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This photograph, entitled ?Dying For a Drink?, was Winner of the Human Impact category in the 2017 Northern Territory Field 
Naturalists? Club Wildlife Photographic Competition. Its story is on page 6. in this newsletter. Photo: Neil Wright. 
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May Meeting
How to research a bird that no one ever sees: 

A PhD on the Alligator Rivers Yellow Chat 

presented by Robin Leppitt
Wednesday 9 May, 7.45 pm, CDU Casuarina, Room BLUE 2.1.51

Summary:  The Alligator Rivers Yellow 

Chat (Epthianura crocea tunneyi) is a 

small, bright yellow, insectivorous bird 

living on the floodplains of the major 

rivers of the top end. A subspecies of 

Yellow Chat, it is listed as Endangered 

and is believed to be in decline. Due to 

its remote and difficult to access 

habitat, it is, at least these days, 

seldom seen by the general public and 

has been the victim of a relatively low 

profile for some time. The subspecies 

has been critically under-researched, 

with two surveys and one published paper being the breadth of published works on the Alligator 

Rivers Yellow Chat.  

I will present to the NT Field Nats a summary of my project so far and what I plan to achieve by the 

end of this PhD. I will begin with a background of the subspecies, where it fits taxonomically as well 

as previous research and conservation status. I will then discuss the aims of my project, how I 

came to choose those aims and how my project will answer them. Finally, I will detail how my 

research will hopefully benefit the subspecies by providing land managers with the data to adjust 

their practices to better accommodate the Yellow Chat before it disappears from the Top End all 

together.   

Biography:  Robin Leppitt is a second year 

PhD student studying the Alligator Rivers 

Yellow Chat through Charles Darwin 

University. Originally from Melbourne, 

Robin studied Environmental Science with 

Honours in ornithology before moving to 

Darwin to begin his PhD in mid-2016 after 

inheriting a love for birds from his 

birdwatching-mad father.

Male Yellow Chat with colour band.  Photo: Keith Lightbody

Robin on South Alligator River Floodplain.  Photo: Keith Lightbody
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May Field Trip
Casuarina Coastal Reserve Boardwalk with Diana Lambert

Sunday 20 May, 7.30 am - please note this date is a week after the usual field trip date

Upcoming Field Nat Activities
June Meeting: Wednesday 13 - Coastal and Marine Management Strategy with Tony Griffiths

June Field Trip: Sunday 17 - Humpty Doo Barramundi Farm (to be confirmed)

July Field Trip - Sunday 15: early announcement    

The July Field Trip will be a ?Sunrise Special?  cruise with ?Sea Darwin charters? over to beautiful and 

unspoilt Mica  Beach/Talc Head on Cox Peninsula. There will be lots of opportunities  for seeing the 

sunrise and for photographs.   

The Sea Darwin vessel departs from Fort Hill Wharf  at 6.00 am on 15 July. See the sunrise at Mica 

Beach. Three hours are  available for exploring Mica Beach and vicinity. The return journey will  be a 

cruise on Darwin Harbour specially for seabirds. Return to Fort Hill Wharf 10.30 am.   

The Club will be subsidising the cost for this Field Trip, so it will be only $20.   

The numbers are limited, and preference will be given to f inancial club members so please book 

early with Richard Willan 8999 8238 (w). 

Join other keen naturalists on a Discovery Walk along 

the Casuarina Coastal dunes, woodland and then 

enter into the magic of the mangrove board walk. 

Each of these environments holds a plethora of 

natural phenomena to discover and identify ? from 

birds to fish and as the morning warms up 

dragonflies and butterflies.

Following the walk, all are invited to the Casuarina 

Surf Life Saving Club?s Café De la Plaige for morning 

tea. Here the checklist of species discovered can be 

reviewed and/or discussed.  

Dat e: Sunday, 20 May 2018. 

Tim e: 7.30am (yes, it is earlier than usual? ) 

Where t o Meet : Free Beach Carpark at the end of 

Darabah Road, Casuarina (down the road past the 

Casuarina SLSC). 

Please bring: 

A hat, water-bottle, covered shoes, achair (in case all 
are taken at the Café). 

Photo: Diana Lambert
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April Field Trip Report
Insect Trapping, George Brown Darwin Botanic Gardens, 

Saturday 14 April 
A visual report of the recent field trip to the Gardens.  All photos taken by Régis Martin.  Insect list 

compiled by Graham Brown, Richard Willan and Stef Oberprieler. 

Specimens awaiting identification

Northern Dwarf Tree Frog (Litoria bicolor)

lluminating the path

                                               
Like moths to the light!

