




ustralial 'red cent!e', the desert, has

suffered a recent loss of maolrral

fauna, unparalleled anywhere in the

world. By the 1950s, almost a third of

the native mammals once widespread

there wete extinct, with nany othels

endaogered or much less coormon

(vulnerable or locally extinct) than

they once were. Far from the densely

populated urban centres along the coast,

nrore than a dozen ntanrmal species

quietly slipped into extincnon, never to

grace the Earth again. While this

conservation catastrophe was hardly

noticed by most Australians, desert-

dwelling Aboriginal people witnessed

the unfolding tragedy with great sadness'

In all, there are 24 sPecies that are

presumed extinct, or that have seriously

declined or disappeared from the arid

zone. The list is alarming (see the box

on page 44).

Finding reasons
Wildlife losses are usually associated

with acriviries such as land clearing for

agriculture and urbanisation, grazing or

excessive hunting. However, nluch of

the arid interior has been little affected

by these activities. \I/hy then have the

mamnrals declined and, in nrany cases.

become extinct in a seemingly pristrne

environment?
Aboriginal elders will tell you that

the animals have "finished" because the

land is not being looked after as it was

in the old days. In the absence of

Aboriginal stewardship and in response

to benign management, wildfires

consume the desert vegetation, and

foxes and feral cats consume the desert

fauna.
First came the cats, more than 100

yean ago then the foxes, about 70 yean

ago, and, more recently, the large and

intense wildfires. This 'terrible trio' of

cats, foxes and wildfires, that was

introduced with the coming of

European settlement, has destroyed the

status quo ovet a nere few decades

(see 'The disappearing mammals',

I-4NDSCOPE, Spring 1990). tslands off

the coast ofWestern Australia-free of

foxes, cats and deustating wildfires-are

the last refuges for many mammals that

were once colllmon and widespread on

the mainland. But it is too late for

many others; they have "0nished up"'

To reverse this trend of extinction

and decline, 6re needs to be reigned in

and managed, and feral Predators
controlled. More than a decade ago, in

1987, a team of DePartment of

Conservation and Land Management
(CALM) researchers embarked on a

novel but risky project in the Gibson

Deserr. The Desert Dreaming prqect
----*ponsored by I00A Petroleum (now

Chevron Texaco)-attemPted to

reintroduce rwo locallY extinct

mammals to the mainland deserts (see
'Desert Dreaming' , LANDSCOPE'

Autumn 1990). The Plan was to

reconstruct the habitat mosaic uslng

6re, to control introduced foxes and

cats, and to teintroduce golden

bandicoots (lsoodon luratus\ ^nd

boodies (Befiorgia lesrezr) fiom Barrow

lsland offthe north-west coast.

Fire-friend and foe
The desert vegetation is dominated

by spinifex (Tiiodia), a hummock-

forming, spiky grass able to survive

long periods of drought, searing

summer hear and bush6res. With its

clusters of fine, well-aerated needle-

like leaves, often laden wrth

Pteviaus page
Main left Red sand exposed by a recent

f ire in the Li i t le SandY Desert
Photo - David Bettini
RlglrtThe dalgyte (or bi lby) '  one of a tew

medium sized mammals hanging on Ln the

western deserts.

Top left An old warren system once used

by boodies (or burrowing bettongs)'  which

are now extinct on the malnland.

Abovo left An Aborlginal man uses a fire

st ick to burn the bush
Photos - Jiri Lochman

Left Foxes invaded the western deserts

around the 1930s.
Phato - Neil  Buffows
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kanytj i lpa (or
pig-footed bandicoot)

golden bandicoot
(or wintarru)

desert bandicoot

dalgyte (or bilbY)

lesser bilbY

cornmon brushtail Possum

boodie (or
burrowing bettong)

woylie

desert rat-kangaroo

presumed extinct

endangereo,
locally extinct

presumed extinct

vulnerable,
severe range contraction

presumed extinct

locally extinct

endangereo,
locally extinct

locally extinct

presumed extinct

spectacled hare wallaby declined

The feral peril

Cats rvere Ptescnt ilr tbc recl celtre

by the lr te 1800s, rnd tnay have rrr ived

evcn clr l icr.  Thc Etr lopc.rrt  rcd los

irrvadcd thc wcstertl cleserrs 6otrr thc

crst aDd the sourh. By the 1930s' chcy

wcre found i l t  nlost Parts of t l tc

continent south of thc tt 'opics Ovcr

dcc . rdcs ,  t hcse  l r i gh l y  t t r r r r d .  cso r i '

prcdators mttrrched rheir rvay tlrrougl't

the rurivc desert ltrillr:rls, driving rlrrny

species to cxt i l )ct iolr atrd pushirrg

others to thc bri l )k.

Sttrveys bY thc rcse:rrchcrs to

estiDratc dle densiry of fcral predrtors

init ial ly paid plrt iculrr . t tention to thc

fox, rvhich heci h:rd I  devtstaring

irrplct olt  nrt ive lnl l l rnrals in the

south-Nest of lvcstcrn Australil l3y

1992, the scieltists rverc reldy to tlkc

thc lirst stcp !o revcrse the ticlc of

clcclitre ittrcl extilrction itt tlle ar icl zonc

Alrcr Jctr i leJ pl. ' rrrt i r lg. . t  \rr i t .rblc ' i i tc

in drc Gibsou l)cserl Natr.tre llescrve

rvas preplrecl fbr thc reinnoduction of

boodies-srtr:r l l  qttokka-l ikc t tr irrrr ls

thlt livcd irr burr'<rrvs' nrostly bencrtl't

celcrctc caps iD arclellt uver syscenr\-

and goldcn burcl icoors, rvhich sheltercd

under spinifet clutt tPs.

