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Devilish charm. First capture of a new
study, a two-year-old female relaxes
prior to release in the hands of
Dr Menna Jones, the AG Society’s
2006 Conservationist of the Year.

AUSTRALIAN GEOGRAPHIC
S O C I E T Y S U P P O RT E D

BETTER
THE DEVIL
YOU KNOW
An AGS-supported scientific team
has begun an important new study to
learn more about the places where
Tasmanian devils reign as top
carnivores – before it’s too late.
Story and Photography by
Ian Connellan and Gail MacCallum

Sarcophilus harrisii

A

S IN ALL the best romances,

our first encounter is a
flirtation, as the object of
our desire reveals itself
little by little. It’s just after sunrise
on a cool and bright day, about 4km
north of our expedition base at Arthur
River, in north-western Tasmania.
We’re at our first stop, one of eight
trap lines established by Dr Menna
Jones and her University of Tasmania scientific team, and it seems that
something has been caught in the large
PVC cylinder. With a bit of a shake
and a practised move, the celebrity
the AG Society volunteers have come
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to see slides into a soft hessian sack.
With graceful ease, Menna sits on the
ground, and, sack nestled between
her legs, uses her hands to calm the
elongated shape trapped within it.
Our first glimpse is of glossy
black hair as Menna checks for the
microchip that will tell us the animal’s
name. These formalities out of the
way, she gently exposes a delicate,
pink, shell-like ear, to count the small
fringing dots, which are ticks. Next,
a shining, perfect nose, which wrinkles
delightfully. Then a beautiful mouth
with perfect, pearly teeth.
Graduate student Lily Leahy
Ju ly – Au g u s t 2 0 1 4
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Deadly spread. Since its discovery in 1996, DFTD has spread
south and west (map, left). Now, it moves at about 8km a year.
Menna (below) leads the UTAS research team conducting an
ecosystem study at disease-free Arthur River.

She gazes at us with a world-weary
expression as we kneel noseto-nose with her in delight.

Hands-on teamwork. Researcher
Gini Anderson, far left, measures
a trapped devil, watched by
Professor Chris Johnson, right,
and program volunteers.

Nice bite. Chris prises apart
a devil’s powerful jaws to check
for mouth sores – an indicator
of facial tumour disease –
and tooth wear.

takes down the vital statistics with
the earnest focus of a young journalist
interviewing a supermodel. In
Menna’s capable hands, our reluctant
star is calm and relaxed as her darkly
whorled back foot is displayed and her
front paw is drawn close to show the
finely defined shape of toes and joints
and gently curling claws.
After a quick look at the soft belly,
we prepare to properly meet the
character we’ve dreamt about seeing:
Menna gently lifts out our star – a
Tasmanian devil, who gazes at us with
a world-weary expression as we kneel
nose-to-nose with her in delight.
Menna tells us about her – a twoyear-old, not yet breeding, unmarked
by the deadly devil facial tumour
disease (DFTD) that has decimated
the species. In the devil-whisperer’s
hands, the charismatic animal is calm
and peaceful, and, when Menna puts
her down, she instinctively backs
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into the scientist for safety as our
groupie quintet makes muted sounds
of adoration. Then, a quick tilt of the
head, an arching of her back and she
is gone, sliding like a silk ribbon into
the underbrush.
Day one, trap one, and we are head
over heels in love.

T

HE CLOCK IS ticking on DFTD,

first detected in Tasmania’s
north-east in 1996, and which
is now closing in on the last pockets
of disease-free devils in the west and
north-west. Researchers have tracked
the disease front and it is moving at
about 8km a year.
“The greatest westerly extent
where a diseased animal has been
recorded is south of Smithton, at a
place called Trowutta. That’s only
about 30km from Arthur River,”
Menna told volunteers on the first
night of this week-long expedition.

“So we could anticipate that probably
within 3–4 years the disease will be at
Arthur River.”
Astonishingly, given the disease’s
slow, insidious creep, until now no
study has been made of the effects on
an ecosystem over time – before the
disease front comes, and then after.
Scientists, including Menna and her
University of Tasmania collaborator,
Professor Chris Johnson, want to
know more about the changes in the
numbers of birds and other animals
of the complex system – over which
the devil has reigned as apex predator
since the Tasmanian tiger’s demise.
“Because the disease caught us all
by surprise, we never had the chance
to set up baseline information on the
ecological dynamics and community
structure of any place in Tasmania
prior to the disease coming through,”
Menna says. “Animal populations and
vegetation fluctuate naturally from
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Safe bet. The 56 devils at
Trowunna are the largest cohort
of the Save the Tasmanian Devil
Program’s breeding population.

