
Nature Territory - August 2017 Page 1

 

 

FOR THE DIARY 
 

Newsletter of the Northern Territory Field Naturalists’ Club Inc.

Club  web-site: http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au/ 

 
In This Issue 

   Disclaimer: The views expressed in Nature Territory are not necessarily those of the NT Field Naturalists' Club Inc. or members of its Committee. 

     
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

NATURE TERRITORY

'

Golden Tree Snakes (Dendrelaphis punctulata) are one of the many species of snakes found around Darwin and will be one of those 
discussed in Ray Chatto’s presentation to the Cub on the Snakes of Darwin. See page 2 for further details. Photo: Ray Chatto

August meeting: Wednesday 9 August 2017, 7.45 pm
Snakes of Darwin - Ray Chatto

August field trip: Sunday 13 August 2017
Explore the Gurambai Trail near Darwin International Airport

• See pages 2 and 3 for more details •
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Bird of the Month - Northern Rosella p. 9
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Club Activities
August meeting:  Wednesday 9 August 7:45 pm.  Function Room, level 3, Red 1, CDU Casuarina.

Snakes of Darwin - Calm Down, It’s Not Always a Brown 
presented by Ray Chatto

This is a talk on the snakes of Darwin 
– the snake capital of Australia. 
Darwin has a large number and 
range of snakes. They not only occur 
in the bushy rural areas, but right 
throughout the city and suburbs – 
day and night.  The talk will cover 
the types of snakes in Darwin, their 
status and how to identify them. 
Snakes are protected wildlife and 
the talk will also cover the legislation 
relating to the catching, keeping and 
killing of snakes. Finally the talk will 
go a little into what to do about them 
when they encroach too closely into 
your personal space and a brief look 
at first aid if you are bitten.

Ray Chatto has been an Australian wildlife ‘nut’ virtually all his life. As his maternal side grandfather’s first 
grandson he was expected to take over his very extensive stamp collection and go into stamp collecting for a 
hobby. That was never on Ray’s agenda. Catching and keeping snakes and lizards from early primary school age 
was on his agenda instead. (50 odd years later it still is!). With that sort of growing up and interests, there was 
never any doubt about what his working career was going to involve. In 1979 Ray joined the Victorian Fisheries 
and Wildlife Department. Working mainly as a Game Management Officer in Gippsland through the 80’s, Ray 
took a year’s leave without pay in late 1989 to venture to Darwin and take a job for a year in the NT Conservation 
Commissions Wildlife Unit. Like so many who venture to Darwin, one year has turned into 28, and still going. 
As a government Wildlife Officer he has worked in all the main areas, including research, management, and his 
main area of interest, operations/compliance. He has also worked on and with all manner of birds, mammals and 
reptiles over his career, but he still has a strong link to his early developed love of snakes – whether it be catching 
them on callouts or chasing the people who collect them in the illegally. Ray still considers himself as a wildlife jack 
of all trades rather than an expert on anything, including snakes.

Ray handling a King Brown snake.

Upcoming Field Nats Activities
Wednesday, 30 August 5.30 pm – A prize-giving ceremony for the club’s Photographic 

Competition will be held in the Northern Territory Library at Parliament House

September Meeting – Wed 13 – AGM plus Alan Andersen - Biodiversity monitoring in Kruger NP

September Field Trip – Sun 17 – Spotlighting at Fogg Dam 

October Field Trip – Wed 11 – Mike Jarvis - Birding trip to Sri Lanka 

October Field Trip – Sun 14 – Microbat spotting



Nature Territory - August 2017 Page 3

August field trip:  Sunday 13 August 8.30 am to 10.30 am  Darwin Airport

Explore the Gurambai Trail near Darwin International Airport
The walk will be a joint event between the NT Field Naturalists’ Club and the 
Rapid Creek Landcare Group. The landcare group will supply Rapid Creek 
Birdwatching Lists funded by Darwin International Airport. The walk will 
start at the woodland loop on the Gurambai Trail where it is likely flowering 
Osbeckia australiana will be found (pictured). This section of the trail passes 
through woodland and transitional communities fringing the wetlands in the 
upper Rapid Creek catchment.

