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Introduction 
The Tasmanian devil (Sarcophilus harrisii, Boitard, 1841) once occurred across 
many areas of mainland Australia, but is now restricted to the State of Tasmania. 
Tasmanian devils are the largest extant carnivorous marsupial in the world. The 
species is under threat from a contagious, transmissible tumor known as Devil 
Facial Tumor Disease (DFTD) (Hawkins et al., 2006). Since 1996 where it was 
first discovered in the North East of Tasmania, DFTD has spread across much of 
the species natural range. Long-term statewide spotlighting data indicates a 

decline in 
sightings of 
around 80% with 
long-term 
trapping data 
from some 
affected areas 
indicating 
declines of over 
90%. It is listed 
as Endangered 
on State and 
Federal 
legislation, and 
also on the IUCN 
Red List. In 

 Tasmanian devil © Simon DeSalis 
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November 2012, fifteen devils (7 males & 8 females) were released from 
quarantine facilities onto Maria Island National Park on Tasmania’s east coast. 
This was followed up by the release of another 13 animals (8 males & 5 females) 
in October/November 2013. The Conservation Introduction occurred as part of the 
Insurance Meta-population strategy for the species (CBSG, DPIPWE and 
ARAZPA, 2009), to establish a managed, disease free population of wild animals. 
Monitoring of Maria Island devils and their potential impacts has been ongoing.  
 
Goals 

x� Goal 1: To establish a wild free-living and DFTD-free population of Tasmanian 
devils that requires the minimum level of management for its persistence as 
part of the insurance meta-population for this threatened species. 

x� Goal 2: To maintain the wild attributes and behaviors of the species as part of 
the long-term insurance population strategy for the species, including the 
maintenance of a suite of associated flora and fauna (commensal, symbiotic 
and parasitic) including an endemic tapeworm Dasyurotaenia robusta 
(Beddard, 1912). 

 
Success Indicators 

x� Indicator 1: The introduced population’s mean body condition score is within 
acceptable limits (using criteria for a subjective condition scoring system) post 
release. Weight fluctuations should not significantly vary from those observed 
in wild populations over time. 

x� Indicator 2: Greater than 50% of the founders survive after 12 months. 
x� Indicator 3: Greater than 30% of 2+ year old females breed successfully in the 

first breeding season post release. 
x� Indicator 4: F1 breed to produce viable offspring. 
x� Indicator 5: Establishment of a stable, genetically diverse (95%+ 

heterozygosity) population at least as large as the initial founding population, 
requiring minimal management intervention. 

  
Project Summary 
Feasibility: Maria Island (9,672 ha) has been a National Park since 1972. 
Numerous native mammal and bird conservation introductions have occurred 
particularly in the late 1960s to early 1970s. It is now one of the most bio-diverse 
islands in Tasmania in terms of mammal species. Maria Island ranked highly as a 
Tasmanian devil introduction site due to its biosecurity, large size, land tenure, 
prey and water availability, and presence of Parks and Wildlife Rangers. The 
island has appropriate denning substrate and habitat in the form of old fallen 
trees, sand dunes and dolerite boulder fields and an abundance of wombat 
burrows, commonly used by devils. It also lacks other threats such as dogs and 
public vehicles. Some ongoing management will be required on Maria Island to 
maintain a genetically viable devil population in the long term.  
 
Previous land uses including farming converted some areas to pasture, which is 
now used by a variety of introduced and previously extant herbivores. Forester 
kangaroo (Macropus giganteus), Bennett’s wallaby (Macropus rufogriseus), 
Tasmanian pademelon (Thylogale billiadierii), brushtail possum (Trichosurus 
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vulpecula) and the 
common wombat 
(Vombatus ursinus) have 
bred to large numbers 
partly due to the lack of a 
terrestrial predator. This 
has resulted in a 
requirement for macropod 
population control 
programs to prevent poor 
overall population health 
in the three species. 
Potential impacts to 
ground nesting birds such 
as little penguins 
(Eudyptula minor), short-
tailed shearwaters
(Puffinus tenuirostris) 

shorebirds and also endangered species such as the forty-spotted pardalote 
(Pardalotus quadragintus), swift parrot (Lathamus discolor) and wedge-tailed 
eagle (Aquila audax fleayi) were considered in risk assessments.   
 
Implementation:  

Animal selection and preparation - genetics, health checks, behavior tests: 
Founding animals were initially selected with consideration to genetic suitability, 
and availability within the Tasmanian devil insurance meta-population. Breeding 
recommendations were coordinated by the Zoo and Aquarium Association of 
Australia (ZAA). Shortlisted animals were then subjected to health checks and 
behavior tests. The health checks were designed to address major issues raised 
in a Disease Risk Assessment, developed as part of the project proposal. 
Behavior tests were developed to: 1) Determine whether behavioral phenotype 
affects post-translocation survival and reproduction of Tasmanian devils and to 2) 
Ensure, by assessing responses of individual devils to human presence, that only 
those posing a minimal risk of becoming a public nuisance were introduced. 
 
Establishment phase - timing of release, site selection, release method, early 
intervention: The timing of the release (November - Austral spring) was intended 
to allow establishment on island prior to a typical breeding season which begins 
around February. Release sites were chosen based on appropriate habitat, 
distance from the main tourist precinct and the presence of both prey items and 
fresh water. Animals were released directly into the island environment and 
provided with supplementary food. This was adjusted according to devil body 
condition assessment during post-release monitoring. Supplementary feeding 
was ceased within approximately 2 months of each release once the individuals 
were established. A public education/reporting campaign was also established to 
gain information about dispersal and sightings as well as create awareness of the 
program. 
 

