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The vulnerable Yellow‐snouted Gecko (Lucasium occultum) is a Top End endemic gecko, and is one of many
species currently declining across Australia’s north. Photo Greg Miles
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Editorial: Stopping the next wave of extinction... addressing
decline in mammals and reptiles in northern Australia
John Rawsthorne
1

First, a confession of sorts: I’m not of conservationist stock . I grew up as a farmer’s son in the sheep‐wheat belt of western
NSW in the 1970s, in a post‐extinction era where rabbits, foxes, cats and mice were pretty much the only small mammals one
was likely to see on a spotlighting trip at night. The lack of native wildlife and intact vegetation was largely as a result of the
determined efforts of my forebears and their peers to wrangle control of an alien world. Controlling the environment is
hard‐coded in my genes.
But the Top End has largely resisted the Europeanisation of the Australian landscape. The ability to walk into the bush within
the Darwin town limits and regularly see bandicoots, pythons, frill‐necked lizards and all manner of native birds has given me
a glimpse of the type of diversity my great‐great‐grandfather Thomas Rawsthorne and his brother‐in‐law might have
experienced when they received permits number 27 and 28 to graze their cattle west of Bathurst in the 1830s.
Alas, though, even on my first drive to Darwin in 2010 I became aware of a problem. I spotted a few blue‐tongued lizards
along the road between Three‐Ways and Dunmara, as we neared our stop for the night. Reptiles on show! But the next day,
as I travelled further north and into the moister habitat that could support cane toads, the blue‐tongues were not to be seen.
A few months later, while talking to a ranger at Keep River NP, I learned the sad conclusion of a research project that was
radio‐tracking these lizards in the park. The lizards thrived in a pre‐toad environment. Within weeks of the first detection of
cane toads in Keep River NP all twelve radio‐tracked blue‐tongues were dead.
Sadly, this little story is just one of many that could be told: relatively recent evidence from across northern Australia shows
declines in a broad range of mammal, bird and reptile species including many that are ecologically and culturally significant.
The declines are occurring across all jurisdictions and land tenures in northern Australia, including well resourced
conservation areas such as Kakadu NP. There appears to be no single causal factor, although recent research points to cats,
fire and cane toads as significant and interacting factors behind declines.
In this newsletter we read an account of Greg Miles’ presentation to the club on the conservation crisis, and his proposed
actions. This talk has stirred interest within the club, and this is great. If the NT Field Naturalists don’t get upset about a
looming extinction crisis in the Top End, then who else would? I’ve pondered what it is that we as a club and as individuals
could or should do. We have historically been a relatively passive club in conservation matters, and so I hardly expect
members to start chaining themselves to trees or throwing eggs at federal ministers. But there are some things we can do:
1.

Read and listen. There are lots of articles on this topic available, not least Tim Flannery’s recent Quarterly Essay2, but
also lots of others. Field Nat presentations such as Anke Frank’s talk earlier this year are another source of information
about biodiversity declines, and there are many other avenues within Darwin for expanding your knowledge.

2.

Record. I got told when starting out in ecology that “if you don’t write it down, it didn’t happen”. It is one thing to
“know”, for argument’s sake, that there are less bandicoots around than ten years ago, but quite another to have a ten
year record which proves this to be so. There are several avenues for NTFN members to record their sightings.

3.

Volunteer. Lots of opportunities exist to participate in existing conservation‐type activities in the Top End. A lot of these
are a lot of fun, and a lot of these DO make a difference. Many such things are advertised in the Field Nats space from
time to time.

4.

Communicate. Our club has generally operated “for the membership”, but I don’t think there is anything that would
stop us being more active. It would be possible, for example, for club members to form a working group to write and
talk to other field nature‐based groups Australia‐wide, politicians, newspapers, land managers and schools.

And while you ponder all of this, be assured that there are many talented and committed people currently working on
understanding the causes of the current conservation crisis and working towards management actions. While the crisis we
read and hear about is real, not all is lost. Many species remain on islands or in small populations, and there is time for the
current programs of research and monitoring to take their course and for management actions to be developed. A very wise
friend of mine told me recently that in conservation, haste leads to waste, and waste leads to disenchantment.
1

I think that the very act of writing this editorial perhaps makes me a conservationist. I wonder how my great‐great‐grandfather would
feel about that. I’m even a little nervous about what my father thinks.
2
Quarterly Essay #48 “After the future, Australia’s new extinction crisis”, by Tim Flannery. Available at newsagents in Darwin for $20.
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Club activities
December meeting **for this meeting there is a room change from 1.14 to 1.54 (same building)**
Wednesday December 12, 7:45 PM. Blue 1.54 (Business Bldg.), CDU Casuarina.

