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This Purple Ricania (Ricania sp.), a small, sap-feeding, plant hopper was photographed near Darwin by Phil Smith.
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Club Activities
October Meeting

Wednesday 14 October 7:00 pm - CDU Casuarina. Room BLUE 2A

The Larrakia Rangers
This presentation will follow the Club’s AGM.

The Larrakia Rangers are a long-running, urban-based 
Aboriginal ranger group with income flowing from ILSC 
(Indigenous Land and Sea Corporation), various other funding 
streams and commercial works.  Fourteen rangers work across 
Larrakia land and sea country, which encompasses the greater 
Darwin region, east to the Adelaide River, south to Manton 
and west to the Finniss River. Larrakia Rangers differ from 
other ranger groups in that much of the effort is directed to 
commercial work and employment/training. The Larrakia do 
not own any land under the western system so rangers work 
in partnership with landholders to care for Larrakia Country. 

Larrakia rangers have numerous active partnerships, some of 
these include Charles Darwin University, CSIRO, TNRM, ILSC, 
NT Fisheries, NTG and others. 

Some of the projects Larrakia rangers do, consist of: 

• Monitoring traditional intertidal seafoods on Larrakia 
Country

• Surveying shorebirds

• Surveying magpie geese

• Biosecurity monitoring and surveying 

• Marine debris clean-ups

• Water monitoring 

• Commercial weed spraying

Notice of the NTFNC’s 2020 Annual General Meeting
The Annual General Meeting of The NT Field Naturalists’ Club Inc. will be held at 7.00 pm on Wednesday 14 
October in Blue Precinct, Room 2A, Casuarina Campus of Charles Darwin University. Items to be considered 
include:  

• President’s report 
• The audited accounts for 2019-20 and Treasurer’s report
• Election of Office Bearers and Management Committee for 2020-2021

Copies of the audited financial statements are available on request by contacting the Treasurer Mary Fathers on: 
treasurer.ntfnc@gmail.com



Nature Territory - October 2020 Page 3

Club Activities
October Field Trip - Sunday 25 October, 8.30 am

Mangrove Boardwalk at East Point with Richard Willan
In the tropics, mangrove forests are impenetrable 
because they are a mass of tangled branches and 
roots thus they are a neglected and little-known 
habitat. However, they are the rainforests of the 
coast. The mangrove forest at East Point is the most 
readily accessible in the whole of Darwin Harbour 
because Darwin City Council maintains a boardwalk 
at East Point Reserve. 

That boardwalk passes though the three main zones 
of the mangal (as mangrove forests are called) - the 
hinterland margin, the Rhizophora zone, and the 
seaward zone. This field trip will enable visitors to get 
to identify the dominant mangrove species in Darwin 
Harbour, several of which will be in flower. It will 
also reveal how many animals live in the mangal and 
depend on it for food and shelter - birds, molluscs 
and crustaceans. 

The trip will be led by Richard Willan, Senior Curator 
Of Molluscs at the Museum and Art Gallery of the 
Northern Territory. Richard led the interpretation 
walk for politicians and the public when this 
boardwalk was first opened 17 years ago. 

Where to meet: Carpark at the carpark on the 
northern side of Lake Alexander, East Point Reserve. 
The start of the walk has a prominent sign (shown in 
the accompanying photo by Neil Wright). 

What to bring: Hat, water, insect repellent, enclosed 
footwear, camera and binoculars.

NOMINATION FOR NTFNC COMMITTEE 2020/21 

Name of person being nominated: .......................................................................................................................

Position being nominated for (circle): President; Secretary; Treasurer; Committee Member (up to 7 people needed)

Signature of nominee: ..........................................................................................................Date:  ......../10/20

Proposer’s name: ......................................................  Signature:..........................................Date:  ......../10/20

Seconder’s name:  ....................................................  Signature:..........................................Date:  ......../10/20

Under our Constitution, written nominations received prior to the commencement of the Annual General Meeting (AGM) 
have precedence.  Either:  (1) Hand deliver to current committee member, or (2) bring them to the AGM.
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Participation in the Club’s field trips provides a wonderful 
opportunity to discover new places to explore in the greater 
Darwin region. Surprisingly the large dam behind the Lee Point 
Caravan Park is one place that seems to have been overlooked 
and therefore became an obvious choice when considering a 
new location to visit.

Over 40 members and visitors met at the telecommunication 
tower on Lee Point Road, a fitting location to start a bird 
focussed field trip as the large pile of protruding sticks atop the 
tower were those of an Osprey’s nest. The nest is not active at 
the moment though the adult birds do sometimes roost there, 
though unfortunately not on this day.

