
 

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

FOR THE DIARY 
 

Newsletter of the Northern Territory Field Naturalists’ Club Inc.

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

 
In This Issue 

   
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

NATURE TERRITORY
May 2016

May  meeting:Wednesday 11 May 2016, 7.45pm  
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Club Activities
May Meet ing  - Conserving the l i t t le rulers of  our world: 

incorporat ing terrestrial  invertebrates in biodiversity monitoring 

presented by  Stefanie Oberprieler

Wednesday 11 May 2016 7.45pm, Function Room, level 3, Red 1, CDU Casuarina

Bio 

Stefanie completed her Batchelor of Science 
(Honours) at the ANU in Canberra and after working 
at the CSIRO?s Australian National Insect Collection 
as a research assistant developed an increasing 
interest for insects and other arthropods. She 
relocated to Darwin in 2014 for a PhD research 
project on invertebrate conservation at the CSIRO 
TERC laboratories. 

 Abstract  

Invertebrates constitute the bulk of species and 
are crucial to ecosystem health, yet their patterns 
of diversity and distribution remain poorly known. 
Conservation planning is therefore usually 
informed by data on plants and vertebrates only. 
This presentation describes Stefanie?s research 

programme in the Top End that aims to combine new data on selected terrestrial invertebrate 
groups with existing data on vertebrates and vascular plants to provide a more comprehensive data 
set on spatial patterns of species diversity and composition in Kakadu and Nitmiluk National Parks. 
Four ground-dwelling invertebrate taxa (ants, beetles, f l ies and spiders) were sampled using pitfall 
traps, a reliable and cost-effective sampling method that can be readily implemented in existing 
faunal surveys. Stefanie will present an overview of her research f indings to date and discuss which 
taxa are showing good potential as indicators of spatial patterns of invertebrate biodiversity. 
Understanding the usefulness of dif ferent invertebrate groups for biodiversity monitoring is a 
necessary step towards effective conservation of invertebrates, and the maintenance of all the 

crit ical ecosystem services they deliver. 

Future Field Nats Program

June Meet ing:  Wednesday 8th June. Introduction of Deer to Australia & their management post- 
introduction with Brian Boyle.

June Excursion: 10 - 12 June. Overnight camp at Litchf ield NP with John Rawsthorne

 Miguel Bedoya-Perez will present his research on Agile Wallabies at the camp.

July Meet ing: Wed 12 July. Louise Finch on her scenic trip to PNG and Paula Chappel on her scenic 
trip to Kiribati

July Out ing: 10 July Christmas in July. Luncheon at Cornucopia Cafe

Tachinid Fly. (Photo : Stefanie Oberprieler)
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May Field Out ing - Bird watching at  Corroboree Bil labong
with John Rawsthorne

Sunday 15 May 2016  7am at Corroboree Billabong

***Please Note that  this out ing is ful ly booked out  ***

Save the Date - Christmas in July 
Sunday 10 July 2016

The club's July outing is to Cornucopia Museum Cafe on Sunday 10 July 2016. The menu is detailed below.

DINNER MENU (Banquet Style) 

$25 per person GST inclusive 

     MAIN BANQUET STYLE 

 Assortment of Bread rolls with butter served to each table 

Chef?s salad of the day, Gril led ham on the bone, gravy and roast veg,
 Roast Angus beef with potato gratin    

 DESSERT Petit fours 

If  you are interested in joining us , please let Amanda Lilleyman know via email  
(Amanda.Lilleyman@cdu.edu.au)  or via our facebook site  
https:/ /www.facebook.com/groups/ntf ieldnaturalistsclub/

We look forward to seeing you there !

The May Field Trip is a boat cruise on Corroboree Billabong, a spectacular f loodplain and billabong 
system that forms part of the Mary River f loodplain, about 110km East of Darwin.  Early in the dry 
season birds, insects and f ish (and of course crocodiles) congregate on the billabong edge as the 
nearby f loodplains drain of water.  Participants will cruise the bil labongs, spotting wildlife from the 
comfort and safety of a boat.

Members have spoken with their feet: The trip is booked out with a waiting list.  

For those who have purchased tickets, a reminder that the cruise runs on Sunday 15 May from approx. 
7am-midday.  Bring camera, long sleeves, sunscreen and insect repellent. 

Contact John Rawsthorne on 0412 899 051 or kim_john@bigpond.net.au for queries. 

Corroboree Billabong (photo by John Rawsthorne)
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Club News

Comings and Goings
We welcome new member Chris Orbst.

We also welcome all the visitors and new Darwin Residents who came to our April meeting. 

