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THE VERMIN ACT 

 

The Vermin Act 1931–1957, administered by the Vermin Control Branch of the Department 

of Lands, regulates the control of vermin in South Australia. Vermin is defined by the Act as 

rabbits, wild dogs and foxes, or any other animal proclaimed by the Governor. The Act itself 

is the culmination of a long series of measures directed mainly at our most persistent pest, the 

rabbit. The object of this paper is to describe the long battle in South Australia between man 

and one native animal and two animals he deliberately introduced for his own ends and with 

no thought of the consequences. 

 

 

HISTORY OF THE INTRODUCTION OF THE RABBIT 

 

Captain Phillip brought rabbits to Australia in 1788 with the First Fleet, and various other 

people imported them in succeeding years. However, it was not until 1859 when Thomas 

Austin, a wealthy English tenant farmer of Geelong, who wanted his own piece of England in 

Australia, imported 24 wild European rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) that the foundation of 

the present inundation was laid. He released his rabbits along with other game species on his 

property, ‘Barwon Park’. The Geelong Chronicle of 2 May 1862 was happy to report that the 

rabbits had thriven on Barwon Park, and were now in their thousands. Austin generously 

gave breeding pairs to his friends, and the hunting fraternity in Victoria began to feel more at 

home with some decent game to shoot in this arid country. Prince Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, 

made three visits to Barwon Park and on 27 December 1867, the Illustrated Australian News 

recorded that the Prince’s shooting party shot 805 rabbits in 3½ hours. 

 

In South Australia the rabbits were also establishing themselves, and were often assisted 

eagerly by the colonists. In papers presented to Parliament in London in 1840, John W. Daw 

is recorded as having a rabbit warren, established on his 2½ acre farm where Daws and South 

Roads intersect.1 By 1864 domestic rabbits had run wild and were ravaging gardens in and 

around Adelaide. Yet, at Balhannah in 1867, rabbit breeders were incensed by the frequent 

killing and stealing of their stock. Kapunda was another promising rabbit area, for the local 

paper welcomed the return of James White from Sydney in 1869 with Angora goats and a 

pair of hares which the editor hoped would be as prolific as the rabbits. The Adelaide 

Observer reported in 1871 that market gardeners on the slopes of the Mt Lofty Ranges were 

successfully breeding rabbits, and had them running loose around their houses. 

 

The rabbit was bound to be a great success in Australia, with its high reproductive rate and 

complex social behaviour. The climate was similar to the Mediterranean – its country of 

origin, the soil types favourable and the number of predators low. By 1880 it had crossed the 

Murray into New South Wales, and was noticed on the New South Wales–Queensland border 

six years later. By 1894 it had conquered the heat and parched conditions of the Nullarbor 

and reached the west coast of Western Australia in 1907. This amazingly adaptable animal 

took just over 51 years to complete its colonization of many different environments in the 

southern two-thirds of Australia. 

 

The colonists’ assistance in the spread undoubtedly played a part in rapid establishment of the 

rabbit. They had no conception of the consequences, and by the time they realised what a 

devastating pest had been introduced, the damage was done. The introduction of predators 

                                                 
1 Papers relative to South Australia. Presented to both Houses of Parliament. London, HMSO, 1843. 



such as cats in an attempt to control the rabbits took no account of their possible effect on our 

vulnerable marsupial wildlife and on small birds which were easy prey. The erection of 

barrier fences was a costly and futile venture, in most cases undertaken too late and virtually 

impossible to maintain. The rabbit has since survived efforts to exterminate it by poisoning, 

trapping, shooting, disease and even by close biological studies attempting to find a flaw in 

its seemingly invincible armour. 

 

 

VERMIN IN SOUTH AUSTRALIA 

 

From the time when settlers first arrived in South Australia up to this day, control of animal 

pests has been an arduous and necessary job. Legislation has been enacted and repealed, and 

systems have been proposed, some being successful and many unsatisfactory. The principal 

Acts relating to vermin control in South Australia are listed below. The many associated 

amending Acts and a few Acts with a small section on vermin (such as the District Councils’ 

Act) are not listed to avoid confusion, but some may be mentioned in the text. 

 
Act Number Year 

The Dog Act 5 1852 

The Dog Act 9 1860 

The Dog Act 6 1867 

Rabbit Destruction Act 16 1875 

Rabbit Suppression Act 139 1879 

Vermin Destruction Act 262 1882 

Vermin Act Repeal Act 346 1885 

Vermin Funds Distribution Act 457 1889 

Crown Lands Amendment Act – Part III 472 1889 

Wild Dog and Fox Destruction Act 460 1889 

Vermin Proof Fencing Act 478 1890 

Fences Act 559 1892 

Vermin Districts Act 597 1894 

Vermin Act 905 1905 

Wild Dogs Act 1102 1912 

Vermin Act 1181 1914 

Vermin Act 2029 1931 

Wild Dogs Act 2034 1931 

Dog Fence Act 34 1946 

 

From time to time, other legislation has been enacted to deal with animals which, under 

certain circumstances, could be considered to be pests, but which have not been legally 

defined as ‘vermin’. Such legislation, which is not discussed in this paper, includes: 

The Sparrow Destruction Act, 1889. 

