
Concern for the plight of the Tasmanian devil is being shown across Tasmania, 
Australia and the world. This second 2007 issue of our newsletter reþects the 
breadth of the response to the Devil Facial Tumour Disease (DFTD) ï from 
an eight-year-old Hobart boy who is organsing a state-wide fundraiser in 
Tasmanian schools, to the contacts made with cancer research institutes in the 
United States.

The recent Senior Scientistôs forum at the University of Tasmania gave us 
a chance to review progress in managing and understanding DFTD, while 
providing a welcome opportunity for open debate and critical discussion, 
particularly about the way forward.

As always, weôre very 
grateful to the members of 
the community who support 
the Devil Disease Program. 
Qantas Flight Operations 
staff recently donated 
$10,000, raised from the 
sale of Qantas þeet caps, to 
the Tasmanian Devil Appeal.

Renate Von Metzler, a 
nature tourism operator 
visiting Freycinet 
Adventures and guided by 
Tom Ralph, also donated 
$2,000 to the devil program.

In closing, weôd like to 
extend our condolences to 
the family of Michael Skirka, who died on the Easter weekend while pursuing 
his passion for climbing and bushwalking in Tasmania.  In a wonderful gesture, 
Michaelôs family asked mourners who wished to donate to direct their gifts to 
the Tasmanian Devil Appeal.

Steven Smith
Manager, Devil Facial Tumour Disease Program
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DFTD: The story so far
The ýrst signs of the Tasmanian devil disease were 
observed in 1996. Itôs a new and fatal condition that 
is characterised by cancers around the mouth and 
head, and is restricted to Tasmanian devils. Once 
the cancer becomes visible, it proves fatal within 
three to 12 months.

With research indicating the disease is 
transmissible between devils, new cases continue 
to occur in areas that were previously disease 
free. Recent trapping results conýrm the disease in 
Tasmanian devils from 60 different locations across 
59 per cent of the state. The total population has 
declined by about 50 per cent since the emergence 
of the disease 10 years ago. Recent analysis of 
monitoring data indicates that while the disease 
mainly affects adults, immature devils less than one 
year old can also be infected.

The Devil Facial Tumour Disease Project

A research project, co-ordinated by the Department 
of Primary Industries and Water (DPIW), has been 
established to investigate the Tasmanian devil 
disease and identify management options. It draws 
upon input from researchers and experts across the 
state, the nation, and the world.

The program focuses on four key areas:

Å  Monitoring populations in the ýeld to clarify 
disease distribution and impacts.

Å  A laboratory-based investigation of the disease 
covering its transmission and possible causes.

Å  Wild management methods to try to control the 
impact of the disease on wild populations.

Å  A captive breeding population with ófoundersô 
taken from areas of the State where there hasnôt 
been any record of the disease.

www.tassiedevil.com.au

The way forward
Outstanding scientiýc results, new ideas and 
divergent opinions were among the features 
of the Senior Scientistôs forum on the Devil 
Facial Tumour Disease (DFTD), held at the 
Hobart campus of the University of Tasmania in 
February.

There was a general consensus that the 
program needs to move forward from the initial 
investigation phase to an even greater focus on 
management of the disease in the wild.

Some of the management projects that were 
mooted include:

Å  Measures to protect the populations that are 
still unaffected by the disease, such as those 
on the West Coast.

Å  Further disease suppression efforts to keep 
other parts of Tasmania free of the disease, 
such as the program that is underway on the 
Forestier-Tasman Peninsula. 

Å  Expansion of the captive breeding program.

Å  Introduction of devils to Tasmanian islands.

Faced with the possibility that Tasmanian devils 
may become extinct in the wild, the scientiýc 
forum heard that one possible ñinsuranceò 
strategy to promote their survival would be 
to establish populations on islands off the 
Tasmanian coast.

Maria Island was suggested as one such 
possible location. However concerns were also 
expressed about the potential impact of an 
introduced carnivore on the islandôs animals and 
plants. Currently the idea of utilising offshore 
islands is being further investigated. These 
investigations involve not only further scientiýc 
assessment but consulting with all those directly 
affected by the possible use of the islands. 
The issue will also need to be considered by 
the Australian Government before any ýnal 
decisions are made.

In the meantime, 31 young Tasmanian devils 
have been captured from north-west Tasmania, 
where there is still no evidence of the disease, 
to be used in one or other ñinsuranceò strategy, 
to beneýt conservation of the Tasmanian devil.
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A contagious cancer
The Devil Facial Tumour Disease is extremely rare 
as it is only one of three recorded cancers that can 
spread like a contagious disease.

