20 OPINION

TUESDAY FEBRUARY 9 2016

Maintaining the balance
Tom Ryan
COMMENT

T

he environment is a delicate
system ruled by balance. Nobody understands the importance of maintaining that balance
better than those who rely on a
healthy ecosystem to make a living.
The cattle industry has thrived in
the Northern Territory for almost 150
years. Today, NT cattle producers
and their families are the sole custodians of some 700,000km2 of the NT
land mass, and understand better
than anyone that their livelihoods
depend entirely on the health of the
land under their care.
Achieving a balance between
economic and environmental sustainability is critical in achieving
long-term viability when managing
an area of this size, including management and preservation of threats to
the industry by native animals such as
dingoes, and management of nonnatives such as hybrids (any dog that
is not a pure dingo, known as a wild
dog).
The fact that both cattle and dingoes still coexist in the rangelands
after 150 years is testament to the cattle industry’s ability to sustainably
manage our delicate ecosystem.
In recent years, however, pastoralists have struggled to maintain that
all-important balance between remaining profitable and managing
those threats.
Dog populations exploded in some
pastoral regions on the back of several years of favourable breeding conditions and an excessively restrictive,
and ultimately ineffective, wild dog
management program.
Combine this explosion in numbers with several dry years, which
forced the dog population to turn to
cattle as their main source of food,
and the impact on pastoral enterprises was devastating, with some reporting calf losses as high as 20 per cent.
Add to that the permanent injuries
to animals maimed, but not killed, by
dogs and the impact doubles again.
The fanciful notion that dingoes and
hybrids “refrain from attacking
cattle”, as claimed by urban-dwelling
environmentalists, is dispelled by
O’Brien in the foreword to Managing
the Impacts of Dingoes and Other
Wild Dogs (Fleming, Corbett et al,
2001), which was published by the
Natural Heritage Trust, where he
states “wild dogs, which include feral
domestic dogs, dingoes and their hybrids, are a problem in Australia because their predation and harassment
of stock causes millions of dollars
worth of losses to sheep, cattle and
goat producers each year”.
**********
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IMPLY observing the number of
cattle missing ears, noses, anuses or chunks of muscle tissue, or
the number of reliable cows that don’t
have a calf with them at the first
round of mustering will also alleviate
any concern that dogs are not a
threat.
A newborn calf, which can barely
walk, makes for much easier prey
than a fleet footed wallaby or
kangaroo.
1080, occurring naturally in some
plants, is an important tool in managing the threat from dogs. It is the most
humane and most effective method of
controlling dog numbers.
The Northern Territory has the
strictest regulation of the use of 1080
of any jurisdiction in Australia.
It is the only state or territory in
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An explosion in wild dog numbers is threatening the delicate eco balance involving cattle.

Australia where the dingo
is protected by legislation,
and is the only jurisdiction
where the pastoralist bears
the full and direct cost not
only of the impacts of dogs
on his/her business, but
also the costs of control
measures.
The direct cost to industry, and the NT economy,
is estimated at around $60
million annually.
Other states, such as
Queensland, actually pay
people to kill dingoes via a
bounty system such is the
threat they pose to the
industry and the wellknown impossibility of
total eradication.
The West Australian
Government conducts the
baiting program on the
pastoral estate itself via
aerial baiting, and the system for acquiring permission to bait in South
Australia is among the
most efficient of all the ju- This calf lost its ear and suffered a bruised leg after
risdictions that require per- attack by wild dogs.
mission to be sought to use
1080.
The baiting regulations in place at was very tight and focused entirely on
the time were identified as the biggest the administrative processes in place
impediment to pastoralists being able for pastoralists only.
to keep dog numbers at sustainable
The changes announced by the
levels.
Northern Territory Government on
Frustration grew among pastoral- December 31, 2015 (NT Government
ists across all parts of the NT to the cuts pastoral industry shackles),
point where a motion was passed at which were welcomed by NTCA
the 2015 NTCA Annual General members, were made to streamline
Meeting calling on the Northern Ter- and simplify the administrative sysritory Government to urgently im- tem for the possession and use of 1080
prove the effectiveness of the wild dog for wild dog management on pastoral
control program, including the ad- lands.
dressing the issues of complexity,
They were not, as misinterpreted
timeliness, cross-tenure conflicts of by some environmental groups, the
interest, and the onerous application announcement of Armageddon on
requirements.
the native dingo population or plans
As a result, the Government an- to “carpet bomb” the entire Northern
nounced a review into the 1080 pro- Territory with poison.
gram on pastoral lands to identify
Recent criticism of the changes
areas where regulation could be falsely claim that the new approach
streamlined. The scope of the review “cuts out the compliance and report-