(Since incorporated as Part XXXVII of the Local Government Act, 1934–71) 

The Impounding Act, 1920–1967 

The Registration of Dogs Act, 1924–1971 

The Camels Destruction Act, 1925–1926 

The Alsatian Dogs Act, 1934–1965 

 

 

THE FIRST SIXTY YEARS 

 

The pioneers had been settled in South Australia a very short time when their troubles with 

pest animals started. In 1837 an advertisement appeared in the Government Gazette offering a 



reward for destruction of dingoes.2 In the following year, a local paper published a plan for 

dingo destruction.3 Dingoes were also causing damage at Glen Osmond in 1843.4 

 

By the middle of the century, agricultural and grazing enterprises had spread and stock losses 

to dogs increased accordingly. Vagrant dogs infested the streets of Adelaide to the peril of 

fowls and animals, and occasionally people were mauled. The purpose of the first Dog Act in 

1852 was ‘to abate the Nuisance and Damage to Property occasioned by the Great Number of 

Dogs which are loose in the Province of South Australia’.5 The Act defined a certain area of 

the colony within which dogs had to be registered for a charge of one shilling. A person could 

be paid the generous sum of 2/6d for destroying an unregistered domestic dog, or 7/6d for a 

dingo. Muzzled sheep dogs were exempt from the Act, and penalties equally could be 

imposed on the luckless policeman who failed to destroy an unregistered dog or dingo, or 

destroyed one without due reason. 

 

In 1860 a new Act enlarged the defined area in which dogs had to be registered.6 Also the 

Governor had power to divide the Province into districts, each with a distinguishing number 

for registration purposes. All district councils and corporations were proclaimed as districts. 

Hunting dogs of Aborigines were not covered by the Act. 

 

The arrival of rabbits created an extra source of food for both wild and domestic dogs. With 

the improved conditions, the battle against dogs was intensified by new legislation in 1867 

‘to consolidate and amend the laws relating to the Registration of Dogs and for making 

further Provision for the Prevention of Damage done by Dogs in South Australia’.7 A 

registrar of dogs was appointed for each district, and harsher measures were taken against the 

dingo. 

 

It has already been stated that rabbits were well established in Australia by the latter half of 

the 19th century. They lost no time to reinforce their numbers, and in 1875 the first 

legislation for their control was produced in the Rabbit Destruction Act. The Governor 

proclaimed rabbit districts, and district councils were empowered to ensure that landholders 

in their districts met their obligations specified in the legislation. Landholders outside council 

areas could petition for the proclamation of a rabbit district. The authority for control of such 

a district rested with a board appointed by the local landholders, and rates were levied for the 

purposes of the Act. The Commissioner of Crown Lands appointed Government Rabbit 

Inspectors to check on rabbit numbers. 

 

The bunny was not to be easily deterred. This increasing threat was soon surpassing the 

farmers’ and graziers’ worst dreams. As the moving grey blanket of rabbits elongated, the 

government was obliged to provide more comprehensive laws for their destruction. Within 

four years, a new Act embodying much of the old legislation, gave the Commissioner of 

Crown Lands authority, through councils and rabbit boards, to put parties of men to work 

destroying rabbits on the properties of unco-operative landholders, and recover the cost of the 

                                                 
2 SA Government Gazette, 16 September 1837. 
3 South Australian, 21 July 1838. 
4 Adelaide Examiner, 14 June 1843. 
5 Preamble to The Dog Act, 1852. 
6 The Dog Act, 1860. 
7 Preamble to The Dog Act, 1867. 



work.8 The parties also worked on Crown lands which were regarded as a great harbour for 

rabbit breeding. 

 

By September 1879 22 parties employed by the government were working in the Barossa 

Valley and around Eudunda, the mid-north in the Jamestown-Mannanarie area, around Burra, 

and between Mannum and Milang.9 Each party had a foreman and six men; where practical 

two boys were substituted for two men. A great variety of methods was used, including 

carbon disulphide fumigating, shooting, dogging, netting, trapping and braining with 

waddies. The cost was about £10 000 per year. 

 

If one thinks that pest destruction was becoming rather expensive, the expenditure over the 

next five years makes £10 000 a paltry sum. The government made the great mistake of 

offering scalp bounties for pest animals. The parliamentarians had been plagued by 

agriculturalists complaining about several pests, including eagles and wallabies. In 1882 and 

1884 the Vermin Destruction Acts introduced the idea of vermin districts controlled by 

vermin boards.10 These boards declared an annual rate payable by landholders within the 

district to the Commissioner of Crown Lands. The rates paid for scalp bounties were dingoes 

(10/-), dogs (10/-), eagles (1/-), kangaroos (6d), wallabies (4d) and rabbits (2d). Many people 

took advantage of the government’s foolish generosity and the Treasury reeled under the 

expense which was far greater than the money collected as rates. In 1885 rabbit scalps alone 

cost £30 000 and, in the same year, Parliament saw fit to repeal such costly measures and 

revive the 1879 legislation.11 The Governor also appointed Rabbit Boards of Advice for each 

rabbit district. 