The dam itself is only a very short, direct walk from the road 
but a buffer of native trees keeps it well hidden from passing 
traffic. We however decided to follow a series of more interesting 
meandering tracks through the surrounding savanna woodlands 
to reach our destination. Birds were present from the moment 
we started, first a pair of nesting Varied Trillers followed shortly 
after by a flock of Varied Lorikeets that dived into the top of 
a flowering eucalypt, barely stopping before taking off again 
- those with keen eyes might also have noted a lone colourful 
butterfly, a Northern Jezebel (Delias argenthona) flitting 
amongst the pale flowers. The remainder of the woodlands walk 
showcased all the expected species with some fortunate enough 
to see a male Rufous Whistler calling to three females. 

Having reached the base of the dam wall we clambered up 
to the rim to have revealed before us a large freshwater dam 
surrounded by a well established melaleuca habitat. We 
continued around the rim and to the excitement of many, an 
eclipse male Red-backed Fairy-wren flew up into a patch of tall 
Gamba Grass however while we had clear views the position of 
the sun behind it made it unsuitable for a clear photograph.

We continued onto the far side of the dam where the gentler 
gradient made it easier to descend the inner wall to explore the 
melaleucas. We startled an Australasian Darter and a  

September Field Trip Report
Birding at Lee Point Dam - Sunday 13 September

by Tissa Ratnayeke

Top to bottom: Australian White Ibis, Spangled Drongo, 
White-bellied Flycatcher. Photos: Phil Smith

Walking through the savanna woodlands. Photo: Vannessa Hearman
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Little-pied Cormorant that flew off to the other side where 
they circled before landing in the trees. Almost on cue 
the next performer appeared, a Brahminy Kite gliding 
over the tree tops, when it suddenly dived and plucked 
from a branch one of our local Ta Ta Lizards, most likely a 
(Tropicagama temporalis) with which it flew off out of view. 
The only other water-associated bird we saw here was a 
lone Common Sandpiper.

The melaleucas looked to be ideal habitat for Bar-breasted 
Honeyeaters but despite looking out for them we only saw 
one plus a fallen nest that suggested they do breed here.

We clambered back up the other side and returned via 
the direct route, gazing up at the sky during the last few 
hundred metres hoping for a glimpse of an Osprey but it 
just wasn’t to be on that day.

Andrew Bell captured some of the flying invetebrates resting at the waters edge. Left to right: the first two photos of dragonflies, a Blue Skimmer 
(Orthetrum caledonicum), then a Slender Skimmer (Orthetrum sabina) and finally, a mating pair of Common Bluetail (Ischnura heterosticta) damselflies.

Left to right: Brahminy Kite flies off with a lizard clutched in its talons, Northern Fantail, Varied Triller. Photos: Roy Anderson

The dam surrounded by well established melaleucas.  
Photo: Vannessa Hearman

Female Red-winged parrot. Photo: Vannessa Hearman

Bird List:
Peaceful Dove
Double-barred Finch
Paperbark Flycatcher
Osprey
Northern Fantail
Australasian Figbird
Varied Triller
White-winged Triller
Varied Lorikeets
Red-collared Lorikeet
Red-winged Parrot
White-bellied Cuckoo-shrike
Black Kite
Straw-necked Ibis
Australian White Ibis
Peaceful Dove

Bar-breasted Honeyeater
Weebil
Galah
Lemon-bellied Flycatcher
Red-winged Parrot
Sulfur-crested Cockatoo
Tree Martin
Forest Kingfisher
Green-backed Gerygone
Red-backed Fairywren
Magpie Lark
Green Oriole
Brahminy Kite
Rainbow Bee-eater
Helmeted Friarbird
Spangled Drongo
Pied Cormorant

Australasian Darter
White-throated Honeyeater
Brown Honeyeater
Common Sandpiper

Crimson Finch
Long-tailed Finch
Golden-headed Cisticola
Rufous Whistler
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September Meeting Report
Raptors of the Top End - Wednesday 9 September

by Andrew Bell, photos Will Riddell
Will Riddell’s talk on raptors, predictably packed our now larger venue to our 
COVID plan limit. Will is well known in Darwin for his passion, knowledge and 
keen observations of birds of prey, particularly around the suburbs. Will is 
also president of the Birdlife Australia Raptor Group.

Will’s talk covered the three taxonomically distinct groups of birds of prey 
that we have in Australia, the Accipitriformes (hawks, eagles and kites), the 
Falconiformes (falcons) and the Strigiformes (owls). The three groups are not 
closely related, in fact the falcons are more closely related to parrots than 
to the others, but they share bills and talons adapted to hunting and tearing 
apart prey.  The name raptor comes from the Latin rapio - to seize or take by 
force. All three groups are well represented in the Top End, and indeed in the 
urban areas of Darwin and Palmerston. 