2016 CHARLES DARWIN ORATION 

 Evolut ion in Act ion ? Charles Darwin and the Galápagos Finches 

by 

Professors Rosemary Grant  and Peter Grant  

  5.30 ? 7.00pm, 9 June 2016, University Theatre, Building Orange 3, Casuarina Campus, Charles 
Darwin University 

 Rosemary and Peter Grant are Emeritus Professors at Princeton University, USA. They have spent more 
than 40 years studying Darwin?s Finches on the Galapagos Islands, work that has enabled them to 

demonstrate that the process of evolution can be observed in a lifetime. They jointly hold the 
appointment of Charles Darwin Scholar at Charles Darwin University for 2016. The Charles Darwin 
Oration is a major seminar given by the resident Charles Darwin Scholar and is open to the public. 

 Abstract 

In the ?Origin of Species? Charles Darwin established the scientif ic basis for understanding how 
evolution occurs by natural selection. To explain how species form he envisioned a three-step 

process: colonisation, involving the expansion of a population into a new environment; divergence, 
when populations become adapted to novel environmental conditions through natural selection; 
and f inally, the formation of a barrier to interbreeding between divergent l ineages.  He showed 

characteristic insight by suggesting that investigations of what we now call ?very young adaptive 
radiations? might provide windows through which we can view the processes involved.  Since 

Darwin?s time the f ields of genetics, behaviour and ecology have continued to il luminate how and 
why species evolve. We will discuss the progress that has been made in our understanding of 
speciation with special reference to the young radiation of Darwin?s Finches in the Galápagos 

Archipelago. We draw upon the results of a long-term f ield study of f inch populations spanning four 
decades, combined with laboratory investigations of the molecular genetic basis of beak 

development. 

New Website for Our Club

We are excited to announce that the club has a new website.

ht tp:/ / nt f ieldnatural ists.org.au

Please explore the website, browse the content and let us know if  you have any suggestions. 

We are always looking for volunteers to keep the website up-to-date with club activit ies and 
uploading of current newsletters and publications. If  you're interested in helping please contact 

Tissa Ratnayeke  on 0417 659 755.
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Interest ing Snippets /  Sight ings 
This section of the newsletter relies on NT Field Nats members letting other members know of any interesting 
snippets or sightings. You can let Lyn Lowe know of your  snippet or sighting at the monthly meeting or, if you are 
unable to attend please send an email to news.ntfieldnatsnt@gmail.com so we can include it in the newsletter.

Top End Nat ive Plant  Society's monthly talk is on Thursday May 19th at Marrara Christian College at 

7.30pm.  Sean Bellairs is presenting a talk on 'Re-establishment of native vegetation following disturbance on 
the Howard Sand Plains'.

The Society is also presenting a native plant garden opening on Sunday 29 May at 150 Woodcote Cres, 
Girraween.

 More information can be found  on their website: www.topendnativeplants.org.au

Here are the reported sightings from our meeting 
in April
Louise Finch:  A Rufous Owl  in the vicinity of her 
driveway at Tiwi and 5 x Pied Oyster Catchers on 
one of the beaches.

Marg King: reported a small Barramundi (she 
thinks) beached itself  on the top of the tide 
today.  It was stil l gasping so she held it in the 
shallows and soon after it swam off.  She 
wonders if  she will recognise it on her plate 
some day !!
Marg also saw a Grey Goshawk.
 
Lyn Lowe: Large dark brown beetles - 
Rhinoceros beetle - 3+cm long seen 19th April.
Saw my f irst White-breasted Woodswallow for 
the season, 18th April, while walking over the 
?golden  bridge" over Rapid Creek, I hang over 
the rail to look for Long Toms f ish facing into the 
current feeding, and there they were back again.  
They are not about in the Wet Season ? but as 

Interest ing Website: Land  for Wildlife Top End

https:/ / landforwildlifetopend.com/

Land for Wildlife is a voluntary program that encourages 
and assists landholders to provide habitat for wildlife on 
their properties.

Land for Wildlife operates in several parts of Australia,  
within dif ferent organisations. In the Top End it is run 
through Greening Australia and is currently funded by the 
NT Government, through Parks and Wildlife Commission of 
the NT.  There are now over 177 registered properties 
covering over 8000 hectares within the Top End region.

soon as the Dry Season south easterly winds are 
in, early morning, I noticed they were back 
again.
Also along the cycle path there was a small ?test 
patch? ?? of burnt grass.  Must be much less 
moisture in the ?fuel load? down the track 
because our wonderful ?sunsets? became 
evident this week. 