Christmas quiz and social
Join us for the year’s final club meeting. We would like to make it a social evening, so we’ll start off with a fun quiz
on Australian and NT natural history followed by nibbles and drinks (soft). This will be a good opportunity to meet
other club members and share stories of your observations.
We encourage members to bring a plate to share. The club will supply light nibbles and drinks.

December field trip. Please note there is no scheduled field trip this month
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

January meeting & field trip: There is no schedule meeting or field trip in January
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

February meeting: Wednesday February 13, 7:45 PM. CDU Casuarina. Speaker TBA

Caterpillars in the Darwin Region

photos and text by Tissa Ratnayeke

The lush plant growth brought on by the Top End's wet season is the ideal time for the proliferation of leaf
munching caterpillars. They can range in size from a few millimetres in length through to fat, 90+ mm giants. It's
estimated in Australia there are more than 20,000 moth species and by comparison a mere 400 butterfly species,
as such most caterpillars you see will become moths.
Thanks to Michael Braby and Graham Brown for continued assistance with ID.

Caterpillars of the day flying moths Agaristinae tend to be
brightly coloured and banded. This is Periopta diversa.

Tussock moth (Lymantridae) caterpillars usually have a
"horned" appearance plus three or four tufts on their back.
Hairs from some species can cause skin irritation.

Hawk moth (Sphingidae) caterpillars are characterised by a
"hook" at the end of their body. Many also have eyespots.
Gnathothlibus erotus eras ‐ largest hawk moth caterpillar in the
NT, growing to 90mm in length.

While most caterpillars have five pairs of prolegs (the legs at
the rear of the body), those such as this one from the moth
family Geometridae tend to only have two or three pairs. This
caterpillar of an unknown species is about 30mm long.

Nature Territory, December 2012
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Club notices
Thank you: The previous issue was edited by John Rawsthorne, proof‐read by Erica Garcia and collated and
mailed by Laurie and Ilona Barrand. It was printed using equipment kindly made available by Delia Lawrie MLA
at her electoral office.
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Need a Club membership form? Go to: http://sites.google.com/site/ntfieldnaturalists/downloads.
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Newsletter contributions welcome: Sightings, reports, travelogues, reviews, photographs, sketches, news,
comments, opinions, theories ..... , anything relevant to natural history. Please forward material to Tissa at
tissa@imprintdesign.com.au or the Club's postal address, or contact him on 8921 8226.
Deadline for the February newsletter: Friday 25 January.
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Club library: The Club's journal and book collection is available to members. Lists of holdings can be found on
our web‐site: http://sites.google.com/site/ntfieldnaturalists/library. The library is housed in two sections:
Books, reports and CDs: at the medical clinic of Dr. Lyn Reid in the Rapid Creek Business Village. This can be
accessed directly between 9 AM and 2:30 PM Tuesday to Thursday, and 4–6 PM on Tuesday, or indirectly by
phoning Lyn at work on 8985 3250.
Journals: in the office of Stuart Young at the Biodiversity Unit at Berrimah. These can be accessed by ringing
Stuart on 8995 5026 (w).
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Leanyer Ponds: Access to Leanyer Ponds is generally available after induction through PAWC. To commence
the induction process go to https://www.rapidinduct.com.au/powerwater/waterservices. A key to the ponds
may be obtained on payment of a $50 deposit. Only those who have undertaken the induction and signed an
indemnity can enter Leanyer Ponds.
Bryan Baker has keys for the Alice Springs Sewage Ponds, available for collection in Darwin by members before
they head south. Bryan can be reached in Darwin on 8948 2196.
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Northern Territory Naturalist: The Editorial Committee of the Club’s journal, the
Northern Territory Naturalist, is now calling for manuscripts for issue no. 25. The
journal publishes works concerning any aspect of the natural history and ecology of the
Northern Territory or adjacent northern Australia, and may include Reviews, Research
Articles, Short Notes, Species Profiles and Book Reviews.
The Northern Territory Naturalist is a registered, peer‐reviewed journal (ISSN 0155‐
4093). Author instructions may be downloaded from our web‐site:
http://sites.google.com/site/ntfieldnaturalists/journal.
If possible, manuscripts should be submitted in digital form by email to
michael.braby@nt.gov.au. Manuscript editors are Drs Michael Braby, Lynda Prior and
Anke Frank. Louis Elliott is the production editor.
Originals are available of most back issues, some are available as photocopies only, and
several recent issues are out‐of‐print but individual papers are available as pdfs. The journal page of the Club’s
web‐site has an order form for back issues. Free pdfs of papers from issue 18 (2005) onwards are available from
the authors or by contacting Lou Elliott, email louis.elliott@nt.gov.au.
Top End Native Plant Society General meetings are held on the 3rd Thursday of the month at the Marrara
Christian College, corner Amy Johnson Ave. and McMillans Road, and commence at 7:30 PM (speaker at 8 PM).
Visit http://www.topendnativeplants.org.au/index.php or contact Russell Dempster on 8983 2131.
Sunday December 16: Xmas Party, 12 noon lunch at Howard Springs Reserve. BYO lunch or bring a plate to share
followed by a walk to the monsoon forest.
Nature Territory, December 2012
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Responding to the Conservation Crisis in Northern
Australia, Case Study Kakadu National Park (KNP)
Report on Greg Miles’ November meeting presentation
Greg Miles worked in KNP for 20 years as a Ranger and
continues his interest in this UNESCO World Heritage site.
It is an irony that Kakadu was originally declared a World
Heritage site in part to recognise it as a ‘hotspot of
endemism’ but nearly forty years on Greg and others have
seen a massive decline particularly in small mammal
species and some reptile species. Fire, weeds, toads and
other ferals have all been implicated. Sandstone country
vegetation, much of it endemic, seems vulnerable to
altered fire regimes fire and floodplain vegetation too is
undergoing change brought about by weeds and altered
fire regimes. For example, Para grass now covers 85% of
the Magela wetland impacting on Magpie Geese
numbers.
So, what are the people in charge of KNP doing about
these possibly irreversible changes threatening species?
Greg made it clear his purpose was not to attack KNP
staff. Instead he examined Commonwealth and NT
Government policy documents that are intended to guide
management of endemic animals in the sandstone area of
Western Arnhem Land in a sense the very reason KNP was
set up. For example, KNP Management Plan 2007‐2014,
Australian
Biodiversity
Conservation
Strategy,
Environmental Protection & Biodiversity Conservation Act
1999, State of the Environment Report 2011 and Territory
Parks & Wildlife Conservation Act 2000. The annual KNP
Director’s Report is a key document in Greg’s view.

