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Ab s t r a c t 	  

In	   2006	   it	   was	   reported	   that	   cane	   toads	   at	   the	   fore	   of	   the	   front	   of	   expansion	   across	   the	   Top	   End	   of	  
Australia	   were	   developing	   longer	   legs.	   Popular	   and	   scientific	   speculation	   was	   couched	   in	   terms	   of	  
accelerated	  evolution.	  Cane	   toads	  were	  originally	   introduced	   into	  Queensland	   in	  1935	   in	  an	  attempt	   to	  
control	  beetles	  in	  sugar	  cane.	  Since	  then	  they	  have	  expanded	  north	  and	  westward,	  increasing	  markedly	  in	  
velocity	   in	   the	   last	   ten	   years,	   reportedly	   reaching	   Western	   Australia	   on	   9	   May	   2009.	   Cane	   toads	   are	  
poisonous	  and	  have	   led	  to	   the	  rapid	  decline	  and	   local	  extinction	  of	   top	  predator	  species	  such	  as	  quolls,	  
freshwater	   crocodiles,	   goanna	   and	   snake	   species.	   Over	   70	   years	   a	   rich	   network	   of	   associations,	   as	  
monster,	  plague	  bringer,	  scientific	  subject,	  pet	  and	  folk	  anti-‐hero	  has	  developed.	  Of	  prime	  concern	  is	  how	  
we	  resolve	  the	  place	  of	  cane	  toads	  as	  “feral”	  in	  a	  future	  ecology,	  given	  the	  considerable	  impact	  they	  have	  
on	  the	  animals	  around	  them,	  and	  given	  their	  imbrication	  into	  a	  fabric	  of	  fear	  of	  invasion	  and	  change.	  Can	  
they	  be	  envisaged	  anew	  as	  part	  of	  resilient	  ecosystems	  or	  are	  the	  changes	  too	  great?	  

I n t r o d u c t i o n 	  

	  

Figure	   1:	   Photo	   taken	   on	   Kimberley	   Toad	   Buster	   reconnaissance	   and	   Toadbust	   on	   Amanbidgi	   (Old	   Kildurk	   Station	   in	   the	  
Northern	  Territory)	  13	  December	  2008.	  The	  head	  is	  in	  the	  bottom	  right	  corner.	  Note	  darker	  cane	  toad	  carcase	  in	  front	  of	  the	  
back	  legs	  where	  the	  belly	  would	  be	  (Kimberley	  Toad	  Busters,	  2008).	  

I	  bring	  to	  you	  a	  question	  without	  an	  answer:	  what	  to	  do	  about	  cane	  toads?	  Pictured	  here	  are	  the	  remains	  
of	   a	   goanna	   and	   a	   cane	   toad.	   Cane	   toads	   were	   originally	   introduced	   into	   Queensland	   in	   1935	   in	   an	  
attempt	  to	  control	  beetles	  in	  sugar	  cane.	  Since	  then	  they	  have	  expanded	  north	  and	  westward,	  increasing	  
markedly	  in	  velocity	  in	  the	  last	  ten	  years,	  reportedly	  reaching	  Western	  Australia	  on	  9	  May	  2009.	  All	  over	  
the	  northern	  half	   of	  Australia	   as	   the	   first	   toads	   reach	   a	   community	  what	   follows	   is	   a	  wave	  of	   death	   as	  
predators	   such	   as	   snakes,	   goannas,	   freshwater	   crocodiles	   and	   even	   quolls	   are	   killed	   from	   a	   single	  
encounter	  with	  the	  toxic	  Bufo	  marinus.	  From	  about	  2005,	  the	   imminent	  arrival	  of	  cane	  toads	  generated	  
considerable	   local	   interest	   in	   the	   Kimberley	   of	  Western	   Australia	   and	  multiple	   pictures	   like	   these	   have	  
circulated	  in	   local	  papers,	  on	  the	  Internet	  and	  in	  the	  local	  and	  national	  conservation	  movements	  for	  the	  
last	  six	  years.	  What	  follows	  here	  is	  a	  commentary	  on	  how	  the	  cane	  toad	  world	  has	  intersected	  the	  worlds	  
of	  science	  and	  popular	  culture	  raising	  issues	  surrounding	  difference,	  death,	  power	  and	  activism.	  
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F e r a l 	   p a t h s 	  

	  
Figure	  2:	  World	  map	  with	  cane	  toad	  distribution	  in	  grey	  (original)	  and	  black	  (human	  induced)	  (Adapted	  from	  Solís	  et	  al.,	  2008).	  

The	  original	  home	  of	  Australian	  cane	  toads	  can	  be	  traced	  back	  to	  somewhere	  in	  South	  America	  (possibly	  
French	  Guyana).	  Cane	  toads	  were	  taken	  to	  Puerto	  Rico	  (probably	  in	  the	  1920s),	  then	  from	  that	  island	  to	  
Hawaii	  (1932)	  and	  from	  Hawaii	  101	  toads	  were	  then	  brought	  to	  Australia	  and	  released	  to	  control	  beetle	  
grubs	   eating	   sugar	   cane	   in	   Queensland	   at	   Cairns,	   Gordonvale,	   Innisfail,	   Ingham,	   Ayr,	   Mackay	   and	  
Bundaberg.	  Initial	  releases	  were	  in	  1935	  with	  more	  released	  in	  1937.	  	  

My	   initial	   interest	   in	   cane	   toads	   stems	   from	   fieldwork	   in	   a	   practice-‐based	   visual	   arts	   PhD	   in	   the	   East	  
Kimberley	   (2003-‐2006).	   During	  my	   fieldwork	   community	   groups	   were	   organising	   themselves	   for	   action	  
against	   the	   toads.	   The	  2005	  Community	  Cane	  Toad	  Forum	   (19-‐20	  March)	  was	  one	   such	  event,	  bringing	  
together	  scientists	  and	  local	  community	  members.	  What	  struck	  me	  most	  was	  the	  great	  gulf	  between	  the	  
earnestness	  and	  energy	  of	   locals	  (uniting	  diverse	  economic	  and	  social	  groups	  in	  the	  East	  Kimberley)	  and	  
the	   rational	   and	   (even)	   gloomy	   attitudes	   of	   the	   biologists	   and	   ecologists1.	   “Toad	   musters”	   have	  
subsequently	  been	  held	  every	  year	   since	  2006.	  Why	  would	   such	  energy	   remain	   in	  a	   community	  against	  
such	  unlikely	  odds	  of	  stopping	  or	  slowing	  the	  advance	  of	  cane	  toads?	  

C a n e 	   t o a d 	   v e l o c i t i e s 	  

The	  spread	  of	  cane	  toads	  has	  been	  mapped	  by	  a	  number	  of	  government	  bodies	  and	  frog	  biologists.	  The	  gif	  
animation	   shows	   an	   amalgam	   of	   four	   different	   sources	   (Froggydarb,	   2006;	   National	   Land	   &	   Water	  
Resources	  Audit	  and	  Invasive	  Animals	  Cooperative	  Research	  Centre,	  2008;	  Stop	  the	  Cane	  Toad	  Foundation	  
(Inc),	  undated;	  Threatened	  Species	  Scientific	  Committee,	  2005).	  Despite	   the	  apparent	   inconsistencies	   in	  
the	  data2	   it	   is	  obvious	   that	   there	  has	  been	  significant	  expansion	  of	   the	  cane	  toad	  range	  confirming	  that	  
they	   are	   first-‐rate	   invasive	   animals.	   Urban	   et	   al.	   (2008)	   have	   gone	   further	   to	   point	   out	   the	   significant	  
increase	   in	   the	   speed	   of	   the	   cane	   toad	  movement	   as	   a	  whole	   (see	   also	   B.	   L.	   Phillips,	   Brown,	  Webb,	  &	  
Shine,	  2006).	  Figure	  5	  shows	  modelled	  data	  of	  the	   increasing	  rate	  of	  travel	  based	  on	  historical	  accounts	  
and	  supported	  by	  field	  observations	  with	  individual	  toad	  radio	  tracking.	  Cane	  toads	  reached	  the	  western	  
half	  Northern	  Territory	  in	  2006,	  21	  years	  faster	  than	  the	  earlier	  scientific	  forecast	  of	  Freeland	  and	  Martin	  
(1985).	  

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  There	  were	  two	  broad	  positions	  adopted	  by	  scientists:	   the	  “standard	  scientist”	  response	  was	  one	  of	  caution	  “not	  getting	  our	  
hopes	  up	  too	  high”	  or	  waiting	  for	  data	  before	  proceeding.	  The	  second	  was	  by	  the	  “environmentalist	  scientists,”	  who	  were	  much	  
more	  active	  in	  their	  position,	  arguing	  for	  actionable	  programmes,	  and	  increased	  funding,	  implying	  that	  something	  could	  be	  done	  
in	  the	  future.	  At	  times	  some	  scientists	  held	  both	  these	  conflicting	  positions	  at	  the	  same	  time.	  
2	   There	  appear	   to	  be	  differences	   that	   relate	   to	   the	  density	  of	   the	  observations,	  whether	   the	  measurement	   is	  of	  presence	  and	  
absence	  or	  of	  the	  abundance	  of	  cane	  toads,	  whether	  systematic	  or	  anecdotal	   information	  has	  been	  used	  and	  whether	   isolated	  
occurrences	  or	  blanket	  distribution	  is	  assumed	  in	  a	  region	  as	  they	  are	  colonised.	  
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Figure	  3:	  Frames	  from	  GIF	  animation	  of	  cane	  toad	  distribution	  (see	  
http://www.perditaphillips.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=406:the-‐case-‐of-‐the-‐lengthening-‐
legs&catid=25:writings-‐by&Itemid=45	  for	  animation).	  
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Figure	  4:	  Final	  frame	  from	  GIF	  animation:	  potential	  distribution.	  