 

In 1886 60 rabbit parties were busy on Crown lands in the North, North East, West Coast, 

South East from Bordertown to Millicent, and southern Yorke Peninsula.12 In eight months, 

£23 900 8/11 had been spent on equipment and maintenance. The Chief Inspector of Rabbit 

Districts recorded that 704 765 burrows were fumigated and 165 862 scalps were taken from 

rabbits killed by dogs, traps, snares and waddies. He estimated an average of six rabbits 

destroyed by fumigation in each burrow, and these, with those killed on the surface, gave a 

total of 4 394 452 or £36 620 8/8 worth of scalps under the repealed Acts. The Chief 

Inspector also emphasised that, in addition to the numbers mentioned, countless rabbits had 

been destroyed by poisoned water and food. The Surveyor-General, G.W. Goyder, was 

pleased to point out the amount of money the government was saving by doing the work 

itself. 

 

A rather wry incident occurred when the vermin boards were abolished with the repeal of the 

Vermin Destruction Acts. All boards returned their collected rates to the government for 

distribution to the revived rabbit districts, with the exception of the Wilmington board. It 

planned to distribute the £700 surplus funds amongst the ratepayers, and refused to return the 

money at the request of the Commissioner of Crown Lands. So the Commissioner, acting for 

the government, extracted it from the board’s bank, promising protection to the bank in the 

event of a court case. The board did, in fact, take the matter to court and won its case. The 

bank appealed to the government to pay the damages and return the £700. Parliament was in 

an uproar and some castigating comments were passed in session, including the suggestion of 

                                                 
8 Rabbit Suppression Act, 1879. 
9 SAPP137:1879. 
10 Vermin Destruction Act, 1881 and amended Act in 1884. 
11 SAPP64:1886; Vermin Act Repeal Act, 1885. 
12 SAPP136:1886. 



blackballing the Commissioner and Treasurer. The government solved the problem by paying 

£150 damages and passing legislation which allowed no action to be taken against the 

Treasurer or the directors of the Wilmington board.13 The government kept the £700. 

 

The repealed Act had provided for much needed control of dingoes. However, once more the 

old Dog Act of 1867 was the only means for enforcing dog destruction. In 1885 3800 dingoes 

were killed on Paratoo Station. Stock numbers had been halved by their depredations and 

many other sheep stations reported similar slaughter. The foxes in the South East were almost 

as numerous as the dingoes. In 1888 the Commissioner of Crown Lands suggested imposing 

the tax of 1/- per 100 sheep outside council boundaries to form a fund for the destruction of 

wild dogs.14 

 

The idea was rejected, as those with higher stocking rates would pay more than those with 

low-stocked holdings and speculators with no stock. The cattle stations and Crown lands 

would also avoid the tax. The idea was altered and an assessment of 6d per square mile on all 

Crown leases was made, forming a fund to pay for wild dog and fox destruction. This was the 

basis of the Wild Dog and Fox Destruction Act, 1889. The Treasurer paid scalp money for 

dogs and foxes killed outside council areas, the bounty being fixed annually by the 

Commissioner of Crown Lands. The scalps had to be produced as evidence for payment. 

 

 

THE ERA OF FENCES 

 

During the debates on the Wild Dog and Fox Destruction Bill the idea arose of dividing the 

Province into vermin districts, and the money raised in the district could be spent on rabbit 

and dog control.15 Parliamentarians were appalled that the cost of vermin destruction to the 

[government] up to 1890 had reached the enormous amount of £308 320, with £90 000 being 

spent in one year alone.16 Barrier fences were being erected in other [colonies], but several 

Members of Parliament were convinced that fencing was not the complete answer to the 

problem. However, during the last decade nearly £300 000 had been expended on rabbit 

parties and scalp payments through councils and boards. The Inspector of Rabbit Parties had 

pointed out that the scalp money alone paid so far would suffice to erect 60 000 miles of 

fence. The scalp system was obviously ineffective as the scalpers would only work in areas of 

high infestation and move onto another area when rabbit and dog numbers dwindled. Without 

fences, the area could become reinfested. The government received scathing criticism for 

allowing Crown lands to become vermin infested, and suggestion that it lease or sell all 

Crown lands within the counties was acted upon to some extent. It may well be a reason for 

so few areas of natural bush remaining inside the counties.17 

 

The culmination of these criticisms and discussions was more legislation in 1890 by which 

the government could grant loans to councils for vermin-proof fencing, on petition by 

landholders from within the council area.18 The councils could erect fences for landholders 

and charge for the materials and labour. They could also give landholders notices to erect 

                                                 
13 Vermin Funds Distribution Act, 1889. 
14 SAPD, 26 November 1888. 
15 SAPD, 22 October 1889. 
16 SAPD, 6 September 1890. 
17 SAPD, 3 September 1890. 
18 Vermin Proof Fencing Act, 1890. 



vermin fences within a certain time if their land was infested. Fencing of Crown lands was 

also provided for in the Act. 

