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August Meeting:  Wednesday 12, 7.00 pm
Exploring the Gulf Region for the Remaking of Native Plants of Northern Australia 

August Field Trip:  Sunday 16, 8.15 am
Exploring Berry Springs Nature Reserve

• See page 2 for more details •

Canary White-eye (aka Australian Yellow White-eye), Zosterops luteus, photographed by Andrew Bell at Buffalo Creek.
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August Meeting 
Exploring the Gulf Region for the Remaking of  

Native Plants of Northern Australia 
Presented by John Brock 

Wednesday 12 August - CDU Casuarina. Room BLUE 2A - 7 pm

August Field Trip
Exploring Berry Springs Nature Park

Sunday 16 August, 8.15 am

John Brock arrived in Darwin in May 1978 and soon 
got a job as a gardener with the then Conservation 
Commission of the Northern Territory. Later, he was 
offered a plum position as a seed collector, which, 
over the following years, led him to all corners of the 
Top End region, collecting seeds of native plants for 
propagation and potential use in cultivation. It was 
during this period that he began to take photographs 
in earnest, collect plant samples for identification, 
and train himself as a competent field botanist.

In July 1988 John produced Top End Native Plants 
as a grand experiment in self-publishing, printing 
5,000 hard cover copies at around $100,000 all up. 
It was well received by the public, and soon became 
a standard plant reference book. The book was sold 
to RNH Publishers and renamed Native Plants of 
Northern Australia in 1993 and was reprinted ten 
times.

After 20 years away, John returned to Darwin in June 2024, and took on another bold venture - to remake the 
entire book, complete with new photographs and a new look. The book was successfully transformed into the 
new edition of Native Plants of Northern Australia published in July 2026.

This presentation will highlight the road journey John took with Willie Burgess in June/July 2025 to the Gulf Region 
in search of new content for the book. Areas featured will include Roper River, Limmen National Park, Borroloola, 
Cape Crawford, Daly Waters and Mataranka. Highlights will include several dry season standout plants and 
stunning landscapes.

Photo: Parks and Wildlife Commission of the NT

Berry Springs Nature Park is situated off the Cox Peninsula Road, 
approximately 55 km from Darwin CBD. The Park protects a large part of 
the Berry Creek catchment. The spring-fed creek flows through to Darwin 
Harbour via a mangrove-lined estuary. This walk will explore some of the 
habitats in this area including monsoon vine forest and woodland.

You may also like to consider staying on after the walk and enjoy a swim 
in one of the pools before they are closed for the wet season.

Meet: in the carpark at 8.15 am (note, the gates open at 8 am).

For your safety and comfort: wear enclosed walking shoes, bring 
sunscreen, hat, water. Biting insects may be present, please consider 
covering up and using an insect repellent.

Lost City, Limmen National Park. Photos: John Brock.
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July Meeting Report
by Fiona Douglas

Introduction to Thermal Imaging

Highlighting the cryptic plumage of a quail in the first image, making them difficult to spot using visible light, which contrasts with the strong thermal 
radiation from the eye in the second image - also of note here is the effective heat insulation properties of feathers.

Alan Specketer has a varied background included policing, time in the military, and as a ranger and investigator 
in national parks. He is a lifelong outdoors enthusiast and has used thermal imaging in many settings. Alan is 
currently a Fisheries Officer with the Commonwealth, but also a sales representative in the NT for Australia’s 
Pulsar Thermal Imaging distributor.

Alan’s first slide, a thermal image of a Boobok on 
a roadway, demonstrated how well the prominent 
heat radiation from the eyes really makes the animal 
stand out from the background. This image prefaced 
a discussion of differences between human vision 
and thermal imaging, which are at the heart of 
potential advantages to the use of thermal imaging for 
nocturnal viewing.

Human vision relies on sunlight or artificial light being 
reflected off an object. All traditional observation 
systems (eye, cameras (video or digital), flashlights and 
even infrared flashlights) rely on reflected light. In such 
systems, energy is lost when light has to travel double 
the distance between observer and target before being 
recorded. This is relatively inefficient. Thermal imaging, 
on the other hand, records energy emanating directly 
from the target, meaning that energy travels only one 
distance before being recorded.