Louise Finch

species. And, if their rate of decline is the same but no
greater than other parts of the NT, that means that KNP is
‘on trend’, so that’s reassuring NOT! Some are not even
endemic to KNP. What about the Bare‐rumped Sheath Tail
Bat (CR), Yellow Chat (V), Gouldian Finch (E), Northern
River Shark (CR), Giant Skink (endemic to KNP)? A better
use of conservation resources in KNP might be to focus on
the plight of endemics and work out what KNP could offer
to halt species decline.
In the 320pp of the Director’s Report Greg found the term
‘endemic’ used only 3 times even though KNP is a
‘hotspot of endemism’. Surely KNP has a responsibility to
manage endemics that no other NT land manager can
readily assume. It could be working to assure the future of
the White‐throated Grasswren, Arnhem Land Rock Rat,
Arnhem Land Leaf‐nosed Bat, Great Arnhem Land Skink,
Yellow‐snouted Gecko, Partridge Pigeon, Yellow Chat and
Oenpelli Python to name a few threatened species. There
are also non‐threatened high‐value species such as
geckoes, monitors and turtles in KNP. There are an
amazing 14 species of Ctenotus found in KNP but there is
little known about them to guide management decisions.

Greg looked at these documents drawing on his own
experience of the abundance of small mammals and
reptiles in the early days of KNP. And he used the findings
of many scientists and naturalists summarised in Lost
From Our Landscape: threatened species of the Northern
Territory, Woinarski J et al NRETAS 2007.
The Australian Government categorises threatened
species as Extinct, Extinct in the Wild, Critically
Endangered, Vulnerable, & Conservation Dependent.
Incidentally, these are not the same categories used by
the NT Government and that may prove a barrier to a
coordinated approach. Greg believes the policies guiding
the future of KNP are poorly focussed, show no
conviction, provide no conservation benefit and are
inversely prioritised.
Currently KNP has 40 threatened species; 9 plants, 4 fish,
10 reptiles, 9 birds, 8 mammals (Woinarski et al., 2007).
To demonstrate management deficiencies Greg suggests
we look no further than a recent KNP Director’s Report in
which 8 species are identified. These are Northern Quoll
(En), Brown Bandicoot, Brushtail Possum, Brushtail Rabbit
Rat (V), Black Footed Tree Rat, Pale Field Rat, Flatback
Turtle (V) and Saltwater Crocodile. But why are they
singled out for attention? Perhaps sightings and
monitoring of these are easier than more ‘worthy’
Nature Territory, December 2012

