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IN THE SURREAL and gory Aus-
tralian film Razorback, a giant feral 
pig terrorises an entire outback 
community. After causing death, 
mayhem and destruction, the 
dreaded wild boar ends its days on 
a conveyor belt, as expected, head-
ing for a ghastly death in a kanga-
roo meat chopper at a backyard pet  
food factory. 

Was this film based on fact or 
fiction? Are wild pigs dangerous 
and could they cause the most se-
rious crisis the livestock industry in 
Australia has ever faced? 

Pigs are highly intelligent but 
are the most destructive of  farm-
yard animals, which is why they are 
often kept in primitive fortifica-
tions. Some piggeries resemble a 
weldmesh display at a Royal Show, 
while every farm has a sty down 
the back paddock which looks like 
a Flanders bomb crater with a post-
and-rail fence. 

Pigs arc omnivorous and seek 
out and consume any organic 
matter, even dirt. They arc the 
world’s ultimate rag-and-bone men.  

You can forget survival of  the 
fittest — if  pigs could fly, jump, 
climb trees or dive they would soon 
eat everything else on earth. 
George Orwell was right to make 
the pigs masters in Animal Farm. 

Pigs have crossed the oceans 
with man, and were released in 
New Zealand by Captain Cook. 

It is uncertain when they first 
came to Australia. Some might 
have come from the north via 
Indonesia or Papua New Guinea, 
but they were certainly carried by 
the First Fleet, farmed, and some 
escaped into the bush. 

There are two types of  feral 
pigs, the Asian — smaller, blacker 
and with striped piglets, and the 
European — white, black or multi-
coloured. It only takes a few gener-
ations for white domestic pigs to 

revert to their black genetic fore-
bears, although true razorbacks — 
throwbacks with a short body, long, 
narrow snout and ridge of  spiny 
hairs between the shoulders — are 
rare. 

A lucrative “wild-boar” export 
industry is presently under threat 
because European producers have 
challenged the authenticity of  Aus-
tralian feral pigs. 

Since introduction feral pigs 
have occupied the entire continent 
wherever they have access to water. 
They are beachcombing the rain-
forest-edged shores of  far north 
Queensland, wallowing in the billa-
bongs of  Kakadu and riddling the 
lignum scrubs of  western NSW. 

They are arguably Australia’s 
worst agricultural pest. Like the 
rabbit, they cause erosion and land 
degradation, but they also attack 
freshly-sown crops and new-born 
Iambs, and destroy fences.  
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Worst of  all, feral pigs spread 
diseases like brucellosis, leptospiro-
sis and Murray Valley encephalitis. 

If  the most economically 
dreaded disease of  livestock, foot-
and-mouth disease, were ever intro-
duced accidentally or deliberately to 
Australia, the livestock industries 
would be devastated. 

There would be a chance for it 
to be contained on quarantined 
farms, but if  the disease reached 
feral pigs, its rapid spread around 
Australia would be difficult to stop. 

CSIRO scientists have been 
studying this possible, though awe-
some, scenario for some years and 
have developed computer-aided 
projections of  the likely rate of  
spread of  foot-and-mouth disease 
and determined at what levels feral 
pig populations should be kept to 
prevent or contain outbreaks of  
the disease. They have also worked 
out some more efficient methods 
of  control.  

Dr John Mcllroy, Dr Roger 
Pech and Michael Clough work at 
the Division of  Wildlife and Ecol-
ogy in Canberra to develop a 
strategy for containment of  foot-
and-mouth disease should an out-
break occur in feral pigs. 

Dr Mcllroy has also studied 
feral pig eradication techniques in 
the ACT’s Namadgi National Park. 

Working with the University of  
Canberra’s Dr Jim Hone, Dr Pech 
has computer-simulated an out-
break of  the disease in western 
NSW. They found that 98 per cent 
of  pigs would have to be killed in a 
given area to control an outbreak 
within 21 days. If  only 48 per cent 
of  the pigs were culled, theoreti-
cally, control would take two years 
to achieve. 

Experiments by Dr Mcllroy 
showed that conventional hunting, 

trapping or poisoning of  pigs 
achieved highly variable results. 
Even shooting pigs by helicopter in 
open country achieved a death rate 
of  80 per cent, well below the opti-
mum 98 per cent required to con-
trol an outbreak in 21 days. 

The scientists’ computer 
models indicate that in Namadgi, 
where pig densities have been esti-
mated at 1.4 a square kilometre, the 
disease would spread at a rate of  
2.8km a day. 