The walk will be led by Lesley Alford and Michael Schmid. Michael’s business 
Veg North carries out management of the Rapid Creek Reserve for the Darwin 
International Airport. The Gurambai Trail runs through the Rapid Creek 
Reserve. Michael and Lesley have both been involved in natural resource 
management in the Northern Territory over the past three decades. Michael 
has worked for the NT Government in weed management and water planning 
and co-authored Common Urban Weeds of North Australia. Veg North’s work 
focuses on bushland rehabilitation in the Darwin area. Lesley has worked 
in the government and non-government sectors including the Central Land 
Council, Greening Australia and Australian Trust for Conservation Volunteers 
and now works as a consultant (including as a sub-contractor to Veg North). 
She has had a longstanding interest in the Rapid Creek catchment and the 
local landcare network. She was a co-author on the article in the last issue of 
Northern Territory Naturalist about the invasive weed Chinese Violet that was 
discovered on the airport grounds and successfully eradicated.

Meet: 08.30 am in the carpark towards the end of Larkin Avenue, just past 
the ‘Furry Godmother’ pet resort (see red * on map below). 

Bring: Sunhat, sunscreen, enclosed footwear, binoculars and camera.

Osbeckia australiana will be flowering in the wet areas. 
Photo: Lesley Alford 

Water birds such as this Nankeen Night Heron are often 
sighted along Rapid Creek. Photo: Tissa Ratnayeke

Small patches of remnant vegetation surrounded by 
urban developments are constantly under threat 

from weed invasion, erosion, excessive or 
inappropriate recreational use, water 

pollution and dumping. Bu�er 
zones assist in easing these 

threats by providing a 
protective boundary.

1000 ways to make a difference…

The Rapid Creek Landca re Group, La rr akia people, Darwin A irport staff 
and contr actors, Greenin g Austr a li a , Green Corps and Conservation 

Volunteers Austr a li a have pl anted many trees a lon g the tr a i l to 
create a buffer zone b etween the a irport and Rapid Creek.

Guramba i  i s  the  Larr ak i a  n ame for  Rap id  Creek and
   means  ‘ e l b ow ’ ,  r e f err in g  t o  the  sh ape  o f  the  creek
      at  i t s  mouth .  Take th i s  p l e a s ant wa l k  and en j oy

         a  typ i c a l  n atura l  ‘Top End ’  env i r onment .

The lower, north western part of the 
Gurambai tra i l takes you a longs ide 
Rapid Creek, Darwin ’ s only s i gn if i cant 
freshwater system.

Darwin Internationa l Airport 
invites you to explore the

Gurambai

walking trail

Walking on the south eastern, upper part of the trail 
takes you through gentle ferny and prickly pandanus 
environments alongside the wetland edges.

Further along you can explore the drier woodland 
with �owering grevilleas, eucalypts and acacias.

You can walk in the cool of the monsoon 
forest down to historic Yankee Pools.

Gurambai Trail photos by David Silva.
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July Field Trip Report – Overnight Camp at a Darwin River Property
Report and Photographs by Tissa Ratnayeke

I set off at 9.30 am on Saturday 15 July for Denise Goodfellow’s and Michael Stott’s 8 hectare (20 acre) block of land at Darwin 
River, a drive of just under 70 km from my northern suburbs home. One of the potential highlights for me would be the 
sighting of a Partridge Pigeon, which I am as yet to see outside of an enclosure.

The property is accessible by sealed road except for the last 300 m or so. There was no signage identifying the owners of the land 
though there was a hint I might have arrived at the correct entrance, a faded Land for Wildlife sign was hanging on the fence. 

The track at the front of the property passed through typical savannah woodland which then opened up into a cleared area 
within which were several buildings. I saw Michael walking towards me and as I stepped out of the vehicle to say hello I was 
greeted by three, large, friendly dogs. Apparently I was the first of the Field Nats to have arrived and was shortly followed by 
Sue and John.

Apart from Denise and Michael’s home, a second 
smaller residence that was the home of the original 
owner was available for anyone who didn’t wish to 
camp. Attached to this building was an external toilet 
that Denise advised us also served as a shelter for 
some of the local snakes which despite an eagerness 
on the part of some of us we sadly failed to find.

We noticed several trees had abandoned Grey-
crowned Babbler roosting nests while one further 
away was still in use. These large, untidy, stick 
structures have an entrance at one end and are the 
place to which the gregarious family groups of up to 
12 individuals retire in the evening to roost. Later on 
we observed Double-barred Finches appeared to be 
nesting in one of the abandoned Babbler homes.