The vulnerable Arnhem rock rat. Photo: Greg Miles
Parks Australia (PA) manages against wildlife loss out of
KNP in six ways. Landscape‐scale habitat management,
Fire‐plot monitoring, Hot spot surveys, Island arc
schemes, Toad training for Quolls and marine turtle
surveys. Despite all the time and money spent on
monitoring and surveying as well as landscape–scale and
localised actions, species in KNP continue to decline. Greg
views these approaches as ineffectual, the likely results of
which are well illustrated by the fate of the Christmas
Island Pipistrelle, an insectivorous bat. In the absence of a
PA recovery plan its population was monitored literally to
extinction. Not enough data to know how to save it. But
wait, now we have population data, but no bats! Surely
the ‘precautionary principle’ stated in the EPBC and KNP
Plan of Management requires that KNP managers act in
the best interests of biodiversity even though there are
knowledge gaps?
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Greg wants KNP to try another approach. How about
some fire‐proof, predator‐proof exclosures and some
captive breeding programs? Animals rare in the wild
command high prices and are targeted by poachers thus
further endangering the species. The Rough‐scaled
Python in WA was in this situation until a captive breeding
program was permitted in 1998. As snake numbers bred
in captivity are now around 2,000, prices have dropped
and wild populations are under less threat.
The KNP Director’s Report identifies Recovery Plans for
marine turtles and the northern quoll but not for other
species on its list.
The Oenpelli Python is listed as Vulnerable by the NT
Government but has no listing by the Australian
Government. Dr Gavin Bedford, herpetologist, took 12
years to locate one specimen in the wild. Illicit collecting
and fire threaten the python. KNP and its Board of
Management are yet to allow captive breeding of its
population in a way that thwarts traffickers effectively.

Greg has noted a proprietary attitude among
conservation agencies towards threatened species
management (‘our wildlife’). It prevents them from
collaborating effectively with other parties for example,
scientists, naturalists, collectors, pastoralists. Parks people
with this attitude may say they can’t act because they are
‘monitoring’ or as Greg sees it, doing nothing effective. It
also may be the case that the resources available to
pastoralists would enable a cattle station to control stock
movement, fire, ferals, weeds and poachers more
effectively than a national park. What an irony: if you are
a threatened species, your chances of survival may be
improved by shifting to a neighbouring pastoral property!
At the April 2012 Adelaide IUCN Conference, Greg noted a
number of speakers observed many national reserve
schemes are not achieving biodiversity outcomes. KNP
income streams are drying up. Commonwealth funds and
paying visitor numbers are both in decline. Traditional
Owners are not sanguine about biodiversity losses. The
Commonwealth on paper is keen to involve the
community in conservation. By 2015 it wants a 25%
increase in Indigenous numbers (and the same %) in the
non‐Indigenous population engaged in biodiversity
activities. It says it is open to novel approaches but the
red‐tape involved is staggering. The high‐level rhetoric
isn’t matched by funding, the current system of national
reserves has failed to protect species and many
jurisdictions are not clear about the best way forward.
Greg’s final thought was to suggest that KNP put its ‘at
risk’ critters into a ‘safe house’ while they work out their
next step. The World Heritage status of KNP will be under
threat unless species decline is halted. He asked the
audience for their thoughts.
Graeme Sawyer noted that currently the WA Government
is ‘monitoring’ the movement of cane toads on their way
to Broome… Another person noted there are 10 species of
goanna living sympatrically in KNP but the impact of cane
toads is not known.

Greg Miles in 1978 with the 3rd specimen of the Oenpelli
Python known to western science. Photo: Greg Miles
The Giant Skink is another case in point. A captive
breeding proposal was put to KNP Board of Management
in 2007. They required more information to grant
approval. Support for the scheme came from more than
10 eminently qualified people. Still no program has been
allowed in 2012. Doubtless funds will be allocated to
survey Arnhem Land for both species but not to breed
them. The logic is puzzling. In an aside Greg noted there is
a captive breeding program for the Wollemi Pine…why
not reptiles?

Following are a sample of the audience questions and
Greg's answers:
Q: Are the general public interested in captive breeding/
owning wildlife?
A: Currently there are at least 70 000 licensed animal
keepers in Australia.
Q: Could collaboration between PA and NT Parks bear
fruit?
A: NT could probably assist further with captive breeding
programs but it is not resourced for additional landscape
scale parks management.
Q: How can the public express its concern about species
decline?
A: The current KNP Plan of Management is under review. It
finishes in 2014. Concerned ‘Field Natters’ should take this
opportunity to participate in the public consultation phase.

The Federal Senate Standing Committee is gathering public submissions (to be received by 14 December 2012) on how well
Australia is doing with regard to protecting our endangered wildlife. For more information see the following link:
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate_Committees?url=ec_ctte/threatened_species/info.htm
Nature Territory, December 2012
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Jasmine Jan’s Joint
Trip report on our club excursion to Jasmine's bush block

Tissa Ratnayeke

The club accepted an invitation from the Top End Native
Plant Society to join them on the morning of 17
November for a field trip to Jasmine Jan's bush block. The
property is situated just south of the Arnhem Highway
approximately 12 km from the Stuart Highway turn off.
Consisting of 105 acres of bushland the site is a diverse
mix of open woodland, wet woodland, remnant monsoon
forest and finally a paperbark forest surrounding the large

