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I n t ro d u c t i o n
Students gather information on a range of
aspects related to rabbits in Australia. They
will cover the main concerns, and discover
that in a small team they are able to work
quickly and assemble a range of data. Share
this information in a whole class setting so
that everyone in the class has access to a large
pool of information. Websites have been
provided and show that a wide range of
opinions and viewpoints can be easily
accessed. 

Students should develop an understanding
and awareness that different groups in the
community hold varying opinions on the
same issues. They should also become alert 
to the idea that there can be many sides to a
simple issue. At this point, introduce students
to the life and work of Jean Macnamara.

In addition students should become aware
of the science concepts:
• Relationships between plants and animals

can be affected by the introduction of new
or changed elements

• Relationships also exist in the food chain
and these can be easily affected

• Adaptation and survival of individuals 
and groups are affected by many factors

In the SOSE area, there are strong links 
to history, geography and society and its
economic structure.

A recommended approach:
• Students work together in small teams of

3-4 students to gather the key ideas
available from the various websites listed
and from their own school library
resources.

• After deciding on the important points
they compile a report, and present the
background information to the whole
class.

B a c k g ro u n d
Jean Macnamara (1899-1968) was one of
Australia's foremost medical scientists. She
persuaded governments to adopt the use of
myxomatosis, which eventually rid Australia
of the rabbit plague. Myxomatosis is a highly
infectious viral disease introduced into
Britain and Australia to control the rabbit
population.

Australia tried almost everything to 
get rid of rabbits. Fifty years ago they were
multiplying so fast that the country was
covered in them. The grass that other animals
lived on was being eaten. There was little
grass for our sheep and soil was being blown
away because there was no grass to hold it
together. It was scientists who gave us part 
of the answer – scientists such as Jean
Macnamara who spent a lot of time
researching rabbits, learning about some 
of the diseases that might help us get rid of
them. Scientists found a viral disease called
‘myxomatosis’ that was harmful only to
rabbits.

LIFE  AND L IV ING
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Investigation One
Roads of Ra bb its

You will need
Road maps of Australia

It’s hard to imagine how many rabbits there
used to be in Australia. Imagine that three
rabbits can sit comfortably one behind the
other along one metre of road. Therefore,
thirty rabbits will be able to rest one behind
the other along thirty metres of road. Use the
chart in the Record Sheet to work our how
many kilometers of rabbit road would be
needed for 900 000 000 rabbits. List all the
cities around Australia you would go through
if you followed the coast and drove that far.

Investigation Tw o
Aus tra l ia – All Ove r

You will need
A large photocopied outline of
Australia
A box of round coloured stickers

To show the number of rabbits that covered
Australia, provide one hundred peel-off
stickers for the group. Explain that each
sticker stuck onto the map of Australia
represents ten million (10 000 000) rabbits
and that there were this many within thirty
years of them being brought to Australia for
the first time. As each person puts a sticker
on the map they call out the new total of
rabbits represented by all the stickers. When
the map is full of all 100 stickers, explain how
the introduction of the myxomatosis virus
killed all but ten percent of the rabbit
population … nine out of every ten rabbits
wiped out. Now the grass can grow back and
the young trees won’t be eaten. Out of our
one hundred stickers, only ten are left alive.
Tick ten of the stickers with a marker. There’s
just one problem. How many rabbits do these
last ten stickers stand for? There were still
another one hundred million rabbits left
alive. What are we going to do about them?
Scientists are still working on that at the
moment!

How do we get rid of pests?

RECORD SHEET
Investigation 1   Roads of Ra bb its 

Number of Road Distance Towns This Distance Away

Rabbits on the Map

3 One metre

300 100 metres

One Kilometre

10 km

100km

100,000km

300,000km

✺



48

R e s e a rch Topics 

(to be researched by small teams of students)

1 Investigate the impact of rabbits on
Australia farmers. Use a range of resources.
http://www.csiro.au/communication/rabbi
ts/qa2.htm

2 Research the role and place of Australian
native grasses. What are the benefits and
threats to native grasses and which of these
threats are most easily controlled?
http://www.lpe.nt.gov.au/advis/grass/grass
prop/blockuse.htm

3 A plague on the pest
Rabbits have harmed the Australian
environment. Find out when and why
rabbits were brought to Australia in the
first place. Why did they adapt to
Australia so well? 
http://www.ozramp.net.au/~senani/aniaust
i.htm
http://rubens.anu.edu.au/student.projects/
rabbits/history.html

4 Using the information available consider
how populations of rabbits are calculated
and the key factors that affect survival rate.
http://www.science.org.au/nova/001/001a
ct01.htm

5 Write a report on how reducing or
removing a species to an area can affect the
new environment. What things do you
think need to be considered when
introducing anything new?
http://www.science.org.au/nova/001/001a
ct02.htm

6 One group or individual to investigate the
work of Jean Macnamara on the rabbit
problem fifty years or more ago. 
What were the arguments then? 
What were the different viewpoints? 
What was Macnamara's view? How did
she overcome opposition to the use of
myxomatosis?

