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INTRODUCTION

In making a general survey of the status of an
economically exploited species, several workers have
made use of the returns made by commercial
hunters. Examples of this are found in papers by
Colman (1937 and 1949), Chitty and Elton (1937)
and Chitty 0938, 1939, 1940). Colman evaluated
the status of the Newfoundland Seal Industry while
the other workers were engaged in the well-known
Arctic Wild Life Enquiry. There is also a growing
use of kill data as a basis for calculating the
density of natural populations. I propose here to
give an account of the status of some of the Tas
manian fur and game mammals, and to review the
fur industry, using information derived from the
fur and game statistics. In this paper I will not
make any attempt to estimate total populations of
the various species.

The fur industry in Tasmania at present is not
very remunerative but it is of some importance in
the highland country districts where it provides a
supplementary income during the slack winter
months.

The statistics of the industry are rather poor. I
have not been able to obtain the details of catches
prior to 1947. These returns once existed and were
used by Pearson (938), but all records up to and
including 1946 were destroyed in 1947 and so details
of the various licences issued before 1947 are not
available. The authorities do not consider it neces
sary to preserve these records and they are des
troyed from time to time, but some details, although
inadequate, are recorded here for future workers.

The prevailing prices for skins are not shown in
any statistical surveys issued by either the Com
monwealth Bureau of Statistics or the Tasmanian
Statistical Office. The total value of the skin in
dustry is given by the former, but this sum in
cludes rabbit as well as marsupial pelts and it is
not possible to abstract details of each species. I
have not been able to obtain the prices paid to trap
pers for pelts for the period 1923-1955.

Throughout this paper I intend to follow Trough
ton (1941), GuileI' (1953), and others and use the
term "possum" for the Australian phalangers, re
serving the word "opossum" for the American
Didelphids. The nomenclature used is that of Ire
dale and Troughton (1934).

THE ANIMALS

The fur industry at present exploits Bennett's
Wallaby, Wallabia rujogrisea (Desmarest) v. ben
netti, as one of the principal furbearers of the
State. This species, although a wallaby, is known
throughout Tasmania as the kangaroo or simply
'roo. The species is plentiful in many parts of the
State and has reached pest numbers in north
eastern and north-western Tasmania. In the north
east and east there is a 12 month open season
(1952-1955) and in the north-west, special hunting
permits have been granted to landholders to kill
Wallabia. throughout the year. Troughton (1941)
quoting Gould who wrote in the early colonial days,
records that this species was hunted for food and
skins, the latter being' exported to England for
manufacture into boots and shoes. The pelts then
fetched 4d.-6d. each.

The smaller Thylogale, Thylogale billardieri (Des
marest) or Red-bellied Pademelon is also hunted
for its pelt. This species is known locally as the
wallaby. Troughton, again quoting Gould, notes
that this species also was hunted for its skin in
the early days of the colony.

Both of these macropods are extensively hunted
for meat and sport. The large forester kangaroo
Macropus tasrnaniensis Le Souef used to be hunted
commercially but the species is recorded by Trough
ton as "hunted to the verge of extinction". It is
now a completely protected species and is found
in the north-east corner of the State and also at
Lake Tooms. The area in the north-east where
the kangaroo is found has been declared recently
as an area for agricultural development. It is
therefore very doubtful if this species will survive
in that area.

Pseudocheirus convolutor (Oken).

The Ringtail Possum is found throughout Tas
mania with the possible exception of myrtle forest
areas. In the past, this species was a major item
in the Tasmanian fur industry, but in recent years
(1950-55), due to the prohibition of the steel gin
trap, these animals, which spend little time on the
ground, have proved difficult to trap and are no
longer hunted commercially.
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of thick scrub. Both these macropods are largely
killed for their skins although some are sold for
meat. Snares are used widely in the trapping of
wallabies and thylogales for skins, the animals
usually being skinned on the spot and the skins
stretched at camp, the carcase being left in the
bush.

Smoking' out game is forbidden, as is the use of
spears and chemicals. Lights for night shooting
are prohibited.

(b) Possums

Section 40 of the 1953 regulations forbids the
use of steel gin traps for taking these animals and
this restricts the catch to Brush Possums since
the Ringtails spend most of their time in trees and
are difficult to snare. Shooting of possum is illegal
(as is the possession of skins of animals which have
been shot, Sections 38 and 39 of the Regulations).
Largely on account of the difficulty of snaring Ring
tails there has not been an open season for taking
this species since 1949. Previously, the species was
caught in ordinary rabbit traps.

The Brush Possum spends a proportion of his
time on the ground and his home tree can be readily
identified by the scratches on the side of the trunk.
The animal climbs up the side of the trunk which
has the least vertical slope and if a log is placed
at an angle from the ground to this trunl~, the
possum will use it to gain its horne. A wire running
noose snare is placed on this log. The animal,
usually dead, is removed and taken to camp before
being skinned (local terminology-skun). Brush
Possums have to be cold before skinning otherwise
the fur tears out of the skin. The corpses may be
fed to dogs, buried, or more often dumped in the
bush. The methods of skinning closely follow those
used in New Zealand and described by Pracy and
Kean (949).