Conventional light recording requires an unobstructed 
view of the target. Recording at night can be 
problematical, and seeing an animal in, for example, 
tall grass at night is very difficult. Furthermore, intense 
light, such as sunlight or spotlights may overwhelm 
the recording device, and in the marine environment 
waves and ripples interfere with observation.

Australian wildlife is usually most active at night, but 
as external light sources influence animal behaviour, 
it is almost impossible to record natural animal 
behaviour using traditional methods. Some animals 

are so cryptically camouflaged that they may not be 
noticed. Some animals are curious and will approach 
the light source, while others will freeze, or take flight. 
White light especially, but even infrared sometimes, 
may temporarily blind the animal while making it flee. 
This response endangers the animal which is unable to 
avoid hazards such as fences, trees, cars, etc.  

Thermal systems, on the other hand, read thermal 
energy naturally radiated by the environment and 
everything in it. Sensors detect small variations (some 
can detect differences as small as 0.02°C) in this 
environment. These electrical signals are collated to 
give an image of the whole environment. This system 
uses emitted heat, not reflected heat and is more 
efficient than using conventional light systems.

It is worth comparing thermal imaging with flashlights. 
A flashlight allows you to see only what is lit up by it, 
whereas with a thermal image it is as if a flashlight is 
shone directly at you by the target. A thermal image 
also gives a wider field of view as it records outside the 
boundaries of a beam of light. It may even allow you 
to see much further; thermal binoculars may enable a 
bird to be spotted 1 km away. Thermal enables you to 
“see through” dust, smoke, leaves, etc., something we 
noticed when trialling devices after the talk.

In order to optimise recording, the colour palette 
of the display can be changed, the image zoomed, 
and video or still images can be recorded. This 
flexibility means that some vision challenges such as 
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A still shot from a video demonstrating undisturbed natural foraging 
behaviour of a Bilby viewed with thermal imaging.

colour blindness and astigmatism can be bypassed. 
Traditional systems have limited capacity for such 
modification. Thermal devices auto-calibrate to adjust 
for the detected environmental range. The range in 
the NT, for example, will differ from the range a device 
would calibrate to in Tasmania.

The prime advantage of thermal systems when 
observing wildlife is that it allows observation of natural 
animal behaviour. There is much less risk of light 
‘dazzle’ with consequent danger to the animal and it is 
much less likely to initiate a ‘fight or flight’ response. A 
prolonged observation time is possible. Alan showed 
a video clip taken from a recording of a Bilby foraging. 
The animal was obviously completely unfazed by being 
observed so intently.

Using thermal observation may also improve observer 
safety as it can reveal potential hazards, for example 
buffalo in a river or in tall grass.

The advantages of thermal observation systems to 
wildlife observers can be summarised as:
• 	 Greater efficiency in work – easier to see what 

you’re looking for
• 	 Greater accuracy of information
• 	 Ability to record video and images provides 

opportunity for peer review and corroboration
• 	 Ability to observe and record natural animal 

behaviours
• 	 Minimal impact to animals and environment
• 	 Increased safety for observers from potentially 

dangerous animals.
Alan showed several examples to illustrate thermal 
systems at work. A feral cat in the distance was 
noticeable, despite the large Brahman in the 
foreground drawing the eye. A swarm of bees gives a 
strong thermal image, and a very well-camouflaged 
quail alongside a path is barn-door obvious when seen 
in a thermal image – although it was more distant.

In wildlife management, such as during control of feral 
animals, thermal images make counting much easier, 
and where culling is required, this too is often most 
effective at night when the animals are relaxed. Use of 
thermal imaging tends to mean animals remain calm 
and there is more time to line up the shot. This may 
mean the difference between one shot and three, 
advantageous in so many ways.