How	   was	   this	   increase	   in	   speed	   possible?	   There	   are	   a	   number	   of	   potential	   explanations	   for	   this	  
multiplication	  in	  cane	  toad	  velocity.	  In	  the	  north	  of	  their	  range	  hotter	  weather	  and	  abundant	  water	  bodies	  
during	   the	   wet	   season	   could	   be	   contributing	   factors,	   as	   could	   road	   networks	   and	   environmental	  
heterogeneity.	   Reproduction	   rates	   could	   be	   higher	   due	   to	   climatic	   factors,	   which	   may	   also	   assist	   the	  
individual	  animal’s	  energy	  balance,	  particularly	  when	  advancing	  on	  warm	  humid	  nights.	  Although	  Urban	  et	  
al.	  also	  note	  that	  the	  opposite	  might	  be	  occurring:	  	  

unfavourable	  environmental	  conditions	  might	  also	   lead	  to	   increased	  dispersal	  by	  promoting	  
the	  fitness	  advantages	  of	  locating	  new	  and	  unexploited	  habitat	  patches	  (e.g.,	  breeding	  pools)	  
or	  scarce	  food	  resources	  in	  a	  meagre	  environment	  (Urban	  et	  al.,	  2008,	  pp.	  144-‐145).	  	  

	  
Figure	  5:	  Cane	  toad	  invasion	  speed	  (km/year)	  in	  areas	  of	  suitable	  habitat	  (adapted	  from	  Urban	  et	  al.,	  2008,	  p.	  e142	  figure	  3).	  
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At	  smaller	  scales,	  cane	  toads	  have	  been	  fitted	  with	  radio	  trackers	  attached	  to	  tiny	  waistbands	  to	  find	  out	  
exactly	   what	   path	   they	   took	   through	   landscapes	   (Brown,	   Phillips,	   Webb,	   &	   Shine,	   2006;	   B.	   L.	   Phillips,	  
Brown,	   Greenlees,	   Webb,	   &	   Shine,	   2007).	   The	   invasion-‐front	   toads	   moved	   hundreds	   of	   metres	   every	  
night,	   often	   along	   roads	   and	   cattle	   pads3.	   One	   radio	   tracked	   toad	   moved	   21.8	   km	   over	   a	   month;	   the	  
fastest	  rate	  of	  movement	  for	  any	  frog	  species	  (B.	  L.	  Phillips,	  et	  al.,	  2007).	  Significantly,	  invasion	  front	  toads	  
have	  been	  found	  to	  have	  longer	  legs	  and	  these	  are	  the	  major	  factor	  in	  increasing	  cane	  toad	  velocities	  (B.	  L.	  
Phillips	  et	  al.,	  2006)4.	  Measurements	  going	  back	  60	  years	  show	  that	   relative	   leg	   length	  on	  the	   front	  has	  
increased	  when	  compared	  to	  earlier	  colonized	  areas.	  Those	  in	  the	  very	  vanguard	  of	  the	  invasion	  had	  hind	  
legs	  that	  were,	  on	  average,	  45%	  of	  their	  body	  length.	  After	  one	  year,	  the	  average	  leg	  length	  at	  the	  same	  
site	  had	  dropped	  to	  about	  40%,	  as	   the	   front	  moved	  on	  and	  shorter-‐legged	   toads	  caught	  up.	  Comparing	  
Queensland	  (longer	  colonisation)	  and	  Northern	  Territory	  toads	  (shorter	  colonisation)	  Alford	  et	  al.	   (2009)	  
discovered	   behavioural	   differences	   between	   the	   two	   sites.	   Toads	   in	   the	  Northern	   Territory	  were	  more	  
likely	   to	   be	   active	   on	  all	   (and	   not	   just	   some)	   climatically	   suitable	   (warm	   and	   humid)	   nights.	   Hence	   the	  
bodies	  and	  behaviours	  of	   cane	   toads	   themselves	  are	  being	  altered	  by	   the	  environmental	  pressures	  and	  
selection	   processes	   of	   invasion.	   Therefore,	   they	   are	   successful	   invaders,	   at	   least	   partly,	   because	   they	  
exhibit	  phenotypic	  lability	  (flexibility)	  in	  response	  to	  a	  new	  environment	  (B.	  L.	  Phillips,	  2005).	  	  

Both	  of	   these	  physiological	   and	  behavioural	   traits	   are	   evidence	   that	   populations	   can	   change	   and	   adapt	  
over	  relatively	  short	  time	  periods	  –	  evidence	  of	  rapid	  evolution	  in	  action	  in	  human	  timescales	  (and	  over	  a	  
mere	   50	   cane	   toad	   generations)	   –	  where	   the	   traits	   are	   passed	   on	   to	   successive	   generations	   until	   they	  
becomes	   common	   (B.	   L.	   Phillips	  et	   al.,	   2006).	  However,	   longer	   legs	   (and	   faster	   speeds)	   are	  not	  without	  
costs;	   frontline	   toads	   are	   susceptible	   to	   severe	   spinal	   arthritis	   (Brown,	   Shilton,	   Phillips,	   &	   Shine,	   2007;	  
Shilton,	  Brown,	  Benedict,	  &	  Shine,	  2008).	  

T h e 	   t i d a l 	   w a v e 	  
There	  are	  many	  examples	  of	  cane	  toads	   in	  popular	  culture,	  some	  positive	  but	  many	  negative.	   In	  a	  2004	  
national	   online	   survey	   (ABC	   Wildwatch2	   survey	   18	   September	   to	   22	   October),	   when	   asked	   whether	  
something	   should	   be	   done	   about	   cane	   toads	   in	   Kakadu	   National	   Park	   (cane	   toads	   had	   reached	   the	  
southern	  boundary	  in	  2001),	  90%	  of	  respondents	  favoured	  some	  sort	  of	  lethal	  control	  and	  63%	  said	  to	  use	  
any	  way	  possible	  to	  get	  rid	  of	  the	  entire	  population.	  Many	  Western	  Australians	  we	  interviewed	  expressed	  
revulsion	  and	  horror	  when	  talking	  about	  toads	  because	  of	  strong	  negative	  cultural	  associations	  with	  the	  
warty	   (diseased)	   skin	   and	   poison	   glands5.	   These	   visceral	   and	   emotional	   reactions	   are	   produced	   despite	  
most	  people	  never	  having	  encountered	  a	  live	  toad	  attesting	  to	  the	  power	  of	  cultural	  representations	  and	  
currencies.	  

The	  cane	  toad	   is	  seen	  as	  monstrous	  and	  toxic.	   It	   is	  poisonous	   in	  all	  stages	  of	   its	   life	  cycle.	  Most	  animals	  
that	  eat	  a	  toad	  die	  rapidly	  from	  heart	  failure	  and	  domestic	  dogs	  have	  died	  just	  from	  mouthing	  them.	  Its	  
fecundity	   (averaging	   5-‐10,000	   eggs	   per	   clutch)	   is	   seen	   as	   being	   unnatural	   and	   frightening.	   Reaching	  
densities	   of	   2000	   toads	   per	   hectare	   in	   newly-‐colonised	   areas	   (Invasive	   Animals	   Cooperative	   Research	  
Centre,	  undated),	  it	  is	  not	  surprising	  that	  the	  crisis	  of	  toads	  has	  been	  referred	  to	  popularly	  as	  a	  “plague”,	  
akin	  to	  a	  “tidal	  wave”	  moving	  through	  an	  ecological	  community.	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  The	  tracks	  that	  cattle	  habitually	  make	  to	  and	  from	  watering	  points.	  Non-‐European	  animals	  do	  not	  have	  hard	  hooves	  and	  do	  not	  
make	  such	  prominent	  features.	  

4	  A	  finding	  that	  received	  coverage	  in	  the	  popular	  science	  press	  (Anonymous,	  2006;	  Roach,	  2006).	  

5	   No	   doubt	   some	   of	   these	   associations	   are	   connected	   with	   the	   toad’s	   European	   connection	   to	   witchcraft,	   transgression	   of	  
boundaries	  and	  drug-‐taking	  (Duerr,	  1985).	  
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Figure	  6:	  Detail	  from	  Is	  there	  an	  alien	  hiding	  in	  your	  car?	  promotional	  poster	  of	  a	  demonic	  toad	  (Department	  of	  Conservation	  
and	  Land	  Management,	  2006b).	  

Indeed	  the	   initial	   invasion	   front	  biomass	  of	   toads	  can	  be	  shocking.	  At	  Ruby	  Billabong	  on	   the	  Daly	  River,	  
Australian	  Geographic	  associate	  editor	  Ken	  Eastwood	  writes:	  

Burdekin	   ducks	   wander	   around	   the	   far	   shore	   and	   an	   azure	   kingfisher	   patiently	   watches	   the	   water	  
nearby.	  Glancing	  down	  at	  the	  mud,	  I	  think	  the	  bank	  is	  moving.	  I	  look	  closer	  and	  see	  millions	  of	  tiny	  frogs	  
on	  the	  hop.	  Picking	  one	  up,	  I	  have	  a	  sudden,	  sickening	  realisation	  these	  are	  not	  frogs:	   it’s	  a	  plague	  of	  
cane	  toads.	  

