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we’re caught in a trap and we cant get out...

amphibious assault     
Frogwatch shows the Top End how to cane the toads.

WORDS DAVID LEVELL 
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M
ORE THAN 200 million cane toads now 
rule the rainforests and wetlands of tropical 
Queensland, according to recent estimates. 
They’re poisonous, fast-breeding and without 
predators, but are our most infamous intro-
duced pests completely unstoppable? After 
reaching Kakadu in 2001, the hordes of Bufo 
marinus set their beady eyes on Darwin. But 
they didn’t reckon on Frogwatch, a grassroots 
organisation determined to stop their 
westward hop across the Top End.

“There are definitely fewer toads this year 
than last year,” Frogwatch co-founder 
Graeme Sawyer says. “In Darwin, total 
numbers would now probably be less than 
100. We finished the major toad mustering 
in August and very few toads got through – 
we collected more than 1000 throughout 
Darwin. Now we’re concentrating on the few 
remaining before breeding season starts.” 

Frogwatch’s toadbusting involves three 
methods. Toad musters are field trips where 
volunteers, drawn from a database of 1900 
members, clear specific areas. Disposal is 
humane: no golf clubs or cricket bats involved. 
“We put them in a plastic bag and pump it up 
with carbon dioxide,” Sawyer says. “Knocks 
’em out in 30 seconds.” 

Frogwatch also sets purpose-built traps, 
available from the organisation’s website. The 
NT government currently offers a $30 rebate 
upon purchase, hoping to encourage people 
to eliminate toads from their backyards. 
Traps are often combined with the third 
weapon, barrier fences hung with 500mm of 
shade cloth. Unable to climb over – or burrow 
beneath if it’s buried more than 100mm – 
toads track the fence line until they enter the 
traps placed at intervals along it. Frogwatch 
sets traps in moist areas that attract toads, 
such as the Rapid Creek ecosystem.

“It’s the second year we’ve had toads 
in Darwin,” Sawyer says. “Last time it was 
mainly from the south. This year they’ve 
been coming in from around the coast and 
the northern suburbs. They cross the military 

land – the kind of places where people don’t 
normally have access.”

Frogwatch also goes toadbusting outside 
the city, clearing areas within an easy hop of 
Darwin. Intensive effort now may stop the 
toads ever getting a Top End toehold. Data 
from more toad-afflicted regions suggests it 
takes them five to seven years to build up 
sufficient numbers to overwhelm an area.

Better known overseas as the marine or 
giant toad, the cane toad is native to the 
Americas, roughly from the Amazon basin 
to southern Texas. Its noxious career 
down-under dates from July 1935, when 102 
specimens were taken from Hawaii to 
Gordonvale (near Cairns) by the Queensland 
Bureau of Sugar Experiment Stations, 
supposedly to save Australia’s sugar cane 
from two species of marauding beetle. 

The toad-brained scheme had no chance of 
success. Releases were soon suspended on the 
advice of several leading scientists, among 
them the almost perfectly named WW Frog-
gatt. But it was already too late. By August 
1935, some 3000 newly bred individuals 
were thriving in various cane fields. Against 
all logic, releases resumed from September 
1936 to May 1937, with thousands more 
toads let loose across tropical Queensland.

Bufo marinus was saddled with a mission 
impossible. High in the cane, the beetles lived 
most of their life cycle beyond toad grasp – not 
that the unwelcome amphibians cared. With 
so many alternative menus available, cane 
toads could afford to ignore cane beetles and 
focus on their own plan: to become a bigger 
nuisance than the beetles ever were. 

