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FROM THE EDITOR

Gary Bastin, CSIRO, PO Box 2111, Alice Springs NT 0871

Welcome to another edition of the RMN. This issue has a
Background Paper for the 9th Biennial Conference of the
Society to be held in Port Augusta in September. Ithank John
Maconochie for putting together this substantial part of the
Newsletter for me. The paper sets the context for the conference
theme Focusing on the Future and I urge you all to read the
paper, even if you are not able to attend the conference. Atthe
end of the Background Paper, Martin Andrew provides a taste
of what to expect during the conference - including our
involvement in an “exciting and rewarding ‘thinking-
adventure’”. In another article, Merri Tothill supplies further
information about the conference organisation - including an
innovative program of activities for the kid’s of conference
delegates. For those who forget to bring this Newsletter along
to the conference, extra copies have been printed. This means
that the background material will also be available for
conference delegates who are not (yet) members of the
Rangeland Society.

Rabbit Calicivirus Disease (RCD) has been very topical over
the last nine months. In thisissue, we have afirst-hand account
by David Lord of how the disease has worked on one station.
Such anecdotal accounts of the disease’s spread and
effectiveness at a local level contribute greatly to scientific
understanding at a more regional and national level and I am
sure that agency staff are capitalising on these local sources of
knowledge and information where they exist.

At the end of his article, David asks that our Society work
together with government agencies and landholders to lobby
governments for continued assistance with rabbit control -
rightly recognising that RCD alone will not eliminate rabbits.
David also urges that we do more to inform the urban
community about this environmental scourge. The ARS
recently released a Press Statement (included in RMN 96/1)
calling for the earliest possible release of RCD. While some
Society members are no doubt actively involved in the rabbit
issue through their professional and business interests, we as

a Society perhaps should do more to lobby for extra funding -

and resources to control this pest. I am sure that this is an issue
which Council, and its Policy Group, have thought about.

Other major articles in this issue deal with changes recorded
at photopoints in central Australia over a 30-year period and

community action to control a plant-induced disease of cattle

in the Marree district. We also have reports from the recent
AGM, abook review, report on an ARS scholarship and other
snippets that should be of interest to members.

Pleasant reading and please keep your contributions coming.
Remember that without you, the membership, having
something to say I cannot produce this Newsletter. My cut-off
for the next issue is the end of October.

RABBITS, MYXO AND RCD

David Lord, Thackaringa Station, via Broken Hill NSW 2880

Thackaringa is a wool-growing property lying in the Barrier
Ranges between Broken Hill and the South Australian border.
I am the fourth generation in my family to manage the property
after my great grandfather settled here a decade before the
Broken Hill ore body was discovered.

Rabbits were first observed in the area in 1880. My great
grandfather, J.V. Lord, and his peers quickly recognised what
pressure the rabbit was putting on the environment. Records
from Thackaringa, July 1886, show 400 pounds being spent on
rabbit control in that month. This would equate to a manager’s
annual salary in today’s terms. By 1892, to quote again from
our records, “the country is overrun with rabbits, which also
applies to neighbouring stations”.

The section of the now dingo-proof fence which runs along the
SA-NSW border to Cameron’s Corner, then east along the
Queensland border to Hungerford, was originally a rabbit-
proof fence - built in a vain attempt to stop the tide of rabbits.
In fact, part of Thackaringa is fenced by a “rabbit proof” fence
which was another vain attempt to save the country from the
ravages of this unstoppable pest.

Then in the early 1950s myxomatosis was released. This
relieved what was an enormous unmanaged grazing pressure.
Species such as Sturts desert-pea (Swainsona formosus,
formerly Clianthus formosus), which had become extremely
rare, began to be observed again on a regular basis and
kangaroos, which were uncommon, increased in number in a
short space of time to the high population which we have
today.

