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A fallen African Mahogany (Khaya senegalensis); a legacy of category 2 Cyclone Marcus that passed right
over Darwin on 17 March. Photo: Janet Brown

FOR THE DIARY
Apr il M eet in g: Wednesday 11 - Germs are Wildlife Too with Philip Giffard
Apr il Field Tr ip: Saturday 14 - Light Trapping at George Brown Darwin Botanic Gardens with
Graham Brown
See pages 2 & 3 f or m or e det ails

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

April Meeting
Germs are wildlife too: Recent Northern Territory discoveries with
global significance
presented by Philip Giffard
Wednesday 11 April, 7.45 pm , CDU Casuarina, Room BLUE 2.1.51
The presentation will address new
findings concerning the human
pathogenic bacteria Staphylococcus
aureus, and Chlamydia trachomatis.
Staphylococcus aureus is often known as
?Golden Staph?. It is a common cause
of disease in humans. Although it is a
particular danger to hospitalised
patients, it is increasingly associated
with severe skin infections in the
general population. Strains first
identified in the Northern Territory
provided the basis for the discovery of
a new ?Silver Staph? species very

Silver Staph? (Staphylococcus argenteus), a recently discovered species of
non-pigmented bacterium closely related to ?Golden Staph? (Staphylococcus
aureus). A colony of Staphylococcus argenteus is on the right of this culture and
Staphylococcus aureus is on the left. Photo reproduced with permission from:
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21813488

closely related to "Golden Staph". This
is now known to be a previously undetected, globally distributed human pathogen. Remarkably,
this work encompassed the discovery of a third species within this closely related complex. This is
found mainly in non-human primates in Africa.
Chlamydia trachomatis is the bacterium that causes the most common form of sexually transmitted
infection (STI) called chlamydia. It also causes the blinding eye disease trachoma. On the basis of
evidence from Africa and Asia, it has long been dogma that different evolutionary lineages were
adapted to cause either STI or trachoma. However, genetic analysis of trachoma associated isolates
from the Northern Territory has disrupted this model. It was found that transfer of only 1-2 genes
between strains was sufficient to change the favoured niche from urogenital to ocular. This is a
fundamental change in understanding of the relationship between genetic complement, and
natural history for this organism.
Biogr aph y: Philip Giffard has been a researcher and academic in the field of molecular
microbiology for more than 30 years. His career has encompassed stints at the University of
Aberdeen in Scotland (1983-86), the Institute of Dental Research in Sydney (1986-93), and
Queensland University of Technology in Brisbane (1993-2008). Phil has been in Darwin since 2008
and is currently Head of Laboratory Science at the Menzies School of Health Research, and
Professor of Medical Laboratory Science at Charles Darwin University. In his spare time, Philip
enjoys playing the saxophone and running, but not usually at the same time.
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April Field Trip
Light Trapping for Insects with Graham Brown
Saturday 14 April, 6.30 pm , George Brown Darwin Botanic Gardens
M eet in g locat ion : The Stuart Park entrance
to the Gardens is at the end of Geranium
Street which runs adjacent to Framed Art
Gallery.
Wh at t o br in g: Polarised sunglasses and
broad brimmed hat. Headlamp or torch.
We will be using a bright UV light to attract
flying insects to white sheets and then having
a closer look at them under more suitable
light. As UV light is dangerous, it is essential
that people wear polarised sunglasses near
the light and wear broad brimmed hats to
further shade eyes from direct light.
Expect to see lots of moths, rainforest insects
and aquatic bugs and beetles. These will also
probably bring in lots of microbats.
Biting insects might be present so please
come prepared.

Upcoming Field Nat Activities
May Meeting: Wednesday 9 - Yellow Chats with Robin Leppitt
May Field Trip: Sunday 20 - Trip to Marrakai area and lunch at Purple Mango Cafe (if it is
open!)
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March Field Trip Report
Lloyd Creek with Ian Morris, Sunday 11 March
Excerpt and Photos posted on Field Nats' Facebook page by Tissa Ratnayeke
Last night's Field Nats frog excursion was a great
success - we had a good turnout of participants,
the rain held off and our first observation of the
target species, the Howard Springs Toadlet came
to us; in fact it hopped onto Ian Morris' foot
(note how tiny this adult is, no wonder we don't
know much about this species).
Also helping with identifications were Graeme
Sawyer from FrogWatch and Dane Trembath
whose many recordings of Top End frog calls
The Group
feature in the free FrogId app. Many more
species of frogs were sighted as were a diversity of spiders, insects and one recent road killed Children's
Python.
Fr og List : Howard Springs Toadlet (Uperoleia
daviesae), Floodplain Toadlet (Uperoleia
indundata), Northern Dwarf Tree Frog (Litoria
bicolor), Striped Rocket Frog (Litoria nasuta),
Watjulum Frog (Litoria watjulumensis),
Remote Froglet (Crinia remota), Marbled Frog
(Limnodynastes convexiusculus), Northern
Spadefoot tadpole (Notaden melanoscaphus).

