
TAKING THE STING OUT OF THE EUROPEAN WASP PROJECT 

 

SUMMARY 

 

Taking the Sting Out of the European Wasp project based in Dunkeld came out of a particularly 
bad season for wasps in 2004. 
 
As hordes of wasps ate fruit from trees, stripped grapevines bare, forced people and their pets to 
eat inside and kept campers out of some popular camping sites in the Grampians, Lisa McIntyre of 
Karabeal and several others decided something had to be done through a community effort. 
 
An RMIT Handbury Fellowship was applied for and obtained and the project, employing Pru 
McAlpin as coordinator, began in January 2005 with a public meeting and information night. From 
here a committee was formed and two tracking/awareness days were held. 
 
Mutually beneficial liaisons were made with Parks Victoria and Southern Grampians Shire resulting 
in funding being included in the Parks 2005/06 budget specifically for wasp eradication. Ongoing 
communication between the project, Parks and an entomologist with DSE is looking at trial work on 
baits that the wasps take back to the nest to kill off all the other wasps and larvae. 
 
Education through a school program and the local newsletter on the wasp and its habits and the 
need for people to be vigilant about eradicating them has proven highly successful. 
 
A display was held in the main street and an exhibition by Dunkeld students in the front window of 
the local hardware store drew many comments. 
 
An impact survey conducted by RMIT on behalf of the project found that the majority of people 
were much better informed than they had been before the project and wanted to do something 
about the problem. 
 
Another information night was held in January and volunteers agreed to be available to help people 
eradicate nests or to teach people how to do it. 
 
Wasp traps were also made available to every household in the Dunkeld district mailing area in an 
attempt to put a sizeable dent in the wasp population and to keep awareness of the problem before 
people. Many people reported killing queens (potentially a whole nest) in spring as they emerged 
from hibernation and at this stage it appears it might have made a difference as there have been 
very few reports of wasps in the area thus far. 
 
The project has demonstrated that when a community becomes aware of a problem and is given 
the information (and thus the power) and support to deal with it, much can be achieved - although 
raising the awareness can be a slow and ongoing process. 
 
While the project officially ends this month, (February 2006) the education and awareness work will 
continue through members of the committee and the nest eradication volunteers. The work on a 
bait will also be followed up in the hope of getting a product registered that can be used as wasp 
‘self-eradication’. 
 

AIMS:  
 

• To investigate the extent of the European Wasp (Vespula germinacia) in the Dunkeld district; 

• Investigate the extent of its effect on the community in the district with regard to its impact on 
tourism, ecology, agricultural industry, economy and lifestyle of residents; 

• Produce outcomes that will empower the community with a greater understanding of the wasp 
and how to deal with it; 

• Produce outcomes that will enable applications of further funding for wasp eradication or more 
research to be justified. 

 



BACKGROUND: 

 

See Appendix A. 
 
 
 

ACTIONS: 

 

On 2 February 2005 there were two meetings; the first of key stakeholders including Professor 
John Hearne from RMIT, Frank Vernon from the Ararat Wasp Busters volunteer group, project 
leader Lisa McIntyre, project coordinator Pru McAlpin, and representatives from Southern 
Grampians Shire, Glenelg Hopkins CMA, Landcare groups, Dunkeld Kindergarten, Dunkeld 
Consolidated School, local wineries and RMIT Hamilton. 
 
The second meeting was open to the public to outline the project and its aims and to form a 
committee. A committee was formed and several meetings over the year generated action and 
knowledge. 
 
A central wasp number was set up to monitor the numbers of wasps and nests and their localities 
around Dunkeld. Posters with the number and project information were put up around the town, 
sent to residents with a DNRE information sheet and placed in the newsletter. (See Appendices B 
and C). 
 
Articles on the project sent to papers in Hamilton, Casterton, Ararat, Warrnambool, ABC radio and 
the Weekly Times. This created a lot of interest in the project and in the wasp problem in Dunkeld 
generating many calls on ‘solutions’ for eradicating or trapping wasps. 
 
Tracking days were held on February 6 and 13 at Varrenti Wines led by Woody Oliver. They 
covered following wasps back to the nest for eradication, first aid in case of stings and the types of 
powders to use to ‘dust’ the nest when found. Several people attended including staff from Parks 
Victoria which led to a closer liaison with the Halls Gap division where wasps were a big problem in 
some camping areas. 
 
Regular contributions to the local newsletter were written keeping people up to date with what the 
project was doing and the actions people in the community could be taking at that time to deal with 
that stage of the wasp cycle. During their most active stage from January to March/April people 
were advised to hang up wasp bottle traps and to either track and kill wasp nests, employ the local 
wasp exterminator or inform the shire health inspector. 
 
An education project on wasps was organised through the school over three weekly sessions using 
art, health and science. This resulted in a large and colourful display of posters and sculptures that 
was set up in the local hardware store window to create awareness of the wasp problem and the 
project. 
 
A display stall was held in the main street to create awareness and generate empowerment 
through the actions people could take to combat the problem. 
 
A bee suit was made available to anyone wanting to eradicate a nest. 
 