 

Simultaneous destruction periods were introduced which required all landholders within a 

specified area to destroy rabbits and dogs. February and March were declared ‘vermin 

destruction months’, the theory being that a concerted effort by everyone would help to 

reduce vermin. It may have too, if everyone did their part, but as there was little policing of 

the Act, simultaneous destruction periods were not a startling success. The law also forbad 

the trapping or killing of any creature that preyed on the rabbit. 

 

More fence legislation in 1892 included a section giving the Commissioner of Crown Lands 

authority to declare an area rabbit infested.19 When a landholder in the area rabbit-proofed his 

boundary fences or constructed new fences, the adjacent landholder was obliged to equally 

share the cost. 

 

Fencing of large areas had been discussed and dismissed by Parliament as too expensive. Yet 

it had now enacted dozens of laws on animal pests, and with still no significant result. Those 

who had scoffed at barrier fences were about to eat their words. 

 

In 1892 a suggestion that a barrier fence be built from Morgan 110 miles north to Wininninie 

was examined by Parliament. It appointed a Royal Commission to enquire if the project was 

worthwhile, and to examine the whole question of barrier fences.20 The commission took 

evidence in Adelaide, the South East, North East and West Coast, examining 120 witnesses. 

Its findings were revealing. Many stations in the northwest of the [colony] had been 

abandoned because of dingoes. One was resumed in 1890, and in the three succeeding years 

11 436 sheep were killed by wild dogs and drought, principally dogs. One farmer claimed he 

had lost 1000 bags of wheat in one year because of rabbits. The Commission spoke well of 

the Vermin Proof Fencing Act, but criticised the inaction of the government in allowing 

Crown lands to become infested. It recommended building barrier fences to prevent mass 

movement of rabbits and dogs in drought time, and also the enclosing of watering points. 

Systematic reduction of rabbits and wild dogs from within fenced areas could then be 

possible. The government had paid bounties on 12 016 dingo and fox scalps under the [Wild 

Dog and Fox Destruction] Act of l889.21 

 

On 21 November 1894 Parliament assented to the Vermin Districts Act which started 

construction of barrier fences of total equivalent length to stretch nearly 1.4 times around the 

world. ‘Vermin’ was defined for the first time as rabbits, foxes and wild dogs. Vermin-fenced 

districts could be proclaimed on written consent from landholders representing half or more 

of the proposed district. The districts were to be administered by boards made up of elected 

members of the district and a government representative. Rates levied made money available 

for the boards to erect and maintain fences around their districts in accordance with the Act. 

Farmers outside council or vermin districts could group together and borrow from the 

government to erect fences. The area of the Wire Netting Trust, as it was called, had to be 

larger than 100 acres and involve at least six people. The so-formed Trust had to repay the 

loan at a fixed interest. 

 

                                                 
19 Fences Act, 1892. 
20 SAPP59:1893. Report of the Vermin Proof Fencing Commission. 
21 SAPD, 5 July 1894. 



Within two years, two districts were proclaimed and correspondence and business went 

through the Warden of Standards in the Crown Lands Department.22 A government Fence 

Inspector ‘rode’ the fences, to ensure the districts complied with their legal responsibilities. 

 

Barrier fences received a great boost in 1898 when a Royal Commission enquiring into the 

declining state of the pastoral industry, published its report.23 The two major factors causing 

the plight of the pastoralists were drought and vermin. On Coondambo Station, the lessee had 

paid for 170 000 rabbit scalps in 18 months. Vast tracts of land had been so over-grazed by 

the masses of rabbits that they could not be used for sheep until fenced and spelled for several 

years. Many pastoralists did not destroy dingoes because they killed the rabbits. Yet a lessee 

110 miles west of Port Augusta had counted 3500 sheep slaughtered in six weeks at a 

watering point by the merciless dingoes. Nine stations in the North West had delivered a 

healthy total of 4340 bales of wool in 1890. Seven years later, it was reduced to a pathetic 

199 bales with five stations delivering nothing. Fencing of vermin districts seemed to be the 

only protection for sheep against the murderous jaws of the hated dingo. 

 

At the turn of the century, a Vermin Branch was formed in the Crown Lands Department to 

cope with increasing requests for loans for wire netting.24 Nine districts were functioning, and 

by the end of 1902 the number had jumped rapidly to 17. Eight hundred and three miles of 

netting had been advanced to district councils, trusts, vermin boards and lessees. 

