
International trade, and 
conserving our wildlife 
On July I this year, the International Convention on Trade 
in Certain Species of Wildlife came into force—3 months 
after the tenth country had signed it. Australia, although not 
among those first To, almost certainly will be a signatory by 
the time we come into print. 

T h e Conven t ion seeks to cont ro l t h e 
very large in te rna t ional t r a d e t h a t goes on 
in wi ld animals , b i rd s , fish, a n d some 
p lan t s , s ince, unchecked , i t could dr ive 
some to ext inct ion. Fo r example , i n 1969 
t h e U n i t e d States i m p o r t e d t h e raw hides 
of 7934 leopards , 1885 chee tahs , a n d 
113 069 ocelots—all animals r ega rded as 
endangered . T h a t year Congress passed 
t h e Endangered Species Protection Act, 
which str ict ly controls wha t an ima l s— 
ei ther living or d e a d — m a y enter t h e 
coun t ry , so these impor t s have n o w ceased. 

E v e n m o r e impress ive is t h e list of live 
specimens of wildlife species no t con
s idered endangered t h a t were i m p o r t e d 
in to t h e U n i t e d States in 1971. I t inc luded 
89 000 m a m m a l s , 770 000 b i rds , 573 000 
a m p h i b i a n s , 2 mill ion rept i les , a n d n o less 
t h a n 98 mill ion fish. T h e s e live animals 
would have been des t ined for t h e pe t 
t r a d e , zoos , a n d biological research . 

T h e Conven t ion emerged in its final 
fo rm f rom a conference of in te res ted 
countr ies he ld a t Wash ing ton , D . C . , i n 
1973. At Wash ing ton , t h e Aus t ra l ian 
gove rnmen t gave t h e idea of t he conven
t ion all t h e suppor t it could. Howeve r , our 
federal g o v e r n m e n t could n o t sign t h e 
Conven t ion un t i l it h a d passed t h e re le 
van t legislation to enforce t h e C o n v e n 
t ion ' s provis ions , a n d th is took t i m e . 

Austral ia a n d m a n y o the r countr ies 
a lready rigidly control expor ts of the i r 
nat ive wildlife, as t h e recent ly lifted b a n 
on expor t ing r e d kangaroo skins at tests . 
B u t whe re t he re is a d e m a n d for a n 
an imal , people will find ways of ge t t ing i t 
ou t of its coun t ry of origin. T h e C o n v e n 
t ion is a imed at e l iminat ing t h e source of 
d e m a n d , since signatories t o it m u s t 
str ict ly cont ro l wildlife impor t s as well as 
control l ing w h a t they expor t . Very short ly 
ocelot- a n d leopard-sk in coats shou ld b e 
a th ing of t h e pas t in Aust ra l ian shops . 

T h e lists of Austra l ian wildlife to be 
inc luded in t h e th ree appendixes of t he 

Conven t ion have been d r a w n u p b y t h e 
federal D e p a r t m e n t of E n v i r o n m e n t in 
close coopera t ion wi th t h e relevant Sta te 
D e p a r t m e n t s a n d also CSIRO, universi t ies , 
a n d m u s e u m s t h r o u g h o u t t h e coun t ry . 

Original ly, t h e sponsors of t h e C o n 
vent ion wan ted it to cover only wildlife 
species whose existence was actual ly be ing 
endangered by exploi tat ion for t r ad ing 
purposes . Never the less , by t h e end of t he 
W a s h i n g t o n conference it was clear t ha t 
t he delegates prefer red to list any en 
dangered species tha t m i g h t b e affected 
by t r ade . 

C o m p r e h e n s i v e l i s t s 

Austral ian species likely to b e e n d a n 
gered b y t r ad ing can be coun ted on 
t h e fingers of one h a n d — t h r e e par ro t s 
a n d t h e wes te rn s w a m p tor to ise . A few 
finches m a y also be inc luded . However , 
u n d e r t h e b roader t e rms of reference, t he 
final lists will contain about 100 species, 
inc luding t h e m o u n t a i n p igmy possum, 
t he thylacine, a n d the Queens land ha i ry-
nosed wombat—al l mos t unl ikely cand i 
dates for commercia l exploi tat ion. 

I f mos t of t h e Austra l ian species l isted 
i n t h e Conven t ion are unlikely t o b e t h e 
target of internat ional t r a d e , w h y are 
they endangered? I n his book 'Wildlife 
Conserva t ion ' , t h e Chief of t h e CSIRO 
Divis ion of Wildlife Research , D r H a r r y 
F r i t h , lists 13 m a m m a l s a n d b i rds bel ieved 
to have become ext inct s ince t h e arr ival 
of E u r o p e a n M a n . H e also lists ano ther 
eight wildlife species formerly bel ieved t o 
b e ext inct , b u t recent ly rediscovered, a n d 
a fur ther 20 whose ranges a n d n u m b e r s 
are k n o w n to b e m u c h reduced . 

