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The numbat, together with a number of other species. appeaE to have suffered a severe decline in numbe6. lLvndan schick)
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L The tammar watlaby. The rcstricted mainland distribution of this animal is laryely due

to Nedation by the fox. \Dale watkinsl

The native cat, once widesprcad throughout the South-West.is .becoming 
rcrc

Y because its prey species have been dnstically rcduced in numbe'" oY 'or?o. 
,"n*,"n,

S P O T L I G H T  S I G H T I N G S  O F  T H R E E  S P E C I E S  A L O N G  A  3  2  k m

R O U T E  I N  T H E  N O R T H E R N  P E R U P  F A U N A  P R I O R I T Y  A R E A

Btush tailed Poss!m

I Woylle

The numbet of incidental sightings of
the numbat in the PeruP F,P.A.

As a result of further spotlight
traverses and a programme of
exploratory trapping, an area of
approximately 40000 ha between the
Perup and Tone Rivers was set aside
as a Fauna Priority Area rvithin
state forest (see Forest Focas No.
l0). Unique in the South-West, the
Perup Fauna Priority Area contains
populations of a wide range of
native animals, many of them now
present only in a few other isolated
areas.

Suddenly, in 1973 and 19'74, rhe
numbers of ringtail possums in the
northern sector of the PeruP area
dropped dramatically. At first this
was thought to be the result of an
epidemic disease and it was hoPed
that numbers would soon recover.
Cyclic fluctuations, often due to
epidemic disease, are not uncommon
among anirnal populations, and
there seemed to be no cause for
undue alarm.

It was soon discovered, however,
that not only the ringtail Possums
had dropped in numbers, but also
the woylies. By 1976 intensive
trappings had failed to locate a
single animal and none was seen on
spotlight surveys. Other species such

a
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young animals, surplus to the PoPu-
lation, and both the tammar and
the woylie lived in balance with the
introduced predator.

What happened to upset the
balance between the woylie and the
fox in the north of the Perup during
1973? And how was it that the woy-
lie could maintain a natural balance
with the fox in the south Perup
whereas it was unable to do so in
the north?

The answer to the first question
lies in the sudden and spectacular
increase in the fox population of
the south-west of the state. The
increase began in 1973 and since
then a high population has been
maintained. Evidence of the increase
and of the year when it started is
provided by data from two rabbit
studies carried out by the Agricul-
tural Protection Board, one at Cape
Naturaliste and the other near
Chidlow. The data clearly show a
big increase in lhe fox population in
both areas during this period.

While conclusive evidence is avail-
able only from these two areas, it
seems certain that the increase is
widespread throughout the South-
West. Anyone at all interested in
natural history cannot have failed
to notice the high numbers of foxes
killed on roads in the South-West in
recent years.

Together with the increase in fox
numbers, Table 2 also shows the
decrease that occurred in 1972 and
1973 in the broad-scale use of 1080
poison for rabbit control. These data

'4 Top: Woylie wea ng rcdio tnnsmittel
collar. lAnon.l

Middle: Fox's den in the Perup forcst.
Rabbits on the neafuy farm$ supply their
staple diet but native fauna arc also taken
whenever possible. lTon Leftwichl

Bottom: Skulls of native animals found
near fox's den in the Perup area; top
row - tammaL centrc - b rushtail po$sum,
frcnt woylies. lfan Leftevichl
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But why is it that unti l this recent
decline, many species of native fauna
were sti l l  abundant in these areas?
ln other apparently suitable forest
habitats, native animals have been
rare since the introduction of the
fox in the 1930s. Hou' could popu-

lations in these areas withstand the
impact of the fox when elservhere
they could not?

One possible explanation provides
a fascinating insight into the com-
plexities of ecological relationships.

Sodium fluoroacetate, the active
constituent of the rabbit poison
1080, a poison originally developed
to poison rats in America, occurs
r ra lu ra l l l  a .  a  to r ic  compound in
many species of Western Australian
plants of the genus Gastrolobium.
Dense and extensive thickets of
gastrolobium species are a feature
of the fauna-rich areas of Dryandra,
Perup and Tutanning.

Research being carried out by
scientists of the Agricultural Pro-
tection Board has shorvn that many
species ol launa native to the south-
west of Westerr Australia have a
very high degree of tolerance to this
poison compound. For example,
the Western Australian race of the
brush-tailed possum can tolerate
doses ol sodium fluoroacetate over
one hundred times that rvhich wil l
ki l l  i ts otherwise identical counter-
parI in eastern Australia. Other
an imals  such as  thc  tammar  and the
woylie appear to be even more
to le ran t  to  the  po ison.

Top: Remains of fox kiled by 1080
Potsontnq. tTan Leftwich)

Middle: Typical gtound covet in gaod
wctylie area, sauthen Perup arca. Note
the clumped distribution of the vegetatian.

\Tan Leftwich)

Bottom: Open underctorey typical
the northen Petup arca. Since
increase in foxes such open areas
lon ger su ppo tt wovlie pop ulatio n s.
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The ring-tailed possum moves slowly on the grcund when crcssing frcm one tree to
another. lt is easy prcy fot the fox. \7ian Stevensonl

The echidna now rclatively nrc in the South-West, still flourishes in Tasmania n the
absence of the fox. lanan Sevenson)

were common in the forest and even
in many of the settled areas of the
South-West. Then some time be-
tween the early 1930s and the mid-
1940s, depending on locality, there
occurred a widespread decline,
partlcularly of medium-sized native
mammals such as the woylie, the
quokka, the brush-tailed and ring-
tail possums, the tammar and the
numbat. This decline in the native
fauna follows closely on the advent
of the fox in the early 1930s, and
the evidence points to the fox as
the culprit.

It should be mentioned here that
prior to this time there had already
been two declines in native fauna.
The first of these, a widespread and
general decline, was recorded in the
late nineteenth century in the inland
areas to the north and east of the
forested South-west. The second, a
more localised decline in some
species only, appears to have
occurred in the South-West in about
1909 and was recorded in the Lake
Muir area.

A marasmus or wasting disease ls
generally believed to have been
responsible for the first decline. The
pattern of spread of decline does
not, however, appear to be entirely
consistent with the disease theory.

An alternative explanation is that
the increase and spread of the
domestic cat played a dominant role
in both these early decreases in the
native fauna. The influence of the
cat on native fauna is often under-
rated. In the later years, following
the spread of the fox throughout
the South-West, the role of the cat
as a major predator of native fauna
may have diminished to some
extent, its numbers perhaps being
kept in check by fox predation on
young kittens.

The fox is thought to have spread
into Western Australia from Vic-
toria, following approximately the
same path of invasion as the rabbit.
It was first sighted 100 miles west
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l The short-nosed bandicoot, forme y widesprcsd, is now rcsticted to arcas of dense underyrcwth. lLvndon schickl

thereby creating a safer habitat for
the fauna. This may be possible in
some areas, but without some reduc-
tion in fox numbers first it seems
unlikely to provide the answer.

Finally, there remains lhe possi-
bility of some form of biological

control of the fox, similar to that
used so effectively against the rabbit.
This is an alternative fraught with
problems, but it may prove to
be the only practical long-term
solution.

Whatever the future may bring, it

seems unlikely that any form of
management will ever restore the
jarrah and wandoo forest fauna to
their former levels of abundance.
At best, and if we are lucky, we
may manage to save mo$ specles
from extinction. @