BLATTODEA (cockroaches) 

Blatellidae 

ISOPTERA (t erm it es) 

 Unidentified family  

ORTHOPTERA (grasshoppers, et c) 

 Acrididae 

 Gyrillidae 

 Tettigonidae 

Tetrigidae 

HEMIPTERA (t rue bugs, et c) 

Cicadellidae 

Colobothstruridae 

Derbidae 

Lygaeidae 

NEUROPTERA (lacew ings) 

Chrysopidae 

COLEOPTERA (beet les) 

Coccinellidae 

Curculionidae 

Byrridae 

Carabidae 

Dytiscidae 

Hydrophilidae 

Scarabaeidae 

Staphylinidae 

DIPTERA (f l ies) 

Chironomidae 

Culicidae 

Dolichopodidae 

Micropezidae 

Tachinidae 

Tephritidae 

Tiphulidae 

LEPIDOPTERA

(m ot hs) 

Aganaidae 

Arctiidae 

Cosmopterygidae 

Gelechiidae 

Geometridae 

Gracillariidae 

Limacodidae 

Lymantriidae 

Noctuidae 

Pyralidae 

Thyrididae

 

HYMENOPTERA 
(wasps) 

Braconidae 

Formicidae 
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Beast of the Month - Campbell's Stromb
Text and photos by Adam Bourke 

As with all other members of the snail family Strombidae, Campbell?s Stromb (Doxander campbelli) 

is good looking, has a strong muscular body and loads of charisma. Growing to about 70 mm in 

shell length, this medium-sized stromb has an  attractive shell with a flared outer lip, a 

sickle-shaped operculum (a  horny plug that seals the aperture of the shell) with a distinctive  

saw-toothed edge and a pair of striking large and colourful eyes set on  long moveable stalks 

(Figure 1).  Like other members of the family, Campbell?s Stromb lives in shallow intertidal and 

subtidal zones of the tropics associated with sandy and rubble substrates. It is common across 

northern Australia and is regularly found all along the Top End coastline.  

Figure 1. Campbell?s Stromb (Doxander campbelli) showing (a) the tall-spired shell with flared outer lip and orange-brown spiral patterning, 
(b) magnified view of the serrate sickle-shaped operculum, and (c) a living animal attentively peering out of its shell with its unmistakably 
beautiful eyes set on long stalks. Note that the right eyestalk projects through the so-called stromboid notch, a characteristic feature present 
in all stromboid shells. 

Beauty aside, the charisma of strombid snails comes from their unique style of locomotion. When 

this behaviour was first observed over a century and a half ago it so intrigued early naturalists, the 

French naval surgeons J. R. C. Quoy & J. P. Gaimard (1834) describing it as ?s?élance par bonds? and 

later as ?Hupfen oder Springen" by the Danish malacologist R. Bergh (1895); both sayings roughly 

translate into English as snails that can move by ?leaps and bounds?. This leaping movement can be 

either forwards or backwards and is most often used as an escape response to predators. Figure 2 

shows examples of the sequential movements of the backwards leap of a stromb escaping from a 

cone snail. In position 1 the snail is gliding along the substrate on the sole of its foot. In position 2 

it has detected the cone snail and has inserted the specially shaped elongated operculum at the 

end of its foot into the substrate and begun to apply force with its long muscular foot. As the force 

exponentially increases, the stromb?s shell is lifted from the substrate and violently propelled 

backwards with such force that the snail is completely lifted from the seafloor, as seen in positions 
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Figure 2. Illustrated examples of a backwards escape leaping behaviour of a strombid snail. Adapted from Field (1977).

3-6. This leaping behaviour, which can be repeated several times in quick succession, is a superbly 

effective method of escaping predators. Not only does it greatly increase the physical distance 

from its pursing killer, but it also helps eliminate any chemical trail which the predator may follow. 

Now who said you can?t have both brains and brawn? 

References: 

Berg, C. J. (1974). A comparative ethological study of strombid gastropods. Behaviour 51(3): 274-321. 

Field, L. H. (1977). An experimental analysis of the escape response of the gastropod Strombus maculatus. Pacific 
Science 31: 1-11. 

Wells, F. E. (1998). Superfamily Stromboidea. In: Beesley, P. L., Ross, G. J. B. & Wells, A. (eds.) Mollusca: The southern 
synthesis fauna of Australia. Vol. 5. Part B. CSIRO Publishing, Melbourne: 766?769. 

2017 Nor t hern Ter r it ory Field Nat uralist s? Club Wildlife Phot ographic Com pet it ion ? Hum an 

Im pact  cat egory. Winner  Neil Wr ight . 

Here is the story behind Neil?s photograph entitled ?Dying For a Drink? reproduced 

with his permission on the front cover of this newsletter:  

 Subject: Crazy Crabs (Coenobita variabilis) 

The increasing preference towards the consumption of bottled water, particularly in cities and 

countries where tap water is perfectly safe, is far reaching. In addition to the resources required to 

manufacture packaging and transport the end product to retail outlets, the plastic bottles 

deliberately left behind at Darwin?s beaches and recreational areas can become death traps. In the 

case of the hermit crabs in this photograph, they survived purely by chance and played a small 

part in promoting an important environmental message before being released. Had we decided to 

walk elsewhere on this particular day, they would have perished. It is difficult to say whether the 

inappropriate disposal of rubbish, particularly plastic bottles, cans and packaging material, is 

through laziness, complete ignorance of the potential impact or simply a sad reflection of the 

?disposable society? in which we live? Whilst recycling, container deposit schemes and local 

clean-up activities go some way towards lessening the long term impact, attention needs to be 

given towards changing human behaviour. The obvious success of advertising and marketing 

companies to convince people to switch from a relatively free and widely accessible product to a 

product which they happily pay for, gives hope for the future. In an ideal world, those same 

marketing geniuses would utilise their skills in manipulation and the use of celebrity 

endorsements to educate and inform consumers ? rather than just increase profit.?   



