
		
			[image: Injustice-front_cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			Response to Injustice, hidden in plain sight …

			“Injustice draws the veil from attitudes and actions towards wildlife that have pushed Australia into an extinction crisis. Understanding how we got here is vital to recovering the natural world – a must read.”

			— Erica Martin, CEO, Humane Society International Australia

			“Maria Taylor has written an excellent account of the decades of misinformation and malfeasance concerning our relationship with Australia’s kangaroo populations and other native wildlife since settlement, obviously both a biological research and a moral issue. As the book shows, so far, we have failed both.” 

			— Dr Geoff Mosley, speaking from 50 years working with the Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF), Australian Director, Center for the Advancement of the Steady State Economy

			“In the wake of the Australian colonial land grab, what place remains for the continent’s unique wildlife? Taylor’s exposé of the past and present Australian wildlife industries will shock and dismay, and her call for a more responsible, regenerative stewardship must be heeded.”

			— Associate Professor Andrea Gaynor, History, The University of Western Australia

			“Everyone who cares about the future of Australia’s unique wildlife should read this book.”

			— Ondine Sherman, Author, and co-founder of Voiceless the animal protection institute
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			This book is dedicated to the many caring and compassionate Australians – First Australians, new Australians and international friends who have watched in sorrow, anger and empathy (and many have taken action) for Australia’s unique wildlife – disrespected and decimated since settlement by economic and political forces. Some of the champions for the voiceless have stories that inform these pages, both looking back and looking forward. All are thanked. Through the decades, and now more than ever, the hope is to stand in the way of the destroyers of the wonders of our natural world: the native animals, plants, ecosystems and the planet’s life support systems. Australia’s story is everyone’s story in the modern world.

			I am indebted to the archives of the Australian Wildlife Protection Council (AWPC) which yielded a 50-year documentary history of the fight for Australia’s wildlife, and exposed institutions and traditions mobilised on the side of a colonial makeover of nature. The documentary record exists also thanks to journalists and news services who penetrated conventions of silence and, across the decades, recorded what was happening in Australia far from its cities.

		

	
		
			“In Australia power belonged neither to visionaries nor to women, but to ruthless and tough men. Throughout its history its people had been taught to equate material success with happiness, and material achievement with public virtue.”

			— Manning Clark, A Short History of Australia

			“If such a simple outcome as retrieving the kangaroo from being a wrongfully accused enemy in its own country, treated as vermin in such a despicably cruel manner with no place to hide, cannot be achieved by such a prosperous, educated and secure civilisation as Australia, then what hope for the planet?”

			— David Nicholls, former kangaroo shooter

		

	
		
			What the world saw January 2020

			Their bodies lie piled up by the side of the road, barely visible through the ochre haze: dozens, maybe hundreds of kangaroos that tried to outrun the flames and perished, in their droves, in the attempt.

			…

			Australia is burning … The scale of the devastation – entire towns wiped out, thousands sheltering on the beach to await military evacuation by sea – is hard to overestimate.

			But to the rest of the world looking on in horror, among the most ghastly images are those showing the toll on Australia’s native wildlife. A kangaroo, backlit by flames. A dead joey, charred and still clinging to the fence that it ran up against. Battered koalas, battling serious burns – these are the faces put forward in appeals … 

			The power of these images speaks to the hold of Australian wildlife on our collective imagination. If you know nothing else about Australia … you know Skippy the Bush Kangaroo. Same with a koala, platypus, dingo, echidna, kookaburra, wombat, possum, emu, saltwater croc – take your pick.

			…

			[Australia’s] fauna is instantly recognisable, symbolic of a wild and ancient continent truly unlike any other on Earth. But one of the many ways in which Australia is special is that if you do go there, you’ll actually see these species.

			excerpted from Elle Hunt’s ‘The world loves kangaroos and koalas. Now we are watching them die in droves’: courtesy of Guardian News and Media Ltd 2020 (copyright)
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			Author’s Note

			Writing about wildlife and focusing in particular on the fate of macropods, I was faced with the open question of capitalising animal names, or not, for a general audience and staying consistent. In the end I settled on a hybrid model with capitals and lower case that readers will find in the following pages.

			For the extended family of kangaroo species to distinguish them by their common names, I settled for this system: Eastern Grey kangaroo, Red kangaroo, Western Grey kangaroo, Wallaroo, Euro, Brush-tailed Rock-wallaby, also distantly-related Potoroo and Bettong (rat-kangaroos). I used the same logic for other sub-species that had distinguishing common names – such as Southern Hairy-nosed wombat, similarly for some birds with double-barrelled names. Apologies in advance for remaining inconsistencies and also to those other central characters of this book – emu, koala, dingo and all native species – who did not receive the capitalisation treatment.

		

	
		
			FOREWORD, THE JOURNEY

			It was time to write this buried history, and its contemporary outcomes. A wildlife tragedy had been unfolding before my eyes while working as a regional journalist for the last decade. I had written bits and pieces of the local story, and had felt sadness, anger, and the knowledge of being manipulated by a public narrative, but I didn’t yet know the scope of what I would find.

			When a young friend, a well-educated person, said in all sincerity that he thought kangaroos in Australia were farmed, while a steady stream of news items crossed my desk about state-sanctioned violence against some remaining native animals – normalised by silence and conformity – the hour was clearly late. It was past time to look squarely at a mostly hidden story: what happened between the new nation of Australia and the indigenous wildlife of the land? And what terrible legacy has continued to this day?

			Colonial Australia’s war against animals, plants and ecosystems started in parallel with the dispossession of the Indigenous people after 1788. The bid to radically makeover an ancient continent and everything that already existed there when the First Fleet arrived – without troubling to understand it first – is a history that became buried, while it seeded a dominant Australian culture.