 

In 1903–04 the Mid North was afflicted with such an inundation of rabbits that the lessees in 

the Hawker area implored the Crown Lands Department to send a pastoral inspector to 

supervise the laying of phosphorus poison.25 However, direct assistance was not departmental 

policy, so little was done. 

 

The mass of legislation dealing with animal pests was now a lawyer’s nightmare. There were 

dozens of principal Acts with scores of amendments, and responsible bodies for vermin 

control had great difficulty prosecuting landholders who were not fulfilling their obligations 

under the Acts. In 1904 the Attorney-General claimed that no man of ordinary intelligence 

had much hope of understanding the Acts which needed revision and consolidation.26 A year 

later, 10 complete Acts and sections of another five were consolidated into one Vermin Act. 

 

By 1907 30 vermin districts were established with their own doggers and rabbiters. Stock 

losses to dingoes within the districts were still frequent, much to the annoyance of the 

landholders. In 1910 representatives of vermin boards north of Adelaide met at Port Augusta 

and formed the Vermin Districts Association. It became their official mouthpiece, and put 

forward the most efficient methods of rabbit and dog extermination for the use of doggers 

and landholders. 

 

A small number of syndicates were formed in the decade to destroy dogs both in and outside 

the fenced areas.27 The two most active of these were the Flinders Ranges Dogging Syndicate 

and the South-East Wild Dogs Association. The government advanced money for control on 

Crown lands in areas worked by the syndicates. The vermin districts now covered 46 883 
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square miles, and pastoralists with loans from the government had enclosed another 14 367 

square miles. 

 

The Vermin Act 1905 repealed the Wild Dog and Fox Destruction Act among others, which 

left inadequate laws for dog destruction With little change in the dog situation, new 

legislation in 1912 aimed to improve it.28 A rate of 3d per square mile for fenced land and 

double for unfenced land was imposed north of the Murray, beyond Spalding in the North 

and on the West Coast. The money formed the Wild Dogs Fund which was subsidised £-for-£ 

by the government and used to pay bounties on scalps presented to persons authorised to 

receive them and order payment. 

 

The bounty system, though costly and not given to quick results, was great incentive for 

landholders to scalp dogs and collect the rewards. By the end of 1913, even with an extra 

injection of £1000, the fund could not cover costs. The working of the Act was examined.29 

The Commissioner [of Crown Lands] confidently reported to Parliament that this scalp 

system was the best legislation yet, with 32 000 dogs being destroyed in one year. He stressed 

that it continue ‘at all costs’. It certainly was reducing dingoes in the fenced districts, as no 

replacements could get in. After seeking the views of the landholders, the government 

increased the rate. 

 

Up to 1914 £652 433 had been advanced to vermin boards and landholders through councils 

for fencing since the inception of the Vermin Proof Fencing Act, 1890.30 The government 

itself had expended £22 828 fencing State boundaries, Crown lands and railways. 

 

A new Vermin Act in 1914 included important complementary legislation necessary for the 

effective suppression of vermin. It followed the same pattern as the 1905 Act, with three 

major changes and additions In the Pinnaroo area, timbered strips of vegetation left as 

breakwind reserves as an anti-erosion measure had become rabbit infested. The responsibility 

for rabbit destruction now rested with adjoining landholders. The simultaneous destruction 

period was increased from the first three to the first four months in the year, with various 

periods to suit the needs of different districts. Also, the Commissioner was authorised to 

establish a vermin district and appoint a board, if the need arose, without the consent of half 

or more of the ratepayers.31 

 

The Vermin Branch of the Lands Department handled all rates from vermin boards, wild dog 

rates and loan applications for wire netting. It sent notices to councils and boards indicating 

the start of simultaneous destruction periods. Rabbits were a continual problem on Crown 

lands and the Branch supplied tins of SAP poison to adjoining landholders for use on these 

lands. Poison carts were available on easy financial terms but as there were no vermin 

inspectors in the field, councils on the whole did little to enforce the Act. 

 

Five years after the introduction of the scalp system for dingoes, scalp numbers began to drop 

markedly. In 1916 12 035 scalps were recorded, falling to 6387 the following year, with 

vermin boards collecting only 126 scalps in the fenced districts. 
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The ways of man can be devious, and he will go to extraordinary lengths to achieve a petty 

result. A station owner in the north attempted to use the scalp system to incriminate one of his 

enemies on a forgery charge. Mr J. Grindell of Wortupa Station wrote to the Secretary of 

Lands in February 1918, alleging that the authorised receiver of scalps for the area was 

forging scalp claims.32 He also accused him of having stolen his cattle. The Secretary of 

Lands requested that Mounted Constable G.E. Waterhouse at Beltana investigate. 