A m o n g t h e rediscovered species, t h e 
Leadbea te r ' s p o s s u m a n d t h e N e w 
Hol l and m o u s e have t u r n e d ou t t o b e 
relatively c o m m o n . A n o t h e r , t h e d ibbler , 
is a t iny litt le an imal tha t was caugh t i n 
banksia flowers nea r C h e y n e Beach 4 8 k m 
east of Albany , W . A . O the r s , like t h e 

noisy sc rub b i rd a n d t h e wes te rn s w a m p 
tor toise , each live in a single small area of 
only a few square k i lometres , wh ich 
makes t h e m very vu lnerab le t o outs ide 
influences such as a large bushfire , or 
land-c lear ing for deve lopment . 

E u r o p e a n M a n ' s i n t roduced animals 
have b r o u g h t t h e 20 m u c h - r e d u c e d 
species t o the i r p resen t s ta te . S h e e p , 
cat t le , a n d rabb i t s direct ly compe ted w i t h 
t h e m for food, or indirect ly affected t h e m 
b y d i s rup t ing the i r hab i ta t s . T h e excep
t ion is t he thylac ine , wh ich was c o m m o n 
in T a s m a n i a du r ing early se t t lement . T h i s 
marsup ia l carnivore was a lmost certainly 
shot ou t because of its r epu ta t ion as a 
sheep-kil ler . 

E a t e n o u t . . . 

Using his o w n extensive exper ience of 
condi t ions in Cen t ra l Austra l ia , D r Alan 
N e w s o m e of t h e Divis ion of Wildlife 
Research has suggested t h e courses of 
events t h a t led to t he dras t ic decl ine of 
seven small maruspia ls t he r e . Very p r o b 
ably t h e fate of these nat ive animals in 
t h e C e n t r e closely parallels w h a t h a p p e n e d 
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But where there is a demand 
for an animal, people will find 
ways of getting it out of its 
country of origin. 

earlier elsewhere on our continent. In 
Central Australia, many o f the pioneers 
who originally took over the country are 
still alive, and they remember that in the 
past the marsupials were indeed much 
more common. 

T h e burrowing rat kangaroo was once 
one o f the commonest animals in inland 
Australia. I t now survives for certain only 
on three islands off the Western Austra
lian coast. Like the rabbit it lived 
communally in extensive warrens. I t 
apparently fed mainly on grass, tubers, 
and roots. T h e rabbit and grazing live
stock seem to have been the cause o f its 
downfall since they would have eaten out 
its food supply, especially during droughts. 
T h e fox—along with other predators like 

the dingo and the wedge-tailed eagle— 
probably gave it the coup de grace. 

A more subtle change must have 
affected the bilbie. Sometimes known as 
the rabbit-eared bandicoot, this attractive 
medium-sized burrowing marsupial with 
silky fur was once quite common and 
widespread. Today it survives in any 
numbers only in a few areas in the arid 
Centre. 

T h e bilbie eats termites, and research 
in the mulga country o f Queensland by 
Dr Tony Watson and M r Frank Gay, 
both o f the CSIRO Division o f Entomo
logy, has suggested that termite numbers 
(at least in this type o f country) may 
be much lower than they were before 
European settlement. 

Like domestic stock, two o f the com
monest termite species feed on grass in 
periods o f good rainfall and on mulga 
during droughts. Stock grazing contin
uously in the mulga country would have 
created more open ground on which grass 
would grow during favourable years. 
More grass favoured the termites, whose 
colonies expanded enormously in both 

Mountain pigmy possum from the 
Southern Alps—listed as threatened, 
but not endangered. 

size and number. When drought returned, 
the termite colonies collapsed. 

But worse was to come: the termites 
capped their colonies with a hard, flat, 
cement-like top formed just under the 
soil surface and, when dry conditions 
returned, the topsoil blew off them, 
leaving large bare areas on which grass 
could not grow for a long time. Dr Watson 
and M r Gay found that, in their study 
area, about 2 0 % of the ground surface had 
become hardened as a result o f termite 
infestation during the good years o f 
1947-56. 

The International Convention 

T h e idea o f the Convention was first 
mooted at the Eighth General Assembly 
o f the International Union for the Con
servation o f Nature and Natural R e 
sources ( I U C N ) , held at Nairobi in 1963. 
Drafts and amendments were produced 
during the next 10 years, but the idea was 
really given a push by the United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment 
held at Stockholm in June 1972. Conse
quently, during February and March 
1973 a conference o f interested countries 
was held in Washington, D .C . , to thrash 
the whole thing out, and this group drew 
up the Convention. 