			The long dispossession of the native fauna has left a modern legacy of hatred and bloodshed, especially in rural areas. Baffling to many newer immigrants, compassionate Australians and foreign visitors is the demonization accepted casually and targeted at the national emblem: the flying kangaroo. Skippy to many overseas fans. Tracing how the animal that holds up one side of the national coat of arms came to receive such disrespect and lethal treatment ultimately structured the chapters and form of this book.

			It became clear that the murderous fate of the kangaroo is framed by the beliefs, values, economic priorities and human behaviour that helped shape the new nation. Lethal attacks in the name of property rights, commerce and wildlife management are also aimed at other common terrestrial Australian wildlife, particularly wombats and dingos, but also wallabies, possums, eagles and other birds, including emus – the animal that holds up the other side of the national coat of arms.

			The kangaroo’s fate reflects them all, and is also the standout case, which I learned during a decade of watching the annual mass killing – called ‘kangaroo management’ – of the national emblem in the nation’s capital – an expensive government program cloaked in claims of science and demanding conformity of thinking to an extraordinary degree.

			Nationally, the kangaroo continues to endure an industrial-scale hunt for its skin and meat, one that emerged first in colonial times. Australia is globally unique in hunting down its national emblem as either a ‘pest’ or a commodity. The annual hunt is now the world’s largest on-land wildlife slaughter, shrouded in silence or indifference within its own country.

			I learned how the attached mantle of wildlife ‘management’ is mostly about maintaining the right to profit from a style of farming and grazing first established in 1788. Private property rights and laws upholding them dispossessed both Indigenous peoples and every native animal under the then British empire.

			The stories I learned and have shared in the following chapters unpack some history and its contemporary consequences for wildlife. The question for me became: how exactly did we arrive at this frame of disrespect – even hatred – that is allied to a culture of lethal management?

			What happened to the abundant wildlife and lush ecosystems encountered by the first settlers? How was it that Australia’s globally-unique marsupial and macropod animals, and many of the continent’s unique birds, and its apex predator the dingo, came to be deliberately exterminated, rather than respected and studied?

			With their homes long ago or recently taken as someone’s private property, where they exist under sufferance, our animal brethren are recognised only by some people as sentient beings with family, and as essential parts of the country’s ecosystems. Australian First Nations knew this. But in our dominant modern culture, the blinkers stay on until a native species is pushed to the brink of extinction – like that other Australian icon, the koala – to then qualify for sympathy and ‘saving’.

			In researching and writing this book I wanted to make sense of how the values of the past have hung on. The historical threads are linked to Australia’s world-leading rates of mammalian extinctions and are now pinned to reports of accelerated global mass extinctions of wildlife. Biodiversity at all levels is in crisis in Australia. In November of 2019, 248 scientists signed an open letter to the Australian Prime Minister in which they said that Australia is facing an extinction crisis, that the decline of diversity and numbers have risen to an alarming rate: “In the last decade alone three of our native species have been wiped out. Another 17 animals could go extinct in the next 20 years.”1 There was no reported reaction from the government.

			The stories in the following pages proceed through the voices and experiences of some of the many champions for Australian native animals. I met some in person and others through historical books and archives. Many of those speaking for our voiceless fellow species have been marginalised, disregarded, and even attacked in a mainstream culture that demands conformity in ‘managing’ and changing the nature of Australia. But I also learned that activists and sympathetic biologists have scored significant victories against the commercial wildlife trade – in the case of kangaroos, taking their message to the United States, Britain, Europe and Russia.

			Is there hope for a more compassionate future? I wondered how to bridge the cultural gap between the powerful mainstream belief in lethal management and the exploitation of Australia’s unique animals, and the values of those Australians who pick up the pieces, shelter and save the survivors. I spoke about these issues with former kangaroo shooters who have nightmares from what they have seen and done, as well as with regenerative farmers, conservationists and Indigenous people.

			There is a different way to live within ancient Australia, with its plants and animals and landforms. In the final chapter, titled Sharing, I talk with landholders including farmers who are regenerating the land and showing how we might share with the native wildlife.

			I meet forward-looking people including Terri Irwin, better known for Australia Zoo and popular conservation documentaries. From the 1990s on, Terri and her late husband Steve Irwin did much to rehabilitate Australian wildlife in the minds of the public. Together Steve and Terri started doing things differently on a production property in central Queensland, welcoming all native wildlife while retaining a good income there. I learned from Terri and other landholders how biodiversity has thrived, how drought has been mitigated and about the options of adding wildlife tourism to the income and educational stream, catering to enthusiastic visitors wielding a camera or paintbrush – a globally winning formula for sustaining rural economies.

			At the conclusion of this investigative journey, I know there are rewarding ways to conserve Australia’s natural assets, to live peacefully with the wildlife, and to leave behind as history the tradition to change and destroy.

		

	
		
			DATELINE 2018–19: THE LEGACY

			As I sit down to write on a wintery morning in June, the local community electronic noticeboard is again buzzing with opinions related to kangaroos on road verges, and the inconvenience this poses to motorists who might hit them if they cross and thereby occasion a notable auto repair bill. Cull every kangaroo in Australia, says the woman who started the conversation, before calming down and advocating culling the roadside shrubbery instead.

			I look outside at a couple of Red-necked wallabies mowing the lawn. In the later afternoon the local mob of Eastern Grey kangaroos emerge across our rocky and treed ridgetop, more or fewer depending on the season. Over the years we’ve been a nursery, sheltering the same extended family of mothers and joeys. We supplement feed in tougher times. In recent years we’ve come to know a few of the big males who stop by.

			The alpha male is shy, and at the same time instinctively guards the rest. We’re getting to recognise each other as individuals, with pet names and distinctive behaviours. We worry that if they stray too far searching for food, they might get shot or run over. Their home ranges are now covered in houses guarded by fences and dogs.

			The birds, possums and lizards enjoy a handout too. A growing family of shy and cute Swamp wallabies, part of the formal family of kangaroos and seemingly marooned in hobby block land, also started enjoying some sweet potato in the recent drought. Like the Red-necked wallabies, they are partial to sampling the rose bushes and other exotic flora. The handouts might continue to distract them, I hope.