ing requirements”, which is
simply not true. Pastoralists must still comply with
the same regulatory requirements that were in
place
prior
to
the
announcement.
To use 1080 on their
property pastoralists must
be authorised with the
same permissions as previously in place; the 1080
Pest Animal Management
Authority (PAMA) and the
Permit to take endangered
wildlife (Permit).
If pastoralists wish to inject their own baits with
1080, they must still acquire the same accreditations as were required prior
to the changes by completing a Chemical Safety Accreditation
course,
a
Vertebrate Pest Management Course and a 1080
Bait Injection Course. The
chemical is still only able to
be obtained from a limited
an
number of licensed sellers,
which, in some cases, are located more than 1000km
away from the property that needs it.
The criticism also claims, incorrectly, that the reporting requirements have been removed. As a
Schedule 7 chemical, the use of 1080
must be recorded in the same manner
as all other Schedule 7 chemicals and
conform to all relevant compliance
standards – the same as it was prior to
the December 31 announcement.
The Department of Primary Industries has the right to audit these
records at any time, and a pastoralist
must present accurate and timely
records of all purchase, distribution
and disposal dates, volume distributed, and comply with prescribed storage and transport protocols.
The Northern Territory Cattlemen’s Association, whose members
have the most at stake in the process
of managing wild dogs, has worked
constructively and collaboratively

with all stakeholders in the management of wild dogs over a number of
years, including the Parks and Wildlife Commission, Department of Land
Resource Management, Department
of Health, indigenous groups and the
Department of Primary Industries,
especially through the NT Wild Dog
Management Committee. The purpose of this committee is to ensure
that the balance between economic
and environmental sustainability is
maintained.
It is important to note that the pastoral estate covers only 45 per cent of
the entire Northern Territory land
mass, and the changes announced
only apply to pastoral leases.
The remaining area of the NT is
covered by Aboriginal Freehold, National Park, Defence or government
land on which almost no control of
dogs takes place. This means that dingoes and wild dogs have over
780,000km2 (an area roughly the
same size as Pakistan) in the NT
alone to roam freely without any
population control at all.
The commonsense changes announced by the Government will help
to restore the economic and environmental balance in the Northern
Territory.

Dog populations
exploded in some
pastoral regions

Of far greater concern to the pure
dingo population is the threat of hybridisation, or crossbreeding with
other dogs. O’Brien continues (Fleming, Corbett et al, 2001) by saying
“dingoes are also valued as a native
species and their conservation is important to many people. The survival
of pure dingoes on mainland Australia is threatened by hybridisation with
feral domestic dogs”.
Therefore, community opposition
to a demonstrably sustainable program as a result of misinterpretation
by those who claim to hold the dingo
in such high regard would be better
used by focusing on the real issue facing the survival of the dingo in the
NT; the spread of hybridisation.
Finding a solution to this issue will
benefit the community and the dingo
itself much more than pretending to
understand the commercial sensitivities of a cattle property.
Dingoes and cattle have coexisted
successfully in the Northern Territory
for close to 150 years, despite enduring a predator/prey relationship.
With a track record of sustainably
managing the Northern Territory’s
environment and ensuring the enduring conservation of the dingo for this
length of time, the general public
should be comfortable knowing that
the pastoral estate and the ecology it
encompasses is in safe hands for the
next 150 years.
Managing the environment is not
a small or easy task, and Northern
Territory pastoralists and their families don’t achieve this by sitting inside
spending countless hours tangling
with bureaucratic red tape.
* Tom Ryan is an executive officer at the Northern Territory Cattlemen’s Association.
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