Australia in firing line for
environmental disaster

Emmmmmmm.mmwm
money Lo make the tempesteons, got-wrenching voy-
ages (0 Marquarie lsland, the fact that 1t ke falling down
might not have come as quickly to poblic attention.

This onoe amerirg wikdli sanctasry, & tervitory of
Tesmunla and 1500k 1o the northeast, Is home to
milllune of penguine, petrels, aibatrosses amd seals. 1t
hae become & magnet for ecotourists sinee |1 was
accorded Waorld Heritmge listing 1n 1997,

Now, when people meke that voyege, a scene of
shocking devastation awaits, as the st slopes of 4
rugged island roughly 85km by dkm betray the ugly
scars of recent massive land slips.

“fi's a shocking situation. The tourists are really
distressod when they see this horrible destruction”
-mmeﬂﬁﬂtnwmmummmm
Antaretio ervironments gt the Univeraity of Tnsmanin
“It's u=ually teeming with wildlife."

Seatt blames the disaster on the eradication of fernd
s andd the filure to sntielpate and ¢liminate the swed-
don explosion of rabbit numbers onee their naturm
enetiy was 1o lofger there to keep them in cheel

In finct, the sequence of calamity on Macquarie
Ighuﬂ_unh_trmhdtnmm.whmﬂwmdmﬁm
with the huge colonies of fur senls and pengilins thal
were driven ciose to extinetion for thair skins, before
their bodies were rendeved into oil In large, pot-like
“igestips”, of which traces remain to this day.

In the modern ora, the first mishap tame from the
introdudtion in 16978 of. the myxnmatosis virs to corb:
the rabhits, which hod errived with the sealers.

Tinbeknown to the sglentists who targeted the
rabhits, Mapquarie Lsland wags aiflicted with two Intro-
duired pests that lurmely kept ssch ofler in check: Once
the fornl cats mn out of rablyits o eas, they turned o

the penguins and other birds.

It ook wildlife oificers writil 3604 to declare the nst
feral eut dead on Mucquarie Tsiand. Almost immed-
nﬂﬂirmmﬁmmmﬂmmiudﬂm

ol mumbers of rats and miee, _

While the rodents attackid the ness snd cegs and
:h;nﬁufﬂﬁmm.theﬁhﬂﬂmwﬂlﬂhm
of naitural yegetation that protected the lowar slopes of
Macguiarie Island from the full force of the slements,

Erpsion took over. Rookeries that esploited caves
and erevices covered by cushion-shaped tussocks bost
thelr eover inas Httle as one short suuthern “summer”,
and the lonsened debris plungsd down on to the meky
beaches {avoured by thi Roval, Kimg, Gentod and
Rockhopper penguins and the fur snd olephant seals,

It tould tnle thousands of vesrs for the rock skopes
to weather o replacement coat of soil an grasses.
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WNirw thil eco-lourists aro rebeasing dnmning photos
and accounts of how Australin has let 1ts Weeld Heri-
tage treasury turn into a henp of rubbls, the Fedoral
pver which is the more responsible before doclding
how much of esch other's funds are spent trying to stop
what is left of i slipaliding away.

The general manager of Tasmanis's Parks and
Wildlifo Bervice, Petor Mooney, says there is a practic-
able, fiveyesr plan br simuftaneously sradicating the
taks mueh Jonge to return to steep slopes stripped bare
of maat s0l] and vesetation.

“This |s the Galapages lslands equivalent of the
Southern Ocean,” Mooney says. “We musm't lose jt.”

At Seottsays that If the last pllen ourses of rodents
and rabbits aren't climinated the island will qulckly
became lretcievably degraded,

- “It's just a disgrace,” sho says. “It's & loss of
bindiversity, it's & Joss of World Herituge values, it's a
loss of eritical habitat, i's just an International dis-
Eraee.” CHbserver
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