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As indicated in the article in the October
2017 RFA newsletter, my interest in rabbits
came from the exploits of trapping and selling them for pocket money. However as my
understanding of Australian landscapes
grew I came to increasingly appreciate the
special place that Australian flora and fauna
has in the biological world. Along with this
appreciation has been the realisation that
protection of our soil resources through retention of vegetation cover is critical to long
term human survival. Given Australia’s European settlement history, uncontrolled
grazing has cost our nation dearly. Control
of grazing pressure on vegetation and especially that from rabbits and other feral vertebrates should be a national priority.
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am currently the Adjunct Professor of Natural Resource Science after 9 years at the
University of Adelaide. I am a product of rural
South Australia, a graduate of the University
of Adelaide, with research experience in the
USA and South Africa. I am a Fellow of the
Australian Institute of Agricultural Science
and Technology and a Graduate of the Australian Institute of Company Directors. My
research career has included 27 years in
CSIRO at Griffith NSW and Adelaide as an
irrigation scientist, systems modeller and
sustainable agriculture research manager.
My research has tried to make science more
influential in managing our soils, water and
vegetation. My aim has been to help people
and communities find new ways to use land
and water that is productive and conserves
Australia’s native plants and animals. In recent years my wife and I have bought a small
property in the Murray mallee of SA and we
are in the process of revegetating it with endemic plant species while controlling rampant weeds and pest animals.

However as we often see with many natural
disasters, when they are at their worst many
remedial actions are promised, while only a
few are enacted and even fewer are actually
followed up to ensure enduring effectiveness. Drought is a classic case - as soon
as it rains and the hurt subsides, most remedial changes are shelved or forgotten.
Rabbit control is no different. The biological
controls, Myxomatosis, RHDV-1, -2 and –K5
have been very effective but will not result in
eradication. Greatly reduced numbers of
rabbits is all too readily accepted as
“problem over” – but this is not the way of
the natural world. Nothing is surer – many
will survive and the population increase to
eat and destroy vegetation. To achieve
RFA’s goal of eradication of this massively
destructive pest there is need for continued
awareness raising to highlight the massive
productivity cost and conservation loss.
Increased awareness needs to turn into
renewed and continued support for research
into new and more effective actions. Raising
awareness and garnering support is RFA’s
ongoing role.
Professor Wayne Meyer
Chairman
Foundation for Rabbit Free Australia
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The Australian National Rabbit Database - Emily Roy-Dufresne

T

he European rabbit is a significant threat to the Australian ecosystem. The species was introduced in the 19th
century as a new source of food and for hunting activities 1.
Under low pressure from predators, the introduced populations rapidly grew and dispersed into new areas. Its distribution range now covers more than 70% of the Australian continent, making the rabbit one of the most abundant vertebrate pests in the country2.
The devastating impact of the invasive rabbit on the Australian ecosystem motivated the scientists to investigate the species’ ecology during more than 50 years in the aim to better
understand the issue and find solutions 3,4,5,6. A research
commission (i.e. Intercolonial Rabbit Commission7) was created to organise the efforts. The government at state and
federal levels, industry, community groups, and landholders
invested large amounts of resources and time in controlling
the rabbit populations following the directives of the commission. In time, however, the commission was terminated. The
state research groups took over the leading role in the research on rabbits working increasingly as a quasi-national
team8. Although local understanding of the drivers of rabbit
abundance increased, a lack of adequate resources to man-

age and share data between researchers and government
agencies has prevented systematic analyses at a national
scale, therefore limiting the opportunity to develop comprehensive management plans.

Spatial extent and distribution of the data provided within the rabbit
database at the scale of (A) Australia, showing state boundaries in
black and (B) a close-up view of the Australian Capital Territory.
Figure obtained from Roy-Dufresne et al. (2019).

The Australian National Rabbit Database (ANRD) provides a
single and harmonised database framework to collate rabbit
occurrence and abundance data. The database contains
information from >120 studies (689,265 occurrence records
and 51,241 abundance records) across all states and territory administrative divisions of the Commonwealth of Australia. Its format is rigorous and consistent, eliminating potential
disparities resulting from the multiple monitoring and reporting methods used for data collection, and facilitating data
sharing between state/territory agencies. The survey data
are combined with high-resolution weather, climate and environmental information, and an assessment of data quality.
The database, therefore, complements previously published
information on rabbit biology by providing the data required
to quantify the role of fine-to-broad climatic and environmental processes on the population ecology of the rabbit in Australia. It is also likely to be informative for general studies on
invasive species theory, host-pathogen dynamics11, metapopulation dynamics and connectivity12, and to explore the
consequences of different management scenarios (e.g. potential effects of rabbit removal overall ecological community6,13,14).