When the myxoma virus was released in
Australia in 1950, it was estimated that in
some places 90 per cent of the rabbits died
within 3 or 4 weeks. Why then do we still
have a problem more than 50 years later?
http://rubens.anu.edu.au/student.projects/
rabbits/myxo.html

7 Recently a new virus has been introduced
to control the rabbit population called 
the calici virus. This has raised a lot of
concern among people such as vets and
the RSPCA. Identify things that concern
people about introducing another virus 
to Australia.
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/talks/bbing/stori
es/s61.htm

8 ‘What do rabbits cost Australia? 
The annual cost to primary production
has traditionally been given as about 
$110 million. But the most recent
estimate sets the figure at $600-million;
that is, 3% of Australia’s entire agricultural
production.’ (Taken from the report
below.) Do you think this cost is the main
reason Australia needs to get rid of the
rabbit population? What other things do
we need to be concerned about?
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/science/ockham
/or171196.htm

9 A virus escapes and threatens Peter Rabbit,
Bugs Bunny and the Easter Bunny.
Who was blamed for this release and why
were people concerned? What other
interesting points are told in this story?
http://www.abc.net.au/science/slab/calici/

10 Discover and the draw a food web of food
chain for the rabbit in Australia.
http://rubens.anu.edu.au/student.projects/
rabbits/Impact.html
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How do we get rid of pests?

Although born on April 1st, this lady was nobody’s fool!

Born in 1899 at Be e c h w o rth, in Victoria, she attended
Melbourne Un i versity on a scholarship to study medicine. Du r i n g

the 1920s, it was impossible to work in a hospital and not be aware of polio. Right
f rom the start of her medical care e r, Macnamara believed that poliomyelitis could be

beaten, and that those who already had the disease could, if not be cured, at least be given
back some degree of mobility. Working with Frank Macfarlane Burnet, she discovered the
existence of more than one type of polio virus. This discove ry was profoundly important for
the later development of an effective vaccine (the Salk vaccine) against the disease. T h e
treatment and eradication of polio became Jean Macnamara’s lifetime passion. 

Jean Macnamara was at heart a country woman. Her concern to pre s e rve Au s t r a l i a’s ru r a l
heritage, and her distress at the erosion of topsoil caused by rabbits, led to her second
passionate lifetime pursuit — the introduction of myxomatosis. Macnamara first became
a w a re of the myxoma virus while visiting America in 1931-33. American scientists had
discovered that the virus killed rabbits, and Macnamara believed it could be the answer to
the rabbit plagues that often devastated the countryside and bankrupted Australian farmers.

She studied overseas for two years in 1935 and was made a Dame of the British Empire.
When she was in America, she noticed that experiments using bacteria we re being
investigated to help get rid of pests. Jean thought this might help Australia with its plague
of rabbits. Although she sent some specimens to her husband who was working at the Wa l t e r
and Eliza Hall Institute, he did not re c e i ve them. The specimens we re taken by Customs and
dumped into Port Phillip Bay. Jean had to persist for fourteen years before trials began, and
she had to call on the public to support the trials. The results have been described as initially
ve ry unimpre s s i ve, but eventually when the mosquito began to spread the disease
‘myxomatosis’ the results were spectacular and most rabbits were destroyed.

It took more than 15 years of determination on Macnamara’s part before the myxoma
virus was finally introduced into Australia. The results were dramatic. A year after the virus
was spread, the drop in rabbit numbers had so improved pasture quality that the national
wool cheque increased by £30 million. Wo o l g rowers heralded Jean Macnamara and her
unique determination. To d a y, the presence of the virus has helped to pre vent the rabbit
plagues that occurred before the introduction of myxomatosis, thus helping to conserve
Australia’s rural heritage.

J e an Mac nama ra
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Each team/group reports on the main points of their research. As a whole class, and then in
teams, students discuss the concerns and issues that have been raised. What role did Jean
Macnamara play? Research the work of Macnamara and how she had to convince the public to
support her.

The whole class can now regroup and write up what arguments ONE of the following people,
or others, would present at a meeting to cover the main issues about getting rid of rabbits in their
local farming area. (Teachers can allocate each person to the following groups, or appoint
individuals to represent each viewpoint, depending on the time available.)

Zoologist, politician, farmer, environmentalist, veterinarian, journalist, school student, animal
liberationist, scientist or geneticist.

In groups of 4-6, students use role-play to represent the various people and their arguments
that could be used to say rabbits are/are not a problem. An outline for this activity and
suggestions are provided at:

http://www.science.org.au/nova/001/001act05.htm

Other related websites include:

http://cstl-cla.semo.edu/zeller/rabbits.htm

http://www.rspca.org.au/information/australia.html

Issues involved in this unit could include

– impact of the introduction of non-native species to Australia

– interdependent relationships of living and non living things

– survival of living things in their habitat

– the concept of adaptation

– relationships among living things

– Australia’s climate and vegetation zones

– how the community defines, classifies and uses resources

How do we get rid of pests?

Review and Assessment Activity
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Review Activit ies

WORDSEARCH

Find these words about Jean Macnamara in the wordsearch:

JEAN SURE MOSQUITO RESULTS
EDUCATE RIGHT RABBITS PLAGUE
STUDIED MUCH TRIALS USING
AREA TELL DESTROYED MYXOMATOSIS
BACTERIA  INITIALLY INSTITUTE BEECHWORTH
MADE

Key Learning Are a s

English Write an ‘official’ biography of Jean Macnamara. 
Include conversations she might have had with:
•  Other scientists
•  Politicians
•  Her family
•  People on talk-back radio

SOSE: Explore the issues of women in science. List Australia's most important women 
scientists.
Investigate the early history of rabbits in Australia. When did they arrive? 
Why were they brought to Australia? What happened?
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