Under normal circumstances, cancer cannot be 
ñcaughtò. The cancer cells from one individual are 
completely different to another individual, and when 
transferred should be rejected by the immune 
system. So the fact that DFTD breaks this rule 
raises many questions about the immune system 
of the Tasmanian devil.

Researchers at the Menzies Research Institute, led 
by A/Prof Greg Woods, are currently undertaking 
studies to investigate 
whether Tasmanian devils 
have a fully functional 
immune system. 

PhD student, Alex Kreiss, 
has taken many blood 
samples and conýrmed 
that Tasmanian devils 
have a fully functional 
immune system.

So how can DFTD 
develop in animals with 
fully competent immune 
systems? Why arenôt the 
devil facial tumour cells 
recognised and rejected 

by the immune system?

The devil to devil transmission suggests that this 
cancer is similar to a transplant - but rather than a 
transplant of a life saving organ, such as a heart or 
kidney, the transplant is a life threatening cancer.
Further laboratory tests were then undertaken 
to investigate whether the Tasmanian devil has 
the correct genes to allow recognition of foreign 
cells.  This was performed by mixing lymphocytes 
(the key cell in the immune system) from many 
devils to see if they reacted to each other. The 
results from these studies clearly showed that 
Tasmanian devils failed to recognise cells from 

other devils as different.

This provides strong evidence that a 
lack of genetic diversity contributes 
to why the cancer is infectious. 
When a healthy devil is infected with 
a devil facial tumour from another 
animal, the infected devilôs immune 
system assumes that the new 
cancer cells are the same as its own 
cells and will not reject it.

The daunting task ahead is to learn 
how to persuade the devilôs immune 
system to recognise the cancer cells 
as hostile infectious agents, which 
will then alert the devilôs immune 
system to destroy these 
cancer cells.

www.tassiedevil.com.au

Each year the Department of Primary Industries 
and Water undertakes ñspotlightingò surveys of a 
number of native species around the State. 

Data from the Tasmanian devil surveys helps to 
determine if their populations are increasing or 
decreasing across the State and in particular areas.

As previously highlighted in research co-ordinated 
by Dr Clare Hawkins from DPIW, there had been 
a Statewide decline of more than 40 per cent in 
average sightings per spotlighting survey route from 
1992-95 to 2002-05.

Incorporation of the latest 2006 spotlighting data 
into this analysis indicates that the devil population 

is continuing to decrease Statewide.

The latest estimate of the decline in Tasmanian 
devils since the ýrst report of the disease 
(spotlighting survey results compared from 1992-
95 to 2003-06) shows the Statewide decline in 
sightings is now 53 per cent.

In speciýc areas where the disease has been 
recorded for longest the declines are more 
dramatic.

For example in the north east, where the disease 
was ýrst reported, the sightings have declined by 
89 per cent from 1992-95 to 2002-05.

PhD student, Alex Kreiss.

Latest spotlighting data
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Help from the þying kangaroo
It was a passion for quolls that initially brought the 
Flying Kangaroo to the aid of the Tasmanian devil.

Several years ago environmental scientist Rob 
Brewster, who was completing his Masters in 
Environmental Management, volunteered as a ýeld 
assistant for a quoll study in Tasmania. The project 
ended up trapping as many devils as quolls.

When the Devil Facial Tumour Disease was 

identiýed soon after, Rob began volunteering with 
Chrissy Pukk, a member of the team working to 
keep the Forestier Peninsula disease-free. By 
this time Rob had joined Qantas as Environment 
Coordinator.

óOne night Chrissy and I began talking about 
the need to raise awareness of the plight of the 
Tasmanian devil,ô Rob said. óI suggested we put 
fund-raising sculptures in airports. I thought it 
would work because theyôd raise money as well as 
educate the public.

óI took the idea to Qantas, and I donôt think I spoke 

to anyone in Qantas who didnôt think it was a great 
idea. After all, Tassie devils align well with Qantas 
because theyôre both Australian icons.ô

Straight up, Qantas pledged $60,000 toward the 
Devil Disease Program. Nine Tasmanian devil 
donation sculptures were designed and placed 
in airports and visitor centres across Tasmania 
and the mainland. Since September 2006, the 
sculptures have raised $20,000.

Qantasôs support 
also includes two 
scholarships for 
research into the 
facial tumour disease 
at the University of 
Tasmania, as well as 
in-þight articles and mini-
documentaries.