Emilie trapping the rabbit with the expert from
PIRSA at the Turretfield site.
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Rabbits come to town - Dr Bruce Munday

I

’ve had a few experiences with rabbits. On the farm we
had warrens under Acacia paradoxa (designed for rabbits) down by the creek but got rid of these (rabbits) using
exhaust gas from the ute. Trial and error, but in due course
very effective. The landcare group also netted about 26 ha
of scrub, baited with pindone and ripped all the warrens. A
fairly expensive option but it worked, although the maintenance will be forever, perhaps aided and abetted by lurking
strains of RHDV.
A couple of years ago we sold the farm and moved to an
arts-eco village at Aldinga. Rabbits galore, so familiar you
could almost pat them. Cuddly they might be, but their habit
of ravaging gardens had made them quite unpopular. So it
was that I was welcomed (by the people) as someone with
a bit of experience and perhaps some wisdom having written a book about bunnies: Those Wild Rabbits – How they
shaped Australia.
The rabbits in the village had a few advantages: they live in
a built-up area where there are no off-leash dogs or cats;
numerous patches of almost impenetrable scrub; yearround green feed; and a local bureaucracy that sometimes
seems designed to give them a sporting chance.
When I proposed to a general meeting of the village that we
release RHDV-K5 it received almost unanimous (if cautious) support. I explained that this must be followed up with
traditional tactics such as warren ripping, etc. We released
the virus in April 2019 with apparent success – spotlight
counts suggested a 50% kill and victims testing positive to
K5.
Next step was to be trapping with ferrets and shooting, but
here it was the novice becoming trapped, or at least thwart-

ed. Apparently advising the village that follow-up would be
essential did not amount to the granting of approval. This
was to wait until the next general meeting months later by
which time we had another generation of bunnies, many
‘inoculated’ against the virus. Practicality a victim of process!
When finally we ushered ferrets down the burrows they
showed a great reluctance and mostly came back emptyhanded. Could they have found the smell of dead rabbits off
-putting?
So lets try shooting! In a built-up area this can be done only
by a licensed hunter using an air rifle and only on common
(i.e. not private) land. We shot many rabbits but unfortunately killed only a few. At this rate the rabbits were breeding faster than we could kill them – a familiar tale. Despite
the restrictions shooting is a favoured instrument in the village, there being ample orders for a rabbits for the pot.
So back to the burrows. Exhaust gas seems to be working
so long as we can locate all the holes, not easy amongst
the undergrowth. As well, it seems that many rabbits don’t
bother digging, they just live under the bushes.
Who ever would have thought that ridding a small village of
rabbits would be so challenging. I guess that’s what the
people of Winchelsea said shortly after Thomas Austin released his Christmas gift to Australia in 1859. Next May we
will return to K5 and show that we have learned more than
bunny in the past 12 months.
Dr Bruce Munday
Committee
Foundation for Rabbit Free Australia

Latest News from the RFA Website
Adaptive evolution in rabbits and hares
Bilbies reintroduced into SW NSW
RFA AGM Nov 14th, 2019
RFA Sub-committees

Greater Bilby recovery continues
Invasive species – vigilance is essential
Rat Spill – an invasive species case study
Bilby recovery news
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FOUNDATION FOR RABBIT-FREE AUSTRALIA
Membership and Donation Form - 2019/2020
Details for Membership or Donation
Title ________ Surname

__________________________ Given Names _____________________

Organisation

______ ______________________________________________________________

Address

_____________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________State ______ Postcode _________
Phone ______________

Fax __________________Mobile________________________________

E-mail Address _____________________________________________________________________

DONATIONS OVER $2.00 TO THE FOUNDATION ARE TAX DEDUCTIBLE
I would like to contribute/pledge $_____________ to support RFA’s funding of rabbit research programs

MEMBERSHIP OF THE FOUNDATION FOR RABBIT-FREE AUSTRALIA
I would like to become a member of the Foundation for the period 1 July 2019 to 30 June 2020
Subscription Fees

Tick Box

Student

$20.00

General

$50.00

Corporate

$250.00

TOTAL

$_______

SEND PAYMENTS TO
Foundation for Rabbit-Free Australia
PO Box 145
COLLINSWOOD
SA 5081
OR DIRECT DEBIT:
BSB: 610101
Acc No: 071528354

Subscriptions for 2019/2020 RFA membership
are due by the AGM (14th November, 2019).
Thank you to those members who have already paid their subscriptions this year

Support the Foundation for Rabbit Free Australia - become a member
Follow us on Facebook and Twitter @EastaBilby’