Our suburban raptors include magnificent and beautiful examples, making 
for a great slide show. They include the lovely Brahminy Kite, White-bellied 
Sea-Eagle, Grey Goshawk,  Eastern Osprey and of course the terror of  our 
possums and fruit-bats - the Rufous Owl. Many raptors breed in our suburban 
parks and gardens, monsoon forest and mangroves; some like the Brown 

Goshawk in surprisingly high densities. There can’t be many other places where a drive to work can yield as long a 
list of raptor species.

Will’s passion for these birds was ignited by studying Red 
Goshawks in the Tiwi Islands. One of Australia’s rarest 
birds of prey, these agile hunters of other birds live in very 
low densities, requiring large natural areas of 200 sq. km, 
with pairs spaced 7 km or more apart. Their numbers have 
declined nationally due to land clearing, but with luck and/
or good local knowledge, the top-end is a good place for avid 
birders to find them.

Will has extensively studied the debris from raptor nests 
revealing surprisingly diverse diets. The secret to the Brown 
Goshawks suburban success is a ready supply of lizards, 
especially Northern Water Dragons, urban birds and rats in 
our well-watered gardens. Their population density reflects 
our wonderful urban bio-diversity. They also take good 
advantage of the many large trees for nesting, particularly African Mahoganies. 

The very elegant Grey Goshawk is one of my favourite 
Darwin urban species, and Will has documented their very 
extensive diet, basically all classes of terrestrial vertebrates, 
and crustaceans … it seems anything they have access to 
that moves. In fact between our various Darwin raptors 
there must be hardly a class of animals that remains 
unscathed. Turtles, fish, birds of all sizes including Orange-
footed Scrubfowl, bandicoots, possums, bats, dragons, 
crabs, stick insects – the diverse range of prey of these 
ultimate avian hunters grew as Will’s talk progressed.

Thanks again Will for a very engaging and informative 
presentation.

The rare Red Goshawk

Rufous Owl with the remains of a possum

Australia’s smallest falcon, a Nankeen Kestrel.
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Club member Tony Hertog sent in this information on a 
rare observation.
I observed this Praying Mantis kill and devour a medium 
sized Swampland’s Lashtail (Tropicagama temporalis) in 
my back yard at Wagaman in April 2020, and thought it 
might be of interest to include in the newsletter.
The reptile was grabbed by the head and struggled fiercely 
for about 2 minutes until the Mantis chewed out its 
throat. It then started at the head and devoured all the 
soft tissue leaving only the a bare skeleton, which took 90 
minutes before dropping the remains to the ground.

Praying Mantid Predation of a Lizard

Stomach Stones in Freshwater Crayfish
 by Richard Willan

My friend Terina Saunders had no idea what the two white ‘stones’ were 
when, earlier this month, she saw two of them lying on the muddy bed of 
Rosie Creek, a shallow creek abutting the main camping ground at Lorella 
Springs Wilderness Park. This park is surrounded by Limmen National Park in 
the central western Gulf of Carpentaria. They were about 15 mm in greatest 
diameter. Their flattened, circular shape with one concave side resembled 
an enormous red blood corpuscle, but of course they were completely 
white. They were quite heavy, dropping like the proverbial stone. Terina and 
her husband Keith presented these ‘stones’ to me as “perhaps something 
interesting” along with some genuinely interesting molluscs when they 
returned from their holiday.

For all I knew they were just strangely symmetrical 
water-worn stones, but they turned out to have a 
fascinating story. Michael Hammer, Curator of Fishes 
here at MAGNT, recalled having seen similar ones in 
waterbodies in South Australia. He recognised them as 
stomach stones of freshwater crayfish.
That identification enabled me to find out more about 
stomach stones in freshwater crayfish. I had heard of 
stomach stones (called gastroliths) in birds and reptiles, 
and even in a few mammals such as seals and whales. 
Those sorts of gastoliths are stones deliberately picked 
up and retained in the stomach or muscular gizzard 
and used to grind food by these vertebrates in place of 
teeth. Identical gastoliths have even been found with 
dinosaur remains, so these ‘ruling reptiles’ of the past 
had them too.
However, the gastroliths of invertebrates have a 
completely different purpose ‒ related to the moulting 
process in crustaceans rather than feeding. It’s all about 
the metabolism of calcium, and the process occurs only 
in freshwaters because freshwater environments are 
poor in that essential chemical element. One useful 
fact sheet about gastroliths (Hosie 2020) explains that 
the hormones that trigger moulting cause calcium 
carbonate to be removed from the hard outer skeleton 
(exoskeleton) by dissolution. The calcium carbonate 
passes in solution via the blood to the outside of the 
stomach where it accumulates. Then it passes through 
the stomach wall where it forms into two of these 
hard gastroliths. After the crayfish has moulted and its 
exoskeleton is still soft, the gastroliths are dissolved, the 
calcium carbonate is resorbed and passed to the new 
exoskeleton to thicken it. What a great way of recycling!
Interestingly, gastoliths have been used in traditional 
medicine for their absorbent and anti-acid properties.
Terina and Keith Saunders saw only small crayfish 
in Rosie Creek, but big ones must have been hiding 
somewhere there. The species of freshwater crayfish 
most likely to have produced these gastroliths 
would have been the Redclaw Crayfish (Cherax 
quadricarinatus), which can reach a (head and body) 
length of 25 cm. It occurs in still and slow-moving 
freshwater bodies, usually those with muddy bottoms. 