			There are a lot of kangaroos on road verges in Australia now, and a lot in rural residential acreage like mine, and in towns and villages and Melbourne suburbs. Same story for birds and brushtail possums. Everywhere, former wildlife habitat is being transformed to new suburbs, shopping malls, roads, industrial parks, and new cropping enterprises.

			In Queanbeyan, the nearest regional town, residents not so long ago lost a lengthy battle to save bushland behind the city from a new four-lane highway spearheaded by a developer-friendly local council, whose planning vision, as elsewhere, revolves around accommodating auto traffic. Wildlife corridors are going under asphalt and concrete. A resident told me that the fairly tame kangaroo mob she knew is gone, that wombats are being found run-over, sometimes by bulldozers, and that she just found a totally lost joey.

			With drought searing the eastern part of the continent, kangaroo numbers are again blamed – straight-faced by politicians and some graziers – for the woes of the pastoral industry, as if climatic boom and bust hasn’t been the history of the country. The mythology of (bad) hyper-abundance clings to the animals as they try to survive amongst humans. The ongoing debate in my neighbourhood reflects understanding and compassion, but also a mindset that sees only competition and economic loss rather than the possibility of sharing with native fauna, even 200 years after colonisation.

			Inland, any traveller can see the back-to-back pastoral and cropping properties that have, since colonial times, labelled as ‘pests’ to be killed without question the kangaroos and other macropod native grazers, birds of prey, and the Australian native dog the dingo – a conviction that has been passed down through the generations to become tradition.

			The situation I survey today is the legacy of Australia’s colonial settlement history. In the following pages I learn how and why, with farming allotments that came to cover the land, the native animals were hunted and removed as thoroughly as the native vegetation. Sheep, in ever greater numbers after 1788, were imported along with many other European animals and plants to make the countryside more like ‘home.’ The goal from the beginning was a continent-scale back paddock to the mother country.

			The well-being of the imported fauna and flora, as staples of the British colonial economy, were the focus of an imperial biological science that morphed into today’s conservation science.

			From the pastoral industry and its political supporters, the cry against competition for grass moved through an era of bounties, that decimated Australian native grazers big and small, to today’s kangaroo skin and meat industry that cranked into high gear from the mid-20th century. That industry became another of today’s ‘must-have’ export industries in the view of successive governments – the kangaroo now badged a ‘renewable natural resource,’ ‘harvested’ like a wild plant crop, only it’s more bloody.

			Destruction of common mammal and bird species that bother agriculturalists hasn’t stopped at grazing kangaroos, wombats and emus, but has extended to flying foxes, possums, wedge-tailed eagles, cockatoos, parrots and dingos. The persistent economic narrative – that this is about jobs and exports – matches the rhetoric around logging native forests and removing any obstacle in the way of ever-expanding human projects.

			The mainstream media has noted that continuing habitat loss particularly affects tree-dwelling now-threatened species like gliders and the beloved koala. Koalas, I learn from the historical record, were hunted just as mercilessly in the late 19th and early 20th centuries as kangaroos are today, with similar justifications. The koala populations never recovered to earlier times.

			In 2020, the NSW government was presented with an internal inquiry reporting that the iconic koala may be extinct in the state by 2050 if its gum tree habitat continues to be logged, or removed to house an increasing human population. The 2019–20 bushfires along the east coast proved particularly devastating for the remaining koalas, (with a population of anywhere from 15,000 to 36,000 animals before the fires). One third of remaining habitat burned.1

			World-class extinction rates

			As a result of this history, there is the broader context of Australia’s world-class record of biodiversity destruction and mammalian extinctions in a little over 200 years.

			Since colonial settlement, about 54 species of Australia’s unique animals have become extinct according to federal government surveys, including 34 land mammals – or more than one in 10 on a growing list. A further 21 percent of Australian endemic land mammal species were assessed as threatened by 2015, with a rate of loss of one to two extinctions per decade. In contrast, only one native land mammal in continental North America has met a similar fate since that continent was colonised.2 Some 60 Australian plant species have been lost during the same timeframe.3,4

			The world-beating statistics were presented to national politicians in 2018. A federal government document on conserving threatened species was judged by scientists and reporters as unserious, totally deficient and doomed to fail. It did not address any of the real and ongoing drivers destroying native animals and plants – starting with habitat loss and including wildlife management policies.5

			Perhaps jolted by the sheer number of declining Australian species, the federal government senate in 2018 paid attention by launching an enquiry into what it described as an “extinction crisis” of native species. The Guardian news site, which led some of the reporting on this crisis, quoted scientists describing the situation confronting Australia’s threatened species as a “national disgrace,”6 saying the systems and laws that are supposed to protect them are “broken.” The federal government’s most recent State of the Environment report7 confirmed biodiversity loss had further increased since 2011.

			The senate had at its disposal data showing that some 1,800 Australian plant and animal species and ecological communities (ecological communities include woodlands, forests and wetlands) are now at risk of extinction due to human activities. The numbers are increasing, and may be an underestimate of the true picture.8

			Yet as this book was going to press, the federal Australian government was manoeuvring to cement state powers over native species with few overarching national safeguards – the states being the very entities that since settlement have brought Australia’s fauna and flora to its present-day desperate state.

			As if to underscore that point, the endangered status of Australia’s remaining koala population in the state of NSW was once again in the news, thanks to a perfect storm of habitat loss due to development, catastrophic 2019–20 bushfires linked to climate change and, looking ahead, the state’s resumption of logging in unburned forest habitats.9

			Globally, the record is hardly better. Since 1970, in just 50 years, humankind has wiped out 60 percent of remaining mammal, bird, fish and reptile populations that represent 4000 species. This is an almost unimaginable revelation that, according to ecological scientists, rivals climate change in its impact on life as we know it.

