiversity and increase in regen-

eration, particularly of the under-

story. This has the potential to 

reveal plant species that have not 

been seen in the area for some 

time.  In addition the recovery of 

understory has the potential to 

increase invertebrate densities 

and allow the recovery of a range 

of fauna species.  It is hoped that 

this work will also provide a strong 

foundation for the ecosystem in 

the face of climate change. 

Briony Horner  

Conservation Officer  

Conservation Ark 

By Fred Bartholomaeus 
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try sectors of what will happen to our landscapes and our pri-

mary industries if we continue not to respond to the looming 

rabbit problem. 

 

Finally, I wish to thank our supporters and in particular Haighs 

Chocolates which has for years provided the backbone of fi-

nancial support to the Foundation.  Haighsõ has been ôrabbit 

freeõ for well over ten years and sales of Easter Bilby choco-

lates (along with other Australian native species) continue to 

grow. 

 

For any person who is reading this newsletter and is not a 

member of RFA, I encourage you to show your support by join-

ing us.  Our annual fee is modest and an application form is 

contained with this newsletter.  Our AGM will be held in Ade-

laide on 17 November 2011 and details can be found on the 

RFA website at www.rabbitfreeaustralia.org.au 

 

Nicholas Newland AM   President RFA 

and to provide secretarial and some funding support.  If this 

proposal is accepted, RFA would have a technical working group 

working directly in partnership with industry.  There has been 

some interest from AWI officials, but no commitment has been 

made as at the end of June. 

 

I am sad to report the death late last year of RFAõs patron Pro-

fessor Frank Fenner AC.  Professor Fenner was a strong sup-

porter of RFA and had a highly distinguished career spanning 

more than seventy years.  However the Foundation has been 

fortunate to have appointed Dr Brian Cooke as its most recent 

patron and I cannot think of a more appropriate appointment.  

Dr Cooke has been Australiaõs foremost rabbit researcher for 

decades and his wisdom and experience is and will be greatly 

valued. 

 

The RFA Committee is advancing planning for a national forum 

in Canberra next April on the rabbit threat and options for tack-

ling it.  While planning is still in the early stages, we see this 

event as a means to raise awareness of government and indus-

FOUNDATION FOR RABBIT FREE AUSTRALIA  

Annual General Meeting  

 

For catering purposes, we would appreciate it if you could let us know if you plan to 

attend the AGM.  

RSVP to Edwina Grant on mb 0407 721 195,   
e-mail admin@rabbitfreeaustralia.org.au  

 

Notice is hereby given that the NINETEENTH ANNUAL GENERAL 

MEETING will be held at The Santos Conservation Centre, Plain Tree 

Drive, Adelaide Zoo on THURSDAY 17th NOVEMBER 2011 at 2:00 pm.  

 

Membership and donation form is on the last page of your Newsletter.  

Membership fees for 2010 are due by the AGM.  

2010 Chairõs report       

http://www.rabbitfreeaustralia.org.au
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Introducing Dr Brian Cooke ñ Our New Patron 

Born in Geelong, not far from where Thomas Austinõs infa-

mous rabbits were reportedly ferried ashore in 1859, my 

earliest distinct memory of a rabbit dates back to 1952. 

While visiting some friends on a farm I saw one with acute 

myxomatosis. I donõt remember being horrified at the 

sight, rather I was extremely curious, and heavily ques-

tioned my dad about it as we drove home in the car. At 

eight years old I knew all about ômyxoõ. Later, when about 

12 or 13 years old, we would hunt rabbits with a pack of 

dogs whenever we visited another farming family in the 

Winchelsea area. It was a regular pastime for kids even in 

the muddiness and bleakness of a full ôWestern District 

winterõ. The dog pack featured a couple of greyhounds, a 

staghound, the Border collie sheep dogs and a couple of 

fox terriers as well. 

I certainly didnõt plan a career in ôrabbitsõ nonetheless. 

That was more or less fortuitous.  After finishing a science 

degree with a major in Zoology at Melbourne University, I 

answered an advertisement for a research officerõs job in 

the Department of Lands in Adelaide. John Bromell, who 

was ôChief Vermin Control Officerõ, flew to Melbourne to 

interview me over a cafe lunch. Before the meal was over 

I had the job; there was no need for HR people and report-

ing in those days.  Part of the deal was that I would enrol 

at the University of Adelaide for a higher degree, done 

part-time, while I worked on rabbit control projects to help 

fight the rising rabbit tide. As an undergraduate I had 

been greatly attracted by the ideas of Prof H.G. Andrewar-

tha, then professor of Zoology in Adelaide, who special-

ized in studies on animal population dynamics. It proved a 

good move, eventually leading to a PhD scholarship sup-

ported by both the Lands Department and the Wool 

Board. Additionally, John Bromell saw to it that I spent 

three months in Canberra at CSIRO Wildlife and Ecology in 

Ken Myers group visiting their field sites and generally mak-

ing contact with other scientists in the ôrabbit worldõ. 

Much of my early work involved assessing rabbit control 

methods, comparing oat and carrot bait and ôconventionalõ 

and ôone-shotõ poisoning methods ð but all the time we 

were putting rabbit control onto a sounder biological basis 

and increasingly looking at conservation benefits as well as 

economic benefits. The conservation aspects of rabbit dam-

age had been largely ignored even in the immediate after-

math of myxomatosis and it was time to put that right. 

There was certainly an acute need for this kind of work 

because mallee farmers were increasingly calling for per-

mission to clear remnant mallee vegetation on roadsides 

which they regarded as mere ôrabbit harbourõ. Fortunately, 

our small research team which included David Chinner and 

Brian Sutton demonstrated that, by using a combination of 

poisoning, careful warren ripping and fumigation, rabbits 

could be successfully cleared from among roadside vegeta-

tion without having to clear the trees. This in turn enabled a 

stronger policy on roadside vegetation conservation to be 

maintained by the South Australian Government and was 

part of policy development to ensure better conservation 

ethics across the state. Interestingly, one of the key people 

behind this work was Mr Basil Newland, and Nicholas 

Newland his son was soon to become an officer in our 

group as it evolved into the Animal and Plant Control Com-

mission. The policies and friendships built at that time pro-

duced lasting benefits still in evidence today. 

When CSIROõs Bill Sobey successfully brought European 

rabbit fleas into Australia as new vectors of myxoma virus, 

it was natural that we should form a partnership when it 

came to releasing and distributing the fleas in South Aus-

tralia. We were able to assess the effectiveness of the fleas 

in enhancing myxomatosis because by then we had long-

term data on rabbit biology from many sites across the 

State and could monitor changes in the rabbit population. 

Nonetheless, it also became apparent that the fleas would 

not persist in the driest parts of South Australia and with 

Bill Sobey planning retirement it became my job to plan 

towards introducing arid-adapted fleas from Spain  that 

might help spread myxomatosis in the arid zone. 

Interestingly, I had arranged for an experienced entomolo-

gist, Dr Peter Bailey, to do that work but an invasion of Ade-

laide by Portuguese millipedes and an impending state 

election put an end to those plans. Peter was suddenly in 

Portugal pondering millipede bio-control and my wife Pam 

and daughters Natalie and Julia were travelling with me to 

Spain where we spent considerable time as I worked to 

assess and import arid-adapted Spanish rabbit fleas. Those 

were difficult family times in some ways as we had little 

spare cash due to a huge depreciation in the Australian 

dollar, but infinitely rewarding in terms of making new 

friends and understanding another culture. 