In western NSW it would take 
up to 385 days to even detect an 
outbreak where pig numbers are as 
high as 15 a square kilometre. In 
this time, the infection rate would 
have achieved alarming propor-
tions. 

It is no wonder that agricultural 
authorities in Australia regard foot-
and-mouth disease as “a time 
bomb waiting to happen”. 

The front is the Australian 
Quarantine Inspection Service, 
which limits the inflow of  animals 
and agricultural produce into the 
country. 

Livestock and semen imports 
are selected carefully from disease-
free countries. Bovine embryos are 
quarantined, tested and processed 
to ensure that they are clean before 
being allowed entry. Agricultural 
produce such as preserved meat is 
restricted to imports from disease-
free countries or permitted entry 
only under special processing or 
treatment conditions. 

It might seem unlikely, but the 
disease could still enter in dung on 
the shoes of  travellers from Asian 
countries, the most likely entry 
point being the international air-
port in Cairns, Queensland. 

As world population and travel 
increase, it is some comfort to 
know that countries to Australia’s 
north, such as Indonesia, are mak-
ing headway in eradicating it them-
selves. 

Dr Mcllroy thinks there is some 
hope that feral pig populations 
could be held to an acceptable level 
with a combination of  recreational 
shooting, management authority 
culling and the game meat export 



industry, although the latter might 
have a stake in maintaining stocks 
at a replacement level. 

The problem is that manage-
ment tends to be fragmented and 
not employed in a consistent plan 
across Australia, although there is 
considerable cooperation between 
management authorities in more 
settled districts. 

The NSW National Parks and 
Wildlife Service, for instance, 
works with local Rural Lands Pro-
tection Boards and the Agriculture 
Department in helicopter-borne 
shooting programs. 

While this might be something 
to be proud of, Dr Mcllroy pointed 
out that studies have shown that 
pig numbers must be reduced by at 
least 70 per cent a year to reduce 
the population after the next round 
of  breeding. 

Control is especially difficult in 
remote and inaccessible country 
like the Top End, Cape York and 
the highlands of  eastern Australia. 
In areas like this the best control is 
carried out by the climate itself, 

drought being one of  the biggest 
factors in keeping pig numbers low. 

In the Paroo River district, 
where the NSW Agriculture De-
partment has a feral pig study 
under way, drought is expected to 
collapse numbers this season. 

At Araluen, NSW, a farmer sur-
veys a recently sown paddock at-
tacked the previous night by feral 
pigs. The neatly harrowed fresh and 
fertile earth has been turned into a 
moonscape of  craters that will 
make tractor work difficult. He be-
lieves the soil is now sterile and will 
grow nothing but weeds for several 
seasons. 

Response from the national 
park and pastures protection board 
rangers is too slow coming, so the 
frustrated farmer calls up a group 
of  pig hunters who have been 
looking for somewhere to shoot. 
They turn up early the next Sat-
urday morning. As soon as the pig 
hunters’ dogs are unchained they 
go to work. Their German shep-
herd has a good nose and can smell 
pigs up to 5 km away.  

The pack runs everywhere at 
first, but eventually forms up be 
hind the sniffer which is making a 
bee-line for the pigs’ camp. 

Within moments they arc out 
of  sight, but the dogs’ frenzied 
yelping allows the hunters to fol-
low. We follow them toward a 
mountainside where loud squealing 
and barking indicates that the prey 
has been brought to ground. 

Pigs might appear stupid, but 
are very cunning, and for this rea-
son can be surprisingly difficult to 
hunt. They have poor eyesight but 
an excellent sense of  smell. 

Among management au-
thorities, hunting is reputed to have 
a low death rate, but it is believed it 
might be useful in mopping up 
after a poison baiting program. 

Dr Mcllroy has achieved suc-
cess using “Judas pigs”, with radio 
collars attached, to lead him to dis-
persed populations, and “oestrus 
sows” – sows artificially brought 
into heat to lure boars into traps. 

Laying poison baits, grain 
soaked in a solution of  the rat poi-
son Warfarin, has also proved suc-
cessful but with varying results. 

There is a great deal of  anxiety 
and high level of  adrenalin associ-
ated with any clash with feral pigs, 
whether during the hunt or an acci-
dental meeting while on a bush-
walk. 

There is good reason for this. A 
boar’s tusks could disembowel a 
horse, though a sow with piglets is 
more likely to charge and break 
your legs.  