Waterhouse spoke well of the receiver (G.W. Snell), but very poorly of Grindell. The matter 

was dropped. Later in the year Snell mysteriously disappeared. In August Grindell was 

arrested on suspicion of murder.33 In evidence for the trial, Grindell was found to have stolen 

Snell’s cattle and Snell had horsewhipped him. They had been feuding for years, and Grindell 

grimly promised many times to ‘get’ Snell. He was found guilty and sentenced to death in 

September, but was later reprieved.34 

 

Some highly original ideas for dingo extermination were dreamed up by various would-be 

philanthropists. One had an interview with the Commissioner of Crown Lands with the idea 

of spreading folicular mange.35 Another masterpiece came from a Dutchman in Sydney who 

suggested dropping bombs of high density gas that he had seen used in the [First World] War 

all over the pastoral country.36 The gas theoretically would cover the ground to the height of 

3 to 4 feet enshrouding the dingoes, while the head and shoulders of a man would be above it. 

So man would survive – provided he had no children and stock, and never bent down to pull 

on his boots! Not unexpectedly, this scheme suffered self-suffocation. 

 

Fumigation of rabbit warrens was now being more widely used, but the main means of 

control were still fencing and poisoning. SAP phosphorus poison was mixed with Dollard and 

laid in a furrow.37 Sandalwood twigs poisoned with strychnine had been used in the pastoral 

country for many years. One wonders how many sandalwood trees went down their throats. 

A common practice was poisoning water with cyanide, but still the construction of fences 

continued, and in 1921 the government advanced £11 114 to councils and boards for netting. 

 

A year later the Commissioner of Crown Lands received a deputation from the South East 

district councils for assistance to buy fumigators to be worked systematically through the 

districts as an additional form of rabbit destruction.38 The Department decided to assist the 

councils, but the plan failed as only four councils applied for the fumigators. 

 

In 29 years from the introduction of the Act of 1894 £¾ million had been spent on check 

fences. In August 1922 the Vermin Districts Association passed a resolution that the 

government spend more by erecting a barrier fence from the New South Wales border west to 

William Creek, across the Nullarbor and down to the coast of the [Great Australian] Bight.39 

This fence would protect the existing vermin district fences, many of which were aging, and 

would shortly have to be renewed. Also, the saving of extra fencing in the sheep country 

south of the proposed fence would be substantial. The government dismissed the idea as 

impracticable, as the estimated cost totalled £100 000. The 133 miles of fence on the 
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33 The Register, 24 and 25.8.1918. 
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36 Wild Dogs Act file 351 of 1921. 
37 Sayers & Allport Pty Ltd; 4% phosphorus. 
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NSW/SA border required one overseer and eight boundary riders, so the proposed 1400 mile 

fence would need an army of employees for maintenance on the same system. The fence was 

eventually established, of course, at much greater cost in the long run, but understandably the 

government was unwilling to outlay so much until no better alternative presented itself. 

 

Scalp numbers fluctuated around a constant figure until 1922, when they soared by 95% from 

13 143 to 25 911. In another three years numbers had climbed to 37 705, with masses being 

certified in the North East. A pastoral inspector by the name of Goode suspected foul play, 

and began some investigations. He established that the high scalp numbers were being 

certified in the Innamincka area. He was eventually satisfied that the police officer-ranger at 

Innamincka, as the authorised scalp receiver for the area, was forging claims. Two detectives 

from Adelaide investigated the case, and uncovered a large and very profitable racket.40 The 

police officer-ranger (J.R. de Pury) had certified 27 976 scalps worth £10 424 from July 1924 

to September 1928. About 25 000 of those scalps, amounting to £9374, never existed. De 

Pury had a number of doggers in his confidence, but he swindled them too. With his illegal, 

ill-gotten gains, he became a prosperous property owner with 15 blocks in Adelaide, a store 

at Farina, a car, several investments and interest in an estate in Switzerland. He served three 

years hard labour for his pains and the Lands Department resumed all his land, unfortunately 

at depressed prices. Before de Pury started his sly dealings, scalps in his area averaged 16 per 

week. They increased 13-fold to 211, but after his arrest they dropped to three every two 

weeks. 

 

In 1931 the laws relating to rabbits and wild dogs were again reviewed and consolidated. 

Eleven amendments had been added to the Vermin Act, 1914 and these, with the old Act and 

sections of two others, were the basis of the new Vermin Act. Seven amendments were 

consolidated with the old Wild Dogs Act to produce the new Wild Dogs Act. 

 

There were now 56 proclaimed fenced districts, and 34 154 miles of fence criss-crossed the 

State.41 The Vermin Branch had also expanded, with an Officer-in-Charge, two Fence 

Inspectors and two part-time clerks. 

 

With this massive grid of check fences, dingoes found life tough within the districts, and 

were becoming scarce after 1930. From 1930 to 1933, scalps taken within the districts varied 

from 127 to 24. Fox numbers were surprisingly high, with 1361 scalps recorded in 1930. 