Thermal systems aren’t perfect. They have reduced 
efficiency in fog, smoke and rain (as do conventional 
systems), and in the NT where the temperature of the 
environment is high, it reduces the thermal contrast 
between animals and the environment (for example 
termite mounds and stones). Thermal imaging is 
ineffective for targets beyond, behind or under glass 
and water.  It reads the surface rather than whatever 
is beyond that.

Cold-blooded animals such as reptiles and 
amphibians show up less, as we discovered when 
we experimented with some of the devices that Alan 
kindly brought with him. A Green Tree Frog and a 
gecko were the only animals we could find, both of 
which were visible but not exactly stand-out. (Where 
were the roosting birds and the Bush Thick-knees that 
I remember seeing on campus years ago?)

Other barriers relate to thermal equipment itself, 
such as technophobia and cost. All brands have an 
app and can pair with a smartphone, minimising the 
new technical learning required to use them. The cost 
ranges from around $1,699–$9,799.

If it is decided to purchase a thermal imaging system, 
three questions need to be asked:
1.	 What living things am I looking for? 
2.	 How far do I want to see them from? 
3.	 How much do I want to spend? 
The answers will determine the lens characteristics 
required. Alan gave us a great deal of technical 
information that will not be reproduced here. The 
relevant slide is available if desired.  Various mounts 
and accessories are available. Alan advised treating 
a thermal device in the same way as you’d treat a 
digital camera. There is only one moveable part, the 
iris, which may jam if the device gets very hot, such as 
after being on the back seat of a car in the sun.

The Pulsar range, which Alan sells, is made in Europe 
and Pulsar is the only brand that is able to be repaired 
in Australia (Sydney). Others originate in China and 
require return there for repair.

This review of thermal versus conventional imaging was 
clear and well illustrated. Many of us took advantage 
of Alan’s provision of several different devices for us to 
experiment with. Our major issue was the lack of warm-
blooded targets – apart from bare human legs!
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Clockwise from above: the shaded boardwalk through the monsoon forest; a Common/Varied Eggfly; the large dragonfly nymph exoskeleton; a partially 
submerged Dahl’s Aquatic Frog; a Grey Whistler filled the air with melody; Giant Golden Orb Weaver feeding on a frog. Photos: Tissa Ratnayeke

Left to right: looking like a 
super giant mosquito, a crane 
fly from the family Tipulidae. 
Harmless to humans, these 
long-legged flies have no 
interest in sucking blood; 
the striped abdomens of 
immature Giant Golden Orb 
Weavers look quite different 
to that of adults.  
Photos: Phil Smith

More photos on next page ...

July Field Trip Report
by Tissa Ratnayeke

Exploring Fogg Dam
This field trip explored the Monsoon Forest Walk at Fogg Dam. It is a well maintained, easy 4.4 km return track 
that extends out over the floodplains to the east of the dam wall. Most of the track is an elevated boardwalk that 
initially passes through monsoon forest, then paperbark habitat and finally ending on the edge of the floodplains. 
It is a pleasantly shaded and a cool meandering walk through well established tall trees.

A species that dominated in abundance during this 
walk were the large female Northern/Giant Golden 
Orbweavers (Nephila pilipes). A highlight encounter 
was observing one of these spiders feeding on a frog, 
possibly a Western Laughing Tree Frog (Pengilleyia 
ridibunda), the yet to be eaten hindlegs providing the 
only hint of what this prey item might have been.

A few Swamp Tiger and Common Crow butterflies 
flitted around in the dappled shade while others 
were still roosting in the cool of the morning. A 
very big surprise on the board walk was the fresh 
and distinctive long scats of an echidna, on closer 
inspection revealing the ground up remains of insects.

At the end of the boardwalk we spotted a difficult 
to see, partially submerged, Dahl’s Aquatic Frog, 
Australia’s only almost totally aquatic frog species. 
Another nearby interesting observation was a 
large, approximately 60 mm long, exoskeleton of a 
dragonfly nymph, the split back suggestion the flying 
adult had successfully emerged. Also outstanding 
was the observation of the largest paper wasp nest 
of Ropalidia gregaria that I have ever seen - it was 
almost the surface area of three slices of bread.