Realising the time was past noon, we decided to keep 
to the previously planned itinerary and drive back towards Berry Springs to have lunch at Crazy Acres, an outdoor cafe on a 
mango farm where other members of this weekend’s field trip were hoping to meet us. Following a long, relaxed lunch we 
returned to the bush block where everyone took the opportunity to set up their tents after which Denise took us on a guided 
tour of the rear of the property. 

On the drive out in the morning I had seen magnificent examples of termite mounds, some perhaps 6 m high on the 
neighbouring properties, however, surprisingly there were no such marvels on the block we were visiting but there were signs 
of hope. Behind the home was an area with over 20 small mounds, a few nearly 2 m tall which Denise advised us had all come 
up since she and Michael moved here five years ago and stopped slashing this area with the mower.

While viewing the mounds a Green Emperor, possibly one of the Top End’s largest dragonflies flew past a couple of times. 
There are two almost identical species Anax gibbosulus and A. guttatus which are impossible to identify on the wing as their 
differing characteristics are so minor.

Exploring the area around the dam. Denise in orange top.

Camping near the dam. Many butterflies including this Orange Ringlet were present in the area.

continued next page ...
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The back of the block sits low compared to the 
surrounding terrain and is also where a man-made 
dam is located. The soil here was still moist and 
ground cover quite green. I would imagine that until 
recently there would have been a selection of flowers 
of wet feet-liking annuals however by the time of 
our visit it had become the turn of the small bush 
Osbeckia australiana to show off its bright purple 
flowers. 

Darting around close to the ground in this damp 
environment was a small and bright red coloured 
male dragonfly, the Wandering Percher (Diplacodes 
bipunctata). In the nearby grasses were two species 
of low flying butterflies, Orange Ringlets and Cedar 
Bush-browns. A little further on, just past a stand 
of Fern-leaved Grevilleas looking resplendent with 
their bright orange spikes of flowers we observed a Sacred 
Kingfisher finishing off what looked like the remains of a 
large skink.

Emerging from the forested area the sight before us at first 
glance was that of an untidy scattering of corrugated iron 
sheets, however a closer inspection revealed a purposeful 
and planned laying out of this pioneering building cladding. 
A pile of sheets came with the acquisition of the block, and it 
is something that Denise and Michael have been putting to 
good use to nurture their land back to health. Let me explain.

The block used to be overrun with the Top End’s two most 
invasive introduced grasses, Gamba and Mission and 
to a lesser extent American Rat’s Tail Grass (Sporobolus 
jacquemontii). Denise and Michael are determined to 
eradicate these pest species and have developed a multi-
pronged approach. Some areas have been sprayed with 
herbicides. In other areas the seed heads have been 
removed for burning, the grass then slashed and finally 
covered with corrugated iron to both smother and solarise 
the weeds beneath. And in other areas they even use 
vinegar which seems to kill the weeds but not the natives.

The rewarding result of all this effort is a remarkable 
spectacle of many species of native grasses.

As the sun began to sink low we commenced our walk back 
to the outdoor entertainment area, a Yellow Oriole called 
melodiously and ahead of us a Blue-winged Kookaburra 
took flight.

Some termite mounds had grown nearly 2 metres in under five years.

Denise’s ability to identify the many species of birds we saw and her 
abundant knowledge of them was appreciated by all. Here a female 
Leaden Flycatcher preens her wing.

Clever use of corrugated iron to control weeds.

Michael fired up the little BBQ and everyone took it in turns 
to cook their meals as numerous species of honeyeaters 
chattered  in the nearby trees and making most of the last 
light, White-breasted Cuckoo-shrikes hawked for insects 

and then alighted on branches to perform their 
characteristic wing shuffles.

It was at this point that I had to somewhat reluctantly 
leave the group as I had an important birthday party 
to attend in Darwin, however I planned to return 
early the following morning. Sure enough I was back 
by 7am on the Sunday to find the camp stirring, 
water boiling for tea and coffee, and breakfasts being 
readied - this was when Jan brought out her home-
made double chocolate beetroot cake - by the time I 
finished my third slice I had irrevocably confirmed my 
thoughts from the first bite, the cake was delicious.