The group took the opportunity to walk across the damp
bed of the billabong and were rewarded on the opposite
side by the sight of numerous tiny hopping creatures. A
closer inspection revealed there were hundreds of the
tiny (less than 15mm long) frog Crinea bilingua hiding in
the mud cracks. Another slightly larger frog Litoria
microbelos was heard calling from the nearby grass but
remained unsighted.

billabong on the western side of the property. Three
sides of the property are flanked by extensive areas of
mango farms while the eastern perimeter backs onto
savannah woodland

Growing compact and flat to the ground were numerous
small round leafed plants which Sarah Hirst informed me
were a waterlily species Nymphoides sp ‐ when the
billabong begins to fill and water rises over this area the
waterlily leaves will grow and take on the familiar floating
form. I noticed a few dragonfly species darting about and
one lone representative of the Graphic Flutterer, this
species usually appearing in large numbers at the end of
the Wet and being the one responsible for people
proclaiming "the Dry is here" (of course I'm sure Field
Nats will know that dragonflies are present all year
round).

Jasmine had advised us the paperbarks are seasonally
inundated for nine months of the year, however our field
trip seems to have coincided with the end of that period
as the billabong no longer held water except for a small
excavated section. As a result, while there had been some
promise of waterbirds prior to the visit, the only
representative on the day was a lone Intermediate Egret.

Photos: Top: The group explores the dry billabong bed;
Above: a male Painted Grasshawk dragonfly Neurothemis
stigmatizans with heavy wear on wings; Over page: Crinia
bilingua frogs living in large numbers in cracks in the mud.
Photos by Tissa Ratnayeke

Nature Territory, December 2012

Much of our walk was in close proximity to the billabong.
In one area there were a few Swamp Banksias Banksia
dentata, the only Banksia in the Top End and a species
quite happy to have its roots submerged during the Wet.
Another plant with small purple and yellow flowers and a
shiny purple fruit that caught my attention was the Flax
Lilly Dianella odorata which Sarah advised me was a local
species and not the same as those I had seen in Victoria
and NSW ‐ also of note was that the Dianella was only
growing at the bases of the large tree Lophostemon
lactifluus. The showiest plant of the morning, with its
large bright yellow flowers was the Bridal Tree
Xanthostemon paradoxus.
While there were no unexpected bird sightings, the
presence of a Bar‐breasted Honeyeater, Northern Rosella
and in the adjacent mango farm a Bush‐stone Curlew
were a bonus.
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A small group of us stayed on and shortly before noon
went for a walk through the monsoon forest area. We
sighted several Dipodium stenochilum, a ground orchid
whose only visible presence is a single,
slim, half metre tall flower spike.
Further in we came across a mature
Cluster Fig Ficus racemosa, its trunk
covered with the customary clusters of
green, yellow and red fruit and just
above trying to seek refuge head first
in a hollow far too small for it was our
first native mammal, a Northern
Brushtail Possum. I did sample one of
the ripe figs and would like to share
with you that it won't be added to my
list of favourite bush foods.
Gamba and Mission Grass has been
kept under control on this property,
Jasmine tells me by an eight year continuous regime of

slashing and spraying. The monsoon forest though had
another more challenging annual weed, that of Calapo,
with the start of the Wet this was starting to sprout
everywhere despite it
being
sprayed
annually.
This property with its
diverse
habitats
contained within a
compact area was a
rewarding location to
explore for its flora
and fauna. I personally
appreciated
the
opportunity to have
done this jointly with
TENPS and to have
learnt a little more
about some of our Top End plant species.