			A 2018 scientific report brought together under the aegis of the World Wildlife Fund documents that human populations, their habitat destruction for agriculture and development, their aquatic pollution and freshwater extraction, and their ability to eat their way through the world’s animal species on land and sea, are “destroying the web of life, billions of years in the making, upon which human society ultimately depends for clean air, water and everything else.

			“This is far more than just being about losing the wonders of nature, desperately sad though that is,” Mike Barrett, executive director of science and conservation at WWF, told The Guardian newspaper. “This is actually now jeopardising the future of people. Nature is not a ‘nice to have’ – it is our life-support system.”10

			In May 2019, a United Nations summary report contained equally apocalyptic and widely reported findings about the global loss of biodiversity, summarised as one million species now threatened with extinction. It also said countries should learn more from Indigenous management of natural systems, most of which have shown better conservation of species11.

			At about the same time, a report was published by the New York Times, assembling the evidence that insects are crashing as well. Not hedging, the report is called ‘The Insect Apocalypse is here’, citing climate change, habitat destruction and man-made chemicals as the main culprits.12 A scientific paper on the same subject jolted the world soon after.

			Professor Johan Rockström, a global sustainability expert at the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research in Germany, warns in the WWF report: “Only by addressing both ecosystems and climate do we stand a chance of safeguarding a stable planet for humanity’s future on Earth.”

			The statistics, domestically and globally, offer a compelling reason to safeguard the species we have left and to treasure the common species that can live with us.

			Carrying on regardless as NSW declares open season

			Instead, several state governments, including NSW where I live, increased their efforts to encourage additional species towards the endangered or extinct roll call, still arguing as governments have since colonial times that there is a never-ending supply, not to worry.

			By mid-2018, regulations were rolling out of Sydney to cut “red tape”. This was code to enable clearing of more native vegetation on private land – basically at landholders’ whims. Native forest logging was ramped up. Both moves would threaten remaining koala, glider, possum, wombat, bird, reptile and amphibian populations. Not forgetting the insects.

			The long-demonised kangaroo would soon face more guns as some kind of political band-aid for the severe drought that had settled on the state. Something was about to happen, with no sector of the community – barring farmers – having been consulted.

			On the 8 August 2018, the NSW Coalition government of Liberal and National Party politicians took their cue from colonial land management methods and declared a de facto open season on the kangaroos. On properties of almost any size larger than basic suburban, a phone call or email would get a landholder and shooter consent to kill 50, 100, 250 or more kangaroos on their land, depending on property size and offering repeat permits – a new non-commercial ‘cull’. NSW also has an ongoing commercial ‘harvest’ for meat and skins that involves all but a few areas of the state, and relies on private landholder access.

			In 2018, a new unit was set up in the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) expressly to administer the killing of kangaroo species non-commercially. The parks service had long been in charge of handing out the licenses for the commercial kill. Someone had a sense of irony: the new unit was called the Biodiversity Reform Team.

			A month later, more than a million licenses had been handed out to kill kangaroos commercially and otherwise. The number of licenses had almost doubled after the 8 August ‘reforms’ got into gear. I heard the man from NSW National Parks concede that unfortunately this reforming government had no resources for monitoring or vetting, no way to check exactly what was being shot and specifically why, or by whom, or whether the shooter could accomplish a killing headshot. Or what happened to dependent joeys. No one was asking or checking.

			National Parks, the guardians of the state’s wildlife in public perception, was just keen to respond to “lots of calls” from landholder groups and the NSW Farmers association, and make harming kangaroos as painless as possible for landholders to “get the grass back,” the same National Parks and Wildlife Service spokesperson told a landholder gathering I attended.

			Getting the grass back included a registry through the Department of Primary Industries (agriculture), then headed by the National Party MP Niall Blair, for city recreational shooters to come out to the drought-stricken countryside and help out. ‘Farmer assist’, they called it. Local Land Services, a front desk operation managed by the department, would be matching shooters with landholders.

			A valid firearms license was the only requirement. The department thoughtfully provided “best practice” advice for shooting adults, for bashing pouch joeys to death, and for dressing wild meat. Too bad about the neighbours (bullets can travel three kilometres or more) or anyone who cares about the fate of Australian wildlife – they weren’t asked. If neighbours were lucky, they might simply be advised it was happening next door to them.13

			This ‘help the farmers’ initiative started in the run-up to a tight state election and would continue as the same politicians were voted back into office in March 2019. Primary Industries had set up a website to recruit the recreational shooters, so it was hardly a secret operation. But when I asked what competence such shooters would need, the department’s media office quickly passed the buck, saying that it wasn’t their program, to ask National Parks. After the election, Primary Industries continued the offensive by posting on its Facebook page the same call for volunteers, aimed at recreational hunters.

			The comment stream from would-be hunters provided a reality check: people pointed out the requirement by landholders for insurance, the reluctance of many landholders to let such volunteers on the property, and people mostly never heard back after registering. The suspicion was voiced that the whole program was window-dressing, set up for the benefit of relevant politicians to woo their on-farm voters.

			I heard the man from National Parks at a presentation about managing kangaroos, organised by a chapter of Landcare in my district. The audience of graziers and hobby farm owners were faced with a change from fairly benign climate conditions to one of Australia’s predictable dry periods, the length of the dry made more uncertain now by climate change. Who knew whether these landholders would grasp the opportunity to kill every kangaroo on the place. But in case they wanted to, commercial kangaroo industry representatives were present to help out, seeking more access to properties.

			I asked why anyone thought there was a need for open season shooting in addition to the large commercial hunt quota which was never filled. The answer was that the market for meat and skins is depressed – a welcome admission for some activists who have worked long on international campaigns (explored later in this book), and for citizens who love their country’s wildlife. Just as in neighbouring Queensland, NSW politicians, to help the farmers, had decided that not enough animals were being killed commercially.

			I soon found out that not only bullets, but hundreds of kilometres of interlocking exclusion fencing covering multiple properties, are being aimed at keeping remaining native animals off habitat and wildlife corridors, now the commercial property of someone who might be excited by the profits of the current sheep or cattle market or just be hurting from the drought.

