
The stench hits you first, pungent,
musty and rotting. Then you hear them:
a sound like ocean waves, or pouring
rain hitting concrete. And the occasional
squeak.

The horror lurking in the darkness is
a throng of thousands of mice swarming
above, around and inside a storage
bunker of wheat at the Fragar family’s
farm seven hours west of Sydney, Aus-
tralia. After a long and painful drought,
the mice are ravaging the family’s first
good harvest in years and endangering
the next one, putting their business on
the brink of ruin.

Their farm is just one of thousands
along the country’s eastern grain belt
that are contending with what local resi-
dents call the worst mouse plague in liv-
ing memory, with far-reaching conse-
quences both in the fields and in rural
communities.

It’s like “watching the mice eat away
at your future,” said Kathy Fragar, 51.

For what has been half a year but felt
to many like an eternity, the rodents
have chewed a swath through southern
Queensland, New South Wales and
northern Victoria, the flip side to the
good fortune of the break in a once-a-
century drought.

In addition to devouring crops,
they’ve bitten people in their beds,
dropped out of air-conditioning units
and gnawed through appliances.
They’ve eaten the toes off chickens in
their pens. They’ve been blamed as
whole towns have lost phone reception
and a house has burned down.

The mice have added unpleasant
tasks to many people’s routines. Store-
keepers set traps and drown the mice
they catch. Residents burn dead mice in
backyard “crematories.” Grocers clean
up flour that spills onto the floor from
nibbled packages. Hospital workers
place diffusers in waiting rooms in a
largely fruitless attempt to mask the
stink of rotting rodent corpses.

At the Fragars’ farm, the mice scatter
when the light hits them, sliding like a
waterfall down the sides of a bright blue

tarp and disappearing down holes and
into the grass. For every visible mouse,
there are countless more underneath
the covering.

The family’s wheat bunker has visibly
shrunk. The mice won’t eat their way
through the whole thing — if they bur-
row too deep, they will suffocate. But
Jeff Fragar, 55, said the family would be
lucky to sell 500 of the 700 metric tonnes
they had harvested. That could be
$30,000 down the drain.

Other farmers have had crops re-
jected or turned away from ports after
mouse droppings were found. Some, like
Terry Klante, who farms near Mr. Fra-
gar, have fended off the mice with bait-
ing and fencing but still keep a nightly
vigil, looking for signs of infestation.

For Mr. Fragar, the greatest concern
is whether he can get this year’s wheat
planted. The family is in the middle of
sowing season. The mice will eat any
seeds they put out now. But the longer
they wait, the more they risk a lacklus-
ter crop, or no crop at all.

A lobbying group, NSW Farmers,
warns that New South Wales could lose
a billion dollars’ worth of harvests as
growers scale back their winter crops of

wheat, barley and canola.
“We’ve had three years where we did-

n’t even get our crop in the ground be-
cause of the drought,” Mr. Fragar said.
“And we have one half-reasonable year,
which the mice are now destroying. If
we don’t get it in again, I’d say we’d be
out of luck here. The bank won’t carry us
any further.”

Australia suffers a mouse plague ev-
ery decade or so. The current one came
after bountiful rains last year that left
farmers’ silos overflowing with grain.
They stocked up on feed for their ani-
mals, and all that grain gave the mice a
perfect source of food.

Changes to farming practices have
also been a factor. Crop farmers used to
burn stubble to clear the land. Over the
past 15 years, they’ve started sowing
new crops directly onto the old stalks,
for environmental reasons. That has
had the unintended consequence of cre-
ating more sources of food and shelter
for mice. These natural and man-made
causes, along with the fast breeding cy-
cles of mice — they can have six to 10
offspring every three weeks or so —
have allowed their numbers to quickly
explode into the millions.

At the same time, government help
has been slow to arrive. The New South
Wales government recently announced
a support package that includes rebates
on mouse bait and the lifting of a ban on
the use of the poison bromadiolone,
which the state agricultural minister,
Adam Marshall, said would be the
equivalent of “napalming” the mice.

In the tiny town of Tottenham, near
the Fragars’ farm, residents say this
mouse plague is the longest they have
lived through.

The coming Southern Hemisphere
winter has slowed the mice down.
Robert Brodin, who owns a store called
Tottenham Rural Trading, said he had
been catching 30 or 40 mice in his store
but now caught only 15 or 20. But he’s
not confident it will end anytime soon.

“They used to say once they start eat-
ing each other, it’ll be over, but they’ve
been eating each other since December,
and it’s not stopping,” he said.

Steve Henry, whom the Australian
government has labeled the country’s
top mice plague expert, said it was easi-
er to predict the beginning of an out-
break than the conclusion of one.

The scene he painted for the eventual

denouement was one of vermin apoca-
lypse. The tail end of a mouse plague,
Mr. Henry said, arrives when “there’s
too many mice in the system; they’re all
interacting with each other and disease
spreads quickly. At the same time,
they’re running out of food, so they’re
turning on the sick and weak, and
they’re attacking and eating their ba-
bies.”

He warned that if the mice survived
the winter in large numbers, their popu-
lations would explode again in the
spring and cause even more damage.

Until it’s all over, the plague will con-
tinue to take a psychological toll in re-
mote areas, where people are largely
self-reliant and often face setbacks with
the mind-set that you take it on the chin
and get on with it.

Jo Randall, who lives about 75 miles
south of the Fragars, said she had been
brought to tears one morning as she

contemplated the extra work the mice
were creating on top of an already labo-
rious farm and home life.

The Randalls consider themselves
lucky because they’ve been able to keep
the mice out of their fields, through bait-
ing and burning of the land.

