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The Water for Agriculture Webinar Series welcomed Michael Reid and Dr. Ted Alter who shared 

lessons learned from the collaborative research and capacity-building partnership, the Victoria 

Rabbit Action Network (VRAN). A partnership between Australia’s Invasive Animals Cooperative 

Research Centre, University of New England, and Pennsylvania State University, VRAN was 

established in 2014 to promote community-led action for sustainable and effective rabbit 

management in Victoria, Australia. In this talk, Reid and Alter describe the management of 

rabbits in Victoria, southeastern Australia. The speakers share how VRAN built relationships 

among landowners, land managers, community groups, scientists, and government agencies, and 

share key principles that have guided their work. 

Reid began by describing the intensity of rabbits as an invasive species in Victoria. Wild Rabbits 

were introduced by England in the 1840s in Australia, and by 1920, an estimated 10 billion had 

spread throughout the country. Though the wild rabbit population has since subsided, they 

remain a contentious problem and national pest. Economically, wild rabbits cost Australia 

roughly 230 million (AUD) per year in lost agricultural production. The pests regularly degrade 

over 300 native species with significant cultural and ecological value and cause significant harm 

to the burial sites of First Nations peoples. 

In the past, the Australian government has had varied responses to its wild rabbit problem. Reid 

described how the main challenge of controlling this invasive population is that they are a mobile 

species, covering up to 20 kilometers in a lifetime. Conventional methods, such poisoning, and 

destroying burrows, were not effective in managing the population at a landscape scale because 

of their mobility and their breeding frequency. To control the pest, programs needed solutions 

that engaged sustained, coordinated, community efforts. 

To reframe the rabbit problem, Reid explained, the issue needed to first be recast as a “wicked 

issue” throughout the nation. Reid described that a “wicked issue” is difficult to define; a 

complex problem with no single or preferred solution that necessitates the expertise of a 

diversity of actors within a system. These actors present with differing views, values, and 
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assumptions about a problem, and ultimately, there is no clear responsibility to one organization. 

“Reframing rabbit management as a wicked problem was a really important part of the theory of 

change for our program,” Reid explained. “When you reframe it as a wicked problem and 

acknowledge it as a wicked problem, it provides space to work differently and be more 

innovative in thinking about different ways for solving the issues.” 

Having reframed the issue of wild rabbits as a wicked problem in Australia, Reid then described 

how the program utilized a democratic participatory systems approach to look at the problem 

through multiple perspectives. Reid explained: “At its essence, a systems approach is about 

providing the bigger picture; looking at the socio-political system, the ecological system, and the 

connectedness of all systems.” Applying this participatory systems approach to an engagement 

perspective, informational interviews were undertaken and site visits to gather baseline 

information from a variety of stakeholders across the system, including bio-physical and social 

science experts, federal program managers, farmers, and other facilitators of local-level 

knowledge. Reid explained that it was important to look at the system through multiple 

perspectives because incorporating a diversity of perspectives “moves government beyond the 

echo chamber and starts to challenge our own biases and reframe the issue into a holistic lens.” 

The process of bringing scientific expertise together with community knowledge, Reid argued, 

drives better decisions and actions through collective change. 

After collecting systems knowledge from a diversity of stakeholders, Reid and his team organized 

the Victorian Rabbit Action Network to tailor programs and resources to communities that would 

target collective change for more effective pest management. As a cooperative form of 

governance, VRAN “allowed people with skin in the game to be able to make decisions.” Reid 

continued, “Previously, the community weren’t at the decision-making table. [VRAN is] an 

example of equity in action. People with incentives were at the table and involved in designing 

and developing programs… It ensured that more robust economic decisions were made across 

the state.” 

Reid provided two examples of VRAN-created interventions to highlight successful ways that 

rabbit management has been improved through community involvement in Victoria. First, after 

participating in a systems mapping exercise, VRAN members found that a lack of technical 

knowledge around rabbit control was leading to poor management decisions, leading to 

frustration and wasted investment. To counter these concerns, VRAN developed “Rabbit 
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Bootcamp,” an intensive three-day course for participants from across industry, government, and 

community to acquire firsthand experience in rabbit management practices, understand 

legislative requirements about rabbit management, welfare requirements, and explore different 

engagement approaches to work with communities and invasive pests. VRAN also developed the 

“Loops and Bounds” learning network, a bi-annual exchange of ideas and experiences among 

stakeholders that encourages attendees to grapple with challenges associated with rabbit 

management and share learnings with the whole group.  

Second, VRAN identified limited funding opportunities to support community capacity initiatives 

and locally-led programs. In response, VRAN launched a series of community innovation grant 

programs that provide small stipends (between 1,000 and 10,000 AUD) to support local-level 

rabbit management capacity building innovations and facilitate local knowledge and sharing 

networks. Examples of implemented programming include community forums, workshops, field 

days, and applications for mapping rabbit migration to assess population densities. 

Since its founding in 2012, the Victoria Rabbit Action Network has reached over 10,000 people, 

covering 2.5 million hectares of public and private land. A program impact evaluation from 2011 

found that 80% of participants say VRAN has improved social benefits, 75% said it has led to 

improved environmental benefits (particularly the regeneration of native plants), 60% say it 

improved their confidence in managing invasive pests, and almost 90% of surveyed participants 

have changed their rabbit management approach since participating in one of the network’s 

programs. 

Concluding the webinar, Dr. Alter offered guiding principles, or “lessons learned,” about working 

in collaborative research and community-building partnerships. “What we’ve found is that 

innovation comes from unlikely places,” Dr. Alter shared. “It’s often been the quiet voice or the 

marginalized voice from where innovative ideas have risen. It’s important to unearth those 

perspectives and bring them to the table.” Though the process has been undermined by tension 

between social scientists, bio-physical scientists, farmers, and community members, Dr. Alter 

maintains that it is imperative to understand and question power and power dynamics within 

community engagement networks. “Who is being consulted? Whose interests are being 

advantaged? Disadvantaged? You can’t keep consulting the same people.” Dr. Alter described 

how collaborative research needs to embrace the complexity of multifaceted issues, and while 

“there are no silver bullets, no simple solutions,” it is important to integrate bio-physical and 

socio-political solutions to inspire collective change. “It takes time, takes energy, and 

commitment from the stakeholders,” Dr. Alter concluded. “It’s important to do collaborative 

community engagement in a way that highlights the individual and retains the dignity of all those 

involved.” 

To view the full webinar, click here.  
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