			I saw some vast land-holdings with the fencing in south-east Queensland that are now owned by overseas pension funds. Queensland taxpayers have paid much of the fencing bill. Exclusion cluster fencing was being promoted to NSW graziers as well by 2018. The attached public rhetoric never varies and is seldom questioned, even as to logic.

			Despite 3–7 years of drought in Queensland and parts of NSW, kangaroo numbers, according to a 7 August 2019 story in The Land newspaper, a bastion of traditional farmer thinking, are “out of control” in many parts of NSW including the southern Riverina. Farmers called on the NSW state government to fund kangaroo exclusion fencing. The story came with the image of a grazier with one hand on a two-metre-high ringlock and barbed wire fence. She was from the NSW Farmers’ Deniliquin branch and was quoted as saying that “farmers need to preserve every blade of grass and cropping country where possible”.14

			What happens when the public is encouraged to kill the wildlife

			A late addition to the Landcare panel on kangaroo management I attended was a long-time local wildlife rescuer and research associate with the Sydney University of Technology Centre for Compassionate Conservation. He showed the assembled landholders cringe-making pictures of some of the mis-shot kangaroos that had come into care. Jaws blown off, stomach shots, leg shots, a recent image of a little doe kangaroo with a bullet lodged at the base of her tail. Local wildlife rescuers regularly find bewildered dependent joeys that still rely on mother for milk. One had tried to climb back into the pouch of a stomach-shot mother.

			Some months later, I got a call from this wildlife rescuer and his partner. They had been called to help a couple in our neighbourhood capture for euthanasia a large male Eastern Grey kangaroo that had its lower jaw shot off. He had survived for four days on and off the couple’s verandah (the kangaroo always disappearing when the rescuers approached until the last time). The kind neighbours were understandably distraught.

			Several months after that incident came news that in another rural residential community, unknown perpetrators on two occasions had tied kangaroos to the back of their vehicles and dragged them to death. Here were outcomes of dog-whistling ‘kill as you choose’ by government authorities. Taking up the baton, church-going property-owners organized a neighbourhood killing event a few kilometres from me. These were snapshots from a small cross section of just one local district, and far from the worst – although many neighbours took a more compassionate approach. As I had learned, compassion is not always possible to admit in rural Australia.

			At the Landcare forum, non-lethal methods like sheep guardian dogs were given a nod. I thought about the fact that in Australia’s mostly privatized landscape, whether it is shooting, high fences, turning off water points, or installing Maremma dogs, getting the kangaroos off one property – thereby disrupting a more natural, more dispersed grazing regime – simply meant the neighbours got a higher density of animals. Some people then identified a problem of having ‘too many’ kangaroos.

			Australia has no ecological conservation plans for marsupials not yet labelled as threatened with extinction. There is some legal designation of ‘protected native species’ but that has not stopped extensive killing of herbivores and other native species. A national kangaroo plan that includes the word conservation exists. But from the start it was targeted at counting and then ‘harvesting’ kangaroos for the skin and meat trade.

			With no overarching national protection or regional conservation strategies, every landholder can make his own plan to rid the property of native animals – always with government approval unless the animal is already heading for extinction. The politicians who support lethal wildlife management inhabit all major political parties in Australia.

			Farmer lobby groups tend to be right at the top of state politicians’ visitor numbers. The next example of their influence soon arrived.

			Turn the national emblem into pet food for dogs and cats

			The commercial export trade for skins and meat of the remaining large kangaroos started in the 1950s and the state of Victoria was well represented in the intervening decades. But in the early 1980s it was stopped when regional extinctions occurred. Kangaroos in Victoria had been slowly recovering since then. Meanwhile the state remained a favoured conduit for the illegal trade in skins and meat.

			In March 2019, a five-year-long trial in Victoria to revive the commercial killing and use of kangaroo parts came to a close. The program was strongly supported by farmers who were culling kangaroos on their own initiative anyway, and by pet food manufacturers and the macropod skin trade. The arguments in favour were the usual: profit and rural jobs, turning a pest to farmers into a commercial resource. The public was not asked.

			At the end of the five-year trial, the body count of kangaroos was hovering around the one million mark. In the case of Red kangaroos, the kill rate under the trial was said to have increased by up to 700 percent (not counting the abandoned joeys) from previous statistics. Greys and the Wallaroos were also more heavily hunted than previously.15

			The trial ended with a troubled assessment from the Victorian Department of Environment, confirming that creating a financial incentive to kill leads to abuses. The department doubted it could control the impacts of an industry that needs a sustained body count, while Australian conditions guarantee wildlife population boom and bust.

			The department showed that during the trial there was deliberate overshooting of allowed numbers, false claims of damage by graziers to allow more shooting, and animal cruelty as inevitable.16

			Yet on 29 March 2019, a Victorian Labor government, badged as progressive, handed a victory to the Victorian Farmers Federation and the pet food and kangaroo skin merchants – brushing aside evidence of community opposition and departmental misgivings. The promise was a permanent trade with harvest zones and quotas, just like the rest of the country.17

			The farmers spoke of “out of control” macropod numbers, the politicians said ‘nothing to see here’, pledging “sustainable” management. The rhetoric aimed at the public has not varied since the beginning of the 20th century when it was used to normalise the commercial slaughter of koalas.

			Damage control permits for other species were also on the rise. After 2015, not counting the dead in duck hunting season, 397,549 birds were killed in Victoria with state government blessing – almost half of which were from a range of parrot species.18

			South Australia, which is home to the country’s largest kangaroo meat processor, would soon follow Victoria to ramp up kangaroo ‘harvesting’. A familiar argument in support of the industry came along, badged as science: kangaroos were overabundant, were hurting other native flora and fauna, and would starve unless first killed and Australians got over their aversion to eating the national emblem.