Many of the inside fences were allowed to deteriorate as they were outliving their usefulness. 

 

Rabbits were relatively unaffected by the fences. Plagues were frequent in the better seasons, 

and in 1932 one vermin board applied for seven poison carts to reduce the menace in its 

district. Stories of rabbits piled 3 to 4 feet high against netting attempting to climb over are 

true. In the South East one of the pastimes was rounding up the tremendous hordes of surface 

rabbits and herding them like sheep into a paddock corner to be disposed of by various 

gruesome methods. Up to 1935 the huge total of £1 005 150 had been advanced for vermin 

fencing. The fences had effectively controlled dingoes and large-scale rabbit movement in 

drought times, but they were useless as a means of reducing rabbit numbers, as the rabbits 

were well established throughout all districts. They lived happily in their warrens, 

multiplying copiously, and were unaffected by the fences. 
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The end of 1938 saw amending legislation designed to improve the scalp bonus system. The 

definition of a wild dog was changed from ‘a dog run wild’ to a dingo or dingo cross, 

lessening considerably the activities of the more imaginative doggers. The State was divided 

into 28 dingo districts, with one or more authorised receiver of scalps in each. The receivers 

could only take scalps of dogs killed within their own districts. They also had to sign a 

declaration presented by the dogger certifying the origin of the scalps. The Minister could fix 

a special rate for half-grown dogs, or refuse payment. Interestingly, in the following year, 

scalp numbers dropped from 5717 to 1599. 

 

The importance of the fences of the outside districts grew as more of the inner fences fell into 

disrepair. However, several of the newer outer districts had erected their fences in boom 

times at a high cost, hence their loan was high. When wool prices fell in the 1930s, these 

boards found themselves in financial difficulties. The Billa-Kalina Board became insolvent, 

leaving a substantial loan unpaid.42 The outer districts also had higher maintenance costs 

because the outer fence was a buffer to dogs from the unfenced country to the north. In 1938 

the SA Stockowners Association suggested that financial assistance be given to the owners of 

the outside fences.43 The matter was taken up by the Vermin Districts Association, who 

proposed an interest reduction on loans for the financially unsure outer districts. It also 

suggested some form of tax on the country benefitting from the outside fences. A suggestion 

of abolition of inner districts met with the disapproval of the Association. No one seemed to 

really know what was required, and many pastoralists asked that the whole problem be 

handled by the government.44 The Pastoral Board of the Lands Department, after many 

enquiries, proposed dividing the State into seven districts made up of existing barrier 

fences.45 However, the Vermin Districts Association requested that a delegate each from the 

above Association, the Stockowners’ Association, the Stock Salesmen’s Association and the 

Surveyor-General should make up a committee to investigate the establishment of a buffer 

fence to protect all sheep country. As labour was becoming increasingly scarce because of the 

war, the condition of many of the inside fences could only be described as hopeless. A buffer 

fence was now regarded as an ‘urgent necessity’.46 The committee eventually submitted a 

scheme which formed the basis of the Dog Fence Act, 1946. A continuous dog proof fence 

made up of existing fences of the outer districts was established, dividing the sheep areas 

from the cattle country. The Act constituted a Dog Fence Board of four members appointed 

by the Governor. Administration of the Board’s activities was the responsibility of the 

Vermin Branch. 

 

The fences forming the dog fence remained the property of the vermin boards and lessees 

concerned. They received an annual payment at a fixed rate per mile and were obliged to 

maintain the fence. It was inspected twice yearly, and if an owner failed to meet his 

obligations the Board could have the work done and recover the cost. The land inside the 

fence that benefitted was taxed on an area basis. 

 

The establishment of this fence largely did away with the need for vermin-fenced districts. 

Wire netting and the labour to erect it were very scarce during wartime, and many of the 

inner vermin boards requested abolition. In 1948 no inspection was made of the fences as 
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many boards could not maintain them.47 The emphasis was on the dog fence, which was 

proclaimed in 1947.48 

 

 

TECHNICAL GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT 

 

The tangle of fences had done little to rid the State of the rabbits. Most landholders were 

resigned to having a resident population on their properties, although they made some effort 

to reduce them when the simultaneous destruction periods were declared. 

 

In 1938 trapping became more popular with the advent of portable chillers. Trappers could 

work in the more remote areas without fear of their rabbits going rotten. The government 

fence inspectors claimed that the trappers were doing a great job and they were naive enough 

to think that it would significantly reduce the rabbit population.49 

 

Late in 1950 the rabbits’ day of relative peace and multitude suddenly ground to a halt. The 

CSIRO had released the disease, myxomatosis, which spread through the rabbits like 

wildfire, reducing their total numbers by more than 99%. It was not until 1952 that the major 

impact of the disease was felt in South Australia. The paddocks and roads were dotted with 

dead and dying rabbits, and the stench in some areas was appalling. Farmers rejoiced at the 

great increase in pasture and cereal production, and in one year alone after the release of 

myxomatosis, the income to woolgrowers bounded by $70 000 000. They thought the 

scourge had departed permanently, and sat back delighted, instead of ridding their properties 

completely while they had the chance. By the late 1950s, a new rabbit uprising was going 

apace, assisted considerably by the complacency of the Vermin Branch, councils and 

remaining boards in not enforcing the Act. 