“The site gives us the opportunity for baseline data
on what the ecosystem looks like before DFTD.”

year to year, so you can’t just take one
snapshot survey of what a place looks
like before the impact. You’ve got to
understand the natural variability
in the system. And the site [Arthur
River] gives us the opportunity to get
some baseline data on what the ecosystem looks like before [DFTD].”
There have been snapshot studies
across Tasmania as the disease has
moved but monitoring the Arthur
River site over time will give scientists greater certainty in saying what’s
causing ecological changes.
“If we compare eastern to western
Tasmania, we can say they look
different and it could be because of
devil decline. But we don’t really
know that, because there are other
differences [between ecosystems] that
are related to climate and the n
 atural
distribution of different species,”
Menna says.
That’s where this expedition comes
in, annually recording change up to

and while the disease comes through,
as it causes an inevitable decline in the
devil population.
“That will give us confidence in
saying it’s loss of devils that’s causing
the changes,” Menna says.
A multi-year project such as
this takes a lot of resourcing and
organisation. AG Society funds raised
through AG stores have assisted with
initial funding, and the participation
of AG Society volunteers on future
expeditions (see page 110 for how you
can become involved) will be essential
to see it through to the end.

T

HE VEGETATION survey

at Arthur River provided
volunteers with plenty of
laughs and the odd scratch. While
Menna held up a 1sq.m white target cloth, we’d peer out from the
heath at a distance of 10m and tell
her how much of the cloth we could
see, depending on how low to the

ground we were. The idea was to
estimate how easily a pademelon, a
devil or quoll could see the approach
of a predator such as a cat. The
enthusiastic amateur botanists among
the group also collected and identified
plant species, so by week’s end our
seaside base at Arthur River looked
like a herbarium.
A bird survey and sundry reptile
observations rounded out the main
game, the mammal-trapping program.
The traps yielded devils, quolls, possums, bandicoots and antechinuses
– and, unfortunately, a few introduced black rats. Nocturnal wildlife
transect (traffic) results were a riot of
pademelons supported by possums,
wombats, devils and quolls. It all goes
to building a picture of the area’s
ecosystem. Solid predictions about the
future will take more time.
“The result we’re anticipating is an
increase in feral cats, which could contribute to small and medium-sized
Ju ly – Au g u s t 2 0 1 4
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Sole mates. The soft pads of
devil feet leave distinctive
five-toed tracks.

Welcome visitor. The small-mammal trapping program
was designed to see what shared the ecosystem with
devils. Species captured included the spotted-tail quoll
(above), possums, antechinus and various species of rat.
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mammal decline,” Menna says. Some
snapshot studies have suggested a
post-devil cat population increase.
“And we’re also finding that, as you
lose devils, black rat populations
increase. We’re not quite sure what
the dynamic is, but it could be that
cats will have a much greater impact
on native small mammals than on
introduced small mammals, because
native small mammals have much
slower reproduction rates.”
In 2015 the team will expand
small-mammal trapping at Arthur
River to get more information about
these animals. There are plans to
expand the ecology study to Maria
Island, where healthy devils were
introduced in 2012.
“Maria Island has a very rich,
small-mammal fauna, and black rats
everywhere,” Menna says. “So we
could look at the interaction among
the effect of devil introduction on
cats, habitat use by cats, and the
dynamics of native and introduced
small mammals. So that’s the project
we’ll get started on in the future.” AG
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JOIN THE AGS IN NORTH-WESTERN TASMANIA AND ASSIST
WITH CRITICAL TASMANIAN DEVIL FIELD RESEARCH

T

RAVEL WITH us to study sites near
Arthur River in north-western
Tasmania, where University of
Tasmania scientists are building a picture
of the ecosystem before DFTD arrives. The
2015 expedition will build on fieldwork
begun in 2014 and add valuable data to the
mammal, bird and vegetation surveys. The
small-mammal trapping program will also
be expanded. As well as meeting wild devils
and having time to experience Tassie’s
magnificent north-west, we’ll meet captive
devils and learn about the work of the Save
the Tasmanian Devil Program.
When: 21–28 February 2015
Duration: 7 nights
Inclusions: Transfers to/from Launceston,
twin-share accommodation in cottages, all
park and reserve fees, and all meals
Cost: $3500 per person; AGS members
$3200; previous AGS expeditioners $3000
To book: 03 6234 4918 or visit
www.curioustraveller.com.au

Devil whisperer. Trowunna Wildlife Park
owner Androo Kelly introduces his pal.

Heath walk. Study sites near Arthur River
are in a variety of habitats.