			Then, back in Victoria, a totally different wildlife story erupted. The Greens party in federal parliament and various news organisations loudly denounced a headline-grabbing event. Politicians and/or media normally ignore Australia’s domestic commercial and farmer wildlife killing – it’s not happening in the narrative. But here they were handed an irresistible headline: Chinese high-rollers being enticed to Melbourne’s Crown Casino with promises of sex workers, money laundering opportunities, and the possibility to shoot game including the marsupial wombat on a private country estate. Foreigners killing native wildlife!19

			Once some reporters became interested in wombats, they probed a little further and found that in fact the cute ground-dwelling wombats (and other native species) are routinely killed to please rural landholders, with the number of wombats officially slaughtered doubling since 2009. As one reporter calculated, three wombat-killing permits are handed out each week in Victoria. Worse, a lot of local council areas have no permit requirements at all, guaranteeing a lot more carnage.

			A related opinion piece compared20 Victoria’s general attitude to wildlife – from hosting, despite decades of community opposition, the months-long duck-hunting season – to marsupial slaughter. The piece also reminded readers that given a chance, ecotourism would be lot more popular and profitable than appealing to the odd high-roller hunting safari.

			“The wombat-hunting scandal spread abroad, and coverage included links to previous Aussie wombat stories, including the tale of Tonka the wombat from Townsville, who specialised in tummy-rubs and cuddles,” wrote Jo Wilkinson. “When he died in 2016 the response was overwhelming. For some, Tonka had been the highlight of their Australian trip.” The article about Tonka reported that crocodiles, koalas and kangaroos were the biggest drawcard for the 60,000 people who visited this sanctuary each year.21

			Questions from the bush

			Many Australians do support wildlife privately, with no official support. In my rural residential neighbourhood there are high numbers of kangaroos and wallabies. We are surrounded by grazing blocks where people have been shooting all the while. The kangaroos are not flying in from the sky or having biologically impossible birth rates just here.

			Over time, and as more subdivision has covered their home ranges, they have found sanctuary where they could be relatively unmolested, where people are willing to share and many appreciate living with the wildlife. But the densities are not natural and far from universal.

			I formed some questions in my 30 years of living ‘in the bush’ – sharing space, some understanding, and a little food with my fellow creatures here. I thought it odd that there has been almost no research since settlement on the ecological role and benefits of Australia’s pouched mammals that evolved with the landscape over millions of years.

			Aboriginal people understood the role of the native animals in keeping the country healthy. Over the centuries they understood co-dependence, a web of life on this ancient continent. But the British and those who followed were more interested in applying knowledge for the great makeover to a European pastoral vision. I also had to question on what basis kangaroos are routinely charged with infesting the country in ‘plague proportions’ (so apparently anything done to them doesn’t matter).

			Kangaroos and wallabies have survived 200 years of colonial recreational hunting and settler ‘pest management’ that has led to the extinction or critical endangerment of smaller kangaroo species. The remaining large kangaroos: Red, Eastern and Western Grey kangaroos, and Wallaroos (also known as Euros) continue to be subjected to the world’s largest land-based commercial wildlife hunt for skins and meat, largely an export trade – a fact few Australians appreciate and that no research effort examines for genetic or ultimate population impact.

			The mythology of ‘too many’ kangaroos is the glib justification from farmers, government and media. As I probed further, it was evident that the answers lay not with counting arguments but, as so often with environmental issues, with first unpacking the values that underlie the policies, myths and beliefs that can be held with total conviction and have nothing to do with ecological understanding.

			In this landscape of belief, kangaroos become more virtual than real: appearing in staggering millions in counts and quotas on government computers, forever hopping into sunsets on tourist brochures, and adorning airplane tails. But across Australia, unlike in my neighbourhood, a modern traveller is unlikely to see a living kangaroo outside of some reserved land. The killing of abundant wildlife had become the unremarkable norm of what Australians do.

			For the past decade in my capacity as a journalist, I have learned from a distinguished company of 20th century whistleblowers and citizen activists who, often at great personal cost, have unmasked the cruelty and mass slaughter, the demonisation, injustice and yes, big lies and fake facts, clouding the existence of the remaining large species of kangaroos and other remaining common wildlife. Their David and Goliath battle against entrenched interests and traditional values inform some of the stories ahead.

			The documentary archives I examined took me early on to Broken Hill in the NSW west, part of the great semi-arid heart of Australia. Attempts in that country by settlers to run sheep led to severe conflict with the nature of Australia and its native animals.

			But some Australians with a deeper vision saw there the opportunity for peaceful co-existence and economic well-being, hand in hand.

		

	
		
			RED KANGAROO, THE HOUR IS LATE, BUT …

			“Big Reds are like the bull elephants of Africa. They are what tourists want to see. You feel embarrassed because there is none left to show them … the big kangaroos have been shot out … nobody is looking after the Big Reds.”

			— Tourism bush safari operators early 2000s as told to Les Hutchinson in ‘Kangaroos: From Icon to Asset’

			“Bloody pests,” mutters Johnson. He is accompanied by an American journalist and they are driving in a Land Cruiser rattling with meat hooks.

			“Soon enough the hunt begins. Johnson spots a kangaroo, bent forward swinging its head side to side snipping the dry grass. He closes in at 150 yards and switches on a spotlight mounted on the windshield.

			“It is a red kangaroo, an 80-pound buck with a ponderous tail. Light freezes the creature … His head pops up, he sits tall and dazed, uncertain of the meaning of this sudden attention. He lifts his paws and tucks them under his chin as if in prayer. A ‘fools’ prayers, because it is already too late.”

			— From Boing, Boing Boing … BANG a report to America from outback Broken Hill, by Laura Blumenfeld, Washington Post, 1994
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			The hunted fugitive elsewhere known as Skippy

			“If you are unfortunate enough to go ‘bush walking’ for 20 kilometres in any direction in the sheep-degraded landscapes around Broken Hill, you’ll see the terrified, scattered, sole survivors of the nightly slaughter. Young kangaroos left alone, wandering in full daylight, with no family for company and affection, no mob mates or mentors, no older experienced kangaroos to stand watch against dog pack attacks or lead them to better areas during drought time.