Material on the wasp life cycle and habitat and trials on baits was researched and disseminated or 
followed up. Trials being done by SARDI in Adelaide, South Australia on bait did not result in much 
shared information. However a trial done by Greg Lefoe of the DPI Keith Turnbull Institute proved 
extremely valuable. His work is being followed up by the volunteers and Parks Victoria in the hope 
of getting the bait registered for wide-spread use. 
 
An impact survey was commissioned by the project and done by Katie Ballagh and Marion Kaye 
over a period of two months. (See appendix D). 
 



A final information night was held on January 10 attracting about 25 people including some from 
Balmoral wanting to learn from the Dunkeld project experience. 
 
Wasp traps were distributed with wasp pamphlets to all households to keep the wasp awareness 
alive and remind people that every person can help to resolve the wasp problem. 
 
Another awareness and tracking day is planned and prompts on actions to take during the year will 
continue through the newsletter via the volunteers. 
 
The Post Office is now the central number for people to ring for a volunteer to help them eradicate 
nests. It is hoped records will be kept of how many nests are found and where but this will depend 
on the postmaster’s time availability. 
 
 
 
FINANCIAL REPORT 

 

(See Appendix E). 
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 

 

The aims of educating and creating awareness of the extent of the wasp problem in the Dunkeld 
area were achieved – as was demonstrated by the impact survey and the number of people who 
came to the last meeting and those who wanted to but could not on that day. 
 
We also achieved the aims of creating ongoing interest and of being able to recommend that 
further research and action be taken on developing bait for wasps to take back to the nest. 
 
The cost in time, which also translates to money, in tracking the wasps back to the nests and then 
eliminating them is a big investment and one that many are not prepared to do. 
 
It also gets difficult to track wasps into neighbouring property, in long possibly snake-infested 
grassy areas or in bushland. 
 
Baits seem the obvious and most effective way to control these pests. 
 
Having said that, it is amazing how concerted effort from a community can make a difference. It is 
hoped that with volunteers willing to help eradicate nests that people might not be able to deal with 
themselves, there will be even more vigilance and empowerment that will lead eventually to the 
wasp having minimal impact on people, agriculture, tourism and lifestyle in the Dunkeld area. 
 
In many ways the project was not about bringing the wasp population down but the process of 
getting community awareness and action education to the level where people realised they could 
have an impact on the problem. 
 
Working with all variations of personalities and weaving all the valid suggestions and contributions 
into the process was at times a steep learning curve and juggling act. 
 
Using all avenues of communication available within the community was crucial as not everyone 
obtained information in the same way. Some read the newsletter, some read the notices on the 
Post Office board or shop windows, some read the paper and some read their To the householder 
mail before throwing it in the bin or recycling. No one method reached all. Getting the school 
students involved was particularly effective as it caught the attention of parents in the form of 
projects and art work. 
 



The pilot project is over but the impetus it has set in motion will continue through the volunteers 
and through the realisation by community members that their contributions no matter big or small 
can make a difference to the quality of life for all. 
 
 
PHOTOS: 

 

(Please see CD Rom for pictures or visit 
http://www.communitysustainability.info/assresearch/handbury.html and click on Gallery). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pru McAlpin 
Co-ordinator 
Taking the Sting out of the European Wasp Project 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

APPENDIX A 

 

 

 

“TAKING THE STING OUT OF THE EUROPEAN WASP” 

 
AIM 

 

To investigate the extent to which the European Wasp (Vespula germanica) has effected the 
Dunkeld and district communities with particular reference to its impact on tourism, industry, 
ecology and the lifestyle of Southern Grampians residents. 

 
BACKGROUND 

 

Dunkeld is the centre of a thriving and vibrant community, located approximately 30km east of 
Hamilton on the Glenelg Hwy.  Supported by a wide and diverse range of primary production, new 
and important industries are developing, not the least being tourism.  The Dunkeld district offers a 
lifestyle that more people are coming to value highly.  Tourism is one of the fastest growing sectors 
in the Southern Grampians Shire, and the Dunkeld district, located along the southern border of the 
Grampians National Park, is ideally situated to provide a picturesque base for visitors from which to 
explore and experience these mountain ranges, the volcanic trail at Penshurst, the many unique 
district wineries, the cultural diversity of the region and the magnificent southwest coast to name a 
few. 
 
The local residents are truly optimistic about their future and prosperity in the region.  They are 
enthusiastic and hard working with a real sense of community.  This can easily be demonstrated by 
the reaction and workload they are undertaking to present Dunkeld’s 150th Celebrations in October 
this year. 
 
An excellent school and kindergarten, many varied sporting clubs, swimming pool, arboretum, 
many diverse community groups and well over 20 accommodation houses all prove that this area 
will be one of the fastest growing in the Southern Grampians Shire, for both visitors and resident 
numbers.  This is also proven by the fact that both local and state governments have provided 
significant funds in recent times for townscaping in recognition of the role the town plays as a 
tourist gateway to the Grampians National Park. 
 
There has been concern expressed by residents, that a recent influx of European Wasps could 
jeopradise the growth and economic development of the Dunkeld region. 12 years ago there were 
negligible reported sightings of the introduced pest – the European Wasp (Vespula germanica). 
 