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Recent Literature summaries for page 11
More on toads (& birds)
The Team Bufo portion of the Shine lab. (at Fogg Dam) continues to investigate the effects of toads on native
fauna. In a study on the Adelaide River floodplain, Beckmann and Shine (2011) found that Black Kites and
Whistling Kites scavenge road‐killed toads and appear only to eat the tongue, thereby avoiding the toxic effects of
the bufotoxins (which are in the skin). Thus these kites can be added to the list (admittedly short) of birds that
have figured out how to eat toads without coming to harm. In a further examination of potential relationships
between birds and toads, Beckmann and Shine (2012) looked at ground‐nesting birds, which are 'potentially at
risk of having eggs or chicks eaten by Cane Toads.' There are few reports of toads eating birds or eggs, and
'available data suggest there is minimal impact of Cane Toads on ground‐nesting species.'
Pied Butcherbird in Australia & New Guinea
Sea‐level fluctuations during the Plio‐Pleistocene (from about 12 000 to about 5 million years ago) resulted in
repeated land connections and separations between Australia and New Guinea. During (glacial) periods of low sea
levels the climate was cooler and drier, hence exposed areas of continental shelf probably supported savanna
habitats. However, extensive mangroves are also likely to have existed along the coast and around the shores of
Lake Carpentaria. Kearns et al. (2011) examined the phylogeography (geographical distribution in relation to
molecular phylogeny) of the Black Butcherbird, which has a disjunct distribution in the Top End, north Queensland
and New Guinea. This species occurs in the Top End in mangrove forests, but in New Guinea also occurs in
rainforest. They found 'no evidence of gene flow between Australian and New Guinean lineages' and 'strong
genetic differentiation .. among Cracticus quoyi populations on either side of the Carpentarian Barrier'. In short,
the genetic data suggest that the Black Butcherbird was generally unable to disperse across these (transient) land
bridges. Genetic changes in combination with observed morphological differentiation indicate that these isolated
subspecies are in the incipient stages of speciation.
Crimson Finch breeding biology
Crimson Finch nests and adults were studied in riparian habitat at Mornington Wildlife Sanctuary in the
Kimberley. Unlike many birds, these finches are sexually dimorphic and juveniles have distinct plumage, thus
facilitating studies of social organisation. Milenkaya et al. (2011) found that the finches formed flocks in the non‐
breeding season (median flock size 10 individuals) but were mainly in pairs in the breeding season, which was
generally from December to April. Pairs built several nests per year and the incidence of nest predation was high
(60% of clutches). Males did most of the nest building and both parents incubated the eggs. The finches always
bred as socially monogamous pairs, however, some 'divorce' occurred within seasons. Finally, the authors found
that 'Crimson Finches have high adult survival and may live to be at least 5 years old and likely even older'.
Nature Territory, December 2012
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Tawny Frogmouths, we all know them. Or do we?
Stuart Rae
Tawny Frogmouths Podargus strigoides are often
referred to as common and widespread. Motorists
know them as ghosts in their headlights,
birdwatchers usually know where to go and see one,
and that is usually it, one. How many people have
actually watched them?
Apart from hunting
roadsides and roosting in favourite trees, what do
we really know about them?

Tawny Frogmouth extends its range to the
temperate south. Do the birds in the Northern
Territory roost and nest on north or south sides of
trees, or is there no favoured aspect? In the more
reliable climate of the Northern Territory, do
frogmouths rear larger or smaller broods? How and
where do they hunt their prey? What are their
favoured habitats? Are there more in some types of
northern woodland than others?
I have been studying Tawny Frogmouths for seven
years now and monitor about fifty breeding home
ranges. True, they can be a challenge, difficult to find
and they are night‐fliers. But it is well worth the
effort of finding them, as they do roost and nest in
the same local area in successive years. So once a
nesting area has been found they can be found more
quickly in subsequent years, which is rather
satisfying, for I intend to continue the study as long
as possible.

Frogmouths are certainly widespread; they seem to
occur all over the continent wherever there are
enough trees to their liking. But common? That is a
strange term which does not mean much. A quick
delve into the literature reveals much repeated
anecdote and few firm scientific accounts. The basic
information on their morphology, diet and breeding
appear to have been collated from their numerous
road kills and single records from nest sites. Little is
known about their behaviour or ecology. The most
thorough studies so far, in the south of the country,
have shown that they roost and nest on northerly
orientated branches, probably to help with
thermoregulation, and they breed at different
densities in various types of woodland, probably in
relation to prey abundance. But what do they do in
the far north?

Long‐term studies with large sample sizes are
priceless. And those of widespread species are
especially useful to monitor, for much can be
learned from historical data on the effects of
changes in, for example, climate and habitat. Such
data cannot be retrospectively collected nor
accurately extrapolated from later short‐term data
collections. I have co‐authored papers on 53 years of
rock ptarmigan population dynamics and 90 years
for golden eagle. It would be wonderful if someone
were to extend my frogmouth study beyond my time
span, or run a complementary one somewhere else ‐
like the Northern Territory.

Photos contributed by Stuart Rae

Most species of frogmouth (17) range the tropics
between south‐east Asia and Australia; only the
Ed: Ah yes, good old common knowledge. A search by John Rawsthorne and Jon Clark during late November has
revealed that the “known pair” at Rapid Creek footbridge is actually two pairs and one freshly‐fledged chick, while
the “known pair” at Jingili Water Gardens is in fact at least two pairs, one on eggs and another with two chicks
near fledging. There are currently at least 12 individuals along a 2km stretch of Rapid Creek between the water
gardens and the coast! Thanks to Stuart Rae for piquing our interest in this topic.
Nature Territory, December 2012
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Interesting bird sightings
26 October to 21 November 2012
Compiled by Micha Jackson and Peter Kyne
Sightings are as reported (unvetted, unconfirmed) and have been compiled from emails sent to the NT Birds
forum (http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ntbirds) moderated by Niven McCrie, postings on Birdline Northern
Territory (http://www.eremaea.com/ ) and from correspondences with birdwatchers. Bird names follow the IOC
world checklist.
Species

