
where host resistance or recovery is lacking. The first question is: 
should we intervene? But perhaps a better question is: can we? 
Before management strategies are implemented, it’s important to 
address whether they have any chance of success. 

Several pharmaceutical drugs have been used to successfully 
treat sarcoptic mange infections in wombats, including two 
general acaricides: moxidectin and ivermectin. The treatments are 
often administered via injection, a method more easily used for 
captive or rehabilitating wombats, or through a topical, pour-on 
treatment. The latter has been used to treat wild wombats non-
invasively. The topical treatment can be deployed at a treatment 
station commonly referred to as a ‘burrow flap’. The burrow flap is 
composed of three parts: a frame, a flap (a low-budget ice-cream 
container lid), and a treatment reservoir (a milk bottle cap). The 
frame is secured over the entrance of the burrow. When a wombat 
exits or enters, the flap is pushed up and the treatment pours 
onto the animal’s back. Moxidectin lasts in the wombat’s system 
for approximately five days, and current treatment guidelines 
suggest weekly treatments for eight consecutive weeks, followed 
by four fortnightly treatments. This time frame not only ensures 
that the wombat has been treated sufficiently, but it also protects 
the wombat from reinfection by mites in the burrow.

Trials have commenced to evaluate the efficacy of topical 
treatments at a burrow flap at a population scale. While they 
appear promising, research is continuously forging ahead. New 
methodologies and techniques to assist in the fight against sarcoptic mange in wildlife might prove even more successful. 

Until a better method is established, we can take comfort in 
continuing to eat ice-cream and drink milk to create more burrow 
flaps for itchy wombats.  
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WILD CHILDNARAWNTAPU NATIONAL PARK –  A CASE STUDY

Narawntapu National Park, on the central-north coast of Tasmania, was once a popular tourist 
destination. Known for its many wombats, it was a hotspot for wildlife enthusiasts until 2010, when 
the beginning of a mange outbreak was documented in the Narawntapu wombat population. 
The outbreak initiated in the eastern end of the park and spread westward in a wave-like pattern 
over time. At the height of the disease, mortality rates reached close to 100%. By 2016, wombat 
abundance at Narawntapu had plummeted by 94% with no signs of mange resistance or wombat 
recovery. In 2017, a follow-up survey established that mange was still present and estimated that 
fewer than 20 wombats remained, all semi-isolated in the western end of the park. Interestingly, 
anecdotal reports suggest that this wombat population was similar to others affected by mange, in 
that the disease had been present at low rates in the population pre-outbreak. So, what happened at 
Narawntapu to make sarcoptic mange suddenly become so rampant?

The definitive causes of mange outbreaks remain unclear, although it is likely that a combination 
of factors, both climactic and environmental, are responsible. One hypothesis is that outbreaks 
are preceded by periods of high stress, when even healthy individuals would struggle to mount 
a sufficient immune response to the mite infection. An unseasonably dry summer in 2008 may 
have stressed the large, resource-limited wombat population at Narawntapu, sparking the 2010 
outbreak. However, there is still much to understand about outbreak dynamics, what causes them, 
how to prevent them, and how to manage them.

Wombats suffering from sarcoptic 
mange spend more time out feeding 
by day than unaffected wombats. 
Hair loss and debilitation mean they 
must consume more food to maintain 
metabolic function, accounting for their 
extended daytime foraging and reduced 
time spent in the burrow. 

FAST FACTS

Researcher Alynn Martin 
monitoring tagged wombats 
at Narawntapu National Park, 
Tasmania. Photo: Nick Bean

The author, Alynn Martin, 
installing a burrow flap over 
a wombat burrow. Low-tech 
they may be, but these ice-
cream lid flaps that pour 
on a topical solution appear 
to be making a difference. 

Photo: Chris Creer

A bare-nosed wombat 
emerges from a burrow, 
activating a treatment flap. 
Photo: Alynn Martin

THE F IGHT TO SAVE 
A WORLD WONDER
Australia’s Great Barrier Reef is one of the seven 
wonders of the world. At more than 3000 km 
long, it’s longer than the Great Wall of China and 
is the only living thing on Earth that can be viewed 
from space. It has the greatest coral diversity on 
the planet, with some 400 species, as well as more 
than 1500 fish species. Yet, sadly, this underwater 
wonderland is in grave danger.

The Great Barrier Reef’s vital ‘symbiotic’ relationships are 
what make it strong and special. When organisms in nature 
cooperate to help each other find food, avoid being eaten, 

or just work together to create a win-win environment, that’s 
a symbiotic (or mutually beneficial) relationship. When these 
partnerships fail on the Reef, bleaching and coral death is 
the result. Marine pollution and warming water temperatures 
are causing coral bleaching at rates not previously recorded. 
Unfortunately, a July 2018 study by Dr Juan Ortiz and colleagues 
reveals that over the past 18 years the Great Barrier Reef’s rate 
of recovery from bleaching events, cyclones, water turbidity, or 
crown of thorns starfish attacks declined six-fold when compared 
to past recovery rates.

Relationships on the Reef

Zobi and the Zoox: 
A Story of Coral 
Bleaching is the 
perfect way to learn 
more about this phenomenon. Zobi and the 
Zoox, the first in the Small Friends Book Series, has been 
carefully written for primary school-aged kids to explain 
what happens in our warming oceans when coral bleaches. 
Zobi, a brave rhizobia bacterium, teams up with a family 
of slow but steady zoox (zooanthellae) to work together 
to save their home. This science-adventure story by Ailsa 
Wild, Briony Barr and Gregory Crocetti contains amazing 
watercolour illustrations by Aviva Reed. It’s not always easy 
to tell such a complicated nature story, but this book does a 
great job of making kids feel as if they’re there on the reef 
with Zobi and her friends, facing the challenges our corals 
face. It also contains a handy timeline of coral bleaching and 
a glossary to help kids understand difficult words. Published 
by CSIRO Publishing, Zobi and the Zoox retails at $24.95 
and is available from https://www.publish.csiro.au/
book/7834

WRITE YOUR STORY TO WIN
Writing about science is great fun, and anyone can try it! Here are five tips from Gregory Crocetti, one of the authors of Zobi and the 
Zoox, on writing about the natural world. 

1  Ask Questions. At its most simple, science is about asking questions and then researching answers. Scientific writing works well when 
delivered in the same way. 

2  Tell stories. Humans have learned through stories for thousands of years. Good science writing connects us to the quirks of researchers 
and their challenges and joys, which are often hidden behind the headlines.

3  Connect words with images. We live in a visual world, so build your writing around photographs, diagrams and video content. 
4  Write for your audience. Some of the best writing emerges when you find the simplest way to communicate content to kids or adults.
5  Use examples, analogies and metaphors. Scientific concepts can sometimes be hard to grasp. Using examples that connect ideas to the 

everyday will help you tell your story. 

We have a prize pack including a hardcover copy of Zobi and the Zoox to give away to the ‘wild child’ who emails us the best 
poem, article or short story (of fewer than 300 words) about an Australian native species or habitat. Just email your entry to 
editor@wildlife.com.au. Good luck, and happy writing. *Competition closes 30 October 2018. Winner will be contacted via email.
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