Wil l  Riddel l  reported seeing 2 Red Goshawks on 
the Arnhem Highway. Below is a photograph of a 
male Red Goshawk taken by Will.
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King Brown Snake (Pseudechis australis) 
recorded in Kakadu Nat ional  Park

On 4 September 2015 at approximately 22.00 hr, 
while travelling east towards Jabiru on the Arnhem 
Highway, I observed a medium-sized King Brown 
(Pseudechis australis). It was partially on the left 
lane of the road and facing south. It was 
approximately 1.5 m in length. I assumed a snake 
of this length and girth would have been a Water 
Python (Liasis macklot) or an Olive Python (Liasis 
olivaceus) considering they are both 
similar-looking snakes and far more abundant than 
the King Brown, but it was definitely a King Brown. 
The signif icance of this sighting is important as 
true King Browns are becoming very rare nowadays 
due to a number of factors including the 
introduced Cane Toad (Rhinella marina) and habitat 
loss due to burning and development. 

While the smaller relative known as the Pygmy 
King Brown (Pseudechis weigeli) is stil l around in 
healthy numbers, this sighting raises the question 
of the impact of Cane Toads on both species of 
King Browns. It is rare to see a true King Brown 
these days because they have mostly vanished in 
the face of the cane toad invasion. However, the 
smaller Pygmy King Brown cannot consume larger 
toads, and thus is either not seeing them as a food 
source or not being able to consume large 
quantit ies of the toxin which would be fatal. 

This short note proves that some true King Browns 
are stil l surviving in the Top End despite the cane 

This King Brown Snake (Pseudechis australis) would be very 
likely to die if it tries to eat a large cane toad.
(Photo: Phill Mangion)

Report by Phill ip Mangion

Toads. In the past three years, f ive King Browns have 
been recorded, of which two were caught and one 
missed, but all their identif ications are confirmed as a 
part of the NT Parks and Wildlife Commission?s snake 
call out service. One was a road-kil led specimen 
delivered to the Museum and Art Gallery of the 
Northern Territory by the author and the last was the 
individual mentioned above. 

Postscript: It is worth noting that the King Brown 
(Psudechis australis) is now classif ied in the  Near 
Threatened Category.
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April Club Meeting Report 
Long term impact of the 2009 Montara oil release on the Sea Turtles & Sea Snakes of 

the Sahul Shelf , Timor Sea

Presentat ion by Mick Guinea                                                                                 Report  by  Louise Finch

In 2009, the marine life, coral 
reefs and islands of the Sahul 
Shelf  off  the Kimberley coast 
were impacted by an oil spill 
similar to the Deep Sea Horizon 
oil spill that ravaged marine life 
and livelihoods in the Gulf of 
Mexico the following year. 

What the industry termed an 
innocuous-sounding 
?oil-release? started with a 
wellhead blowout on 24 August 
2009 followed by a f ire that 
destroyed the platform. For 74 
days an uncontrolled f low of 
hydrocarbons allowed 30,000 
barrels of l ight crude to spread 
over 11,000 km2 of ocean. 

PTTEP Australasia Pty Ltd operated the Montara oil f ield. The 
company was ordered to commission a study of the 
environmental impact of the oil spill focusing on 
EPBC-listed species. Mick Guinea was a member of the 
scientif ic team tasked to answer this question. 

He explained Curtin University?s studies of marine life in 
the immediate vicinity of the spill soon after it had been 
stopped showed their exposure to hydrocarbons was 
associated with mortality, but it was not identif ied as 
causative. Three years after the 2009 blowout the 
2012?2013 Report provided no evidence of long-term 
impact on EPBC-listed species. So did that result mean the 
spill had litt le environmental impact? Possibly, but it was 
hard to say. 

In an ideal world, regulatory authorit ies should have 
insisted on benchmark surveying of marine life before 
offshore oil platforms were operating on the Sahul Shelf . 
The presence of natural hydrocarbon seepages on the Shelf  
is known. The pre-spill data were derived from surveys Mick 
and colleagues had conducted over several years dating 
back to 1992, but they were inadequate for a  
Before-After-Control-Impact (BACI-type) survey of the oil 
spill  Surveys of impacts on non-EPBC-listed species should 
have been required to broaden the sample. The immediate 
environmental impact possibly could have been assessed if  
surveys had been conducted much earlier in the oil spill 
event.

Islands and reefs to the north of the blowout were in the 
path of the spill, namely Cartier Island, Ashmore Reef and 
Hibernia Reef. Those in the south were not affected. These 
formed the ?control? group. A variety of survey methods 
were used in both the north and south e.g. boat surveys, 

underwater surveys, foot 
surveys, tagging, blood 
chemistry. Mick?s talk 
focussed on impacts on 
corals, Green Turtles and sea 
snakes. 

To summarise, it seems corals 
and beaches in the path of 
the spill showed no evidence 
of hydrocarbon 
contamination. Their 
condition was similar to the 
unaffected control sites in the 
south. Green Turtle nests and 
numbers showed the 
expected naturally occurring 
f luctuations in the north 

similar to the unaffected sites in the south. Blood 
chemistry of some sampled Green Turtles did show 
elevated bilirubin levels but the signif icance of this is not 
known. It could have been the result of laboratory error, 
gene pool variation, a stress response, or any of these 
apart from ingesting hydrocarbons. 