T h e Convention states that each 
member country shall appoint a Scientific 
Authority and a Management Authority. 
T h e Scientific Authority—here the Aus
tralian Department o f Environment— 
decides which wildlife species the Con
vention should cover and keeps an eye on 
the state o f the populations of both these 
species and any others that may need to 
be included at a later stage. T h e Austra
lian Department o f Police and Customs is 
our Management Authority, since it 
actually controls what passes through our 
ports and airports. 

Three appendixes at the back o f the 
Convention contain lists of all wildlife 

species, throughout the world, to be 
covered. 

Those species in Appendix I are the 
most strictly controlled. T h e exporting 
country may issue export licences for 
wildlife in this category only under 
exceptional circumstances. T h e import
ing country must also issue import 
licences. In addition, the importing 
country must demand to see the export 
licence from the country o f origin. 

Trading in wildlife listed in Appendixes 
I I and I I I is somewhat easier. Neverthe
less, the exporting country must still issue 
an export permit, and the importing 
country must demand to see it. But no 
import permit is required. 

Appendix I includes 'all species threat
ened with extinction which are or may be 
affected by trade'. 

Appendix I I includes: 

• 'all species which although not neces
sarily now threatened with extinction 
may become so unless trade in speci
mens o f such species is subject to strict 
regulation in order to avoid utilization 
incompatible with their survival 

• 'other specimens which must be subject 
to regulation in order that trade in 
specimens o f the species just referred to 

may be brought under effective control' 

Appendix I I I includes 'all species which 
any party identified as being subject to 
regulation within its jurisdiction for the 
purpose o f preventing or restricting ex
ploitation, and as needing the cooperation 
o f other parties in the control o f trade'. 

Drawing up the lists o f wildlife to be 
included in each appendix had its prob
lems, since these rather involved defini
tions can be interpreted in more than one 
way. For example, the Department o f 
Environment interpreted Appendix I to 
mean that the species included should be 
known to occur as only one population, 
or at best a few small isolated ones located 
within a very restricted range in a very 
fragile environment. Consequently, o f the 
50-odd Australian species included in 
this appendix, 10 are currently believed 
to be extinct (but may yet be found) and 
three are recently rediscovered species. 
Most o f the rest are mammals, reptiles, or 
birds whose range and numbers have 
become much reduced since European 
settlement, or ones about which we don't 
know very much. 

Deciding on which species to include 
in Appendixes I I and I I I produced 
similar problems. 
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T h u s t h e course of events tha t led t o 
t h e eclipse of t h e bi lbie very p r o b a b l y 
w e n t like th is : stock r educed t h e dens i ty 
of t h e mulga , al lowing m o r e grass t o grow 
in favourable years a n d t e rmi t e colonies t o 
m u s h r o o m . T h e s e colonies collapsed 
w h e n d r o u g h t condi t ions r e t u r n e d , leav
ing large areas of h a r d e n e d g r o u n d o n 
which n o grasses could g row. I n t h e long 
r u n th is h a d t h e effect of r educ ing t h e 
n u m b e r s of te rmi tes a n d s tock—and 
bi lbies . 

. . . o f h o u s e a n d h o m e 

T w o species of nai l- tai led wal laby, t w o 
hare-wal labies , a n d two bandicoots seem 
to h a v e c o m e to gr ief because livestock 
a n d rabb i t s grazed ou t the i r shel ter , 
leaving t h e m homeless . 

W e d o n ' t k n o w m u c h abou t t h e b r id led 
a n d t h e crescent nai l- tai led wallabies, b u t 
t h e b r id l ed o n e u s e d to b e a c o m m o n 
small wal laby a long t h e lower M u r r a y 
a n d D a r l i n g Rivers . I t seems to have l ived 
in th icke ts . E u r o p e a n sett lers wou ld h a v e 
cleared t h e thickets in t h e River ina t o let 
m o r e grass g row. I n t h e sa l tbush coun t ry 
the i r s tock wou ld h a v e d o n e t h e job b y 
ea t ing t h e sa l tbush . I n e i ther case t h e 
clearing des t royed t h e wal labies ' h o m e s . 
E v e n so , a few br id led nail- tai led wal 
labies t u r n e d u p last year at D i n g o , 
be tween E m e r a l d a n d R o c k h a m p t o n , Qld . 

T h e i r re la t ive , t h e crescent nail- tai led 
wal laby, also lived in th icke ts , b u t fur ther 
in land . O n c e again domes t i c stock wou ld 
have grazed ou t its th icke ts . 

A similar s tory n o d o u b t applies for t h e 
spectacled hare-wal laby . I t shel ters d u r i n g 
t h e day t ime in squats m a d e i n long grass . 

