Chairman’s report to Members – October 2015

As we head toward the RFA AGM on 19 November 2015, several things immediately come to mind.  The first is that members, if possible, should make every effort to attend and show support.  The task we have taken on is of great dimension for our landscape, our farmers and our biodiversity; it is not unreasonable to suggest that Australia’s rabbit problem is under the radar for lots of people in the community and it’s not just the urban population.  A show of support at the AGM is important for several reasons, including indicating to the hard-working Committee that the membership and others appreciate their efforts.  As with other not-for-profit entities, RFA is a voluntary organisation and it can be disheartening when support is not clearly shown.  Deane Crabbe, an RFA Committee member and also working with Primary Producers SA has tried to use the PPSA network to remind primary producers about this ever-present problem that requires regular attention if we are to come to grips with it.  Of course it’s not just a SA problem either and RFA does what it can within it resources to engage with other parts of Australia given that rabbits infest about two thirds of the continent.

While on that particular theme, I am delighted that Mike Reid, the National Rabbit Management Coordinator will attend our AGM as guest speaker.  Mike operates out of Wodonga and with help from the Invasive Animals CRC has a huge task in convincing NRM/CMA boards, other local community groups, individual landowners and others of the need for a coordinated approach to rabbit control.  One of the great challenges Mike has is to do what he can to make sure state and territory government jurisdictions are planning for and organising to take the best advantage of the proposed release of the K5 strain of rabbit calicivirus (RHD) sometime next year and possibly as early as next autumn.  Notwithstanding the fact that the research and planning for release of K5 has been going on for years within the NSW DPI, with some very hard work by Dr Tarnya Cox as the project manager, it seems to me that the state and territory jurisdictions have much to do to ensure good coordination and therefore get the best result from K5.  Mike and I (and others both in industry and conservation groups) keep bringing up the critical importance of getting this aspect right; an uncoordinated release will in effect be an opportunity lost with inevitable recriminations.  I am hoping to be proved wrong about this and yet time is already against us.

RFA remains committed to support Dr Nina Schwensow and her project to understand the role of flies in RHD transmission.  It is disappointing (astounding might be a better word!) that Nina was not successful last year in finding enough private sector sponsorship to qualify for a research grant from the Australian Research Council.  The RFA Committee has agreed to provide Nina with $30,000 over 6 months to keep her working in Australia and to give her further time to find the needed sponsorship.  On behalf of RFA, I am having constructive talks with AWI and MLA about Nina’s project and seeing how those entities may assist.

[bookmark: _GoBack]RFA Committee member Dr Bruce Munday has with RFA support, embarked on a project preparing a book about the rabbit in Australia and how its arrival impacted on our landscapes and communities.  I am certain this book will contain much information that many are unaware of.  It will also be a good read, knowing Bruce’s writing capacity.  It is likely to be available next year and may well be a reminder about the importance of getting as right as possible the release of K5 and a good level of engagement from land managers.

RFA continues to express its appreciation to Haighs Chocolates for its unwavering support for RFA’s work.  All members of RFA should take the opportunity to avail themselves of Haighs products given their quality, range and universal appeal.  It is very much to Alister Haigh’s credit that he always tries to come to our AGM if his commitments allow him to do so.


Nicholas Newland AM
Chairman
October 2015
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