The problem is as simple as it is simply awful: 
cane toads eat almost anything, and almost 
everything that eats them dies – even croco-
diles – thanks to glandular toxins secreted on 
the toads’ skins. They easily outbreed native 
frogs and live about five years, although some 
sources say up to 20. Sexually mature at six 
to 18 months, they breed twice a year, laying 
an average of 35,000 eggs each time.  
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Toadzilla: this 869g, 40cm toad 
caught in Darwin earlier this 
year is one of the biggest cane 
toads ever found in Australia

CANE TOADS NORTHERN TERRITORY

qa1107CaneToads.indd   204-205qa1107CaneToads.indd   204-205 15/10/2007   6:27:59 PM15/10/2007   6:27:59 PM



NORTHERN TERRITORY CANE TOADS

NOVEMBER 2007 QANTAS 207

Cane toads eat vast numbers of insects, 
impacting severely on native insectivores, 
and spread salmonella. Pet dogs can die after 
licking a toad or using a pet-food dish touched 
by a toad. Even the tadpoles are toxic.

While yet to cause the extinction of a native 
species, cane toads devastate quoll and snake 
populations wherever they go. Worried about 
an estimated 20 per cent drop in quoll 
numbers within a year of toads reaching 
Arnhem Land, the Federal Government set 
up breeding colonies on toad-free offshore 
islands to safeguard the species’ future. 

Well-established in north-eastern Queens-
land, cane toads now occur as far south as 
the New South Wales town of Yamba, with 
an isolated colony further down the coast 
near Port Macquarie. 

A recent Sydney University study suggests 
that cane toads are evolving longer legs, 
greatly accelerating the incursion. Until the 
1960s the toad front advanced at about 
10km a year; today the annual capture of 
territory exceeds 50km. The only toad road 
to the Northern Territory, however, is the 
wetlands corridor of Kakadu and 
its catchments.

“We have a big advantage up here 
with the seasons,” Sawyer says. 
“Toads only flourish in wet season. In 
the dry they struggle. They need water 
every four days or they die.” 

For this reason, dry-season 
toad musters focus on wet 
areas, such as drains, where 
toads spend months awaiting 
the rains that allow them to 
get back on the hop.

“Last year we collected 
48,000 toads in six weeks on the 
Averne flood plains west of 

Timber Creek,” Sawyer says. “There are only 
13 water points in 500 square miles [1300sq 
km], and we never found a toad more than 
300m from the water.”

Working closely with Frogwatch, Kimber-
ley Toad Busters (KTB) is a similar, 
800-member, anti-toad team, based in 
Kununurra and patrolling east of the WA-NT 
border in a bid to keep the Kimberley toad-
free. Last year the KTB team was boosted 
by a $225,000 Federal government grant, 

including two quad bikes and a 4WD, to 
aid outback toad tracking. 

Unfortunately, toadbusting is not 
without risk to native frogs. The public 
zeal to serve Bufo marinus with biffo 
maximus means too many people are 

willing to annihilate anything 
remotely toadlike. Frogwatch 

– named for its mission to 
save our frogs from people 

as well as cane toads – 
estimates that up to two-
thirds of captured toads 
a re m isident i f ied 

Australian frogs.
“We advocate for people 

to expand the native frog popu-
lation as well as keep cane toads 
out,” Sawyer says. “In Darwin 
people are setting up ponds in 

their backyards to breed native tadpoles, with 
cane toad barriers in place.”  

Frogwatch runs four Cane Toad Detention 
Centres in Darwin, where people can drop off 
captured toads. At these depots, native 
species mistaken for toads can be identified 
and returned safely to the wild, while real 
cane toads remain on death row to await an 
unexpectedly useful afterlife.

“Every fortnight or 10 days we collect them 
from the detention centres and process them 
in a freezer,” Sawyer says. “The frozen toads 
are put in a plastic vat and dissolved with 
potassium hydroxide. Then you neutralise 
the acid and when you’ve got a stable pH you 
strain and bottle it.”     

Reduced to juice, cane toads make a high-
potassium fertiliser, particularly suitable for 
fruit trees. “Frogwatch is starting to sell it and 
put that money back into cane-toad eradica-
tion,” Sawyer says.  

The first batch of Cane Toad Fertiliser was 
produced in February 2006, by Moeco Pty 
Ltd. After 70 years, it seems, cane toads 
finally might have something useful to offer 
– perhaps even helping to fund a toad-free 
future for Australia.  �

          For more information about combating 
cane toads visit www.frogwatch.org.au

Toadzilla with Goyma, 
one of his captorsC
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Male cane toad 
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