When	  we	  began	  planning	   this	  expedition,	   cane	   toads	  were	   still	   a	   future	   threat	   to	   the	  area.	  Now	   the	  
introduced,	  poisonous	  pests	  are	  causing	  catastrophic	  damage.	  

Locals	   say	  snake	  numbers	  have	  dropped	  off	   since	   the	  cane	   toads	  arrived.	  Sean	   [Dr	  Sean	  Doody]	   says	  
many	  goannas	  just	  vanish.	  ”We	  had	  four	  years	  of	  numbers	  that	  were	  pretty	  similar	  every	  year	  and	  then	  
–	  crash”	  (Eastwood,	  2005,	  p.	  70)	  

There	   is	   clear	   evidence	   of	   population	   crashes	   of	   goannas,	   snakes	   (B.	   L.	   Phillips,	   Brown,	  &	   Shine,	   2003;	  
Smith	  &	  Phillips,	  2006)	  and	   freshwater	  crocodiles	   (Letnic,	  Webb,	  &	  Shine,	  2008)	  and	   local	  extinctions	  of	  
northern	  quolls	   (Oakwood,	  2003)	  at	   the	   invasion	   front	  but	   less	   clear	  evidence	  of	   competitive	  effects	  or	  
other	  indirect	  effects	  (Richard	  Shine,	  2010).	  Anticipation	  of	  these	  effects	  led	  to	  the	  formation	  of	  the	  Stop	  
the	  Toad	  Foundation	  and	  Kimberley	  Toadbusters	  with	  an	  aggressive	  language	  of	  ‘campaigns’	  and	  ‘plans	  of	  
attacks’,	   ‘frontlines’	   and	   ‘choke	   points’	   at	   the	   2005	   Community	   Cane	   Toad	   Forum	   and	   on	   the	   main	  
conservation	  websites	  up	  until	  the	  present	  day6.	  

Accompanying	   these	   military	   metaphors	   were	   exclusion	   strategies;	   large-‐scale	   barrier	   fencing	   was	  
proposed,	  trialled,	  and	  abandoned	  as	  impractical7.	  Although	  explicit	  connections	  are	  indeed	  lacking8	  one	  
can	  speculate	  on	  the	  rhetorical	  language	  used	  against	  asylum	  seekers	  trying	  to	  reach	  Australia	  as	  a	  parallel	  
strategy	  to	  differentiate	  and	  demonise	  the	  Other.	  Certainly	  the	  equation	  of	  alien	  species	  with	  racism	  and	  
human	  migration	   issues	   has	   been	  made	  by	  others	   –	   hating	   exotic	   animals	   as	   a	   form	  of	   bioxenophobia.	  
Franklin	   links	   aspects	  of	   conservation	  with	  nationalism	   into	  what	  he	   terms	   the	   ‘eco-‐nationalism	   (2005).	  
Warren	  (2007)	  summarises	  the	  evidence	  for	  its	  critique	  and	  a	  corresponding	  defence	  of	  invasion	  biology:	  
is	  it	  a	  question	  of	  equating	  the	  alien	  species	  to	  a	  human	  colonial	  invader	  having	  power	  over	  others,	  or	  is	  
trying	   to	   control	   or	   eradicate	   cane	   toads	   the	   equivalent	   of	   protecting	   oppressed	   and	   threatened	   (read	  
native)	   groups	   within	   a	   community	   from	   the	   processes	   of	   global	   cultural	   (read	   ecological)	  
homogenisation?	  

The	  idea	  of	  barricading	  off	  the	  wilderness,	  building	  fences	  and	  barriers,	  and	  keeping	  things	  out	  links	  to	  the	  
still	   popularly	   held	   idea	   of	   “wildernesses	   being	   empty	   of	   people”	   common	   in	   settler	   cultures	   such	   as	  
Australia.	   It	   also	   links	   to	  very	   local	  manifestations	   issues	  of	  belonging	  –	  as	   the	  East	  Kimberley	   residents	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  The	  two	  principal	  community	  groups	  are	  the	  Kununurra	  based	  Kimberley	  Toad	  Busters	  http://www.canetoads.com.au/	  and	  the	  
State-‐wide	  Stop	  the	  Toad	  Foundation	  http://www.stopthetoad.org.au/	  	  
7	  Although	  the	  idea	  of	  building	  fences	  around	  individual	  gardens	  still	  has	  local	  currency.	  
8	   One	   exception	   (in	   considerably	   bad	   taste):	   the	   Litchfield	   (Northern	   Territory)	   Local	   Council	   website	   notes	   that	   ‘A	   cane	   toad	  
detention	   centre	   is	   located	   at	   the	   entrance	   to	   Freds	   Pass	   Reserve	   on	   Bees	   Creek	   Road,	   Freds	   Pass	   for	   live	   toad	   disposal.”	  
(Litchfield	  Council,	  undated).	  
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reconcile	   their	   own	   presence	   and	   environmental	   effects	   within	   this	   model.	   For	   many	   at	   the	   2005	  
Community	  Cane	  Toad	  Forum	  it	  was	  a	  question	  of	  “threatening”	  the	  “unique”	  Kimberley	  lifestyle	  (see	  P.	  
Phillips,	  2007).	  

	  

Figure	  7:	  Potential	   routes	  of	  a	  cane	  toad	  exclusion	   fence	  drawn	   in	  black	  marker	  pen	  on	  a	  WA-‐NT	  tourist	  map	  by	  Paul	  Sharp	  
photographed	  at	  the	  Kununurra	  2005	  Community	  Cane	  Toad	  Forum,	  March	  2005	  (photographed	  by	  the	  author).	  	  

Very	   few	  people	   in	  Western	  Australia	  have	  touched	  a	  cane	  toad.	  They	  are	  often	  reacting	  to	  an	  abstract	  
object	   of	   fear	   –	   albeit	   based	   on	   scientific	   evidence	   of	   effects	   (including	   the	   recent	   Northern	   Territory	  
experience)	   via	   its	   propagation	   in	   the	   media,	   but	   also	   from	   a	   more	   basal	   fear	   of	   the	   unknown.	   My	  
impression	  was	  that	  part	  of	  this	  “threat”	  felt	  by	  locals	  at	  the	  Forum	  was	  beyond	  language:	  amorphous	  and	  
visceral.	  Cane	   toad	  stigmatisation	  on	  a	  small	   scale	  can	  be	   linked	   to	  a	  wider	  culture	  of	   fear	   theorised	  by	  
writers	   such	   as	   Bauman	   (2006)	   or	   Füredi	   (2002).	   These	   invisible	   fears	   of	   something	   unknown	   and	  
something	   in	   the	   future,	  were	   palpable	   at	   the	   2005	   Forum	  with	   the	   great	   gulf	   between	   the	   “standard	  
scientist”	   response	   and	   the	   local	   environmentalists	   (see	   footnote	   1).	   These	   fears	   are	   mobilised	   in	   the	  
subsequent	   lobbying	   for	   government	   funding	   of	   “cane	   toad	   busting”	   and	   “musters”;	   the	   community	  
groups	  effectively	  engaging	  with	  the	  State’s	  conservation	  decision-‐making	  processes.	  

	  
Figure	  8:	  Goanna	  poisoned	  by	  a	  cane	  toad	  it	  tried	  to	  eat.	  Photograph	  by	  Michelle	  Franklin	  (from	  www.canetoadsinoz.com,	  R	  
Shine,	  undated).	  
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Figure	   9:	   Location	   map	   and	   extent	   of	   cane	   toads	   as	   of	   March	   2006,	   with	   Baz	   in	   right	   hand	   corner	   (Stop	   the	   Cane	   Toad	  
Foundation	  (Inc),	  2006).	  

As	  diurnal	  animals9	  however,	  it	  is	  not	  surprising	  that	  cane	  toads	  are	  more	  visible	  to	  humans.	  And	  despite	  
the	   observed	   effects,	   does	   being	   an	   extremely	   rapid	   event-‐-‐	   being	   readily	   observable,	   and	   viscerally	  
intense	  -‐-‐	  overplay	  their	  importance	  in	  ecosystems?	  Are	  they	  dominating	  our	  thoughts	  about	  the	  tropical	  
savannah	  ecosystems?	  Are	  other	   important	   community	   actants	   and	  processes	  of	   change	   in	   ecosystems	  
being	  ignored?	  Does	  focus	  on	  cane	  toads	  overwhelm	  consideration	  of	  the	  invisible	  processes	  of	  change	  in	  
tropical	  savannah	  ecosystems	  such	  as	  grazing,	  erosion	  and	  changes	  in	  fire	  patterns	  ((slower	  than	  the	  eye	  
can	   see	  –	   see	  D.	   Lewis,	  2002)?	  Having	  a	   clear	  enemy	   to	  hate	  can	  produce	  a	   landscape	  of	  unambiguous	  
moral	  boundaries.	  

