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Perspectives in Conservation
For over 16 years, Michael McFadden has served as the Su-

pervisor of the Herpetology Department at the Taronga Zoo in 
Sydney, Australia. He was interviewed by Section Editor Jennifer 
Stabile in July 2019. 

Tell us a little about your background, including some of the experi-
ences that encouraged your interests in herpetology in Australia.

I was captivated by reptiles since before I can remember. 
From when I could first walk, I used to patrol my back garden 
observing and catching the small skink species that were found 
within it. My property backed on to bushland in western Sydney, 
so I grew up spending much of my spare time down there, find-
ing blue-tongue lizards, coastal bearded dragons, eastern water 
dragons, red-bellied black snakes and eastern brown snakes. 
Neither of my parents had an interest in reptiles, though both 
seemed to do well tolerating their young son coming home with a 
variety of small reptiles that I would keep and observe for a short 
period before releasing them where they were found. Though I 
think that tolerance may have been stretched when I came home 
one day with a red-bellied black snake when I was ten or eleven. 

Throughout school and university, I read every herpetology-
related book in the library and watched every documentary I 
could, absorbing as much information as possible. During uni-
versity, I also volunteered my time doing venomous snake relo-
cations, participating in biodiversity surveys and occasionally 
doing wildlife care and rehabilitation. Following my undergrad-
uate degree, my Honours research was actually on a critically 
endangered bird species rather than a reptile or amphibian, but 
it was based at Taronga Zoo, which introduced to me to the zoo 
world. Almost immediately after that, I was lucky to land a reptile 
keeper role at Taronga Zoo.

I really have been quite fortunate since. Within a couple of 
years, I was supervisor of the herpetology department, and soon 
after I was able to start coordinating ex-situ programs for a range 
of threatened Australian species. 

Did you have any role models or mentors during your time in school, 
or later on at the Taronga Zoo?  

As a child or teen, I don’t think there were any specific role 
models. My interest was largely sparked through books, various 
natural history television shows and spending time in the bush. I 
attended herpetological society meetings, but without the inter-
net back then, my knowledge of other herpetologists to develop 
role models was limited.

I first started working at the zoo when I was only twenty-one 
and from then, a mentor of mine was my manager, Dr. Peter 
Harlow. Peter had started working at the zoo about two years 
earlier, after having worked in a university herpetology lab for a 
couple of decades. Admittedly, without a chance encounter with 
Peter to find out positions were available at the zoo, my career 
probably would have followed a different path. I think Peter’s 
guidance in undertaking good research and developing effective 
conservation programs with meaningful outcomes was vital 
in directing what path I took throughout my career. Probably 
just as vital there has been the influence of Dr. Dave Hunter, a 
threatened species officer with the NSW Office of Environment 
and Heritage. Through all of our amphibian recovery programs 
at the zoo, I’ve worked closely with Dave, whose knowledge of 
amphibian conservation and management is second only to his 
drive to get conservation actions done in the field. 

What factors influenced you to take action in amphibian conserva-
tion? At what point did your focus shift from “animals on display at 
the zoo” to active conservation?

For me, it really started within my first couple of years work-
ing at the zoo. Back then, we only had one ex-situ program for 
an amphibian species, which wasn’t really kicking any goals, in 
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Fig. 1. Michael McFadden and Dave Hunter, from NSW Office of En-
vironment and Heritage, checking on a nest of Southern Corroboree 
Frogs in a remote part of Kosciuszko National Park.
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addition to the great work Peter Harlow was doing externally with 
Fijian iguanas. Across zoos within Australia, there were really only 
a handful of herpetological conservation programs. We had a great 
resource in the country through experience within zoos and it re-
ally wasn’t being utilized to its potential. This was something that 
we could build upon and really make zoos a large contributor to 
herpetological conservation in Australia. We still have a major 
focus on our display collection and public education but a lot of 
resources over the last decade has been channeled into our con-
servation initiatives. 

My first large step into conservation was when we became 
involved in the recovery program for the Southern Corroboree 
Frog (Pseudophryne corroboree). This iconic black-and-yellow 
frog was critically endangered and continuing to decline due to 
chytrid fungus. In 2006, a climate-controlled conservation facil-
ity was built at the zoo for this species and we began to set up an 
assurance colony. Only a year later, with our same partner from 
the state wildlife agency, Dave Hunter, we established an assur-
ance colony for the critically endangered Booroolong Frog (Lito-
ria booroolongensis) that was suffering the effects of an extreme 
drought, in addition to existing threats like chytrid fungus, habitat 
fragmentation, and invasive species. It was these two species that 
really gave me my initial experience with conservation manage-
ment and intensive amphibian husbandry. This then led to other 
opportunities. Over the next few years, I was really fortunate to 
work closely with Amphibian Ark, instructing or co-instructing 
conservation husbandry workshops in a number of countries, 
including Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, New Zealand and even 
back here in Australia. That was a great time and I was able to work 
alongside a number of amphibian husbandry specialists from the 
US and elsewhere.