óIôm passionate about 
this because in New 
South Wales, Iôve seen 
the devastation that 
can happen to native 
wildlife,ô said Rob. óIn 
NSW, we no longer 
have the Tassie devil, 
although it was on the 
mainland 400 years ago. 

óWeôre also losing our 
quolls because of foxes 
and land clearing.

óFor me, Tasmania is 
the environment that we 
could have enjoyed a 

thousand years ago. Itôs an amazing place. But if 
you lose your Tassie devils, Tasmania will just be 
the same as any boring part of New South Wales.ô

Volunteers, like Rob, can really make a difference. 
There are opportunities in the areas of ýeld 
monitoring, wild management and captive 
management. For volunteer registration forms, 
contact:

Devil Facial Tumour Disease Project
Phone: (03) 6233 2006
Email: DevilDisease.Enquiries@dpiw.tas.gov.au

www.tassiedevil.com.au

Devil collection sculpture launch at Hobart Airport: from left Steve Smith, Amanda 
Wojtowicz (UTAS Director Public Relations), Geoff Todd (former Qantas Environment 
Manager), Rob Brewster (Qantas Environment Coordinator), Richard Watson (UTAS 
Foundation), Sue Jones (UTAS and DFTD Steering Committee), Robert White (UTAS 
and Tas Wildlife Research Advisory Committee) and Roch Van Delft (Qantas Regional 
General Manager).
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The diversity of expertise 
among members of the 
Devil Facial Tumour Disease 
Program plays an important 
role in furthering our 
knowledge. Our quarterly 
newsletters give us the 
opportunity to introduce 
members of the team.

Billie Lazenby

Growing up surrounded by 
the beauty and diversity 
of the Derwent Valley, 
DPIW scientiýc ofýcer Billie 
Lazenby said it would be 
hard not to have a passion 
for wildlife.

óDevils were always 
particularly fascinating because thereôd be signs 
of them everywhere, like scats and footprints,ô 
said Billie, who today works in the Devil Disease 
Programôs monitoring team. óSo now, itôs great 
to be able to trap them and see them in real life 
ï although itôs not always a positive thing because 
a lot of animals are dying.ô

After completing a double-major on Zoology 
and Botany at the University of Tasmania, Billie 
studied the endangered New Holland mouse for an 
Honours degree.

óIôve always been drawn to threatened 
species,ô she said. óOne of the 
reasons is because it all comes down 
to ecology and how every species 
has a role in maintaining that complex 
web of interaction between plants and 
animals.ô

She was introduced to Tasmanian 
devils when working as a research 
assistant for Dr Menna Jones, who, at 
the time, was tracking the home-range 
movements of healthy populations. 
Soon after, the full impact of the Devil 
disease began to be recognised.

óIôve heard people like David 
Pemberton (senior curator, Tasmanian 
Museum and Art Gallery) explain how 
communities are deýned by their links 
to their top-order carnivores, such as 

the indigenous Americanôs relationship with eagles 
and the wolf,ô Billie said.

óIn Tassie, we have a fascination with the 
Thylacine, and I think thereôs a potential for us to 
have a link with the devil as well.

óFrom a personal point of view, I feel this link even 
stronger when I return to the places where I used 
to see all the footprints and the scats. But now, 
those signs that used to be so common are quickly 
disappearing.ô

Devilish folk
www.tassiedevil.com.au

Billy Lazenby

A decreasing devil population impacts on our 
agricultural industries as well as our environment.

The decline in devil numbers means there 
are now large amounts of surplus carrion in 
the landscape (up to 100 tonnes/day) ï and 
other carnivores are already responding to that 
surplus. One of the biggest threats is posed by 
introduced, invasive species ï such as feral cats 
and dogs ï that now have an opportunity for 
major expansion.

But most signiýcant of all is the fox threat that 
is facing Tasmania. The coincidence of DFTD 

and fox evidence is stark. Devils have probably 
previously acted as a buffer to fox establishment 
in Tasmania. With their decline, that measure of 
protection for the State is drastically reduced.

A fully established fox population would prey 
on at least 70 vertebrate species, directly 
endangering seven. In short, the annual cost to 
the Tasmanian economy of the fox establishing 
here would be up to $20million. This ýgure 
includes the on-going damage to our ecology, 
primary industries, eco-tourism and market 
image.

Why is it so important that Tasmanian devils donôt become extinct in the wild?