T h e 	   f e r a l 	   r e v e r s a l 	  

Delving	  further	  into	  the	  influence	  of	  cane	  toads	  on	  our	  understanding	  of	  the	  world	  brings	  us	  to	  the	  notion	  
of	   the	   feral.	   The	   term	   feral	   animal	   (referring	   to	   invasive	   species	   generally)	   is	   common	   in	   Australian	  
scientific	  literature10.	  The	  concept	  of	  the	  feral	  also	  has	  wider	  currency	  in	  Australian	  society.	  Of	  note	  is	  the	  
number	   of	   reversals	   of	   negative	   associations	   in	   subcultures	   as	   difference	   is	   attributed	   to	   an	   alternate	  
position.	   For	   example,	   “a	   feral”	   can	   characterise	   a	   person	   who	   chains	   themselves	   to	   trees	   in	   logging	  
protests,	  or	  a	  description	  of	  a	  powerful	  V8	  utility	  car	  driven	  by	  young	  men	  in	  the	  country	  who	  definitely	  
don’t	  hold	  the	  same	  values	  about	  trees	  (see	  table	  1).	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	   The	  metamorphs	  are	  active	  during	   the	  day	  –	  almost	  all	  Australian	  amphibians,	  monotremes	  and	  marsupials	  are	  nocturnal	  or	  
crepuscular.	  
10	  For	  example,	  the	  Invasive	  Animals	  Cooperative	  Research	  Centre	  produces	  an	  email	  newsletter,	  the	  Feral	  Flyer	  and	  publishes	  its	  
research	  and	  an	  extensive	  bibliography	  at	  www.feral.org.au.	  
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Figure	  10:	  Help	  us	  fight	  an	  alien	  invasion:	  protecting	  WA	  from	  cane	  toads	  (Department	  of	  Conservation	  and	  Land	  Management,	  
2006a).	  	  

Figure	  11:	  Stop	  the	  Toad	  Brochure	  cover	  featuring	  Daz.	  The	  brochure	  colours	  of	  yellow,	  red	  and	  black	  reflect	  the	  Stop	  the	  Toad	  
campaign	  colour	  scheme	  (Stop	  the	  Cane	  Toad	  Foundation	  (Inc),	  2006).	  
Usage	   Explanation	  
Feral	   (in	  
invasion	  
ecology)	  

A	  feral	  organism	  is	  one	  that	  has	  escaped	  from	  domestication	  and	  returned,	  partly	  or	  wholly,	  to	  its	  wild	  state	  

feral.org.au	   Website	  managed	  by	  the	  Invasive	  Species	  CRC	  http://www.feral.org.au/	  	  
Feral	   Cool	  excellent	  unreal	  (positive	  value	  in	  youth	  subcultures)	  
Feral	   Negative	  value	  in	  youth	  subculture	  -‐-‐	  something	  in	  really	  “bad	  taste”	  [aesthetics]	  like	  nasal	  discharge	  
Feral	   A	  contemptible	  young	  person,	  a	  lout;	  wild,	  untamed	  
Feral	   A	   person	   in	   the	   environmental	  movement	  who	   lives	   in	   the	   forest	   areas	   and	   holds	   fairly	   radical	   ideas	   about	  

environmentalism.	  Has	  been	  used	  to	  describe	  people	  who	  chain	  themselves	  to	  trees	  in	  logging	  protests.	  
Feral	  ute	  	   An	  Australian	  V8	  utility	  car	  modified	  with	  numerous	  aerials,	   truck	  mud	  flaps,	  a	  bull	  bar,	  extra	  sound	  system,	  

multiple	  spotlights	  and	  Bachelors’	  and	  Spinster’	  Ball	  stickers.	  Sometimes	  there	  is	  a	  Mac	  truck	  emblem	  on	  the	  
front	  bonnet.	  This	  car	  is	  owned	  by	  young	  men	  in	  the	  country.	  In	  Australian	  slang,	  "feral"	  can	  also	  be	  a	  synonym	  
for	  "bogan"	  

Feral	  Cheryl	   “The	  anti-‐Barbie,	  fresh	  from	  the	  rainforests	  of	  Northern	  New	  South	  Wales,	  Australia…This	  34	  cm	  vinyl	  doll	  runs	  
barefoot,	  dreadlocks	  her	  hair	  with	  coloured	  braids	  and	  beads,	  wears	  simple	  rainbow	  clothes,	  has	  piercings	  and	  
a	   range	   of	   tattoos,	   and	   even	   a	   bit	   of	   natural	   body	   hair…	   Feral	   Cheryl	   is	  modelled	   on	   the	   green	   extremists,	  
known	   as	   ‘ferals’	   from	   Australia…In	   contrast	   to	   the	   ‘fashion	   doll’	   mentality,	   Feral	   Cheryl	   does	   not	   have	   an	  
extensive	  wardrobe,	  or	  high	  heels,	  or	  swimsuit,	  or	  gym	  gear,	  or	  wedding	  dress	  or	  cheerleader	  outfit.	  She	  needs	  
no	   sports	   car	   or	   hairdressing	   salon,	   no	   disco	   stage	   or	   shopping	  mall.	   Her	  motto	   is	   "Live	   Simply,	   Run	  Wild”	  
http://www.feralcheryl.com.au/	  (Duncan,	  undated)	  

Feral	  Arts	   A	   community	   cultural	   development	   organisation	   based	   in	   Brisbane	   whose	   aims	   are	   to	   build	   inclusive,	  
sustainable	  and	  creative	  communities	  and	  to	  enhance	  cultural	  pluralism,	  social	  inclusion	  and	  locally	  managed,	  
sustainable	  development	  http://www.feralarts.com.au/	  	  

The	  Ferals	   An	  Australian	  children's	  comedy	  television	  series	  produced	  by	  the	  ABC	  running	  from	  1994	  to	  1995,	  with	  animal	  
puppets	   and	   human	   characters.	   In	   1995,	   Feral	   TV,	   a	   five-‐minute	   spin-‐off	  was	   briefly	   shown.	   It	   included	   the	  
original	  puppets	  running	  a	  TV	  show	  under	  a	  loud	  bad-‐tempered	  cane	  toad	  TV	  boss	  called	  Kerry.	  

Feral	  
Future	  

Tim	  Low’s	  (1999)	  book	  on	  the	  history	  of	  invasive	  plant	  and	  animal	  in	  Australia	  

Table	  1	  Some	  examples	  of	  the	  feral	  in	  contemporary	  Australian	  society	  (c.	  2010)	  

Instone	   discusses	   the	   way	   that	   the	   dingo,	   often	   counted	   as	   feral	   with	   a	   bounty	   on	   its	   head	   (but	   now	  
considered	  by	  some	  endangered	  due	  to	  interbreeding	  with	  wild	  dogs)	  can	  be	  seen	  as	  a	  trickster	  capable	  of	  
breaking	   down	   fixed	   boundaries.	   It	   refocuses	   ‘attention	   on	   the	   transformative	   power	   of	   the	   encounter	  
between	  humans	  and	  non-‐human’	  (Instone,	  2004,	  p.	  137).	  Whilst	  much	  more	  stigmatised,	  the	  cane	  toad	  
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too	  can	  be	  seen	  as	  capable	  of	  breaking	  down	  the	  binaries	  of	  exotic-‐native	  and	  nature-‐culture.	  The	  feral	  
inversion	  also	  reminds	  us	  that	  it’s	  not	  the	  cane	  toad’s	  fault	  it	  is	  in	  Australia11.	  	  

S q u e a m i s h l y 	   p l e a s e d 	  

Strong	  feelings	  can	  be	  generated	  for	  cane	  toads	  especially	  when	  they	  have	  been	  resident	  areas	  for	  some	  
time	  and	  become	  like	  faithful	  and	  dependable	  friends	  when	  they	  feed	  from	  the	  pet	  food	  bowl	  every	  night	  
at	   the	   back	   stairs.	   The	   cane	   toad	  was	   recognised	   as	   a	   National	   Trust	   Icon	   of	   Queensland	   in	   2006.	   The	  
lovers	   of	   cane	   toads	   also	   featured	   in	   the	   well-‐known	   documentary	   Cane	   Toads:	   An	   unnatural	   history	  
(directed	  by	  Mark	  Lewis	  1987).	  The	  documentary’s	  collision	  of	  factual	  science	  and	  popular	  culture	  mirror	  
the	  ambivalent	  nature	  of	  the	  feral:	  cane	  toads	  can	  be	  popped	  by	  slightly	  unbalanced	  people	  driving	  VW	  
vans	  and	  licked	  by	  the	  same	  counterculture	  members	  for	  a	  chemical	  high.	  	  

	   	  
Figures	  12	  and	  13	  Pleasurable	  pet	  pics	  –	  one	  adapted	  from	  an	  image	  in	  the	  book	  of	  the	  film	  Cane	  Toads:	  An	  unnatural	  history	  
(S.	  Lewis,	  1989)	  and	  also	  cover	  of	  the	  original	  VHS.	  

	  
Figure	  14	  Mark	  Lewis	  publicity	  image	  (Radio	  Pictures,	  undated).	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11	  It	  was	  imported	  to	  eradicate	  pests	  and	  then	  turned	  into	  one.	  
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The	  more	  recent	  animation	  Cane-‐	  Toad:	  What	  happened	  to	  Baz?	  (Clayton	  &	  Silke,	  2002)	  is	  narrated	  by	  Daz	  
(a	  beer-‐drinking-‐dog-‐bowl-‐inhabiting	  feral	  larrikin)	  imagining	  the	  graphic	  and	  gruesome	  fates	  of	  Baz	  –	  who	  
has	   taken	   to	   travelling	   across	   Australia	   –	   pummelled,	   flattened,	  mowed	   and	   stuffed	   and	   turned	   into	   a	  
souvenir.	   This	   is	   not	   a	   film	   for	   the	   haemophobic.	   The	   concentration	   on	   methods	   of	   expiration	   is	   not	  
accidental	  and	  represent	  how	  are	  cane	  toads	  are	  repressed	  within	  a	  relation	  of	  unequal	  power	  between	  
humans	  and	  nonhumans.	  	  	  