For a number of years, it felt like every year we were setting 
up a new assurance colony of another species. After the South-
ern Corroboree and Boorolong Frogs, we established a colony of 
Northern Corroboree Frogs (Pseudophryne pengilleyi).

A year later, the Yellow-spotted Bell Frog (Litoria castanea) 
was rediscovered after having disappeared 30 years earlier, so we 
quickly got to setting up facilities and creating an assurance col-
ony of this species. Of course, we haven’t only worked with frogs. 
We also set up assurance colonies of the Blue-tailed Skink (Cryp-
toblepharus egeriae) and Lister’s Gecko (Lepidodactylus listeri) 
from Christmas Island; both are now extinct in the wild. Those 

populations have really increased at the zoo and we will soon be 
undertaking translocations. Then only a few years back, we estab-
lished an ex-situ population of Bellinger River Turtles (Myuchelys 
georgesi). This species crashed badly in the wild after a novel vi-
rus arrived and took out almost the entire mature population in 
a couple of months. A number of individuals were collected be-
fore the virus reached them and they were set up in captivity. For-
tunately, we’ve had a lot of success breeding these guys and our 
population has rapidly increased, with 80% of our mature females 
laying eggs in each breeding season so far. 

I’m now really fortunate to have quite a lot of variety with my 
position, blending a mixture of zoo-based work and field work. Al-
though I’m based in Sydney, where my role is to oversee the Herp 
Department, I spend quite a lot of time in the field throughout the 
warmer months, monitoring reintroduced populations of three of 
the frog species we work with. My main research interest is rein-
troduction biology and how we can utilize assurance populations 
to establish these species back in the wild and tip the balance in 
favor of the threatened species rather than the threat. In other 
words, I certainly cannot complain about where my career has 
taken me so far.

With reintroduction programs being a relatively new approach, how 
do you feel herpetological conservation has changed over the years 
in Australia? 

There has been a large increase in conservation focus over the 
years. This can be seen with increasing public sentiment towards 
protecting the environment and more research interest, which 
may be related to funding available for threatened species. In 
zoos, there has been a real increase in focus on conservation. Prior 
to 2005, there had been very limited involvement in herp conser-
vation programs by zoos in Australia. However, this soon under-
went a rapid expansion beginning in 2006. 

Many of the government zoos and larger wildlife parks now 
have quarantine facilities for conservation programs. I believe 
there are nine zoos with amphibian conservation facilities now, 
dedicated to holding hundreds of individuals of a single species. A 
number of wildlife parks have one or two focal species, while the 
larger zoos in Australia now typically have assurance colonies for 
multiple species of frogs and reptiles. As a result, there are many 

Fig.  2. Michael McFadden and Trent Russell releasing Southern Cor-
roboree Frogs (Pseudophryne corroboree) into disease-free enclo-
sures in Kosciuszko National Park. 
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Fig.  3. The Southern Corroboree Frog has been brought to the brink 
of extinction by chytrid fungus. Fortunately, a robust ex-situ colony 
has been established at a small number of institutions, including 
Taronga Zoo. 
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more translocation programs from assurance colonies, greater 
education of the general public about threatened species, and 
more highlighting of these species and their threats in the media. 

Is there a specific conservation program that you are most proud of? 
Thinking back on this, is there anything you would do differently? 

This would have to be the program for the Southern Corro-
boree Frog. This was perhaps my first significant involvement in 
a conservation program and one that I am still heavily involved 
in. The species is far from saved at this point; in fact, they are still 
sitting right on the brink. However, the species has been secured 
in ex-situ facilities, we have established successful breeding pro-
tocols for the species, and we are producing thousands of off-
spring each year that can be utilized for translocation trials and 
research. Possibly the most successful part of this program is the 
excellent collaboration among the many partners to secure this 
species. We have a great team, led by Dave Hunter at the state 
wildlife agency, and including Taronga Zoo, Zoos Victoria, Uni-
versity of Wollongong, and others. All are invested in securing 
the species and there are no political interests interfering in the 
program. 

It is also quite a dynamic program. Currently, we are trialing 
a range of techniques to ensure that this species can persist in its 
natural range. This includes releasing eggs into natural and ar-
tificial pools at carefully selected sites and releasing frogs into a 
series of fenced enclosures up in the mountains. It also involves 
investigating ways in which we might be able to tip the odds in 
the favor of the frog by looking into sites that may be less suit-
able for disease or producing frogs that might better cope with 

disease. Each year, we are learning and identifying changes that 
might aid the program. With each release, we are able to see 
which enclosures within the native range have worked and those 
that haven’t, modifying them as we go. In recent years, we have 
been trialing hormone techniques within the ex-situ program to 
obtain offspring from founders that may not have contributed 
through typical breeding attempts. Overall, I’m not sure what 
we would do drastically different as I think our learnings at each 
step along the way have helped us better understand the species 
and how to manage it.

