Relentless march of cane toads continues
It seems nothing can stop cane toads moving west over the Australian continent. They use roads and tracks rather than moving through dense vegetation. Fences around billabongs where toads breed is not a solution as they also restrict native animals. The toads' glands contain chemicals which poison other animals. Native animals of all sorts eat frogs and toads and are dying in large numbers from eating the toxic toads. Mike Tyler describes cane toads as a horrific problem for the Australian environment with very few original ideas emerging for their control. Despite vast knowledge of the biology of cane toads, we are not close to finding a control mechanism.
Transcript
Robyn Williams: Music from the first cane toad movie, you may remember, directed by Mark Lewis, it came out in 1988. And now a 3-D follow-up, Cane Toads: The Conquest, was released in cinemas throughout Australia on Wednesday.  One of the stars is Mike Tyler, University of Adelaide. So how's the conquest going?
Michael Tyler: The cane toad is doing remarkably well, it is moving further west. A group of people got together and said, look, we don't want this creature to get into Western Australia, and they formed a group supported by the federal government and the state government and the local community. They went out and they picked them up and they destroyed them. But the cane toad is now in Western Australia, it is in the vicinity of Kununurra and moving down the roads. It doesn't like travelling in dense vegetation, but it does remarkably well travelling down the numerous roads and tracks which are there. And although all sorts of things have been looked at, nothing seems to work. People talk about putting up fences. One of the recent moves was to fence off some billabongs. That's fine. Certainly it would stop the cane toads from getting there, but what about the other animals that also require access to water to be able to survive? And it is equally effective in destroying them as well.
Robyn Williams: Yes, quite a few measures that have been talked about in terms of pharmaceuticals, chemical measures and so on, any of them working much?
Michael Tyler: In 1963 I wrote to the federal government and the government of South Australia and said, look, something must be done because although this is confined to eastern Australia, something has got to be done to kill it off because it is going to travel. And I was told not to be silly. And that's the truth of the matter, I was told not to be silly, there was no way the cane toad was going to cross the major rivers that discharge into the Gulf of Carpentaria.
Robyn Williams: That's amazing, and now we've got the situation where they are doing presumably a great deal of damage to wildlife still.
Michael Tyler: Yes. Because the cane toad is toxic, it has these glands on the back of its head which contain poisons...native frogs are the cannon fodder of the animal kingdom and they are eaten by a wide variety of creatures. There are birds, crocodiles, goannas, quolls, these beautiful quolls, there's nothing nicer than to see a quoll sitting up in the middle of the road eating a large insect or occasionally, not so nice, seeing it eating native frogs. Well, these creatures are dying off in large numbers, and I really wonder what can be done. 
I had some ideas of looking for pheromones. We wrote a paper which was published in Nature, a group of chemists at the University of Adelaide and myself, and we found that there was a pheromone, one of these chemical messengers that attracted female frogs, native frogs. It would be nice to see whether we could find something that was present in cane toads which would perhaps attract females and make it possible to bring them together and kill off large numbers in one place.
Robyn Williams: You once suggested actually that if we could exploit some of those poisons, as you describe, in the cane toad's skin, we could possibly produce a kind of CSIRO division of pharmacology king-hit product and everyone would go around hunting them and become terribly rich and the cane toads would die out. Is that feasible still?
Michael Tyler: No. [laughs] Look, it's one of your funny little jokes. I know you're full of them, Robyn, but we've got to be realistic. They are now occupying, what, one million square kilometres. People say, look, what we need to do is get all the unemployed and get the army, give the unemployed sacks, they can pick the toads up, the army can provide them with food, and that way we will kill them off. But people who make that sort of statement have never seen them, never been in areas where it is virtually impossible to fail to tread on one when you walk around at night. So it is a major problem, a horrific problem, but I don't think that we can say everything has been looked at. 
Let me put it this way, WIB Beveridge said that most scientific research fell into one of three categories; one was 'fancy that', one was 'no stone unturned', and the third one was 'bandwagon'. And effectively that has been happening with the design of research into control of the cane toad, bandwagon, let's do what Joe Blow did. But very few original ideas have emerged from these studies into the control of the cane toad. I think it's got to be a natural product. I don't think that looking at the sort of things that have been followed so far are going to contribute. At the moment you can say we know more about the biology of the cane toad than any native species and probably any other species in the world, but we are really no nearer finding a control mechanism than we were 20 years ago.
Robyn Williams: Professor Mike Tyler at the University of Adelaide, and the cane toad conquest takes off in your cinemas this week.
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