But	  further,	  there	   is	  a	  current	  of	  black	  humour	  running	  through	  both	  of	  these	  films.	  Why	  do	  cane	  toads	  
attract	   this	   offbeat	   humour?	   Undoubtedly	   there	   is	   an	   element	   particular	   to	   Australian	   humour	   that	  
manages	   to	   permeate	   many	   facets	   of	   daily	   life	   and	   even	   quite	   solemn	   occasions12.	   Moreover	   the	  
prevalence	   of	   the	   grotesque	   in	   Australian	   film	   has	   been	   noted	   by	   Kurnatowski	   (2005)	  with	   its	   off-‐beat	  
plots,	  weird	  marginalised	  characters,	  self-‐deprecating	  humour	  and	  playful	  deviancy.	  Much	  of	  this	  comes	  
back	  to	  the	  use	  of	  ambivalent,	  or	  unresolved,	  irony.	  This	  short	  film	  is	  not	  subtle	  in	  its	  satirical	  stereotypes	  
and	  the	  way	  it	  revels	  in	  its	  anthropomorphism.	  However	  by	  heightened	  exaggeration	  and	  degradation13,	  it	  
destabilizes	   what	   might	   have	   been	   a	   simple	   case	   of	   humour-‐by-‐human-‐superiority.	   This	   pushes	   the	  
boundaries	  of	  acceptable	  taste	  and	  morality	  so	  that	  we	  are	  unable	  to	  resolve	  the	  incongruities	  presented	  
to	  us,	  and	  are	  unable	  to	  push	  away	  the	  predicament	  that	  is	  presented.	  	  

This	   polyvalent	   “irresolution”	   leaves	   us	   unable	   able	   to	   forget	   our	   role	   as	   human	   vectors	   for	   cane	   toad	  
explorations.	   It	   affirms	   that	   “cane	   toads-‐r-‐us”:	   settler	   culture	   is	   the	  bringer	   of	   great	   change	   to	   top-‐end	  
ecosystems	   in	  Australia	  and	   thus	   the	  ugly	  anthropomorphism	  of	  Daz	  and	  Baz	   is	   in	  some	  part	   justified14.	  
Humour’s	  great	  power	  is	  that	   it	   is	   invariably	  the	  vector	  of	  unpalatable	  truths,	  which	  we	  all	  would	  prefer	  
not	  to	  confront	  in	  ourselves;	  it	  is	  ever	  invested	  with	  the	  sharp	  sting	  of	  truth.	  

	  
Figure	   15:	   Caution	   feral	   humans	   next	   200	   years:	   an	   Australian	   bicentennial	   cartoon	   by	   Chips	   Mackinolty,	   (circa	   1988)	  
reproduced	   in	   Cooke	   (1988,	   p.	   7).	   This	   cartoon	   is	   based	  on	   common	   road	  warning	   signs	   normally	   for	   stock	   or	  wild	   animals	  
straying	  onto	  unfenced	  roads.	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12	   ‘”One	  of	   the	   things	   that	  may	  be	  most	  distinctive	  about	  Australian	   society	   is	   that	  we	  have	   so	   few	   rules	  governing	  when	  and	  
where	  you	  can	  indulge	  in	  laughter,"	  she	  says.	  "We	  are	  very	  permissive	  about	  laughter.	  You	  can	  laugh	  and	  joke	  anywhere.	  You	  can	  
probably	  get	  away	  with	   laughing	   in	   church...	  Many	   societies	  do	  not	  do	   this”’	   says	  Dr	   Jessica	  Milner	  Davis in	  an	   interview	  with	  
journalist	  Sean	  Brady	  (2007,	  p.	  1).	  
13	  In	  an	  almost	  Bakhtinian	  carnivalesque.	  
14	  We	  are	  the	  natural	  alien	  of	  Evernden	  (1985).	  
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In	  both	  these	  films	  cane	  toads	  have	  had	  a	  particularly	  inferior	  animal	  welfare	  status.	  Part	  of	  the	  dilemma	  
of	  cane	  toad	  “control”	  has	  therefore	  been	  the	  issue	  of	  humane	  killing	  as	  toadbusters	  and	  toad	  musterers	  
weigh	  up	  the	  life	  of	  cane	  toads	  against	  that	  of	  other	  animals.	  Regulated	  systems	  of	  euthanasia	  have	  been	  
developed	  and	  put	  into	  place15.	  This	  humane	  codification	  of	  the	  final	  playing	  out	  of	  power-‐over	  toads	  acts	  
to	  defuse	  the	  emotional	  (and	  emotive)	  intensity	  of	  death.	  

	  
Figure	  16:	  Bag	  of	  toads	  ready	  for	  euthanasia	  (Ozwildlife,	  undated).	  

L i m p y 	  

The	  third	  example	  of	  cane	  toads	  in	  popular	  culture	  is	  contained	  in	  a	  series	  of	  books	  by	  children’s	  author	  
Morris	  Gleitzman16.	  Written	  for	  roughly	  a	  ten-‐year-‐old	  boy	  audience	  the	  main	  character	  in	  these	  novels	  is	  
the	  cane	  toad	  Limpy.	   In	  Toad	  Heaven	   the	  characters	  are	  travelling	   in	  search	  of	  better	  habitat.	  The	  main	  
group	  hops	  west	   in	  search	  of	  better	  real	  estate	  (led	  by	  the	  unscrupulous	  Malcolm)	  whilst	  Limpy	  and	  his	  
band	  are	  off	  to	  find	  a	  national	  park,	  where	  all	  animals	  can	  live	  in	  peace,	  safe	  from	  the	  cruel	  treatment	  of	  
humans:	   ‘a	  place	  where	   cane	   toads	  won’t	  be	  blown	  up	  with	  bike	  pumps	  or	  bashed	  over	   the	  head	  with	  
folding	  chairs”	  (2001,	  p.	  18).	  Each	  group	  is	  in	  search	  of	  an	  ideal	  location,	  a	  paradise	  where	  things	  will	  be	  
better.	  

A	  key	  scene	  in	  the	  novel	  is	  when	  Limpy	  is	  captured	  by	  conservationists:	  

Limpy	   felt	  himself	  being	   lifted	  high	   into	   the	  air.	  Defiantly	  he	   looked	  at	  his	  captor.	  And	   felt	  his	  poison	  
glands	  go	  wobbly	  with	  relief.	  The	  human	  had	  a	  beard	  and	  was	  wearing	  a	  khaki	  shirt	  and	  shorts.	  	  

It	  was	  plumage	   Limpy	   recognized…	  He’d	  watched	  blokes	   like	   this	   one	   in	   action	  on	  portable	   tellies	   in	  
human	  campsites…	  	  

He’s	  a	  conservationist,	  thought	  Limpy	  happily.	  He	  hasn’t	  come	  to	  kill	  us,	  he’s	  come	  to	  save	  us.	  	  

Even	  though	  Limpy	  was	  out	  of	  breath,	  he	  tried	  to	  yell	  that	  to	  the	  others,	  and	  kept	  trying	  until	  he	  saw	  
the	  big	  gleaming	  needle	  in	  the	  human’s	  other	  hand	  and	  felt	  it	  jab	  into	  his	  tummy	  warts	  and	  everything	  
went	  black	  (2001,	  pp.	  37-‐38).	  

Rather	   than	   the	   conservationist	   transporting	   all	   cane	   toads	   to	   the	   safety	  of	   a	   national	   park,	   Limpy	   first	  
believes	  that	  he	  has	  been	  injected	  with	  a	  virus	  that	  will	  kill	  all	  cane	  toads,	  and	  later	  finds	  out	  that	  he	  has	  
been	   implanted	   with	   a	   radio	   tracking	   device	   that	   will	   let	   the	   humans	   track	   his	   every	   movement.	   This	  
surveillance	  device	  (an	  allusion	  to	  the	  use	  of	  radio	  tracking	  by	  scientific	  researchers	  in	  real	  life)	  is	  used	  as	  a	  
plot	  device,	  meaning	  that	  he	  is	  a	  danger	  to	  his	  family	  and	  cannot	  join	  them.	  

Gleitzman	   makes	   specific	   reference	   to	   other	   feral	   animals	   also	   searching	   for	   safety	   as	   they	   move	  
westward	  across	  Australia	  but	  Limpy	  explains	  to	  them	  how	  national	  parks	  are	  only	  paradise	  for	  a	  very	  few.	  	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15	  Commercial	  bodies	  have	  developed	  and	  marketed	  methods	  of	  control:	  ‘Pestat	  Pty	  Ltd,	  has	  developed	  a	  fast-‐acting	  and	  humane	  spray	  that	  anaesthetises	  toads	  so	  that	  death	  occurs	  

while	  the	  animal	  is	  unconscious	  -‐	  HopStop®	  (Invasive	  Animals	  Cooperative	  Research	  Centre,	  undated,	  p.	  1).	  

16	  Toad	  rage	  (1999)	  Toad	  heaven	  (2001)	  Toad	  away	  (2003)	  and	  the	  more	  recent	  Toad	  surprise	  (2008).	  
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As	  Limpy	  calmed	  down	  a	  bit,	  he	  realized	  how	  tired	  and	  dusty	  all	  the	  cane	  toads	  looked.	  

‘Mum’,	  said	  Charm	  concerned.	  ‘Look	  at	  you.	  Its	  too	  dry	  out	  here	  in	  the	  west	  for	  you’.	  	  

‘I’ll	  be	  fine,’	  said	  Mum,	  licking	  her	  parched	  lips.	  ‘Once	  we	  get	  to	  Kakadu’.	  