Its natural distribution is throughout the Gulf of 
Carpentaria region (plus southern New Guinea), but it 
has been introduced and established in parts of every 
Australian mainland state (McKay 2017).
REFERENCES
Hosie, A. (2020). Why freshwater crayfish don’t need milk for healty bones. 
http://museum.wa.gov.au/explore/blogs/andrew-hosie/why-freshwater-
crayfish-don-t-need-milk-healthy-bones (accessed on 20 September 2020)
McKay, L. (2017). A Guide to Wildlife and Protected Areas of the Top End. The 
Environment centre Northern Territory, Darwin, 481 pp.

Gastroliths of freshwater crayfish from Rosie 
Creek, Lorella Springs. Photo: Michael Hammer
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Reggie Dabus - September 26
Hi can anyone tell me what this beautiful butterfly or moth 
is thank you.

Andrew Bell: Pale Triangle (Graphium eurypylus), a 
swallowtail butterfly - family: Papilionidae (papillon is French 
for butterfly, from the Latin for butterfly papilio, so very 
much a butterfly - or to be technical one of the large clade 
of day flying moths of several families known as butterflies). 
Pale Triangles have been out around our Brinkin garden for a 
few weeks. They vary from pale blue to greenish.

Carol Palma - September 23
Fog Bay again one of my favs....Brown Booby!

Marlis Crocker - September 20
Anyone knows what kind the gecko is? Thanks. Casuarina 
Coastal Reserve

Alexander Dudley - Hemidactylus frenatus. It has the 
lanceolate toes and longitudinal pattern.

Chitter Chatter - excerpts from the Club’s Facebook group

Swan De Almeida - September 20
Can anyone identify these - perhaps a type of sea sponge? 
I’ve had no luck trying to find anything similar through 
online research; maybe a unique colour or changed colour 
when out of water. Exposed at low tide, South Goulburn 
Island. Thanks.

Gavin Dally - Leather corals - Sarcophyton - Suzanne 
Horner? Incredibly tough to withstand full exposure for 
hours like that.

Suzanne Horner - definitely Sarcophyton, they actually 
produce a thin slime layer that has sunscreen like 
properties, as well as protecting them from desiccation.
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Emma Sharp - September 12
Galah family at Lloyd Creek

Tahlia Siecker- September 30
ID please - I believe a crab spider?

Tissa Ratnayeke - It’s a female Spectacular Crab Spider 
(Thomisus spectabilis) feeding on a European Honeybee.

Callum Munro - September 10
A blue banded bee having a well-deserved rest. Bees Creek.

Stephen Crocker - September 17
Huntsman??? Looking through the back window at home 
and then a few tiny babies started leaving the egg sac.

Tissa Ratnayeke - Stephen, lucky you seeing the emerging 
young. Yes that’s a huntsman, more specifically a 
Heteropoda species.

Chitter Chatter - continued from previous page

Debbie Harry-Clarke - September 18
Last Wednesday I had the pleasure of taking a sunrise 
cruise out on Corroboree Billabong. We watched this 
Striated Heron catch a dragonfly, place it on the water and 
then wait till a fish came to take it, he then caught the fish. 
This happened 3 times...truly amazing bird.
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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 November newsletter: 28 October 2020 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

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

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

Northern Territory Naturalist:   
Chief Editor, Richard Willan, is working on this year’s volume (number 30). 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

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 7:00 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: Graham Brown  0417 804 036 
Secretary: Vacant  
Treasurer: Mary Fathers   
Committee Members: Mark Grubert 8999 2167 (w)  
 Lyn Lowe 0411 269 216 
 Leona Sullivan 0423 951 874 
 Andrew Bell 0428 882 979 
 Rowshni Ahmed 
 Denise Goodfellow 
BirdLife Australia Liason Officer: Andrew Bell  
Newsletter Editor Judy Egan 
NT Naturalist Editor Richard Willan  
Website and Facebook:  Tissa Ratnayeke 0417 659 755 