Above: Adult Howard Springs
Toadlet (Uperoleia daviesae) on
Ian Morris' foot.
Left: Howard Springs Toadlet
(Uperoleia daviesae).
Photo: Andrew Bell

Northern Dwarf Tree Frog (Litoria bicolor)
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Children's Python (Antaresia childreni )

A Water Scorpion, an aquatic insect predator. Note
grasping front legs and straw-like siphon at back used
for breathing air.

Juvenile Watjulum Frog (Litoria watjulumensis).
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Bird of the Month
By Denise Lawungkurr Goodfellow
Bir d: Pale-Vented/Rufous-Tailed
Bush-Hen (Amaurornis moluccana)
Or der : Gruiformes
Fam ily: Rallidae
Size: 25 cm.
Descr ipt ion : a secretive, mostly brown,
ground-dwelling bird found in dense
vegetation. It is rather rotund in shape
with a short tail and long yellow-green legs
and beak. The beak is topped by a small
orange frontal shield. The underparts are
grey except for a rufous vent.
It breeds in the Wet Season. Mike Reed
(and possibly John McKean) recorded
breeding near Pine Creek in 1979, and
Keith Martin caught an immature bird at
Holmes Jungle in the early 1990s (see
notes). Marc Gardner has just confirmed a
second breeding record near Katherine.

Pale-vented Bush-hen near Katherine. Photo: Marc Gardner

The Pale-vented Bush-hen makes a
number of different calls. One sounds like the braying of a donkey; another is a series of clicks. An
alarm call is rather gull-like (see notes).
The Bush-hen?s range is northern and eastern Australia, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and
Indonesia. Several birders have recorded it from suitable habitat throughout the Top End. I have
seen it at the George Brown Botanic Gardens, bolting across the path from one bunch of Crinums
to another, at Holmes Jungle, in cane grass at the Victoria River, and in several other places.
However, Palmerston appears to be Bush-hen Central. Chris Cox found an injured bird back in the
1970s, and a decade later John McKean recorded it from the Palmerson Sewage Ponds. There is
another record from a drain on Owston Avenue, Rosebery. Stuart Smith and I disturbed half a
dozen at a site off Kirkland Road, Palmerston, about 2006. I have seen it mostly in the reeds and
sedges around the various channels, and also on the edge of mangroves.
Not es: For decades it was not known for sure whether the Pale-vented Bush-hen was to be found
in the Top End, although it had been tentatively identified by its call. Then, in the 1970s a keen
amateur birder by the name of Chris Cox found an injured bird she identified as a Bush-hen, and
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put it in her chook yard. When it died she
placed it in her freezer. Unfortunately, her
husband disposed of the corpse before it
could be verified. Yet Aboriginal people, of
course, have known about it all along. In the
late 1980s Jawoyn rangers I was training for
Nitmiluk National Park told me about a
sighting of a Bush-hen in what is now Kakadu
Stage 3 by P. Jadbulla, and that this was a
warning. This country, Buladjang, was home
to the spirit of Bula, who, when the country
was disturbed, grew angry and brought
Mother and chick (running away!) - a breeding record from near
Katherine. Photo: Marc Gardner

sickness.

In the 1990s Keith Martin set some Elliot traps (these are aluminium boxes with a spring-loaded
gate at one end) at Holmes Jungle and caught an immature Bush-hen! We took it back to the
university, rang John McKean, a local birder, and asked him to identify the call of this obviously
unhappy bird. He thought it was a silver gull.
Despite the Bush-hen?s elusiveness, a national tour company once advertised it as one of four
iconic birds that visitors to Litchfield National Park could see (Sulphur-crested Cockatoo and
Fork-tailed Swift were another two. I cannot recall the fourth). I did write to the company gently
pointing out that it was unlikely their clients would see the bird (especially as they brought tourists
in noisy groups of forty or more ? the company ran a fleet of big buses).
Ref erences:
Goodfellow, D.L. & M.P. Stott, M.P. (2005). Birds of Australia?s Top End,
Darwin: Allen & Unwin.
Goodfellow, D.L. & M.P. Stott, M.P. (2012). Birds of Palmerston,
Northern Territory, Scrubfowl Press.
Thompson, H. & D.L. Goodfellow (1989). Annotated List of Birds of the
Top End (unpublished).

Pale-vented Bush-hen. Painting: Denise Lawungkurr
Goodfellow from "Birds of Australia's Top End and Birds of
Palmerston.
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Chitter Chatter

Last month Adam Bou r k e came across a White-bellied Mangrove Snake (Fordonia leucobalia) eating a Mudlobster
(Thalassina squamifera) in mangroves opposite the East Arm Boat Ramp. The White-bellied Mangrove Snake is a
carnivorous species specially adapted to eating crabs and mudlobsters and is well-known for its ability in breaking apart
its prey prior to eating it. This removal of body parts is clearly seen in the accompanying photographs, whereby the
carapace the of mudlobster has been completely removed. It took the snake about 20 minutes to eat the mudlobster.