			“When a kangaroo family heads to a waterhole to drink each night, as it needs to, the shooters will be waiting there in ambush with their spotlight, high-power rifles and vicious dogs. Is that any way you’d like to live?”

			Now retired science teacher Les Hutchinson wrote these observations in October 2002 when he was working in the iconic mining town in north-west NSW.

			Hutchinson, like many others, saw disappointed tourists leave Australia, never having had the wildlife experience of viewing mobs of free-living big kangaroos in the outback. As he told a national wildlife conservation organisation, “these beautiful animals need wide open spaces and need to move in family groups and neighbourly mobs, and even to mass in large mobs during migrations and bad seasons”.

			But, he wrote: “The kangaroos’ entire territory, one that they arguably should be left with, the semi-desert, has been taken over by sheep graziers, making the kangaroos trespassers on their own land, where not even one of them is welcome … and every blade of grass or leaf of foliage is begrudged them (and) a campaign of blame and vilification is waged against them.”

			He saw unmotivated school students in Broken Hill boast that they don’t need to study – that they could always get a job as a roo shooter. At nights he observed as many as 120 kangaroo-killing one-ton trucks return to Broken Hill kangaroo processing plants. The meat would fetch a meagre $1.50 a kilo.

			Working in Broken Hill and looking around, he was convinced wildlife ecotourism could be a durable and sustainable economic bulwark, but, he wrote, “our ecotourism status is currently that of a nationwide boneyard of skeletons of our largest kangaroos”.

			In 2002, veterinarian and kangaroo defender John Auty and zoologist David Croft came to Broken Hill for a community roundtable, leading a discussion on the benefits of ecotourism for the region. An article penned by Les Hutchinson appeared in the town paper the Barrier Daily Truth. (The venerable Daily Truth has recorded a century of worker–boss relations in this tough mining town. Broken Hill also has the dubious distinction of being the model for journalist Kenneth Cooke’s 1970s Australian rural-gothic horror story Wake in Fright – a drunken weekend crowned by a savage kangaroo hunt.)

			John Auty wrote and spoke often in those days from his first-hand experience as a government veterinarian, in charge of animal welfare for the Commonwealth, who had worked for years in semi-arid, stock-raising country.

			Life and prosperity back to the Dead Heart

			Auty formed the view that there was no future for the post-colonial pastoral industries in the semi-desert, echoing conclusions from earlier Australian biological scientists. He also pointed out the wealth of taxpayer subsidies that keep pastoralists going in marginal lands: infrastructure, control of unwanted native and feral animals, including the substantial cost of baiting and dingo fencing, disease management, drought relief, tax relief, fuel subsidies …

			He noted that the West Kimberley sheep industry, for which pastoralists had been poisoning wallabies with arsenic in the 1960s–70s, was no more. Further south, the WA government was poisoning water sources to rid the pastoralists of a million feral goats.

			Auty’s vision for the centre of Australia, what he called Reanimating the Dead Heart, was this: two million hectares of the semi-arid and arid lands of Australia eventually returned to the public domain as one great continuous national park, probably managed by local Aboriginal groups. Destocking and managed tourism going hand in hand. There would then be no need for solutions to the ‘kangaroo problem’. This could either happen by present attrition, with “desertification”, the loss of many more species of flora and fauna or in a planned way.

			The Barrier Truth article added Croft’s ideas for inland tourism, featuring the Red kangaroo – a future akin to whale watching on the eastern coast. Perhaps it was not too late.

			“These animals are worth far more to Australians alive than dead,” said Croft. He had studied the great national parks of the arid lands of southern Africa as a model and learned that tourism brought in a lot more income to the regions than struggling stock operations. The unique kangaroo mobs would rival the appeal of springbok or wildebeest herds. The unique behavioural traits of the kangaroo from boxing to pouch young had already made the kangaroo, Skippy, a world-wide top tourist ‘must see’.

			“Rather than harvesting these kangaroos for minimal returns,” said Croft, “those with the imagination to go beyond the 19th century view of wildlife exploitation will profit by encouraging wildlife tourism on their properties in the form of farm holidays.” He had no doubt it could be done. He had spent 20 years at the University of NSW Fowler’s Gap Arid Zone Research Station. Work there showed that conservative sheep stocking to retain chenopod shrubs (valuable drought fodder) meant the Red kangaroo and sheep – who do not eat the same plants normally – can co-exist even in dry times.1

			In the event, post-colonial views of Australian native grazers prevailed in Broken Hill as elsewhere. Kangaroos were ‘pests’ to be removed from sheep enterprises. The economically attractive ecotourism proposals languished and expired.

			I saw the national value frame from that same year (2002) reflected in archived correspondence between a citizen who wrote about the benefits of inland ecotourism and concerns about the fate of the Red kangaroo and the Australian Tourism Commission. The commission is a statutory body established to promote Australia as a tourism destination. It did not think Red kangaroos were worth talking about as a tourist attraction. It was on board with the graziers and the official land management view of the large macropods.

			The “facts” the Tourism Commission passed on about the status quo of kangaroo “harvesting” included: that kangaroos have “thrived” in Australia since settlement. The commission’s words here are in quotation marks because words matter in persuading citizens how to think about things. The commission told the enquiring citizen that aerial surveys before 2002 estimated large kangaroo populations at 25 million or maybe it was upward of 40 million? Anyway, kangaroos are the most numerous land mammals on earth, said the commission’s note.

			In this view, the unique animal that holds up one side of the national emblem “do immense damage to pastoral properties” – ruining crops and fences and competing with livestock for food and water; “harvesting” turns a long-time pest into an economic resource; harvesting is strictly regulated to prevent cruelty and flexible quotas respond to seasonal conditions.