After breakfast, in the cool of the morning, Denise 
led us on a stroll through the front section of the 
block. In this open woodland habitat Denise and 
Michael’s efforts at controlling the invasive introduced 

grasses was again apparent, in particular when we walked 
along one of the fence lines to see on the other side an 
impenetrable wall up of Gamba up to 4.5 m high.

On our side of the fence two of the dry season’s 
deciduous plants were in flower, the Red-flowered 
Kurrajong (Brachychiton megaphyllus) and the Kapok Bush 
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flowers. Just past these was the weekend’s floral highlight 
for me, a few small specimens of Grevillea longicuspis, a 
plant characterised by its spiky, holly-like leaves - it is rare 
and endemic to this region of the NT.

Faced with a continuing onslaught of weeds from all 
fronts, Denise and Michael represent a small group of 
rural residents who through well planned and consistent 
effort have managed to create these islands of natural 
habitat.  Clearing introduced grasses and weeds not only 
gives native fauna and flora space in which to recover, it 
also significantly reduces damaging bushfire fuel loads. I 
would like to also take this opportunity to thank Denise and 
Michael for sharing their wealth of knowledge with us and 
also for being wonderful hosts.

And what of the Partridge Pigeons I had hoped to see? Well, 
Denise assures me they are around but unfortunately on 
this occasion they simply didn’t make an appearance.

(Cochlospermum fraseri) whose yellow blossoms Denise 
advised us were edible and our sampling did confirm their 
suitability for the human palate. Bridal Trees (Xanthostemon 
paradoxus) were scattered throughout this area, one tree 
showing the first of what should become many yellow 
flowers creating a mass spectacle of colour to attract nectar 
loving insects and birds.

As the air warmed a Black Kite glided overhead, a rarer sight 
in the rural areas where there are less human discarded 
food scraps to attract these acrobatic scavengers. Through 
the trees I could see the Grey-crowned Babbler family 
hopping on the ground and also probing beneath bark in 
their search for invertebrate delicacies.

Continuing on our walk we came across a patch of Grevillea 
dryandri with one of the plants displaying its bright red 

The fauna highlight of the weekend and dwarfed by stems of grass was 
this cryptic, tiny, adult, female Boxer Mantis (Paraoxypilus sp.). The 
females are ground-dwelling and unlike the males they are flightless.

Grevillea longicuspis, a rare endemic to this region of the NT.

Michael shows off a weed cleared area in which a native grass Ectrosia sp. now flourishes.
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This project received grant funding from the Australian Government

Find us on facebook

Darwin 
Insect

 Festival
CDU Red 712th August 2017

10 am - 2 pm
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1 - 7 October 2017

BIRD 
WEEK

One third of Australia’s bird  

species call Kakadu home. 

Red Goshawk, Rainbow Pitta, Little Kingfisher,  

Partridge Pigeon, Gouldian Finch, Banded Fruit Dove...
BIRDING 
WALKS 
& TALKS

Share your 

experiences

#KBW2017

#SeeKakadu

#BirdingNT

BIRD 
SHOWS

CULTURAL  

ACTIVITIES

Flock to it!

ROCK 
ART 

TALKS
Ruffle your feathers participating in 

unique activities & tours hosted by 

Northern Territory bird experts 

including: Park rangers, traditional 

owners, traditional bird artists,  

Territory Wildlife Park Bird Keepers,  

specialist bird guides, Top End bird researchers & more.

Join us and celebrate the Top End’s diverse world of birds 

and spot the birds you’ve always wanted to see.

Kakadu Bird Week 
The final program has been released and is 
bursting full of interesting activities and events 
that truly sum up Kakadu’s amazing connection 
to its birdlife.

Don’t miss these activities:

• traditional Aboriginal artist, Graham 
Badari’s, ‘Mayhmayh, Different Birds’ 
book launch;

• birding tours, walks and cruises hosted 
by local NT birding experts; and 

• meet the scientists and keepers working 
to conserve the Top End’s unique birdlife. 

Register for activities at  
http://parksaustralia.gov.au/birdweek 
and go in the draw to win exciting prizes 
and giveaways, including scenic helicopter 
flights over Kakadu’s wetlands. 

For further trip planning information, 
contact: 
kakaduexperiences@environment.gov.au

We look forward to celebrating Kakadu’s 
diverse bird life with you during Kakadu 
Bird Week 1-7 October 2017.