Ch r ist y Abel Sch ejn in : I have a
question. I took this photo at Kakadu
last year. Are those dragonfly eggs on
that blade of grass?
Tissa Rat n ayeke: Christy thanks for
posting. Dragonflies lay their eggs in
water, they have aquatic larvae. I can't
be 100% sure from that photograph but
those eggs do look like those of a
katydid. The dragonfly is a Graphic
Flutterer, one of the very common
species seen annually in March.
Ch r ist y Abel Sch ejn in : So is the
dragonfly eating them or is it just a
coincidence that it landed on them?
Tissa Rat n ayeke: Christy, yes, it's just a
coincidence. Dragonflies catch insects
on the wing, their prey needs to be
moving to activate the hunting instinct.
Nature Territory - April 2018
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Pik k les Tan : Found this on a tree in Yirrkala. What is it?
Tissa Rat n ayek e: Thanks for posting. This is a planarian flat worm.
They are quite common in the Top End, though rarely seen as they are
nocturnal, shelter under logs and rock during the day though they
might sometimes be active during overcast and wet days. I'm sure
you can now confirm they have extremely sticky mucous which is
used to entrap the invertebrates they feed on.

Jo Bee: Turtle nest Casuarina Beach
Ed note: Parks and Wildlife retrieved 102 Olive
Riddley eggs for safe incubation.

Joh n Raw st h or n e: Is there nothing that duct tape wont fix? A White-gaped Honeyeater nest that I had been watching
was broken out of a tree in my yard early during the cyclone, and appeared to be done-for. I found the nest, broken and
empty, after the cyclone and threw it on the big pile of broken trees. Alas, a cyclone loss.
Just before dark I found one of the chicks on the ground a couple of metres away, begging for food. So we searched and
found the discarded nest, duct-taped it back in place near where it was and hoped for the best. Next morning, an adult
was back sitting on the nest, and the chick is now thriving!
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Ch r is Jolly: There
seems to be a bit
of confusion
around how to
distinguish the
'ta-ta' dragons in
the Top End, so I
thought I'd
attempt to clear it
up. I was certainly
a little confused
when I first
moved up.
A lot of people
seem to call the
'ta-ta'
lizards/dragons
we get around Darwin Gilbert's dragons (Lophognathus gilberti), but they are not. What we get in Darwin in
the vast majority of cases are Swampland Lashtails (Gowidon temporalis). Close to the coast they seem to
out-compete Gilbert's dragons and are more abundant, and as you move further inland Gilbert's dragons
take over as more abundant. The closest to Darwin I've seen Gilbert's dragons is Adelaide River Township,
but I suspect they probably get as close as the outer rural suburbs of Darwin.
Above is a photo of a Gilbert's dragon (Lophognathus gilberti) from Delamere in the Victoria River District.
This is a subadult dragon but it should help illustrate the differences between the two species.
On the head, you can just see that there is a white spot on the tympanum (ear). This is a typical
characteristic of L. gilberti that G. temporalis lacks. Additionally, you can barely make out the vertebral crest
on this individual (the row of spines down the centre of the head, neck and back). In G. temporalis however,
(photo below) this
crest is significantly
larger, even in
subadult animals.
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April 21 is designated as World Curlew Day. It is run
to raise awareness of the plight of Curlews
world-wide. Across the world, Curlews are declining
due to a wide range of threats, but mostly due to
habitat loss.
Darwin is the home to the Far Eastern Curlew,
Whimbrel, and Little Curlew from the Numeniini
tribe. These shorebirds arrive in Australia after
migrating from their breeding grounds in the
northern hemisphere. They spend up to eight
months in Australia on the non-breeding grounds,
with most living along the coastline. These birds,
along with others in the tribe are declining, mostly
due habitat loss throughout their flyway, but are
also threatened by disturbance on the non-breeding
grounds.
A Wor ld Cu r lew Day m or n in g t ea is to be held at
Dripstone Cliffs on the 21 April so please keep this
date free. Further details to follow.

East er n Cu r lew Habit at Rest or at ion Pr oject w it h
Con ser vat ion Volu n t eer s Au st r alia

Photo courtesy of NT Envrionment Centre

Conservation Volunteers will be running two projects in April that support the Far Eastern Curlew
through bird monitoring and bush and dune rehabilitation activities along Lee Point. These
projects are being held on Thursday the 12th and 19th of April. For more information visit:
https:/ / bookings.conservationvolunteers.org/ project/eastern-curlew-habitat-restoration-project
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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 20 April 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.
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