 

Direct control of dingoes began in 1951, with legislation allowing money to be drawn from 

the Wild Dogs Fund for aerial baiting. In 1953 a baiting campaign got under way with 

120 000 baits being distributed beyond the dog fence. 

 

In 1955 ‘a large advertisement’ appeared in the newspapers telling of a revolutionary new 

rabbit poison.50 Spectacular results had been achieved using sodium fluoroacetate (‘1080’) 

with carrots or oats as bait.51 A spate of letters to the papers stressed that, with this poison, 

now was the time to stamp out the rabbit while he had been laid low with ‘myxo’. In Victoria 

officers of the Lands Department were mixing 1080 into baits for the farmers. The SA 

Department of Agriculture received numerous enquiries about the use of 1080 and the future 

of myxomatosis, and it was obvious that a technical service in vermin control was desired.52 

The government investigated the responsibilities of the Lands Department under the Vermin 

Act and found the clerical staff of the Vermin Branch inadequately equipped to handle the 

situation.53 Tasmania and WA had organised successful rabbit destruction companies and 

South Australia was noted for its lethargy and archaic system of vermin control. 
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As a result, the government attempted to appoint a research officer and an extension officer in 

vermin control.54 These officers were to be employed by the Department of Agriculture. 

Meanwhile, in 1958 a Rabbit Investigation Sub-Committee was formed by the Stockowners 

Association to discuss fresh legislation for rabbit destruction.55 It indicated that a more direct 

approach was necessary, rather than the Department advising councils of their obligations, 

and not being in a position to enforce them. It suggested a centrally controlled system similar 

to Victoria, but the government was not prepared to meet the cost. 

 

The Department of Agriculture, failing to attract applicants to its advertised positions, lost 

interest in the field of vermin control. 

 

Two years later an advisory officer was appointed to the Vermin Branch of the Department of 

Lands. He had the task of both research and extension work. A Vermin Control Advisory 

Committee whose responsibility was to advise the government on vermin control activities 

was eventually constituted in 1963 with the Director of Lands as chairman, two landholders, 

a CSIRO representative, the Officer in Charge of the Vermin Branch and the Advisory 

Officer.56 Trial work had begun on suitable bait material to be used in a council poisoning 

scheme where a council employee trained by the Department would lay poison for 

landholders.57 In 1964 the Tatiara Council was the first to embark on such a scheme under 

guidance of the Lands Department.58 

 

In the same year the Vermin Branch was reorganised, with the Advisory Officer as the Senior 

Vermin Control Officer and head of the Branch. The administration of the Wild Dogs and 

Dog Fence Acts was transferred to the Pastoral Board, restricting the activities of the Vermin 

Control Branch to rabbits and foxes. 

 

The Australian Wool Board had for some years been granting money for rabbit control 

research, as it is in the interest of the wool industry to have fewer rabbits and more wool. In 

1966 a small research group was formed within the Branch to work on rabbit biology in 

relation to control. 

 

There are now (in 1971) an extension officer and three officers of the Vermin Control Branch 

supervising councils in poisoning rabbits and attempting to increase landholder interest in 

warren destruction. 

 

The aerial baiting of dingoes in 1952, in combination with the Queensland authorities, began 

at the request of the Vermin Districts Association and Stockowners Association.59 At first the 

pastoralists were against the scheme but after a few years the grumbling ceased and the 

impression was favourable.60 By 1956 the government felt that the baiting was well justified. 

However, one year later, some doubts arose on the methods being used to drop the baits, and 

the places where they were being dropped. Also, the pastoralists did not want the work done 

in conjunction with Queensland. The Vermin Districts Association wanted to increase the 
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wild dog rate so a more intensive campaign could be exercised in SA.61 It felt that the allotted 

£2000 was inadequate and the government increased its grant to £3000.62 

 

In 1962 275 000 strychnine baits were dropped outside the dog fence. Complaints and doubts 

were being expressed once more as to the effectiveness of the procedure. It continued until 

1969 when the Pastoral Board decided that the baits used that year were of poor quality.63 

 

No aerial baiting was done the following year, and in 1971 plans are being made by the 

Vermin Control Branch and the Pastoral Board to experiment with a 1080 baiting campaign 

to assess the prospects of using 1080 in the future for the control of dingoes. 

 

Vermin control in South Australia has been one of those problems, which while not altering 

the destiny of the State, has had a significant place in the development of agriculture. 

Progress has been confused and agonisingly slow. Looking back in retrospect at our 

achievements in 135 years, may we learn from past mistakes and perform a better job. 
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