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Introduction
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European rabbits were first introduced 

to Australia in 1788 as domesticated 

rabbits. The first feral populations were 

observed in Tasmania in 1827. On the 

mainland, feral rabbits were introduced 

near Geelong (Victoria) in 18591.

Rabbits are one of the top three most 

costly invasive animal species in Australia 

(along with feral cats and red foxes) and 

are considered one of the greatest pests 

of the pastoral industry in Australia2.



Impacts of 

Invasive Rabbits
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Rabbit grazing is known to lead to 

significant pasture degradation and a lack of 

regeneration or destruction of important 

fodder trees, shrubs and perennial grasses9. 

Rabbits compete with grazing stock for 

food, contribute to soil erosion, damage 

crops and destabilise the land3.

Rabbits threaten the survival of more than 

300 Australian native flora and fauna species. 

This includes 24 critically endangered  

species such as the pygmy possum, orange-

bellied parrot and ballerina orchid3.

Rabbits also provide an abundant prey 

source that supports populations of feral 

foxes, cats, and wild dogs10.



Estimated Impact 

Cost of Rabbits
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A number of historical studies have 
attempted to quantify the impact 
costs of rabbits in Australia9. 

Current estimates suggest impact 
costs of between $108.3 million and 
$250.6 million per annum including 
approximately $20 million p.a. spent 
on rabbit management and control7.

The costs are largely incurred by 
agricultural producers through 
reduced productivity and profitability 
due to rabbit impacts as well as 
expenditure on rabbit control7.



Rabbit Control in 

Australia
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Common control techniques for rabbits 

include: 

a) shooting, 

b) trapping, 

c) fencing, 

d) poisoning/baiting, 

e) warren destruction, and 

f) warren fumigation6.

In 1950, Australia introduced the world's first 

reported vertebrate pest biological control 

agent in the form of the myxoma virus (known 

as myxomatosis). The virus was extraordinarily 

effective and, within months, it had knocked 

down over 90% of some rabbit populations12.



Biological Control of 

Rabbits
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Biological control (biocontrol) has been the most 

important method of reducing rabbit density and 

minimising the damage resulting from rabbit 

activities in Australia.

The release of the myxoma virus (1950) was 

supplemented with the introduction of two rabbit 

flea species (to act as improved vectors for 

myxomatosis) in 1969 and 1993 respectively4.

Due to increasing genetic resistance to the 

myxoma virus, in 1996, the Rabbit Haemorrhagic

Disease Virus (RHDV, commonly known as RHD or 

calicivirus) was released. It initially knocked down 

90% of  the feral rabbit population but was less 

effective in cooler climates4.



Biological Control 

of Rabbits (2)
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To combat ongoing development of 

resistance, a new variant of RHDV, known as 

RHDV1-K5, was registered and released into 

the wild rabbit population in March 20179.

Further, another new variant of RHDV was 

detected in NSW in May 2015. Known as 

RHDV2, the new variant spread rapidly across 

all Australian states and territories and had 

arrived in Western Australia by Spring 20169. 

It has been estimated that, without the highly 

successful biocontrol program starting in the 

1950s, the impacts of rabbits in Australia would 

have been at least $70 billion higher over the 

past 60+ years (2011 $ terms)5.



The Benefits of 

Rabbit Control
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Effective and efficient management of 

invasive European rabbit populations has 

a range of important economic, 

environmental, and social benefits.

This is particularly true of Australia’s 

nationally coordinated approach 

encompassing biocontrol and other 

complementary control methods.



Environmental and 

Social Benefits
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It takes less than one (1) rabbit per hectare to 

prevent the successful regeneration of many 

native trees and shrubs3.

Effective and efficient rabbit control may 

contribute to9:

a) Significant regeneration of native vegetation 

and population  increases of native animal 

species

b) Reduced greenhouse gas emissions because 

of increased carbon sequestration

c) Reduced landscape damage and soil erosion

d) Improved regional community wellbeing from 

spillover benefits of more productive and 

profitable agricultural enterprises



Economic Benefits –

productivity (1)
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It only takes 12-16 rabbits to consume 

as much feed as a fully grown sheep3. 

Effective and efficient rabbit control 

may contribute to increased productivity 

and profitability for agricultural 

producers. 

This includes livestock enterprises (beef, 

sheepmeat and wool), as well as crop 

enterprises such as grain and horticultural 

crops7. 



Economic Benefits 

– productivity (2)
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The direct agricultural productivity 

benefits of rabbit control are 

delivered through9:

a) Reduced pasture and land 

degradation contributing to 

improved livestock carrying 

capacity, livestock yields, and 

reduced potential for livestock 

injury (through falls due to rabbit 

warrens)

b) Reduced crop damage leading 

to increased average yields



Economic Benefits –

productivity (3)
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Other, indirect productivity benefits of 

rabbit control may include9:

a) Reduced disease risk to livestock

b) Reduced invasive weed pressure

c) Potentially, reduced populations of 

other invasive species, such as wild 

dogs, leading to less predation on 

livestock (specifically lambs and 

calves)



Other Economic 

Benefits
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Improved ongoing management of 

invasive rabbit populations through 

coordinated, national initiatives, such as the 

release of new RHD variants like RHDV-K5 in 

2017, can contribute to widespread 

reductions in the overall wild rabbit 

population.

This, in turn, may reduce the burden of 

rabbit management for primary producers 

and other stakeholders responsible for 

natural resource management. 

Total control costs have previously been 

estimated at about $20 million per annum 

nationally9.



Economic Benefits –

the numbers (1)
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The bad news:

Current estimates suggest that invasive 

European rabbits have total annual 

impact costs of between $108.3 million 

and $250.6 million in Australia7. 

This includes control costs estimated at 

$20 million per annum9.

These economic costs are largely 

incurred by agricultural producers and 

land management groups7.



Economic Benefits 

– the numbers (2)
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The good news:

It has been estimated that, without the 
highly successful rabbit biocontrol program, 
the impacts of rabbits in Australia would have 
been at least $70 billion higher over the past 
60+ years (2011 $ terms)5.

A 2015 impact assessment of investment in 
the Invasive Animals CRC estimated that the 
integrated rabbit management platform 
generated benefits of $362.3 million (present 
value terms) over 30 years8.

A 2019 evaluation of investment in the 
development and release of RHDV1-K5 
estimated a potential average reduction in 
rabbit impact and control costs of up to 60% 
through the spread of RHDV1-K5 and RHDV29.



Conclusion
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Rabbits remain one of the most costly 

invasive animal species in Australia.

However, past and current investment in 

rabbit control R&D has generated significant 

economic benefits to the Australian 

community.

Invasive rabbit management is an 

ongoing issue. It is critical that the Australian 

Government, industry and other 

stakeholders continue to support 

coordinated rabbit management programs 

and fund new R&D to maintain the benefits 

of rabbit control.
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