‘So,’	   said	  Malcolm.	   ‘You’ve	   decided	   to	   join	  me.’	   He	   pointed	   dramatically	   to	   the	   hundreds	   of	   animals	  
standing	  patiently	   in	   the	  dust.	   ‘As	  you	  can	  see,	  my	   real	  estate	   investment	  proposal	  has	  become	  very	  
popular.’	  

Limpy	  heard	  uncertain	  mutterings	  from	  some	  of	  the	  animals.	  

‘It’s	  not	  really	  the	  investment	  we’re	  interested	  in,’	  said	  a	  rabbit.	  ‘It’s	  the	  national	  park.’	  

‘A	  place	  where	  all	  living	  things	  can	  be	  safe	  and	  protected	  forever,’	  said	  a	  donkey...	  

Limpy	   looked	   at	   the	   travel	   weary	   animals.	   At	   the	   yearning	   expression	   in	   their	   eyes	   as	   they	   peered	  
anxiously	  towards	  the	  western	  horizon.	  

I’ve	  got	  to	  tell	  them	  the	  truth,	  thought	  Limpy.	  

‘I’m	  afraid,’	  he	  said,	  ‘that’s	  probably	  not	  what	  you’ll	  get.’	  

The	  animals	  stared	  at	  him…	  

	  “We	   thought	   the	   same	  as	  you	  about	  national	  parks,’	  Limpy	  continued,	   looking	   sadly	  at	   the	  animals.	  
‘But	  I’m	  afraid	  it’s	  not	  true.	  Not	  all	   living	  things	  are	  safe	  and	  protected	  there.	  Only	  the	  lucky	  few	  that	  
are	  allowed	  in.’	  

The	  animals	  broke	  into	  angry	  murmuring.	  

‘Bull,’	  said	  a	  camel.	  ‘You’ve	  got	  that	  wrong.’	  

‘That’d	  be	  discrimination,’	  said	  a	  fox.	  

‘That’s	  against	  the	  law	  these	  days,’	  said	  a	  mouse	  (2001,	  pp.	  166-‐168).	  	  	  	  

Here	   Gleitzman	   has	   used	   the	   voices	   of	   the	   feral	   animals	   to	   obliquely	   refer	   to	   issues	   of	   tolerance	   in	  
Australian	   society17.	   Earlier	   Limpy	  and	  his	   friends	  Charm	  and	  Goliath	  had	  visited	  a	  national	  park	  and	   its	  
resident’s	  committee.	  Unfortunately	  Goliath	  ate	  one	  of	  the	  national	  park	  resident’s	  committee	  members,	  
and	  since	  they	  themselves	  cannot	  be	  eaten	  the	  relationship	  between	  cane	  toads	  and	  natives	  is	  unequal.	  
After	  a	  unanimous	  no-‐vote	  Limpy	  implores:	  

‘Please,’	  said	  Limpy,	  ‘listen	  to	  me.	  I	  know	  cane	  toads	  have	  got	  a	  reputation	  for	  being	  greedy	  and	  selfish	  
and	  eating	  everything	  that	  moves.	  Ant	  it’s	  true,	  we	  have	  been	  like	  that.	  But	  we	  can	  change.	  And	  we	  can	  
be	  fair.	  We’ll	  make	  ourselves	  available	  as	  food.	  If	  you	  let	  us	  live	  here	  with	  you,	  I	  promise	  we’ll	  keep	  our	  
poison	  sacs	  empty	  so	  we	  can	  be	  eaten	  too.’	  	  

…’None	  of	  us	  want	  to	  die,	  said	  Limpy	  to	  the	  committee.	  ‘But	  eating	  and	  being	  eaten	  is	  a	  million	  times	  
better	  than	  being	  hunted	  down	  and	  squashed	  under	  the	  wheels	  of	  a	  truck.	  At	  least	  being	  eaten	  earns	  
the	   right	   for	   other	   loved	   ones	   to	   eat.	   Being	   squashed	   is	   just	   a	   waste.	   I	   know.	   I’ve	   got	   flat	   rellies18	  
stacked	  up	  to	  my	  bedroom	  ceiling.	  (2001,	  p.	  144).	  

Despite	   trying	   to	   change	   their	   diet	   to	   sticks	   and	  mud	   they	   are	   unsuccessful	   in	   being	   approved	   by	   the	  
committee.	  Other	  areas	  of	  the	  novel	  discuss	  how	  “fitting	  in”	  includes	  both	  eating	  and	  being	  eaten;	  the	  gulf	  
between	  natives	  and	  exotics;	  and	  the	  reversal	  of	  conservation	  values	  when	  you	  are	  on	  the	  wrong	  side	  of	  a	  
divide.	  	  

C u l t u r a l 	   i n t e r m e d i a r i e s 	  

Thus	   through	   these	   three	   examples	   of	   cultural	   intermediaries,	   cane	   toads	   challenge	   human	   dominated	  
spaces	  of	  knowing.	  In	  Toad	  Heaven	  the	  search	  for	  a	  utopian	  future	  is	  a	  counterpart	  for	  the	  desire	  by	  many	  
well-‐meaning	  conservationist	  humans	  to	  go	  back	  to	  a	  past	  before	  ferals	  that	  was	  implicit	   in	  the	  national	  
park	   (and	  wilderness)	   ideals	   of	   the	   latter	   half	   of	   the	   twentieth	   century	   and	   up	   until	   today	   (Whatmore,	  
2002).	  In	  the	  case	  of	  cane	  toads,	  it	  can	  be	  seen	  that	  environmental	  movements	  are	  to	  a	  degree	  complicit	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17	  Gleitzman	  directly	  explored	  the	  issue	  of	  asylum	  seekers	  in	  the	  novels	  Boy	  overboard	  (2002)	  (published	  immediately	  after	  Toad	  
Heaven)	  and	  Girl	  Underground	  (2004).	  
18	  Relatives	  
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in	  a	  culture	  of	   fear	  by	  emphasising	  disaster	  narratives	   (in	   this	  case,	   the	   fall	   from	  an	  Edenic	  past,	  before	  
European	  settlement)19.	  

	  

Figure	  17:	  Mutual	  death	  of	  python	  and	  cane	  toad	  in	  the	  act	  of	  the	  python	  strangling	  its	  prey.	  Photograph	  by	  Matt	  Grey	  from	  
the	  website	  http://www.nt.gov.au/nreta/wildlife/animals/feral/canetoad.html	  (Anonymous,	  2007).	  

	  
Figure	   18:	   Northern	   Territory	   osteopath Paul	   Sharp	   stands	   in	   front	   of	   his	   prototype	   cane	   toad	   fence	   (with	   Gordon	  Wyre	  
(Department	  of	  Environment	  and	  Conservation)	  and	  the	  late	  Malcolm	  Douglas	  (well-‐known	  crocodile	  park	  proprietor)	  behind	  
him),	   photographed	   at	   the	   Kununurra	   2005	   Community	   Cane	   Toad	   Forum,	   Kununurra,	   March	   2005	   (photographed	   by	   the	  
author).	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19	  See	  the	  controversial	  The	  death	  of	  environmentalism (Shellenberger	  &	  Nordhaus,	  2004,	  2007)	  or	  even	  Thrift	  (2005).	  
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Why 	   a r e 	   c a n e 	   t o a d s 	   s o 	   s u c c e s s f u l ? 	  
What	   characterises	   a	   successful	   invading	   species?	   An	   ability	   to	   reproduce	   quickly,	   to	   tolerate	   a	   wide	  
variety	  of	  conditions,	  to	  be	  able	  to	  exploit	  a	  niche	  or	  create	  a	  niche	  by	  modifying	  habitat,	  are	  all	  general	  
reasons	  for	  the	  success	  of	  invasive	  species.	  Attempts	  to	  predict	  the	  success	  of	  an	  introduced	  species	  have	  
varied.	   For	   ecologists,	   a	   rule	   of	   thumb	   (see	  Williamson,	   1996)	   is	   that	   only	   10%	   of	   introduced	   species	  
become	   established	   and	   of	   them	   only	   10%	   of	   such	   numbers	   spread20.	   In	   an	   attempt	   to	   remove	   the	  
confusion	  of	  terms	  and	  human	  emotional	  connotations	  found	   in	   invasion	  ecology	  Colautti	  and	  MacIsaac	  
(2004)	  proposed	  the	  following	  stages	  shown	  in	  Table	  2.	  

Stage	   Characteristics	  
0	   Propagules	  residing	  in	  a	  donor	  region	  
I	   Travelling	  
II	   Introduced	  
III	   Localized	  and	  numerically	  rare	  
IVa	   Widespread	  but	  rare	  
IVb	   Localized	  but	  dominant	  
V	   Widespread	  and	  dominant	  

Table	  2	  Stages	  of	  invasion	  (Colautti	  &	  MacIsaac,	  2004)	  

Cane	  toads	  are	  adaptable.	  As	  discussed	  they	  are	  able	  to	  exploit	  multiple	  niches,	  have	  high	  reproduction	  
rates	   and	   behavioural	   and	   phenotypic	   lability.	   The	   success	   of	   velocities	   of	   colonisation	   depends	   upon	  
methods	  of	  movement:	  the	  ability	  to	  hop	  or	  to	  take	  advantage	  of	  human	  vectors	  such	  as	  roads	  and	  toads	  
are	  sometimes	  found	  hitchhiking	  in	  freight	  and	  on	  vehicles.	  	  