The high rainfall event which much of inland Australia
experienced in 1973-4 seems to have been the trigger for the
regeneration of many perennial species. With more ground
cover, there was better absorption of rainfall and hence more
vegetation. The effects of myxomatosis began to snowball
and we were partly returning to a better balance of natural
vegetation.

Rabbits on Thackaringa

We have an average warren density on Thackaringa of one
warren to 2.5 ha. If only one rabbit lived in each warren, that
population would be high enough to prevent the regeneration
of native seedlings (rabbits having a preference for seedlings).
So despite the very exciting regeneration process I have
witnessed in my lifetime, particularly my working life, which
began in 1972, the population of rabbits has hampered that
process. In fact some species are being threatened by rabbits.
Purplewood wattle (Acacia carnei), for example, has recently
been placed on the Threatened Species List. Ihave seen stands
of this tree die from rabbits burrowing under the canopy and
attacking the root system. Again, any suckers are lost due to
the preference that rabbits have for this more succulent growth.
Loss of native vegetation is only one side of the story - 13
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species of native mammals have disappeared in the Broken
Hill region since European settlement and rabbits have to be
implicated in that decline.

We embarked on a warren ripping program in 1988 and have
ripped in excess of 5,000 warrens since then. This has been
very successful, and done properly is nearly 100% effective
(see box). However given the best-case scenario, it will take
over 30 years at that rate to get the last warren. Do we have this
much time?

We have strategically released Spanish rabbit fleas at 13 sites
on Thackaringa to spread myxomatosis more effectively,
hoping to get total coverage of fleas in 2.5 - 3 years. Certainly
the early release sites have been very successful, with an
unseasonal outbreak of myxomatosis occurring in September
1995.

RCD

Then on November 1 last year, Rabbit Calicivirus Disease
(RCD) arrived. This would have to be the most significant
event to the natural environment for nearly half a century
(since the release of the myxoma virus). Within two weeks
around 80% of the rabbit population died. It very quickly and
quietly dispatched over 0.5 million rabbits, with the only
evidence being maybe one carcass for every three warrens and
a very strong stench from within the warrens. (This is a
different and stronger stench than when myxomatosis has a
good kill as the carcasses have a higher moisture and fat
content because death is quick.)

On odd occasions we would find a “battle zone” where maybe
up to 20 rabbits had died on top of the warren. One can only
assume they were sitting around in the sun and all died in a
short space of time - apparently all having contracted the virus
at about the.same time.

The above two paragraphs support the view that death is quick.
Of all those that the disease claimed, we did not see one rabbit
actually dying or near death. Only healthy or dead rabbits
were observed.

Over the next six weeks the rabbit population continued to
decline as rabbits succumbed to RCD or myxomatosis -
reducing the population to approximately 5% of the original
population in October 1995. By January 1996 one or two
rabbits, if any, were seen per warren. This population seems
to have remained fairly static on average since then. However,
in some areas there appears to have been a continued slow
decline in rabbit activity, whereas in other areas up to 50% of
the entrances to warrens are being used.

Sixty millimetres of rain fell on Thackaringa two weeks before
RCD arrived and a further 12 mm were recorded ten days after
its arrival. The vegetation responded in a way I had not seen
before. Foliage on the trunks of rosewood (Alectyron oleifolius,
formerly Heterodendrum oleifolium) went right to the ground
in luxurious bunchy growth and suckers were also common.
Sadly though, I have since witnessed much of this regrowth
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slowly disappear through grazing by remaining rabbits. I am
disappointed also that very few purplewood wattle seedlings
have attained any height - most being grazed by rabbits. This
tree and rosewood generally grow in soil types favoured by
rabbits.

However, many other perennials germinated and established
themselves, with only the odd one being lost to a stray rabbit.
Examples include bladder saltbush (Atriplex vesicaria), low
bluebush (Maireana  astrotricha), pearl bluebush (M.
sedifolia), black bluebush (M. pyramidata) and butter bush
(Pittosporum phylliraeoides).

















































