Looking towards the future, what are some of your current long-
term conservation goals?  

Our overall long-term goal, which sounds a bit blue sky, is 
that no Australian species of reptile or amphibian becomes ex-
tinct. As always, available resources will play a big role in deter-
mining the success of this, but it is entirely possible with the ex-
pertise and collaborations currently taking place.

At the moment, our immediate goal is to successfully estab-
lish each of our existing six focal species in self-sustaining wild 
populations. Each of the three amphibian species we are work-
ing with is most heavily impacted by amphibian chytrid fungus. 
To establish these in the wild, we need to determine techniques 
to ensure they can survive long-term in an environment where 
chytrid fungus is present. This may mean utilizing environmen-
tal variables that are less favorable to disease or building the re-
silience of the frogs to the fungus. Our goal here is identifying 
that for each of the species. 

The goals are very similar for our reptile conservation pro-
grams. Trial translocations have recently been initiated for off-
spring of the Bellinger River Turtles at the zoo. The first ten have 
been released, each equipped with radio-transmitters, to inves-
tigate their post-release behavior and survival. The goal in this 
program is to fine tune a translocation protocol, and once this is 

Fig. 4. Michael with one of the many species under his care at Taronga 
Zoo. In this case, it is Naga, the resident Komodo Dragon. 

Fig. 5. Michael’s role at the zoo has taken him to many parts of the 
world to instruct courses or assist with conservation programs, in-
cluding Komodo National Park. 
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established, release offspring on a larger scale to promote spe-
cies recovery. Similarly, with the Blue-tailed Skink from Christ-
mas Island, our goal is to repopulate the species using translo-
cation as a recovery tool. By the time this is published, we will 
have undertaken the first translocation to islands that are free 
of invasive predators. If these are successful, as with the aim of 
all ex-situ programs, we might be able to wind back our involve-
ment and shift our focus to other species in need.

You are involved with quite a few long-term programs. What keeps 
you motivated? 

In terms of motivation, I’m really driven by the goal of secur-
ing those species that are most critically threatened in the wild. 
This can really be a challenge for some species where very little 
is known or those that haven’t been kept in a zoo setting before. 
Securing that species and putting a lot of time into working out 
how to breed and maintain it is a challenge that continually has 
you thinking. Then once you’ve worked out how to breed them, 
you’re thinking about what techniques you can trial to further 
maximize breeding success and produce healthy offspring for 
trial translocation or research. Then there is the challenge of 

working out how exactly to address the threat and which tech-
niques are going to assist in establishing them in the wild. These 
constant challenges and goals that you set for yourself, for mul-
tiple species, are really the motivation that keeps me in this role 
and will for quite some time to come.

Do you have any advice for the next generation of conservationists?

I think the best advice is to be persistent and gain experience. 
The need for conservation interventions for reptiles and 
amphibians is only going to increase as we apply increasing 
pressure on wild populations. There will always be roles in herp 
conservation. Whether it is in academia studying threatened 
species, for an NGO or state wildlife agency undertaking on-
ground conservation management, or at a zoo like ours, the key 
thing is to continue learning, stay current with management 
techniques and new research, engage in networking, and getting 
hands-on experiences. I cannot emphasize the last enough. This 
might mean volunteering, sometimes in remote locations, but 
practical experience can be extremely valuable when entering 
into this field. Then really challenge yourself.

Cover Images for Herpetological Review

We are looking for photographic images to appear on future covers of HR. To be considered, preferred images should 
have the following qualities:

 •  Should be technically superior photographs (e.g., composition, lighting, etc., should be excellent; subject must be 
in focus).

 •  Should be taken in vertical format, or, if in landscape format, permit cropping to achieve a vertical orientation 
(2550 × 3300 ppi).

 •  Should be based on film or digital media; if the latter, the native resolution must be sufficiently high to permit 
cropping and/or enlargement to print publication quality.

 •  Preference will be given to images that depict poorly known species. These could include recently described taxa 
or species for which a color illustration has never been published.

 •  Preference will be given to images that communicate some aspect of the biology of the organism (e.g., predation, 
feeding, courtship, crypsis).

 •  Images should not have been published previously nor concurrently submitted for publication elsewhere (print or 
electronic media).

Images for consideration should be submitted as low-resolution jpg or pdf files. Do not send full resolution images 
unless requested to do so. All submissions or questions should be directed to the Editor (herpreview@gmail.com).


