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In the Tasmanian wilderness, Tasmanian Devils are being 

infected by an incurable cancer which spreads very 

quickly from one devil to another. 

 

The cancer is known as the Devil’s Facial Tumour Disease (DFTD) and once 

contracted it is fatal. This contagious disease is contracted through biting when 

Tasmanian Devils fight. If a sick devil punctures the skin of a healthy devil, the 

cancer is passed on as the cancer cells are found on their teeth. “When they first get 

bitten and get a few of those cells, it does spread through their entire body,” states 

Taronga Zookeeper Becky. Spreading quickly through their bodies the cancer, forms 

tumours around their mouth as these particular cancer cells blend in with normal 

cells, causing the immune system of the Tasmanian Devil not to notice them until it is 

too late. 

 

Tasmanian Devil from Taronga Zoo’s Breeding Program. 



In 2010, scientists first discovered a drug called EBC-46 

which showed promising signs for curing DFTD. 

However, the ingredients are rare, making it harder for 

scientists to collect and remake. Furthermore, scientists 

still do not quite understand EBC-46 meaning a usable 

cure is still way off. ‘‘What has been tested in a lab is 

promising, but what the scientists test in the lab without 

the live animals in front of them can be very different to 

what happens when they actually test it… but hopefully 

[we should] it [vaccine] soon,’’ said Taronga Zookeeper 

Becky. 

 

 “What has been tested in a lab is promising” 

 
 

Apart from the drug, zookeepers like Becky, are trying to breed more Tasmanian 

Devils through programs such as Taronga Zoo’s Tasmanian Devil Breeding 

Program. Nevertheless some scientists have recently entertained the idea that all the 

Tasmanian Devils (both infected and healthy) should be killed in Tasmania to 

eradicate the disease from Australia. The region would then be repopulated with 

healthy Devils bred in captivity. However, captive breeding has its challenge. Becky 

is looking after two female Tasmanian Devils, Nina and Pixie. Female Tasmanian 

Devils can go through a period of their life where their behaviours change, becoming 

quite different from their usual behaviour that zookeepers are capable of coping with. 

This period of a female Tassie Devil’s life is what Taronga Zookeepers call, phantom 

birthing. When phantom birthing occurs, it makes it harder for Becky to breed more 

Tasmanian Devils. 
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Small marsupial with strongest bite 



 

 

If you wish to support Tasmanian Devils there are a number of activities you can 

participate in. During a visit to Taronga Zoo you can place a coin in their donation 

box in support of Tasmanian Devils. Schools around NSW have been holding Black 

& White Days, where students bring in a gold coin donation. If you decide to hold 

Black & White Day, you need an authorised program to donate your funds to. There 

are many choices including Devil Ark, Taronga Zoo and The Australian Reptile Park 

with Devil Ark offering to bring a Tasmanian Devil to any NSW school that raises 

$2,500 for their program.  