In the 12 years since, European Wasp numbers have escalated dramatically to the point where it is 
having a significant effect on day to day life.  They are most active from Spring through to late 
Autumn, similar to the time of year humans are most active!  Parents are reluctant to let their 
children play outside, social events have been cancelled or moved indoors, outdoor eating is fast 
becoming a thing of the past, local fruit trees and vegetable gardens are decimated, local vineyards 
report up to ¾ of their crop ruined, sporting events are jeopardised and there is a general feeling of 
despair, fear and frustration amongst the residents due to the influx of European Wasps in the 
area.  Carry this feeling through to visitors to the area and it would be safe to assume tourism 
numbers will drop as word passes around that Dunkeld and district is very prone to wasp 
infestations.  
 
For such an important community to be literally brought to its knees by this pest is incredible and 
something should be done to counter this problem.  No local research has been conducted in this 
area.  “Control” of the problem to date has been by word of mouth and small scale measures such 
as fly surface spray and plastic bottle bait stations.  As one European Wasp queen has the 



potential to produce 500,000 wasps, this is surely reason enough to begin a thorough study of the 
insect and the extent of its effect on this community, with a view to providing a solid background of 
information to support further research and control measures. 
 
This project was born from the thoughts and discussions amongst members of the Dunkeld and 
district community.  This community realises that there is a severe problem and that it appears that 
it will only increase in scale and severity if nothing is done.  Their day to day lives will be affected, 
not to mention the visitor numbers they’ve worked so hard to establish, their incomes and flow on 
effect of the tourist dollar, their beautiful natural environment, flora and fauna and their general 
peace of mind, (which is virtually impossible to place a value on), but is arguably most important. 
 
It is such an important issue that the community will fully support the project an eagerly await the 
outcomes of further research and control methods that will follow. 

 

PROJECT OUTCOMES 

 
*Provide a report based on anecdotal and statistical evidence from two groups – one based within 
the community, and one from supporting interested bodies, such as the DPI and RMIT.  This report 
will provide a “base of evidence” from which future research can draw from. 
 
*Provide a “calendar” to be distributed via local media to community members so they can 
understand the cycles of the European Wasp and what control measures can be taken at specific 
times in the cycle.  Will also include how to identify a European Wasp, how to treat stings from the 
wasps and contact details for pest exterminators. 
 
*Increase the sense of Community with Dunkeld and districts as the project evolves and the 
community pulls together to contribute to this project. 
 
*Partnership between Dunkeld and district community and RMIT University through Professor John 
Hearne, Head: School of Mathematical and Geospatial Science.  Professor Hearne has much 
enthusiasm for this project and has unique skills and background that will be of great use to the 
project and community. 

 
 

METHODOLOGY 

 
As previously stated, the local community has proven itself to be very proactive when needed.   
The European Wasp is currently very prevalent in all residents’ thoughts and there will be no doubt 
that their support and participation can be relied upon.  Members from all sectors from the 
community including tourism, sporting, farming, viticulture, timber, local business, interested 
community members and education will be invited to participate.  In addition the knowledge and 
expertise from the DPI, CMA, RMIT, Shire of Southern Grampians and individual experts will also 
be invited to be involved, drawing on as much local, regional, national and international information 
as possible.  This coming together will strengthen ties between the local, scientific and 
administrative communities with each sector providing and invaluable contribution to the final 
outcome. 
 
These two groups will provide anecdotal evidence that will form the basis of the final report.  They 
will also help to increase the awareness of the scope of the problem that the community faces with 
the future increase of Wasp numbers in the area.   
 
A community education “calendar” will be an important part of raising awareness in Dunkeld and 
surrounding areas.  This will notify people of the different stages in the life cycle of European 
Wasps, and how they can be “controlled” during particular stages. 
 
There is the potential for local schools to be involved in this project, (though they have not yet been 
approached), through the education of children, and projects such as building traps for the wasps.  
By involving the school children, they will help to spread the awareness of the project to a wider 
audience. 



 
It is envisaged that a register will be created to enable a tally of all wasp nests that have been 
found in Dunkeld and surrounding areas over the twelve month duration of this project.  This will 
help to create statistical evidence that can be used in the future. 

 
 
TIMEFRAME  

 
Time Action Performance Indicator 

October Project Launch  attended by both 
community and relevant 
organisations 

Initial awareness of project raised. 

November Begin register to help tally wasp 
nests in area 

Register set up 

November - 
May 

Meetings to discuss the wasp 
problem and collect anecdotal 
evidence of problem. 

Variety of representatives of 
community groups, relevant 
organisations, and interested 
persons attend. 

December Create “calendar” of Wasp cycle Calendar created and ongoing 
distribution through local media, 
including Newsletters, Radio 
(community announcement) and 
Newspaper (press release) 

March Awareness campaign in local 
schools 

School children understanding 
about the European Wasps 

May - July Collate all information – anecdotal 
and statistical into a final report 

Report completed 

August Address community with findings 
of report 

Community addressed through 
various media and a community  
meeting. 
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