Though fi'ral c:rts ar)d fb\cs were ln

vcry lorv t tul lbcrs, fol lorving :t

prolonged chY Period, lhc lrex wes

baitccl using the statldlrd blit thrt had

so successftrlly cotltrollcd fbxes itr tl,e

south-west. Thc rescarchers dicl rrot

expect sr.rch :r lorv detlsiry of clts to bc

a signi6cant plobleltr end they belicved

the b:r i t ing rvorr ld cotttr .r l  or crJdir"r lc

the c.rts frorrt  t l le t trrdy .rrel Horvcvcr'

while the bair ing virtual ly eradicrtcd

foxes, it had no implct on flral clts'

which increlscd in densiry soott a er

the mantttral reintroduction and

fol lorr irrg rc, ord-brclking rr irrs

Despite the rcsearchers' efforts, feral

cats eventutlly killed the illtrcducecl

anit'trals. Howevcr, the reseatchers lvete

able to asccrtaiu that the habitat rvls

suiteble for the reintroduced lnirnals,

which had grined weight and wete

breeding bcforc rhey were ptedated'

They also demonstrated that it was

possible to safely transPort aDinrals long

distances from au offshore island to the

iDterior. Most irllPortantly, this study

alerted biologists to the threar posed by

ferr l  c.t ts to rtr .r trr l tul  reint rodut 'r ior r

mala (or
ruJous hare'wallab!/)

crescent nailtail wallaby

warru (or
black-f ooted rock-wallabY)

lesser stick-nest rat

greater stick-nest rat

short-iailed hoPPing'mouse

long-tailed hoPPing-mouse

big'eared hoPPlng mouse

Shark Bay mouse

central rock'rat

endangered,
locally extinct

presumed extinct

vulnerable, declined

presumed extinct

endangered, locallY extinct

presumed exiinct

presumed extinct

presumed extinct

endangered,
locally extinct

endangered, locallY extinct

pale tield-rat

chuditch

declined

red-tailed phascogale

numoar

endanoered, locallY extinct

endangered, locallY extinct

endangered, locallY extinct
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pe! square kilometre, to increase the
chances of feral cats finding baits.

Before baiting began, fox and feral
cat abundance was estimated in the arca
to be baited, and in a nearby unbaited
reference area. [t is not possible to
measure the actual number offe.ral cats
in such a large, inaccessible area, so
surrogates are used, such as the number
offootprints observed or the number of
animals trapped along a ffansect over a
number of nights. This information
allows a cat density index to be
calculated before and after baiting, to
assess its effecfiveness. Prior to baiting,
both .rreas were rhoughr to conrain
about 36 feral cats for every 100

kilometres of road traversed, or about
one feral cat every 2.7 kilometres.The
toxic baits were dropped from an
aircraft with sophisticated navigation
and bait delivery equipnent. About
nine days later, the abundance of feral
cats was again assessed.

To the delight of the scientists, the
trial had resulted in an estimated 96 per
cent leduction in the abundance of
feral cats in the baited area. Follow-up
assessments at regular intervals have
shown that the feral cats had not
increased in the baited area some seven
months after baiting. Assessmens will
coniinue. to determine how long it
takes for the feral cat population to
recover from the baiting-information
important for determining the
required time interval berween baiting
to control feral cats.

Where to fiom hele?
While these results have been

encouraging, scientists are cautrous.
More baiting trials are planned over the
coming years to further validate and
refine the technique, to improve its
cost-effectiveness and to minirnise risks
to native animals. Several questions
need to be answered. How long will
cats take to reinvade after baiting? How
large does the bait buft'er have to be
and how often do we have to bait ro
protect a corc area? How many baits
per square kilometre are needed for
effective control of feral cats? What rs
the risk to native animals?

While the desert trials have becn
extremely promising, attempts to
control feral cats in other environmenrs,
such as the Shark Bay World Heritage

Lott The greater stick-nest rat is extinct
from the arid zone.
Photo JiriLochman

Below left A predator on the prowl-fox
footpr nts in the sand.
Photo - Steve Sadler

Befow A desert daisy (Leucochrysum
stipitatum),
Photo - fom Chvojka

Area on the mid-west coast, have met
with mixed success. Where live prey
-especialJy rabbits-is abundant. it
appears to be more dificult to control
feral cats by baiting, with baiting
having to be timed when rabbits (and
other pre, are at low densities.

For the red centre, at least, there are
encouraging signs that we are on the
brink of controlling a Gral predator
that has ruled the deserts for more than
100 years. With techniques ro control
both the fox and feral cat, and with
sound fire nranagement, there is a real
possibility of reversing mamrral decline
in the arid zone. Far fiom the busy
cities, the desert Aboriginal people will
be able to witness, and rejoice in, the
return of the animals.
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