
Fact Sheet #08 

The European Rabbit is one of the most 
devastating feral animals ever 
introduced into Australia.  Before the 
outbreak of Rabbit Calicivirus disease, it 
was estimated that at times there were 
about 1,000 rabbits per square kilometre 
in the parts of the Rangelands of South 
Australia. 

History in Australia 

The European Rabbit was introduced into 
Australia in the 1820s with the arrival of the 
First Fleet.  It was brought here to provide 
food for the colony and also for sport.  In 1859 
Thomas Austin released 12 rabbits onto his 
property near Geelong Victoria.  By 1886 they 
had reached the NSW Queensland border and 
in 1910 they had almost spread to their 
present day distribution.  In 1901 the Western 
Australian Government tried to stop the 
spread by building a 1700km rabbit proof 
fence, however it was too late.   

Rabbits now occupy most of Australia 
with only the northern tropical area being 
rabbit free. 

Impact on Australian Wildlife 

While not a predator to our native 
wildlife, the rabbit still has a catastrophic 
influence on native plants and animals. The 
rabbit eats grass, herbs and tree seedlings, 
competing with our native animals for food.  It 
digs into the soil and eats a plant right down to 
the root system.  This means that there is little 
regeneration (new growth of the plant) and 
this means less food for native animals.  
Rabbits have been known to climb into 
trees to reach food and ringbark trees. 
(which ends up killing the tree)  With less 
vegetation the land dries out and the 
topsoil blows away.  Rabbits are implicated 
in more than half of the medium sized 
mammal extinctions in Australia. 

Disease Control 

Myxomatosis 

In the 1950s Myxomatosis was released to try 
to control Australia’s rabbit population.  It is 
spread mostly by biting insects such as 
mosquitoes and fleas but can also be spread by 
direct rabbit to rabbit contact.  It killed 99% of 
the rabbit population in the wet areas of 
Australia where mosquitoes are common.  
Since then the virus has evolved to a less 
virulent form and rabbits have developed a 
greater resistance to the virus.  Myxomatosis 
now survives within the rabbit population 
killing less than 50% of them.  

 

Breeding 
Rabbits can breed from 
3-4 months of age, are 
pregnant for 30 days 
and give birth to 4-7 
young (kittens). 
In a good year a single 
pair of rabbits can 
produce 30 - 40 
kittens. 

 

European Rabbit 
European Rabbit (Orytolagus cuniculus) 

 

Distribution of rabbits in Australia 
Adapted from: Clarke GM et al (2000). Environ-
mental Pest Species in Australia. Internal report, 
Department of the Environment and Heritage, 

Canberra 

Vegetation recovery 
inside the Arid 
Recovery Reserve in 
2005, notice the grass 
regrowth. 

Photo: Arid Recovery 

Vegetation outside the 
Arid Recovery Reserve 
in 2005.  There is very 
little grass regrowth 

Photo: Arid Recovery 
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Rabbit damage to 
Umbrella bush 
(Acacia ligulata) 

Photo: Arid Recovery 
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Effects of Myxomatosis 

It may take an animal up to a fortnight to die 
from Myxomatosis.  The disease causes blindness 
and swelling on the rabbits body, thick pus 
discharge from the nose and the eyes and they 
eventually die from complications with their 
breathing. 

Rabbit Calicivirus Disease 

Rabbit Calicvirus Disease (RCD), also known as 
Rabbit Haemorrhagic Disease (RHD), was first 
reported in China in 1984 and soon spread to 
different parts of the world killing 64 million 
rabbits in only a few months.  Australian 
Scientists decided in 1989 to look at RCD to test 
whether it would be safe to use in Australia to 
help control our rabbit problem.  Firstly they had 
to make sure that our native animals and our 
livestock would not be affected by the disease.  
They tested 33 species of animals from Australia 
and New Zealand and none of them developed 
the disease.  The Scientists then conducted a trial 
release of RCD on Wardang Island in South 
Australia in 1995.  The virus quickly spread 
through the experimental populations on the 
island and then onto the mainland  After 
pressure from Farming Groups, RCD was 
released into the rest of Australia where the 
rabbit population quickly dropped to 95% of it’s 
original number in arid areas. 

 

Effects of RCD 

RCD is an extremely quick killer of 
rabbits, with infected rabbits dying 
within 12-24hrs of infection.    A 
rabbit that has been infected may 
appear groggy or tame when seen.  
There is very little outward signs on 
the rabbit when it is dead, although 
inside the rabbit there are large 
haemorrhages (bleeding). 

Other Controls 

Disease is not the only way to 
control rabbits, hunting, destruction 
of warrens, and 1080 poison (a 
naturally occurring chemical), help 
to control rabbit numbers.  

Arid Recovery 

When RCD went through the 
Roxby Downs region, rabbit numbers dropped 
from more than 200 per square km to less 
than 10.  Low rabbit numbers enabled 
researchers at Arid Recovery to build a 14km² 
feral proof area and eradicate the last of the 
rabbits.  This was the beginning of Arid 
Recovery.  The area became a haven for native 
animals.  Since then the fenced area has grown 
to 86km² and seedlings of many native plants 
such as mulga and senna are now starting to 
re-establish.  

Find Out More 
http://www.csiro.au/communication/rabbits/qa3.htm   

http://amol.org.au/runrabbitrun/effects.asp 

Contact Arid Recovery to find out more about our Feral Animal control methods 

The destruction of a 
rabbit warren using 
explosives. 

Photo: Arid Recovery 

Research 

Rabbit numbers have 
been counted using 
spotlight transects every 
3 months since 1989.  
Although spotlight tran-
sects do not give an 
accurate record of rab-
bit numbers they do 
show trends in rabbit 
numbers. 

There was a significant 
drop in 1990 because 
there was a large 
drought that year.  RCD 
was released in 1996 
which is why numbers 
fell to about 1-2 rabbits 
per Km². 

Data courtesy of BHP 
Billiton—Olympic Dam 
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