Date

Waterbirds, Seabirds & Shorebirds
Black Bittern
28/10/12
Great‐billed Heron
21/11/12
Little Egret
15/11/12
Red‐kneed Dotterel
14/11/12
Broad‐billed Sandpiper
14/11/12
Oriental Pratincole
14/11/12
Birds Of Prey
Spotted Harrier
27/10/12
Black Falcon
14/11/12
Eastern Grass Owl
26/10/12
Rufous Owl
3/11/12
Other Non‐Passerines
King Quail
30/10/12
Flock Bronzewing
13/11/12
Banded Fruit‐dove
29/10/12
Budgerigar
Oriental Cuckoo
Oriental Cuckoo
Pacific Swift
Little Kingfisher
Passerines
Australian Magpie
Crested (Northern) Shriketit
White‐breasted Whistler
Brown Songlark
Spinifexbird
Painted Finch
Gouldian Finch
Gouldian Finch
Yellow‐rumped Mannikin
Eastern Yellow Wagtail

Location

Observer/s

Maguk, Kakadu
Marrakai Creek, Adelaide River
Leanyer STP
Buntine Hwy, 30km S of Vic. Hwy
Borroloola area
Buntine Hwy, 30km S of Vic. Hwy

Luke Paterson
Peter Kyne
Peter Kyne
Marc Gardner
Micha Jackson
Marc Gardner

Fogg Dam
Buntine Hwy
Holmes Jungle
Mataranka

Peter Kyne
Marc Gardner
Fiona Douglas et al.
Edward Smith

Numbers/comments
1
1
Nominate race
9
2
40+ flying over
1
1
3; first reported 26/9 still present
1

Edward Smith
Marc Gardner
Luke Paterson

1
1

31/10/12
26/10/12
17/11/12
28/10/12
12/11/12

Holmes Jungle
Lajamanu Rd, near Kalkaringi
Twin Falls, Kakadu
Redbank Waterhole, Owen
Springs Station
Six Pack boat ramp, Dundee Bch
Howard Springs
McMillan's Rd, Dwn & Palm’n
Pine Creek Water Gardens

Richard Waring
Edward Smith
Chris Lester
John Rawsthorne
Mick Jerram

Possibly up to 10,000
1

13/11/12
3/11/12
28/10/12
4/11/12
1/11/12
1/11/12
2/11/12
14/11/12
15/11/12
28/10/12

Lajamanu Rd, near Kalkaringi
Central Arnhem Hwy
Kulaluk Bay, Coconut Grove
Anzac Pde, Fogg Dam area
5 km N of Tennant Creek
Devil's Marbles
Edith Falls
Buntine Hwy, 500m S of Vic. Hwy
McMinns Lagoon
Mamukala, Kakadu

Marc Gardner
Edward Smith
John Rawsthorne
Darryel Binns
Edward Smith
Edward Smith
Edward Smith
Marc Gardner
Darryel Binns
Luke Paterson

4
2

400+ & ~100; ++subsequent
first reported 01/10 still present

2
3
7
6
40+
1
1

The Bridal Tree Xanthostemon
paradoxus is a small to medium sized
tree growing in woodland areas. From
October onwards it produces large
masses of bright yellow flowers and is a
source of nectar for birds such as the
Dusky Honeyeater.
Photos: Tissa Ratnayeke
Nature Territory, December 2012
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Recent literature about Top End natural history
BIRDS

Compiled by Carla & Steve

Species and distributions
Garnett ST, Szabo JK, Dutson G. 2011. The Action Plan for Australian Birds 2010. CSIRO Publishing, Collingwood.
Joseph L, Zeriga T, Adcock GJ, Langmore NE. 2011. Phylogeography and taxonomy of the Little Bronze-Cuckoo (Chalcites
minutillus) in Australia’s Monsoon Tropics. Emu 111: 113-119.
Kearns AM, Joseph L, Omland KE, Cook LG. 2011. Testing the effect of transient Plio-Pleistocene barriers in monsoonal
Australo-Papua: did mangrove habitats maintain genetic connectivity in the Black Butcherbird? Molecular Ecology 20:
5042-5059.
Kyne, P. and Dostine, P. 2011. Birds. pp. 111–132. In: B.J. Pusey (ed.) Aquatic Biodiversity in Northern Australia: Patterns,
Threats and Future. CDU Press, Darwin.
Reside AE, VanDerWal J, Kutt, AS. 2012. Projected changes in distributions of Australian tropical savanna birds under climate
change using three dispersal scenarios. Ecology and Evolution 2: 705-718.
Reside AE, VanDerWal J, Kutt, AS, Williams S. 2012. Fire regime shifts affect bird species distributions. Diversity and
Distributions 18: 213-225.