			The fact sheet referred the citizen to the Director, federal National Parks and Wildlife Service; the public relations director of Environment Australia, and the then communications manager of CSIRO Wildlife and Ecology.

			They all agree

			The official stamp of approval animates this story of wildlife treatment in Australia and how Australia treats Skippy. Media reports have used the words of politicians, government officials and applied ecologists for decades to justify what is happening, and to counter any animal welfare or population sustainability concerns. ‘Must-have’ economic and export arguments are cited without need of defence.

			A typical example is a 1997 Australian Financial Review story about a consumer campaign at the time, led by the International Fund for Animal Welfare. (Consumer campaigns to stop kangaroo meat and skins sold overseas continue to the present day. More on that later). The Fin Review’s story quoted the then premier of NSW Bob Carr. He accuses independent NSW Member of the Legislative Assembly, Richard Jones, who was lending his weight to the wildlife cause, of “sabotaging the State’s efforts to open a new export market in Europe”.2

			I spent some time on this journey with the documentary record, looking for those with professional expertise whose eyes and ears were not closed to the tragedy befalling Australia’s wildlife and the increasingly bad outlook for the Red kangaroo in particular. It appeared mainstream warnings have been suppressed, not understood or forgotten.

			Thus, no one would have called the 1960s chief of the CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research, Harry Frith, a bleeding heart for kangaroos. On the contrary, in a report from 1968, his stated views of kangaroos as a “resource” and as a “game meat” source fit with the hard-nosed, rationalist thinking of the time, and since, about Australia’s national symbol and its place in the national export economy.

			But Frith was a thorough biologist and did appreciate Australia’s unique biodiversity. Elsewhere in these pages I record his comments about the destruction for colonial dairy farms of the unique east coast rainforest ecosystems and the abundant wildlife that once lived there.

			His 1968 scientific commentary and critique of the over-shooting of the Red kangaroo, published in a newsletter by the Australian Conservation Foundation, describes an unabated pattern of killing on behalf of western sheep graziers and a growing game meat and skins ‘harvest’, while disregarding the Red’s basic biology that determines the breeding stock holding up the population’s future.3

			Dry seasons and drought (becoming more frequent with climate change) play a big role in reproductive capability. Red females outside of captive conditions may not be sexually mature until five years of age in bad years, with an average in good seasons of two-and-a-half years. Many pouch young do not survive even a mild drought. Frith’s research showed 83 percent of joeys failing to leave the pouch under those conditions. Red kangaroos have the added ability to cease breeding in poor season until rain falls (also observed in Greys).

			Frith reported statistics from the mid-1960s such as the following: in central Australia, on one station, 14,000 Red kangaroos were shot each year; in central NSW, on one property with 6,000 sheep, 7,000 kangaroos were shot each year – and in WA, 13,000 Wallaroos/Euros were poisoned in a year. He concluded that the large numbers of kangaroos on their home territories would have been competing with the stock at the time.

			But he also concluded that there was no control over the commercial ‘harvesting’ rate that ensued and the numbers of kangaroos declined precipitously within a year or so of such numbers being killed. Aerial counts over hundreds of square miles recorded population drops of 70 percent and more.

			Already 50 years ago, Frith noted other evidence that the hunt was unsustainable to the population. Smaller average size and immature animals were recorded at the chillers. The magnificent big Reds were being systematically shot out – bigger skins, more meat at pennies a pound.

			In 2001 it was again noted, at a NSW government-convened conference, that the average age of a shot Red kangaroo was only two years of age, below sexual maturity for females, when in normal life these resilient macropods could make it to 20 or more years. I was also learning about the ‘mystery’ disease epidemics hammering the survivors in the decades since the 1960s.

			The Red kangaroos will be gone and the Greys soon after

			On 27 May 1998, Pat O’Brien, then president of a wildlife conservation group in central Queensland and kangaroo campaigner for the Australian Wildlife Protection Council, wrote to the Director of the Australian Conservation Foundation.

			He wrote of the pressure from well-funded industry groups and bureaucrats to exploit Australia’s wildlife for profit. He noted Queensland nature was already reeling from mega-dams, vegetation removal, mines, chemical plants, “dead coral by the bucketful”. Now the state was being offered proposals for extending export trade of Australia’s wildlife, alive or dead.

			“In Central Queensland there have been proposals to farm and harvest native water rats for skins, bandicoots for meat and fur, capture of native birds for export as talking cage birds, game hunting in National Parks and other horrible proposals … we believe a strong illegal market already exists in Queensland, supplying the Victorian native pet market …

			“The worst issue is the large kangaroos. I sit on the Queensland Macropod Management Advisory Committee and regularly communicate with conservation representatives on the NSW Macropod Committee. Both committees are structured to facilitate the industry which is totally out of control … In recent meetings that I have had with shooter groups, they are saying that unless there are dramatic management changes, our red roos will be gone in 10 years and the greys soon after.”4

			When I spoke with Mick McIntyre, director of Kangaroo, a recent documentary about Australia’s ‘love/hate’ relationship with its national emblem, I asked him what footage his drones had picked up of Red kangaroos in western NSW. Across the vast semi-arid outback of western NSW, he said they filmed very few kangaroos, and the only large ones were seen in a national park.

			At the end of 2019, the Queensland government – which has handed out numerous kangaroo destruction permits to graziers in recent years, and used taxpayer money to help graziers build miles of deadly fencing traps for a renewed wool industry – halted the 2020 commercial kangaroo hunt. Numbers of Grey kangaroos and Wallaroos/Euros had fallen below critical population markers. Reds were not mentioned.

			The national broadcaster, the ABC, as well as rural newspapers, thereupon solicited the opinions of rural commercial operators who thought it was a waste to stop the hunt and let this free ‘product’ starve to death. Starvation was not documented. Decades after the alarm was raised for the fate of the Big Reds, there were no voices in these reports for the welfare of the other species of large kangaroos, or for non-lethal directions to share the land and Australia’s unique wildlife heritage.5
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