STOP
PRESS

The winners of the NT Field Naturalists’ Club Photographic 
Competition have been chosen.
To see the winning entries visit the Northern Territory Library, Parliament House, 
Darwin, between 9 August and 31 October 2017. A prize-giving Ceremony will be 
held at 5.30 pm on Wednesday, 30 August 2017 in the Northern Territory Library.

Notice of the NTFNC’s 2017 Annual General Meeting
The Annual General Meeting of The NT Field Naturalists’ Club Inc. will be held at 7.45 pm on Wednesday 13 
September in Function Room, level 3, building Red 1, Casuarina Campus of Charles Darwin University. Items 
to be considered include:  

• President’s report 

• The audited accounts for 2016-17 and Treasurer’s report. Audited accounts will be available from Sarah 
Bonney (treasurer.ntfnc@gmail.com ) from 23 August onwards

• Election of Office Bearers and Management Committee for 2017-2018 (a nomination form will be 
included in September’s newsletter)
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Bird: Northern Rosella (Platycercus venustus) 

Order: Psittaciformes 

Family: Psittacidae 

Size: 28-30 cm. 

Description: A scaly-patterned black and cream parrot 
with blue wings and tail, a red vent, and a black cap 
and white cheek. Northern Rosella inhabits open 
forest and savannah woodland, but on our property 
at Darwin River is often seen feeding in pairs or family 
groups on the lawn. It feeds not only on nectar but also 
seeds and insect larvae. This bird’s flight is undulating 
and graceful. It breeds in the Dry Season, nesting like 
most other parrots, in nest hollows. Kunwinjku people 
call Northern Rosella Buluwirdwird. The call is a soft 
repetitive ‘pi-pi-pi-pi’. 

Where found: this species is found across the Top End 
and western Queensland and the Kimberley region. It can 
be difficult to find in Palmerston and Darwin. 

Notes: In Palmerston and Darwin, Rainbow Lorikeets 
may have impacted Northern Rosella by taking over 
nesting hollows. However, at Darwin River (and probably 
elsewhere away from towns), Rainbow Lorikeet numbers 
are relatively low and the Rosellas are thriving. In 2014 
twelve Northern Rosellas were seen perched in a tall dead tree on our Darwin River property. However, they are 
more commonly seen in pairs or small family groups in the trees and on the lawn surrounding our house. Unlike 
many other psittacids, Red-winged Parrot, for example, this beautiful bird is often quite approachable to the 
delight of visiting birders and photographers. 

Reference: Goodfellow, D.L. & Stott, M.P. (2005). Birds of Australia’s Top End. Darwin: Scrubfowl Press.

Bird of the Month - Northern Rosella
By Denise Lawungkurr Goodfellow

Annual Subscriptions are now due.  Renew now so you don’t  miss out on  special events, our newsletter or 
the peer-reviewed journal Northern Territory Naturalist.

Annual membership fees are $25 for individuals, $30 for families and $15 concession. Membership expires on 
June 30 of every year.

You can join or renew your membership in person at the next meeting (Wednesday 9 August)  or via EFT or post. 

All the details and forms for renewing your membership can be found on the club’s website; 
http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au

Membership Subscriptions are now due 
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Club notices 
Thank you: The previous issue was despatched by Sarah Bonney.  The July and August newsletters were produced 
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 newsletter:  Friday 25 August 2017 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

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

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

Northern Territory Naturalist:   
Chief Editor, Richard Willan, advises that the time for submission of articles for this year's issue has now closed. 
The clutch of papers for volume 28 is now going through the editorial system . Publication is expected in October. 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

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 0459 440 665. 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 
 

NT Field Naturalists’ Club Meetings are generally held on the second Wednesday of every month,  
commencing at 7:45 PM, on the Casuarina Campus of Charles Darwin University. 

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. 

 

President: Richard Willan 8999 8238 (w) 

Secretary: Dianna Lambert 0409 767 570 

Treasurer: Sarah Bonney  0401 188 099 

Committee Members:  Graham Brown  8945 4745 (h/w)

 Mark Grubert 8999 2167 (w)  

 Lyn Lowe 0411 269 216 

 Leona Sullivan 0423 951 874 

Bird Life Australia Liason Officer: Denise Goodfellow  

Website and Facebook:  Tissa Ratnayeke 0417 659 755 

NT Field Naturalists’ Club Directory 

Club  web-site:    http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au/ 