It had been many years since I last explored this 
walk, however as it proved to be so refreshing and 
rewarding, it won’t be long before I return.
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Waterbirds
Dusky Moorhen	 03/07/26	 Nhulunbuy	 Kelly Gate			   1
Great Crested Grebe	 11/07/26	 Milner Lagoon, Roper Gulf      	 Kirrilee O’Connor,  Tor & Steve Boyton  	 1
Great Crested Grebe	 11/07/26	 Newcastle Waters      	 Kirrilee O’Connor,  Tor & Steve Boyton  	 10
Great Crested Grebe	 12/07/26	 Tennant Creek      	 Kirrilee O’Connor,  Tor & Steve Boyton  	 16
Great Crested Grebe	 16/07/26	 Newcastle Waters      	 Mitch Rose			   6
Great Crested Grebe	 21/07/26	 Katherine	 Bryn Pickering,  
			   Deborah Placidi & Luke Enright		  1
Great Crested Grebe	 21/07/26	 Tennant Creek    	 Dana Cameron & David Donato		  1  
Brolga	 21/07/26	 Tobermorey Stn, Central Desert	 Julie Edenborough			   50

Raptors
Little Eagle	 05/07/26	 Nightcliff	 John Rawsthorne			   1
Little Eagle	 27/07/26	 Leanyer	 Clive Garland			   1

Swifts
Swiftlet sp. 	 11/07/26	 Nightcliff	 Michael Kuhl			   1
Passerines
Buff-sided Robin	 17/07/26	 Marlow Lagoon	 Dan Ashdown			   1

Interesting Bird Sightings
Compiled by Magen Pettit

1 to 31 July 2026
Sightings are presented as observer-reported records (unvetted, unconfirmed), with the exception of eBird 
observations, which are verified within the eBird review process. The information has been compiled from eBird 
(ebird.org/region/AU-NT), Facebook group posts on Birdline Northern Territory (www.facebook.com/groups/
BirdlineNT), Northern Territory Birders, (www.facebook.com/groups/727665138011698) and NT Field Naturalists’ 
Club Inc (www.facebook.com/groups/ntfieldnaturalistsclub), and from correspondence with Wildcare Inc. NT and 
birdwatchers. Bird names follow the eBird/Clements checklist (2025).

Species	 Date	 Location	 Observer/s		  Numbers/
					     Comments

Left to right: echidna scat on the boardwalk; the boardwalk ends at the edge of the flood plains; a large nest of the 
paper wasp Ropalidia gregaria. Photos: Tissa Ratnayeke

Left to right: a damselfly, 
probably a Redtail 
(Ceriagrion aeruginosum); 
a long-jawed spider 
(Tetragnatha sp.) below her 
white, fluffy eggsac.  
Photos: Phil Smith

Fogg Dam Field Trip continued ...
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Chitter Chatter - excerpts from the Club’s Facebook group

... Chitter Chatter continued on next page

Elle Masika - 5 August
ID? Herbert, NT.
Tissa Ratnayeke - An adult antlion. Their predatory larvae 
make the sand traps for catching ants.
Elle Masika - wow all those years of playing with antlion 
sand traps as a child! I had no idea they evolved into a 
winged thing!

Samantha Duffy - 4 August
Lucky to get a 3 in one shot yesterday.  Chestnut Breasted 
Munia, Masked Finch and juvenile Gouldian Finch. Near to 
Tumbling Waters.

Moira Wigley - 4 August
These doves have made a pretty secure nest on top of the 
box for the house solar panels in Durack. 2 chicks hatched on 
the weekend and doing well

Phil Smith - 1 August
Saw this on a Hibiscus plant at Acacia Hills. iNaturalist has 
so far got it to Crab Spiders, family Thomisidae, Genus 
Loxoporetes.

Marlis Crocker - 30 July
White-quilled Honeyeater in backyard at Farrar.