D r N e w s o m e ment ions tha t these wallabies 
were once so c o m m o n on a M i t c h e l l grass 
plain at Alcoota s ta t ion near Alice Spr ings 
tha t s tockmen used to course t h e m for fun 
w i t h the i r dogs . T o d a y t h e p la in is g razed 
a lmost ba re , a n d n o hare-wal labies r ema in . 

T h e deser t a n d t h e pig-footed b a n d i 
coots l ived in squats d u g u n d e r grass 
tussocks , a n d have suffered t h e s ame fate. 

B u t s o m e a r e t h r i v i n g 

B u t no t all our wildlife has b e e n dr iven to 
t h e wall b y E u r o p e a n M a n a n d h i s 
an imals . T w o of our largest m a r s u p i a l s — 
t h e r ed kangaroo a n d t h e euro — have 
th r ived . Sheep a n d catt le grazed d o w n 
t h e long d r y grass of t h e ar id in land , t h u s 
p rov id ing t h e r ed kangaroo w i t h m u c h 
greater suppl ies of t h e shor t , g reen grass-
shoots t h a t are its diet . H e n c e , far m o r e 
r e d kangaroos p r o b a b l y inhab i t Austra l ia 
n o w t h a n ever d id so before t h e arrival of 
t h e F i r s t F lee t in 1788. 

M o r e sub t l e is t h e course of events t h a t 
h a p p e n e d in t h e P i lbara in W e s t e r n 
Austra l ia . Bet ter k n o w n nowadays for its 
i ron o re , th is semi-a r id area was for m a n y 
years a major sheep-graz ing dis t r ic t . 

Sheep were i n t roduced t h e r e in 1880, 
a n d graziers p u t in wa te r ing po in t s every 
5 k m across t h e grassy pla ins . F o r 50 years 
t h e wool i n d u s t r y p rospe red , b u t b y a b o u t 
1930 it h a d gone in to decl ine . A t t h e same 
t i m e , t h e once- ra re eu ro h a d come to b e 
r ega rded as a pes t . By t h e 1950s sheep 
n u m b e r s h a d gone d o w n disas t rously , a n d 
t h e euros , w h i c h t h e n far o u t n u m b e r e d 
t h e sheep , took t h e b l a m e . 

A s t u d y b y D r E . H . M . Ealey of CSIRO 
a n d M r H . Su i jdendorp f rom t h e Sta te 

D e p a r t m e n t of Agr icu l tu re revealed wha t 
h a d h a p p e n e d . T h e euros h a d n ' t caused 
t h e p r o b l e m , as t h e graziers h a d imagined . 
Ins tead , sheep h a d ea ten ou t t h e nu t r i t ious 
na tu ra l grasses, leaving spinifex t o take 
over . D u r i n g t imes o f d r o u g h t litt le 
r ema ined b u t th is h a r d sp iky grass . 
Sheep d o n ' t th r ive on th is u n p r o m i s i n g 
die t , b u t euros can m a n a g e m u c h be t t e r . 
I n add i t ion , by supply ing water ing po in t s 
t he graziers h a d r e m o v e d t h e factor t h a t 
h a d l imi t ed t h e r ange of t h e euros . 
His tor ical ly , t h e euros cou ld only survive 
t h e ho t tes t s u m m e r wea the r b y shel ter ing 
in caves in t h e rocky ou tc rops sca t te red 
across t h e region, so they r e m a i n e d few in 
n u m b e r . B u t w i t h plent iful water these 
animals can survive any hea t , a n d they 
were able t o leave the i r caves a n d m o v e 
ou t on to t h e pla ins . 

T h u s t h e graziers h a d he lped t h e euros 
in t w o ways—by supply ing b o t h p l e n t y 
of wate r a n d ample d r o u g h t feed. E u r o 
n u m b e r s exploded. 

M o r e a b o u t t h e t o p i c 

' S u m m a r y R e p o r t of t h e Aust ra l ian D e l e 
ga t ion t o t h e P len ipo ten t ia ry Confer 
ence t o Conc lude a n In te rna t iona l 
Conven t ion o n T r a d e i n Cer ta in 
Species of Wildl i fe . ' (Austral ian D e 
p a r t m e n t of t h e E n v i r o n m e n t a n d 
Conserva t ion: C a n b e r r a 1973.) 

'Wildlife Conserva t ion . ' H . J . F r i t h . 
(Angus a n d Rober t son : Sydney 1973.) 

Compe t i t i on be tween wildlife a n d d o m e s 
t ic stock. A. E . N e w s o m e . Australian 
Veterinary Journal, 1 9 7 1 , 4 7 , 5 7 7 - 8 6 . 

T e r m i t e resea rch—old a n d new. Rural 
Research in CSIRO N o . 7 3 , 1971, 2 - 7 . 
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Crescent nail-tailed wallaby as seen 
by John Gould in 1863. Its range 
is now greatly restricted. 

Western hare-wallaby—again f rom 
Gould. 