 Staff releasing collared devil © Tom Waugh 
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Post-release monitoring: 

Collars: Five devils were released with GPS/VHF tracking collars (Thalmann, 
2013). This provided information on survival (one devil was found dead in a 
wombat burrow). It also recorded initial dispersal of the collared animals across 
the island including some early home range information. 
 
Trapping: Trapping of released devils occurred initially at 2 weeks, then at 
monthly intervals post 2012. Trapping to monitor general welfare of animals 
during the establishment phase as well as GPS collar fit. Collars were removed 
from all devils after 5 months and trapping was then timed to gather important 
information around breeding success and general body condition of animals. 
Trapping was frequent post-2013 release during the establishment phase and is 
now approximately quarterly, timed for important stages of the devil life cycle.  
 
Post release survival has been high (87% for 2012 release and 100% for 2013 
release as of August 2014). Breeding has successfully occurred in both 2013 and 
2014 with greater than 75% of females observed with pouch young, including 
three F1 females. In general, weight and condition of animals post release has 
been within or above expectations.   
 
Cameras at feed stations: Video and still cameras have been used almost 
constantly since the 2012 release. Animals were photographed during pre-release 
health checks allowing for remote monitoring of individuals. Camera monitoring 
has been a highly successful technique post release, especially where individual 
animals were not captured during trapping trips.  
 
Diet: This was monitored via scat analysis (Rogers, in prep). The Tasmanian 
pademelon, brushtail possum, and the common wombat, problematic over-
grazing species, collectively are making up the bulk (73% of the composition of 
the devils scat and their remains are found in 86% of scats) of the devils diet. 
Birds are also common and include cape barren geese, little penguins, 
shearwaters and unknown 
other species. 
 
Major difficulties 

faced 

x� There was a paucity of 
recent fauna survey 
data for Maria Island, 
and therefore several 
years of survey work 
was required to build 
information into the 
initial proposal.  

x� Due to the National 
Park status of the 
island, the approval 
process involved both First release at French's farm © Simon DeSalis 
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State and Federal legislation at the highest level resulting in a lengthy approval 
process. 

x� The introduction of a mammalian predator to an offshore island outside its 
range was a controversial concept and involved much debate - particularly 
whilst animals were still in reasonable numbers across their natural range in 
the wild (albeit severely declined and in the presence of DFTD spreading).    

x� There was a need to develop a Translocation Policy for the State concurrently, 
and also highlighted challenges within existing internal approval processes. 

x� This proposal highlighted the need to have a better understanding of the 
context of pathogens within the selected founders, and those extant in the 
chosen release site. Without a full understanding of potential impacts, e.g. the 
precautionary principle was applied to founders that tested positive to 
Salmonella and in some instances resulted in exclusion of otherwise suitable 
animals. 

 
Major lessons learned 

x� A management regime for captive animals (both intensively managed and free 
range), aimed at maximizing wild behavior and minimizing human interaction 
with devils was very effective preparation for the released animals. Wherever 
possible, free-range captive animals should be given highest priority for 
selection due to their further removal from daily interactions with humans.  
When multiple institutions (i.e. zoos, government facilities & wildlife parks) are 
managing captive animals as a meta-population, every effort should be made 
to ensure a consistent approach with the ultimate aim being preparation for 
wild release.  

x� A strong partnership with the landholder (in this case Parks and Wildlife 
Service Tasmania) and the Save the Tasmanian Devil Program has been 
essential in every step of the project. Outlining key responsibilities of each 
party through Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) provides a clear 
framework for such partnerships. 

x� Much thought went into stress minimization for the animals selected for 
release. Considerations included: use of familiar traps as transport containers; 
releasing animals in familiar groups (i.e. animals that were housed together 
prior to release) at separate sites for each group. Release of less dominant, 
smaller animals in each group first; allowing animals to leave the traps in their 
own time; separation of media from animals with the use of hides; minimal scat 
removal (for diet analysis) in the first few weeks after release to allow natural 
social interactions to develop through the establishment of latrine sites and 
provision of easily accessed food and water. Whilst difficult to measure, the 
project success to date is likely to be a combination of many factors including 
these and other strategies implemented in the establishment phase. 

x� The development of a captive insurance population as one of the first 
measures in response to the threat of DFTD was valuable in allowing for 
suitable release animals to be selected in a timely manner, with suitable 
quarantine status. 
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Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 

x� Tasmanian devils are a highly adaptable, generalist species which appear to 
maintain wild instincts through several generations of captivity. Devils appear 
to cope well with transportation and translocation into both captive and wild 
situations using a variety of transport methods, when appropriate stress 
reduction measures are incorporated. 

x� Use of the IUCN Guidelines for Re-introductions (IUCN, 1998), a multi-
disciplinary team and consultation with experts who had conducted 
translocations of other Dasyurid species proved very useful in developing the 
original proposal and post release monitoring plans. 

x� Careful management of animals in captive facilities to maintain wild traits and 
minimize human interactions proved to be invaluable preparation for the 
animals. Good communications between institutions and co-ordination at a 
meta-population level by the Zoological Association of Australia (ZAA) was 
essential to success. 

x� Island selection - Maria Island has met the ecological requirements of 
Tasmanian devils well to date - however in the long-term the population will 
require genetic management, and the impact of the devil on the ecology and 
park users of Maria Island will need to be monitored. 

x� Appropriate funding during the first 5 years of the Save the Tasmanian devil 
program allowed many aspects of the project to occur simultaneously in 
preparation for a successful release - for example project proposal 
development and baseline monitoring on Maria Island, establishment, 
development and maintenance of an insurance population, research into the 
mechanisms and vector of spread for DFTD as well as ongoing wild monitoring 
on the “disease front” and long-term monitoring sites. 
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