Nature Territory - May 2018 Page 7

FIELD NATS UNFURLS ITS NEW BANNER  

 

The last rays of sunlight late in the afternoon of Saturday 14 April spotlighted the Club?s new 

banner at its first public unfurling. We set the banner up for all to admire inside the George 

Brown Botanic Gardens in time for the start of the insect light-trapping field trip that night.   

This sturdy canvas banner will be unfurled lots more times in future ? at our field trips to mark 

the meeting place, and also for passers-by to see. Hopefully some of these passers-by will 

enquire about the Club and might become members. It also gives our events a sense of 

officialdom to explain our otherwise strange activities ? none stranger than those we do during 

our field trips at night like insect light-trapping and spotlighting for nocturnal animals. The 

banner will also be used on the Club?s stall for public events, such as the Nightcliff Seabreeze 

Festival  and the George Brown Botanic Gardens Open Day later in May.   

The Club thanks Tissa Ratnayeke (on the left in this group) for designing and overseeing the 

production of this great new banner.  

Photo: Neil Wright 
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John Rawsthorne: Well that was unexpected... a Bluetongue 
Lizard in my yard in Nightcliff today. I have not seen one in 
Darwin for several years. This one was quite large too!

Frank Henning: Hi John. Northern Blue tongues are still 
commonly recorded in Nightcliff.

John Rawsthorne: Excellent - I was not aware of this, 
although I knew frillies are doing OK here. Is this related to 
a lack of standing fresh water hence few cane toads? Either 
way, another reason to enjoy living in Nightcliff

Kathrine Carver: Soldier crabs swiftly flee from me at Buffalo 
Creek - which is good because they are super cute & I hate 
the sound of them squishing underfoot. There are thousands 
feeding on the intertidal sand flats at the mouth of the creek 
right now! Mictyris darwinensis are unique among crabs in 
that they move forwards rather than sideways.

Martin Purvis: Mangrove Jezebel female (Delias 
aestiva). Species #309. I worked hard for this 
one, but it was worth the effort.

Andrew Bell: Nice shot, where did you end up 
finding it?

Martin Purvis: I went down Hodgson Drive in 
Leanyer then followed the track to the fence 
line, which I followed all the way around the 
sewage ponds. I saw 5 or 6 in the mangroves in 
about 7 hours; this was the only one I got close 
to and luckily for me she landed.

Carlos Rodriguez Martinez: Is this a javelin frog?

Tissa Ratnayeke: It’s a juvenile Litoria rubella, 
with that white stripe they look quite different 
to the adults.

Kylie Tune: 
Nhulunbuy local 
.... enjoying 
the Territories 
finest! (I do 
understand that 
this is terrible 
for the bird!!) 
He flew off and 
continued to 
drink on the top 
of a power pole!

Chitter Chatter
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BUILD-UP WEEK 

Saturday 5th May - Friday 11th May 

A week of various activit ies and workshops in and around Nightclif f  leading up to 'A 
Day on the Foreshore'.  Kicking off  with the 'Aral ia Street  Opening Party', the Build-Up 
Week program offers taste tester opportunities offered by local studio's, businesses 
and venues - stay tuned as the program unfolds. 

A DAY ON THE FORESHORE 

Saturday 12th May 

It 's our big extravaganza, presenting more than 100 performances with Stages and 
Spaces embedded into the environment. 'A Day on the Foreshore' entices you to 
explore the beautifully landscaped Nightclif f  foreshore pathways, above the coloured 
ochre clif fs whilst experiencing terrif ic Territory talent as you wander or ride along.  
Bicycle Valet Parking is available, and the Tour Tub runs a free shuttle service, making 
it easier than ever to leave the car at home or 'park&ride'. 

FESTIVAL WEEK 

Sunday 13th May - Sunday 20th May 

A week of more intimate gigs and events including local classes and activit ies, held at 
various local venues that gently trail off  from the excitement of 'A Day on the 
Foreshore'. 
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Club notices 
Thank you: The previous issue was 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 April newsletter:  Friday 25 May 2018 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

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. 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

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. 

 

NT Field Naturalists’ Club Directory 

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

President: Richard Willan 8999 8238 (w) 

Secretary: Diana Lambert 0409 767 570 

Treasurer: Jo Rapley  0487 193 241 

Committee Members:  Graham Brown  0417 804 036 

 Mark Grubert 8999 2167 (w)  

 Lyn Lowe 0411 269 216 

 Leona Sullivan 0423 951 874 

Bird Life Australia Liason Officer: Denise Goodfellow  

Newsletter Editor Leona Sullivan 0423 951 874 
Website and Facebook:  Tissa Ratnayeke 0417 659 755 
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