Andrew Bell - 26 July
Beautiful Tiger Moth in Brinkin, Asota australis.
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Chitter Chatter continued from previous page

Erin Jaime - 26 July
Can anyone ID this spider? Found it in my 
backyard in Zuccoli. 
Tissa Ratnayeke - This is a female 
Northern Mouse Spider (Missulena 
pruinosa). They usually don’t leave their 
burrow and are rarely seen, most people 
find them while excavating. Males begin 
wandering in search of females around 
October. Bites from males are potentially 
dangerous so do seek medical attention 
if bitten. For people who thought this 
was a funnel web, there are none in the 
Top End.

Sarsha Sherriff - 24 July
I discovered two odd looking funguses 
on a dead tree trunk in Charles Darwin 
NP this morning. Are these common in 
the Darwin area?
Tissa Ratnayeke - That’s how they look 
after they have weathered for a few 
years. That amount of fibrous tissue is 
a surprise to many but common with 
bracket fungus.

Carolyn Robins - 22 July
Is this a juvenile brown snake? 
Katherine NT.
Alexander Dudley - This is a Delma 
species, a legless lizard, or more 
accurately, a legless gecko. They are 
mostly tail (unlike a snake) and have 
ears (unlike a snake).

Roy Anderson - 21 July
Called into Fiddlers Lane on Sunday morning about 
10:30am. Starting to get busy there now. Yes there 
were about a dozen Australian pratincole.

Roland Muench - 17 July
A tiny funny looking lacewing larva found on inflorescence of Acacia 
holoserica in CDNP recently. It carried bits of flower decorations around 
with it on its body and moving quite fast. About 4 - 5 mm long.
Tissa Ratnayeke - Excellent detail, lucky to see one that is not totally 
covered. They usually also have on their backs the sucked out remains of 
their prey,

Vicki Skoss -- 6 August
Any ID on this little one making tracks in the desert. Alice Springs. Approx 
4cm long. 
Kimberi Pullen - One of the native Leptopius weevils. Their larvae 
live underground, feeding on tree roots. Leptopius are widespread in 
Australia, with the biggest ones in the arid zone.
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Club website:
http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au

Club Facebook Page: 
www.facebook.com/groups/ntfieldnaturalistsclub

NT Field Naturalists’ Club Directory
President:	 Katrina Chambers	
Secretary:	 Erin Elkin 	
Treasurer:	 Mary Fathers	
Committee Members:	 Andrew Bell	 Dan Campbell

	 Graham Brown	 Geoff Kum Jew
		 Margot Eliason	 Georgia Kielbaska

	 Chris Spooner

BirdLife Australia Liaison Officer:	 Andrew Bell	 0428 882 979
Newsletter Editor	 Tissa Ratnayeke	 0417 659 755
Website and Facebook: 	 Tissa Ratnayeke	 0417 659 755

Club notices
Thank you: The previous issue was formatted and despatched by Tissa Ratnayeke.  

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●
Newsletter contributions welcome:  Sightings, reports, travelogues, reviews, photographs, sketches, news, 

comments, opinions, theories ..... , anything relevant to natural history.  Please forward material to   
news.ntfieldnatsnt@gmail.com 

Deadline for the September 2026 newsletter: Friday 28 August 2026.
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Club Meetings are generally held on the second Wednesday of every month, commencing at 7.00 pm, 
on the Casuarina Campus of Charles Darwin University.

Club Field Trips are usually held on the weekend following the meetings.

Need a Club membership form?  
Go to: http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au/membership/

Subscriptions are on a financial-year basis and are:  Families/Institutional - $30; Singles - $25;

Concessions - $15.  Discounts are available for new members – please contact us.

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 7:00 pm. Contact Russell Dempster on 0459 440 
665 or visit www.topendnativeplants.org.au

FIELD

NATURALISTS’

CLUB Inc.

The BirdLife Top End branch offers community activities centred around the 
conservation of birds and their habitats in the Top End of the Northern Territory. 
Participate in a variety of bird-related educational resources, workshops, events 
and excursions. Visit: https://birdlife.org.au/groups/birdlife-top-end/