	  
Figure	  19:	  Death	  Adder	  killed	  by	  a	  cane	  toad.	  Photograph	  by	  Greg	  Brown	  (from	  www.canetoadsinoz.com,	  R	  Shine,	  undated)	  
(Shine,	  undated).	  

When	  cane	  toads	  reached	  the	  (invisible)	  line	  of	  the	  Western	  Australian	  border	  (reported	  in	  the	  local	  paper	  
as	  being	  on	  9	  May	  2009),	  the	  imaginal	  fear	  was	  transformed	  into	  the	  reality	  of	  excessive	  bodies	  felt	  and	  
trodden	  upon	  and	  the	  corpses	  of	  dead	  predators	  that	  are	  smelt,	  counted,	  and	  photographed	  (see	  Figures	  
17	  and	  20).	  Cane	  toads	  have	  impacted	  upon	  actual	  (real)	  places	  outside	  of	  the	  general	  channels	  of	  human	  
discourse.	  As	  a	  highly	  successful	  and	  adaptable	  species	  this	  leads	  us	  directly	  to	  the	  very	  difficult	  question:	  
how	  do	  we	  weigh	  up	  their	  rights	  as	  well	  as	  the	  rights	  of	  other	  members	  of	  ecological	  communities?	  They	  
challenge	  us	  by	  not	  giving	  us	  easy	  solutions	  for	  something	  that	  might	   look	  clear-‐cut;	  having	  to	  take	   into	  
account	  the	  perspectives	  of	  both	  animal	  welfare	  and	  environmental	  concern.	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20	  Although	  Jeschke	  and	  Strayer	  (2005)	  report	  much	  higher	  percentages	  of	  50%	  in	  each	  step	  for	  fish,	  mammals	  and	  birds	  reaching	  
North	  America	  and	  Europe.	  
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Figure	  20:	  Bags	  of	  toads	  collected	  on	  the	  2006	  cane	  toad	  muster	  (photograph	  Paul	  Bradley).	  

A d a p t a t i o n 	  

It	  is	  clear	  by	  now	  that	  the	  wants	  and	  needs	  of	  the	  local	  Kimberley	  community	  and	  the	  biologists,	  ecologists	  
and	   environmental	   managers	   involved	   are	   situated	   within	   broader	   deliberations	   about	   the	   position	   of	  
humans	  in	  the	  natural	  world,	  nature,	  and	  naturalness.	  Warren	  takes	  the	  stance	  that	  ‘”Native”	  and	  “alien”	  
are	   not	   ecological	   absolutes	   but	   relative,	   almost	   metaphorical	   terms	   drawn	   by	   analogy	   with	   human	  
communities’	   (2007,	   p.	   437)	   arguing	   that	   invasive	   species	   should	   be	   measured	   by	   the	   severity	   of	   the	  
impact,	  which	  is	  essentially	  what	  is	  already	  done	  in	  the	  decision	  making	  process	  of	  species	  management21.	  
Head	  and	  Muir	  (2004)	  also	  separate	  out	  the	  nativeness/alienness	  axis22	  from	  the	  invasive	  behaviour	  of	  the	  
species	   in	   question.	   Warren	   comes	   from	   a	   constructivist	   position	   and	   responds	   by	   analogising	   the	  
behaviour	  of	  the	  species	  with	  a	  human	  moral	  code:	  	  	  

Such	  an	  approach	  would	  straightforwardly	  echo	   the	  pattern	   in	  many	  human	  societies	   in	  which	   racial	  
discrimination	  is	  illegal,	  but	  bad	  behaviour	  is	  subject	  to	  a	  range	  of	  sanctions,	  including	  (sometimes)	  the	  
death	   penalty.	   A	   species	   exhibiting	   “bad	   behaviour”	   –	   defined	   according	   to	   context,	   priorities	   and	  
values	  –	  deserves	  to	  be	  controlled	  or	  perhaps	  removed,	  whatever	  its	  history	  as	  an	  immigrant	  or	  a	  local	  
(2007,	  p.	  442).	  

Whilst	  it	  is	  interesting	  to	  see	  a	  new	  moral	  geography	  developing	  (albeit	  one	  with	  a	  much	  greater	  sense	  of	  
fluidity)	  it	  is	  too	  simplistic	  to	  rely	  merely	  on	  arguments	  for	  postmodern	  hybridity.	  Such	  attitudes	  do	  not	  do	  
justice	   to	   the	   human	   locals	   living	   in	   the	   Kimberley.	   I	   am	   concerned	   that	   one	  moral	   position	   (of	   human	  
superiority)	  is	  just	  being	  replaced	  by	  another	  morally	  based	  argument	  and	  therefore,	  I	  would	  wish	  to	  give	  
Kimberley	  people	  more	  of	  a	  possibility	  for	  action.	  At	  the	  forum	  in	  2005	  there	  were	  a	  number	  of	  negative	  
references	  to	  the	  “Queensland	  Disease”:	  a	  nothing-‐can-‐be-‐done	  fatalism,	  since	  cane	  toads	  had	  not	  been	  
subject	  to	  much	  interest	  or	  any	  control	  for	  the	  first	  70	  years	  of	  their	  existence	  in	  Australia.	  On	  the	  other	  
hand,	  using	  negative	  terms	  such	  as	  “catastrophic”	  and	  “irreversible”	  makes	  the	  implementation	  of	  actions	  
more	  challenging	  when	   it	  makes	  people	   feel	  disempowered	  and	  helpless.	   It	   is	   remarkable	  that	   the	   local	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21	  But	  through	  a	  rationalist	  management	  process	  that	  does	  not	  question	  the	  social	  implications	  of	  what	  is	  measured.	  
22	  ‘the	  presumed	  belonging	  of	  a	  species	  in	  ecological	  or	  social	  space’	  (Head	  &	  Muir,	  2004,	  p.	  199)	  
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energy	   is	   still	   appreciable	   five	   years	  down	   the	   track	  when	   there	  has	  been	  no	   real	   slowing	  of	   cane	   toad	  
advances.	  One	  wonders	  what	  can	  be	  done	  now	  and	  in	  the	  future	  to	  nurture	  and	  nudge	  the	  course	  of	  these	  
energies.	  

A	  way	  to	  reconsider	  the	  question	  of	  cane	  toads	  is	  to	  think	  not	  solely	  at	  the	  level	  of	  individual	  rights,	  pain	  
and	   death,	   but	   at	   the	   level	   of	   ecosystems.	   I	   have	   already	  mentioned	   the	   effects	   of	   cane	   toad	   invasion	  
including	  removal	  of	  predators	  (and	  this	  would	  have	  subsequent	  effects	  on	  other	  animals	  in	  a	  food	  web),	  
animals	  potentially	  made	   rare	  or	  extinct	   (such	  as	   the	  northern	  quoll)	   and	   the	  concentration	  of	  biomass	  
(affecting	   ecosystem	   processes	   and	   affecting	   the	   feel	   and	   texture	   of	   a	   place).	   More	   generally	   recent	  
ecological	   thinking	   has	   concentrated	   on	   disequilibrium	   ecology	   and	   the	   effects	   of	   complexity	   on	  
ecosystem	  processes.	  	  

	  
Figure	  21:	  A	  dead	  freshwater	  crocodile	  (Crocodylus	  johnstoni,	  lower	  left)	  at	  the	  Baines	  River,	  Northern	  Territory,	  after	  eating	  a	  
cane	  toad	  (photo	  by	  Craig	  Mills).	  The	  picture-‐still	  waters	  reflecting	  the	  pinkish	  cliffs	  in	  the	  dawn	  light	  (National	  Land	  &	  Water	  
Resources	  Audit	  and	  Invasive	  Animals	  Cooperative	  Research	  Centre,	  2008,	  p.	  52).	  

One	  controversial	  (and	  disputed)	  theory	  is	  that	  whilst	  invasive	  species	  can	  affect	  existing	  local	  species	  they	  
might	   also	   increase	   biodiversity	   through	   ‘establishment	   of	   allopatric	   populations	   in	   new	   environmental	  
conditions;	   altered	  ecological	   opportunities	   for	   native	   species;	   and	  new	  opportunities	   for	   hybridisation’	  
(Vellend	  et	  al.,	  2007,	  p.	  481).	  

The	   lengthening	   of	   cane	   toad	   legs	   has	   also	   been	   accompanied	   by	   predator	   learning	   and	   physiological	  
changes	  to	  certain	  predator	  species.	  Saltwater	  crocodiles,	  file	  snakes	  and	  some	  birds	  species	  such	  as	  ibis	  
don’t	  die	   from	  cane	   toad	  poisoning,	  probably	  because	   they	   co-‐evolved	  with	   toads	  elsewhere	  –	  and	  are	  
either	  immune	  to	  the	  poison	  or	  able	  to	  pick	  out	  the	  less	  harmful	  parts	  of	  the	  flesh.	  Planigales	  (Webb	  et	  al.,	  
2008)	  	  have	  learnt	  to	  avoid	  cane	  toads	  and	  crows	  turn	  them	  over	  and	  eat	  their	  bellies;	  some	  snake	  species	  
are	   evolving	   bigger	   bodies	   and	   smaller	   heads	   (B.	   L.	   Phillips	   &	   Shine,	   2004,	   2006a,	   2006b),	   however,	  
sublethal	  effects	  may	  still	  affect	  animal	  survival	  (Llewelyn,	  Phillips,	  &	  Shine,	  2009).	  We	  can	  see	  here	  that	  
the	  quickening	  of	  cane	  toad	  velocities	  has	  effects	  throughout	  ecosystems23.	  This	   leaves	  us	  then	  with	  the	  
question:	  can	  cane	  toads	  be	  envisaged	  anew,	  as	  part	  of	  resilient	  ecosystems	  or	  are	  the	  changes	  too	  great?	  
Will	  ecosystems	  at	  longer	  time	  scales	  (tens	  of	  years)	  after	  the	  tidal	  wave	  move	  closer	  to	  what	  they	  were,	  
or	  will	  some	  new	  state	  occur?	  Given	  the	   level	  of	  emotional	   investment	  by	  humans,	  will	  ecosystems	  feel	  
fundamentally	  different24,	  or	  should	  we	  be	  changing	  the	  way	  that	  we	  see	  our	  role	  in	  ecosystems?	  

