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3By 
Tony Start and Sandra

When we in t roduced rabb i ts  in to
Aust ra l ia ,  we d idn ' t  rea l i se  whdt  a

p lague they  wou ld  t recome.
What  have they  done to  our  land,  dnd

what  have we done about  them?
I t ' s  t ime fo r  a  c loser  look  d t  th is  Dest .
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I frgfl. l l ihhits thrive in the
I hirrsh, tree-less exnlnse of
I the Nullarbr,r l ' lein.

lRelou right: llabbits hilvc
I occupied boodie warrens anrl
I ward's rvcctl h:ls renliced the
native chenopods and slrrubs
eaten out by the rabbits.
Ilhotos - Tony Start

There may be no trees in its most
desolate centre, but the Nullarbor
supports an amazing community of
plants that belong to the family
Chenopodiuceoe lsamphires, salt bushes.
blue bushes, etc.) and many of them
have succulent leaves. Rabbits even
rlevour the species that protect
th€mselves with spines. Thus rabbits
thrive where rain is scarce and surface
water is almost alu,ays u,anting.

The Nullarbor even provided shelter.
Be iu rs  the  r rbb i l s  a r r i ved ,  hooJ ies
(burrorving beltongs) abounded. They
lived in huge warrens, and presumably
fed off the l ife giving chenopods.
Norvadays. the boodies are gone. but all
their \\ 'arrens are occupied by rabbits.
(Or n'ere, unti l rabbit calicivirus arrived.)

WERE RABBIT-PROOF
FENCES RABBIT.PROOF?

By 1895, rabbits had been spotied
near the Western Australian border.
Three years later, they \\ 'ere at
Esperance, a coastal town 700 kilometres
farther u'est. Alarmed, the State
Covernment decided to build a fence
from Starvation Boat Harbour, 120
kilometres west of Esperance, to the
Eighty Mile Beach, where the Creat
Sand1, Desert meets the Indian Ocean.
The fence was 1i133 kilometres long and
traversed heathlands, n'oodlands and
spinifex deserts in areas that Europeans
hrd harJly exploreLl. As a surveying
feat it ranks alongside Canning's stock
route, and, l ike the stock route, wells
along its length are sti l l  landmarks on
modern maps. Hou'ever. as an
engineering feat, it was in a league of its
own. No other venture of that era
required so much wire mesll, let alone
other materials, to be transported and

erected across trackless land to forrn
a barrier that rabbits could not get
over-or under.

AIas. work on thr ience began in
1901, too late to stop the rabbits. So tw'o
more fences were built. The No. 2 Fence
started 120 kilometres farther west and
ran northward for 1160 kilometres to
join the first one near Yalgoo. The
No.3 Fence stretched 258 kilometres
weshlard from the original fence to the
coast near Kalbarri. Despite the huge
expense, they failed to stop rabbits,
urhich soon colonised all the habitat
that would support them.

RABBIT DAMAGE
Every cloud has its silver l ining.

Rabbits provided meat for the pots of
many a prospector and settler. The huge
numbers of rabbits on the Nullarbr-rr
supported professional rabbit shooters;
rabbit fur has been used to make all
sorts things from furry toy koalas sold
in souvenir shops to felt for the famous
Australian Akubra hats. Even in nature,
some predators have adapted to a diet of
rabbit. The large birds of prey, such as
u'edge tailed eagles, are examples.

Never the less ,  Lhe l i s l  o f  benef i t s  i s
short when compared to the l itany of
damage that rabbits have composed.
Offsetting the economic products,
seven rabbits eat about the same
amount as one sheep, so they seriously
reduce agricultural production by
directly competing u'ith stock.
Moreover, unlike stock, they can't be
moved from paddock to paddock to
resl lhe pasiure. Consequently. their
uncontrollable grazing causes serious
land degradation and soil erosion.

Their impact on nature conservation
has  been inca lcu lab le .  The i r  ac l i v i t ies

are l isted in the Commonwealth s
Endangered Species Protection Act as
a Key Threatening Process in the
Australian environment. tn WA, they
devour huge amounts ofvegetation, and
their diet includes many threatened
species. In a nature reserve near Perth,
we lound thai every i lowrr spike in
a population of threatened glossy leafed
hammer orchids (Drakaea elastica) harl
been nipped off by rabbits and many
had been dug up.