The sea snake story was dif ferent. Populations of several 
species were present in the south. Dugong, coral, and 
seagrass populations were all present around Ashmore 
Reef but no sea snakes had been seen in the vicinity of this 
reef since 2010. Australian Naval vessels were very active 
in the area at that t ime and it may be snake populations 
were impacted not by an oil spill but by activit ies of the 
Navy and or il legal f ishers. 

Mick closed his talk suggesting cross-government 
co-operation between the Commonwealth, Western 
Australia and Indonesia to monitor marine environments of 
the Sahul Shelf  could lessen the likelihood of impacts from 
future oil spills.

Photos supplied by Mick Guinea
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Bird of the month - Brahminy Kite
By Amanda Lil leyman

Bird: Brahminy Kite Haliastur indus 

Family: Accipitridae 

Size: 44 ? 52 cm 

Descript ion: This striking bird is easily 
recognised from other raptors in the f ield with 
its chestnut back, wings and belly and white 
head, neck and breast. If  silhouetted the bird 
can be identif ied by its small head and short 
wings, legs and tail. Juveniles are blackish 
brown all over with white windows (patches) on the underside of the wings (similar to a 
Whistling Kite Haliastur sphenurus but with a shorter tail). 

Ecology: A common raptor in northern 
Australia. This species occurs along the coast 
from Western Australia, Northern Territory, 
Queensland and down into New South Wales 
(but also has a broader distribution into 
South-east Asia and India). This species is 
found along coasts, estuaries, rivers, and 
urban areas. Brahminy Kites nest in mangrove 
trees and trees in suburbia. It is a generalist 

feeder and feeds on mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, f ish, invertebrates and carrion. 
Birds hunt in f l ight and from perches, and sometimes rob other raptors of their prey (a 
feeding style known as kleptoparasitism). Brahminy Kites breed in the dry season and lay 1 
? 2 eggs in a stick platform nest high up in a tree. Males provide most of the food for the 
nestling and the female. Birds are considered resident in northern Australia  

In Darwin: Brahminy Kites are a common bird around suburban Darwin with many pairs 
nesting in large trees in yards. Birds are most often seen along the coast and near 
mangroves. Regular spots for this species include the Casuarina Coastal Reserve at the 
Buffalo Creek end and at Sandy Creek, in Darwin City, and throughout the northern suburbs. 

References: Debus, S., Marks, J.S. & Kirwan, G.M. (2016). Brahminy Kite (Haliastur indus). In: 
del Hoyo, J., Elliott, A., Sargatal, J., Christie, D.A. & de Juana, E. (eds.). Handbook of the Birds 
of the World Alive. Lynx Edicions, Barcelona. (retrieved from 
http:/ /www.hbw.com/node/52980on 24 April 2016). 

Photo: Will Riddell

Photo: Will Riddell

http://www.hbw.com/node/52980
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Club notices 
Thank you: The previous issue was despatched by Ilona Barrand.   

Newsletter contributions welcome:  Sightings, reports, travelogues, reviews, photographs, sketches, news, 
comments, opinions, theories ..... , anything relevant to natural history.  Please forward material to Emma 
Noonan at news.ntfieldnatsnt@gmail.com or the Club's postal address, or contact her on 0417 321 130.   

Deadline for the March newsletter:  Friday 20 May  2016 
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

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

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

Northern Territory Naturalist:   
 

Chief Editor, Richard Willan, is delighted with the number of submissions he has received for the 
next  issue of  the Club’s  scientific  journal, Northern Territory Naturalist. He cannot accept any 
more  submissions  with  a  guarantee  that  they  will  be  published  next  year.  All  the  present 
submissions are now in the editorial system. Volume 27 is going to be a bumper edition! 

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

 
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. 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

New Home Needed ! The Club owns various items such as pull up banners, trestle tables, books and journals, 
all of which need to be stored. Up until now items have been stored at a Committee member’s home but this is 
no longer feasible, so we are asking if any member has a storage area that they would be willing to rent to the NT 
Field Nats. It will be necessary that the storage area is secure but that it is possible for a Committee member to 
have easy access. If someone can help, please ring or text Julia 0407270898.  

 

President: Richard Willan 08 8999 8238 (w) 

Secretary: Julie Wilson 0407 157 691 

Treasurer: Ilona Barrand  0400 261 311 

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

 Mark Grubert 8999 2167 (w)  

 Lyn Lowe 0411 269 216 

 Julia Collingwood 

 Sarah Bonney 

Bird Life Liason Officer Amanda Lilleyman 8946 6470 (w) 

Newsletter Editor: Emma Noonan  

NT Field Naturalists’ Club Directory 

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

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. 

 