In	  more	   recent	   scientific	   research	   Invasive	   Species	   Predictive	   Schemes	   have	   become	  more	   complicated	  
utilising	  greater	  computer	  power	  to	  take	  into	  account	  more	  variables	  and	  the	  effect	  of	  rapid	  evolutionary	  
changes	   in	   invaders	  and	  recipient	  communities	   (B.	  L.	  Phillips,	  Chipperfield,	  &	  Kearney,	  2008;	  Whitney	  &	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23	  Although	  responses	  are	  dependent	  upon	  the	  existing	  genetic	  potential	  of	  species	  and	  individuals.	  
24	   In	   2007	   Jane	   Mulcock	   and	   I,	   as	   part	   of	   the	   Thinking	   Skin	   research	   project,	   spent	   considerable	   time	   trying	   to	   locate	   and	  
negotiate	  access	  to	  a	  live	  toad	  in	  Perth	  that	  we	  could	  touch.	  This	  proved	  quite	  difficult	  as	  access	  by	  humans	  to	  toads	  (and	  toads	  to	  
the	  world)	  is	  strictly	  controlled	  at	  the	  Perth	  Zoo	  and	  at	  various	  universities.	  However	  we	  did	  finally	  touch	  the	  skin	  of	  a	  cane	  toad	  
and	  found	  that	  it	  was	  dry	  and	  sandpapery	  and	  not	  cold	  and	  slimy	  like	  their	  stereotypical	  depiction	  suggests.	  
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Gabler,	   2008).	   Still,	   if	   models	   of	   prediction	   have	   become	   more	   sophisticated,	   the	   system	   itself	   is	  
continually	  revealed	  as	  being	  more	  complicated.	  A	  range	  of	  control	  methods	  (such	  as	   investigating	  toad	  
toxins,	   parasite	   control	   agents,	   genetic	   manipulation	   using	   “daughterless”	   technology,	   and	   the	   use	   of	  
pheromones	  to	  increase	  trapping	  success)	  that	  might	  be	  more	  effective,	  are	  still	  under	  development.	  

With	  case	  histories	  from	  the	  Mimosaceae,	  Robbins	  argues	  the	  ‘rate	  and	  acceleration	  of	  species	  invasion	  is	  
directly	   linked	   to	   the	   networking	   of	   the	   invading	   species	   with	   allied	   species,	   land	   managers,	   and	  
bureaucracies’	  (2004,	  p.	  152)	  and	  we	  have	  seen	  here	  a	  similar	  complex	  system	  around	  cane	  toads.	  As	  we	  
recognise	  that	  the	  human	  and	  nonhuman	  worlds	  are	  entwined,	  how	  do	  we	  convey	  this	  more	  complicated	  
condition	  to	  the	  Kimberley	  human	  residents	  without	  losing	  people,	  without	  being	  too	  negative?	  	  

	  
Figure	  22:	  A	  toad	  in	  the	  hand:	  The	  University	  of	  Western	  Australia	  toads	  are	  kept	  for	  biology	  classes.	  This	  toad	  is	  a	  yellowish	  
green-‐khaki	  colour	  (photographed	  by	  the	  author).	  

In	  Gleitzman’s	  Toad	  Heaven	   the	   toad	   community	   learns	   that	   the	   old	   familiar	   pond	   is	   the	   best	   place	   to	  
belong	  to	  and	  by	  way	  of	  narrative	  resolution,	  cane	  toads	  are	  seen	  to	  have	  value	  and	  purpose	  as	  ecological	  
citizens	  when	  it	  is	  found	  that	  they	  like	  to	  eat	  fire	  ants,	  an	  even	  more	  ferocious	  invader25.	  Whilst	  this	  is	  a	  
neat	  (and	  morally	  comforting)	  resolution	  for	  a	  children’s	  novel,	  perhaps	  we	  need	  a	  more	  “dark	  ecology”	  
that	   is	   both	   more	   pragmatic	   and	   more	   hopeful	   but	   neither	   falsely	   optimistic	   nor	   overly	   apocalyptic	  
(Morton,	  2007).	  

Leslie	  Head	  has	  highlighted	  the	  way	  that	  climate	  change	  science	  has	  challenged	  the	  mitigation/adaptation	  
binary	   leading	   to	   more	   emphasis	   on	   the	   latter:	   ‘the	   complexity	   of	   climate	   change	   debates,	   and	   the	  
intractability	   of	   the	   geopolitical	   issues	   entwined	   with	   them,	   can	   tend	   to	   enhance	   simple	   metaphors’	  
(Head,	  2010:	  240).	  She	  cites	  examples	  of	  new	  ecological	  investigations	  that	  as	  well	  as	  taking	  in	  social	  and	  
cultural	  histories,	  are	  favouring	  more	  modest,	  heterogeneous	  solutions.	  In	  the	  case	  of	  cane	  toads	  one	  can	  
hypothesise	  that	  such	  nuanced	  re-‐examinations	  of	  adaptation	  can	  locate	  ‘vernacular	  capacities	  as	  well	  as	  
vulnerabilities’	  (Head,	  2010,	  p.	  240). 

C o n c l u s i o n 	  
In	  the	  writing	  of	  this	  essay	  I	  have	  included	  three	  structural	  approaches.	  One	  is	  to	   look	  more	  deeply	   into	  
the	  ecological	  knowledge	  about	  the	  cane	  toad	  to	  broaden	  one	  way	  of	  understanding	  cane	  toads.	  This	   is	  
not	  to	  be	  caught	  up	  in	  ecology	  as	  an	  “only	  truth”	  but	  reasoning	  that	  a	  more	  critical	  examination	  of	  it	  leads	  
to	   critical	   understandings	   of	   animal	   (and	   human)	   selves.	   The	   second	   is	   to	   make	   connections	   in	   the	  
humanities	  and	  social	  sciences	  to	  the	  metaphors	  and	  complex	  assemblages	  that	  connect	  outwards	  from	  
cane	  toads.	  Thirdly	  (and	  as	  a	  visual	  artist)	  I	  have	  included	  pictures	  re-‐presenting	  real	  deaths	  by	  and	  of	  cane	  
toads,	   to	   ensure	   that	   any	   consideration	   of	   arguments	   does	   not	   lose	   touch	   of	   the	   material	   nature	   of	  
events.	  	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25	  The	  solutions	  were	  worked	  through	  by	  the	  mobility-‐challenged	  Limpy,	  whose	  tendency	  to	  hop	  in	  circles	  when	  under	  pressure	  is	  
the	  result	  of	  a	  near	  fatal	  flattening	  on	  the	  highway.	  
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Over	  70	  years	  a	  rich	  network	  of	  associations,	  as	  monster,	  plague	  bringer,	  scientific	  subject,	  pet	  and	  folk	  
anti-‐hero	  has	  developed	  around	  cane	  toads.	  This	  essay	  has	  explored	  how	  we	  might	  resolve	  the	  place	  of	  
cane	  toads	  as	  “feral”	  in	  a	  future	  ecology,	  given	  the	  considerable	  impact	  they	  have	  on	  the	  animals	  around	  
them,	  and	  given	  their	  imbrication	  into	  a	  fabric	  of	  fear	  of	  invasion	  and	  change.	  Can	  they	  be	  envisaged	  anew	  
as	   part	   of	   resilient	   ecosystems?	   Returning	   to	   Figure	   1	   we	   can	   see	   now	   that	   there	   are	   many	   aspects	  
interwoven	  into	  its	  apprehension.	  The	  actants	  include	  not	  only	  the	  goanna	  and	  the	  cane	  toad,	  but	  also	  the	  
ecosystem	  surrounding	  it,	  the	  conservationist	  taking	  the	  picture,	  and	  us	  as	  writer,	  readers,	  and	  observers.	  
The	  relations	  surrounding	  cane	  toads	  have	  been	  gathered	  together	  to	  show	  that	  it	  is	  not	  a	  simple	  issue	  of	  
rights	   or	   arguments	   but	   is	   complicated	   by	   diverse	   contexts.	   And	   one	   reason	  why	   the	   question	   of	   cane	  
toads	   remains	   “unanswered”	   is	   because	   the	   sources	   and	  effects	  of	   these	  matters	  of	   concern	   remain	   in	  
motion.	  	  

	  

Figure	  1	  redux:	  Photo	  taken	  on	  Kimberley	  Toad	  Buster	  reconnaissance	  and	  Toadbust	  on	  Amanbidgi	  (Old	  Kildurk	  Station	  in	  the	  
Northern	  Territory)	  13	  December	  2008.	  The	  head	  is	  in	  the	  bottom	  right	  corner.	  Note	  darker	  cane	  toad	  carcase	  in	  front	  of	  the	  
back	  legs	  where	  the	  belly	  would	  be	  (Kimberley	  Toad	  Busters,	  2008).	  
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