But they live in an old house, full of
tiny cracks and holes for rodent intrud-
ers to slip through. Even in the morning
cold, she has to open the windows to al-
leviate the odor.

Signs of mice are all around: Ms. Ran-
dall’s phone case has been chewed rag-
ged at the edges, the family’s stereo sys-
tem has been destroyed, and there are
scores of tiny teeth marks in the handle
of a pair of scissors on the counter.

She thought the last straw would be if
the mice ever got into her bed. But when
it actually happened — when she found
droppings in her good sheets at 10:30
p.m. after an exhausting day — she just
sighed, stripped the sheets and made
the bed again.

“You’ve just got to resign to the fact
that you’re not going to win the battle,
you’re not going to get rid of them,” she
said. “So you just do the best as you can
and just wait for it to be over.”

‘Watching the mice eat away at your future’
TOTTENHAM, AUSTRALIA

For half a year, a plague
has ravaged Australia’s 
farms, shops and homes
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From left: Mice fleeing into a wheat silo on the Fragar family farm near Tottenham, Australia; Jeff Fragar checking hay damaged by mice; and harvested wheat before (left) and after (right) mice have damaged it.
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The rodents have chewed their
way around the eastern grain
belt, leaving economic damage.
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Can we save the planet?
ADVERTISEMENT

Experts ring the bell, we still do have hope.

Ten years
“It is only over the next 10 years from
here to 2030 that we can influence
what is going to happen. The scary
thing is that after 2030 it basically
doesn't really matter what humans do.
We will be in danger of those tipping
points having a domino effect on
each other and we will lose total
control.”
That was the stark warning issued by
Ms. Christiana Figueres at the Tokyo
Forum 2020 Online, an important
international conference on climate
change and other critical items on the
global agenda, hosted last December
by Japan’s prestigious University of
Tokyo in collaboration with Korea’s
Chey Institute for Advanced Studies.
Figueres was one of the people most
responsib le for the successfu l
conclusion of the historic Paris
Agreement, 2015’s groundbreaking

accord on climate change.
In another excellent Forum
presentation, Dr. Johan Rockström,
Director of the Potsdam Institute for
Climate Impact Research and
Professor of Earth System Science at
the University of Potsdam, raised the
alarm about nine tipping elements
and stressed that “these are all
interconnected systems and they
might start having strong cascading
effects.”
“For example, we experience
accelerated melting of ice in the
Arctic and on Greenland, causing the
absorption of more heat from the Sun
when melted-ice surfaces get darker.
This also leads to more freshwater
flowing into the North Atlantic ,
slowing down the ocean circulation of
heat and the Gulf Stream, which in
turn affects the functioning of the
monsoon rainfall systems over the

Amazon and West Africa, causing
more droughts and forest fires,
releasing even more carbon. The
slowdown in heat exchange in the
ocean also locks in warm surface
waters in the Southern Ocean, which
accelerates the melting of ice sheets
in Antarctica. All systems on Earth are
inter-connected, potentially triggering
cascades.”

Like Figueres, Rockström doesn’t pull
any punches about what it all means.
“The scale and speed in our
hyper-connected world are such that
we're getting close to hitting the
ceiling of the earth system’s capacity
to remain stable,” he said.
“Scientifically you can make the case
for declaring a state of planetary
emergency. We're at risk of
undermining the stability of the entire
earth system.”
Is he, as the climate change deniers
would insist, just an “alarmist,” or are
far too many of us not nearly alarmed
enough?

The good news
“Global Commons Stewardship in the
Anthropocene”-themed forum wasn’t
all doom and gloom, however.
Speakers pointed to a number of
positive trends in the last few years,
including:
•Increased corporate understanding
of climate disruption and willingness
to embrace new business models.
Many aiming for carbon neutrality by
2050 or sooner.
•Increased citizen awareness of
climate change reality due to
increasing number and severity of
wildfires, floods, hurricanes, etc.

Keynote speaker Jeffery Sachs,
University Professor at Columbia
University, Director of the UN
Sustainable Development Solutions
Network and an well-known
commentator on U.S. cable news, said
as follows.
“What we need is humanity together,

not any country first. This is a global
commons challenge. Our society is so
divided. People are yelling at each
other. They are fighting with each
other. They are not cooperating even
to save their own lives. We need to be
guided by knowledge and by science
in order to face challenges like
Covid-19 or climate change induced
by human activity.”

But how can we do this – and how will
we know if we are succeeding?
We need to have guidelines, pathways
that will show us effective and
achievable ways forward towards a
prosperous but carbon zero future.
We also need to have reliable metrics
that will enable us to accurately judge.

In answer to this need, last August the
University of Tokyo established the
Center for Global Commons (CGC)
led by the Forum’s chief organizer, Dr.
Naoko Ishii, whose illustrious career
has included stints as Japan’s Deputy
Vice Minister of Finance and CEO and
Chairperson of the GEF (Global
Environment Facility).
One of the Center’s first major
accomplishments has been the launch
of the pilot version of an innovative,
“Global Commons Stewardship
Index,” a comprehensive system for
objectively tracking and evaluating
the impact each country is having on
the Global Commons at a national
level. The Global Commons
Stewardship Index will be an
invaluable tool in helping
governments to develop more
effective climate change policies and
judging their success or failure.
Through developments such as the
Tokyo Forum 2020 Online, the
creation of the CGC and the
introduction of the Global Commons
Stewardship Index, we can see that
the academics and scientists are
doing their part to save the planet.

Source: Tipping Elements - the Achilles Heels of the Earth System —
Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research (pik-potsdam.de)

Paid for by

world