Breeding biology
Maurer G, Double MC, Milenkaya O, Süsser M, Magrath, RD. 2011. Breaking the rules: sex roles and genetic mating system of
the pheasant coucal. Oecologia 167: 413-425. [study at Howard Springs]
Milenkaya O, Legge S, Walters JR. 2011. Breeding biology and life-history traits of an Australasian tropical granivore, the
Crimson Finch (Neochmia phaeton). Emu 111: 312-320.
Noske R. 2011. Lemon-essence. Wingspan 21(4): 36-39. [breeding biology of Lemon-bellied Flycatcher]
Noske RA, Carlson AJ. 2011. The breeding biology of the Dusky Honeyeater Myzomela obscura in the Northern Territory, and
the importance of nectar in the diet of nestling honeyeaters.” Australian Field Ornithology 28: 97.

Birds & toads
Beckmann C, Shine R. 2011. Toad's tongue for breakfast: exploitation of a novel prey type, the invasive cane toad, by
scavenging raptors in tropical Australia. Biological Invasions 13: 1447-1455.
Beckmann C, Shine R. 2012. How many of Australia’s ground-nesting birds are likely to be at risk from the invasive Cane Toad
(Rhinella marina)? Emu 112: 83-89.

Miscellaneous
Corbett L, Hertog T. 2012. Impact of feral Water Buffalo Bubalus bubalis grazing on White-bellied Sea-Eagle Haliaeetus
leucogaster breeding success in subtropical river habitat in the Northern Territory, Australia. Corella 36: 24-26.
Gunn RG, Douglas LC, Whear RL. 2011. What bird is that? Identifying a probable painting of Genyornis newtoni in western
Arnhem Land. Australian Archaeology 73: 1-12.
Kyne PM, Jackson MV. 2011. Short-tailed Shearwater Ardenna tenuirostris in the Northern Territory. Northern Territory
Naturalist 23: 54-58.
Perry JJ, Kutt, AS. Perkins GC, Vanderduys EP, Colman NJ. 2012. A Bird survey method for Australian tropical savannas. Emu
112: 261-266. [north Queensland]
Rogers DI, Hassell CJ, Boyle A, Gosbell K, Minton C, Rogers JG, Clarke RH. 2011. Shorebirds of the Kimberley Coast –
Populations, key sites, trends and threats. Journal of the Royal Society of Western Australia 94: 377-391.
Shephard M, Pridham A, Forshaw JM. 2012. Grassfinches in Australia. CSIRO Publishing, Collingwood.
Woinarski JCZ, Fisher A, Armstrong M, Brennan K, Griffiths AD, Hill B, Low Choy J, Milne D, Stewart A, Young S, Winderlich S,
Ziembicki M. 2012. Monitoring indicates greater resilience for birds than for mammals in Kakadu National Park,
northern Australia. Wildlife Research 39: 397-407.
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Bird Action Plan (Summary contributed by Judit Szabo)
The Action Plan for Australian Birds 2010 is the third in a series of action plans for birds that have been produced each
decade. The Action Plan analyses the status of all the species and subspecies of Australia's birds. In this edition each account
covers the 2010 status and also provides a retrospective assessment of status in 1990 and 2000 based on current knowledge,
taxonomic revisions and changes to the IUCN criteria. Various explanations are explored as to why the status of some taxa
has changed over the last two decades.
The Northern Territory has a rich birdlife: 402 out of 1240 ultrataxa (monospecific species and subspecies of polyspecific
species) occur in the NT, and 34 exist only in the NT. While most ultrataxa are Least Concern according to IUCN criteria, seven
are of conservation concern: Stokes Range White‐quilled Rock‐Pigeon Petrophassa albipennis boothi is Near Threatened,
eastern Partridge Pigeon Geophaps smithii smithii, White‐throated Grasswren Amytornis woodwardi and Tiwi Islands
Horsfield's Bushlark Mirafra javanica melvillensis are Vulnerable, and Tiwi Islands Masked Owl Tyto novaehollandiae
melvillensis and Alligator Rivers Yellow Chat Epthianura crocea tunneyi are Endangered. The Tiwi Islands Hooded Robin
Melanodryas cucullata melvillensis has been listed as Critically Endangered (Possibly Extinct).
The biggest threat to birds in the NT is the change in fire regime to one where fires extend over large areas and the mosaic of
fire ages is erased. Two further threats are associated with fire: predation by feral cats Felis catus may increase when
extensive fires reduce cover, and invasive alien weeds, particularly Gamba Grass Andropogon gayanus, are invading habitat
and altering the structure of the vegetation, further facilitating intense fires. The clearing of suitable habitat on the Tiwi
Islands has led to the demise of the Hooded Robin (last seen in 1992) and the decline of other endemic subspecies.
Nature Territory, December 2012
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