At Cooma Well, which provided rvater
for the men who constructed the rabbit
proof fence across the Lii i le Sandy
Desert, a few old, Acacia osualdii trees
grow on a flat. In contrast to the spinifex
round about, the flat is clothed in tussock
grasses and herbs. In that part of the
world, ;lczc'la osuald grorvs only on
flats like this one. lt is unfortunate, then,
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induce an immune response that protects
the rabbit from more virulent strains.
Despite this, myxomatosis still provides
a useful check on rabbit numbers.

T\^,o emerging factors may help to
control rabbits. One is the possibility of
developing an immune response to
proteins that are involved in the rabbit's
reproductive process. This would make
them sterile. Ideally, the protein would
be produced by an organism such as a
benign virus (perhaps even one of the
non-virulent strains of myxoma virus).
To make the virus produce the right
protein, scientists would have to
transplant the appropriate gene into it.
This system would be humane and
economical because the rabbits would
become sterile without any side-effects
or discomfort, and the sterilising agent
would be transmitted through rabbit
populations naturally. CALM scientists
are working on the system with
colleagues in the Vertebrate Biocontrol
Cooperative Research Centre (see
'0utfoxing the Fox', LANDSCOPE,
Summer 1988-89).

The other factor is rabbit calicivirus
(RCV). This virus has received much
attention in the media, and not all ofthe
reports have been accurate. Although its
introduction to wild rabbits in Australia
was precipitated by its escape from
field trials on Wardang Island, off the
South Australian coast, exhaustive trials
in quarantine-secure laboratories in
Australia and overseas had shown that
RCV could not infect any other species.
Indeed, there are several species of
rabbit and hare in Europe and north
America and none of them, except the
European rabbit, can carry the disease.

RCV spread naturally to Western
Australia, where it caused huge mortality
among rabbits on the Nullarbor Plarn.
An intensive monitoring program by
CALM scientists, at sites in nature
reserves on the northern edge of the
Nullarbor, has found that many of the
warr€ns are compl€tely deserted and
the burrows are collapsing. On most
others, where there may have been
thirty or forty burrows, no more than
one or two are still in use. Excitingly,
western myall seedlings are now
growing up, and most of them are
untouched by rabbits. In arid areas,
growth is driven by rain, so we will have
to wait unti l there has been good

rainfall before we can expect to see
dramatic responses in other organisms.

At South Stirling, however, CALM
scientists are working with colleagues
from Agriculture WA to monitor the
effect of the disease on rabbits, pasture
production and natunl vegetation. Here,
the disease has spread through the rabbit
populations, but they have been able to
recover rapidly, lntensive monitoring ls
occurring at other sites around Australia,
and a pattem of pronounced decline of
rabbit numbers in arid areas (but less
effect in higher rainfall areasl is
emerging. This may be explained by the
fact that rabbits less than about eight
week old are not killed by RCV, but they
acquire an immunity for life. In the
higher rainfall areas, and especially
where they can feed on well-fertilised
pasture, there are many young rabbits ln
the population most of the time. Thus
there is always a group of rabbits to
replace the breeding stock within two or
three months of an epidemic.

We are at war against rabbits and we
need variety in our arsenal. Rabbit
calicivirus is a weapon that may not be
effective everywhere, but it is showing
promise in many of our arid
lands. That is good news,
because those are the places
where rabbits cause enormous
damage and we have been
unable to control them for
economic and logistic reasons.
If rabbit calicivirus lives up to
that promise, we will at last
have a weapon that works
where other measures are
ineffective or impractical.

| ?op. Boodies provided prefabricated

I warrens for rabbits across Australia buI
I they, themselves, only survived on
islands off the Western Australian coast.
Photo Jiri Lochman

l,4Doae,' Centuries-old boodie warrens
I were taken over by rabbits. but now the
I burrows are collapsing; RCV has kil led
most of the occupants.
Photo - Tony Start

on (08) 9405 5138
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'Conseroing the aestem ringtail
possum' tells a story of rehobilitation,
release and repopu lat ion.
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'Starfish, Urchins and their Relatiues'
on page 10.
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