(c) Water-Rat

The water-rat is snared on tracks on the banks
of rivers, streams or swamps. The snare employed
is a running noose arranged so that least damage
will occur to the pelt.

(d) The Rabbit

The rabbit does not come under the regulations
and any method may be used for killing or trapping
the pest. Graziers run a furrow and free feed the
rabbits on apples or carrots, then using some mixed
with strychnine, poison them. The skins are not
used and the corpses are buried or burned. Warrens
are ploughed in or gassed, and the myxomatosis
virus has been introduced in Tasmania with vary
ing success. The poison "1080" (sodium mono
fiuoro-acetate) has recently been used in place of
strychnine and has yielded excellent results.

Trappers are employed by the sheep graziers.
They are paid a wage and allowed to sell the skins
and meat. They use rabbit traps, dogs, or ferrets
and nets. The success of myxomatosis and" 1080 "
poisoning has greatly reduced the number of trap
pers in Tasmania.

The pelts are detached and sold and the carcases
are sold in grocers' and butchers' shops. In recent
years, an export market to England has developed,
the carcases being exported either frozen or canned.

One of the unfortunate features of the fur in
dustry is that a number of other species which have
no value commercially are caught and killed.
Snares and rabbit traps account for most of these
casualties. The Tasmanian Devil Sarcophilus
harrisii Boitard is frequently caught, especially in
the Great Lake-Bothwell area and the north-east
coast.

Native cats, Dasyurus quoll (Zimmermann) and
tiger cats, Dasyurops rnaculatus (Kerr) are also
trapped as well as bandicoots, rat kangaroos and
other small marsupials. The smaller marsupials,
pigmy possums, marsupial mice and gliders, are
only rarely trapped.

THE STATISTICS OF EACH SPECIES
It is not possible to give a detailed treatment of

the figures available as several of the important
elementary sets of figures are not available. The
hunters' licence entitles the holder to take all game,
and so it is impossible to calculate the number of
persons engaged on any section of the industry.
It is possible to abstract accurate figures for the
number of water-rat and deer licences issued, but
in the latter case there is no return kept of the
number killed.

All licence statements prior to 1947 were des
troyed by the Police Department so that these
records are not available.

Licences for Taking Possums, Wallabies and Thylo
gales

A licence is required for hunting on Crown land
and another licence is necessary to be enabled to
sell the pelts so taken. Similarly, a licence is neces
sary to sell skins taken on private property, but no
licence is required to hunt there. The number of
licences issued during 1949-55 is shown in Table 1.
The years 1947-8 were open seasons only, on King
Island and the number of licences issued was low.

An indication of the number of professional
hunters working in the industry can be estimated
approximately, by counting those licences both for
hunting and selling which have been paid simul
taneously by one person. These licences have been
treated separately in the analysis of licence data
and are shown as combined hunters' and sellers'
licences in Table T. In 1949 Brush and Ringtail
Possum, kangaroo and wallaby were open for hunt
ing and a large number of hunters entered the
industry. The years 1950-1 were closed for phal
angers and the emphasis of hunting was on
kangaroo and wallaby. There were very few pro
fessional trappers in the industry in 1955.

In some instances, trappers hunt both possums
and kangaroos and others hunt only one species.

(a) The Water Rat
Prior to 1942 there are no figures available for the

numbers of water rats captured. The figures since
1942 are shown in Table II and are graphed on
figure 1.
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FIG. 4.-Catch of Ringtail Possums for the period 1923~49.
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FIG. I.-Total catch of water-rats for the period 1942 to 1952.
The dotted line shows the number of licences issued for
the period 1947 to 1951. 400,000
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FIG. 5.-Catch per month of open season of Ringtail Possums
for the pe!l'iod 1928-49.

FIG. 2.-Total catch of Brush Possums for the period 1923m52.
In this and figs. 8-9 a solid line indicates a closed season
or seasons. The years 1946, 1947, 1950 and 1951 all had
very low catches, see Table III, and are not shown on
this graph. The continuous line indicates the catch of
black possums, the broken line the catch of greys and
the total catch is shown by the dot-dash Hne.
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FIG. 3.-Catch per month of open season of Brush Possum for
the period 1928-52.

FIG. 6.-Catch of wallaby for the period 1923-52.
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Some bushmen enjoy kangaroo meat, while others
consider that" a week of 'roo makes you appreci
ate mutton". Kangaroo tail soup is considered by
some to be a delicacy. Young Thylogale hind
quarters roasted on the spit over an open fire are
delicious.

Rabbits are eaten extensively throughout Tas
mania. The carcases are available from most
butchers' and grocers' shops in the towns and
cities. The recent introduction of myxoITlatosis
and the poison" 1080" has resulted in some decline
in the demand for rabbits.

FIG. lO.-The hunting areas of Tasmania.












