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This photograph, entitled ‘Whistling Kite with Possum’, was Runner-up in the Human Impact category in the 2017 Northern Territory
Field Naturalists’ Club Wildlife Photograph Competition. Its story is on page 5 in this newsletter. Photo: Janis Otto.

FOR THE DIARY
June meeting: Wednesday 13 June, 7.45 pm
Mud Crabs climate crunches - Mark Grubert
June field trip: Sunday 17 June, 9.00 am
Tour of Monsoon Aquatics Marine Aquarium
• See pages 2 and 3 for more details •
Disclaimer:
The -views
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Club Activities
June Meeting

Wednesday 13 June 7:45 pm. CDU Casuarina. Room BLUE 2.1.51

Climate causes crab crunches in the Gulf of Carpentaria, and
other crustacean tales
presented by Mark Grubert
The size of fish and crustacean stocks are affected by several factors, including fishing and environmental factors.
It is generally recognised that barramundi numbers increase and decrease in response to high and low rainfall,
respectively. Mud crab stocks commonly follow similar patterns, but the rainfall is not the only factor influencing
the catch rate of mud crabs. This talk summarises how mud crab stocks in the Western Gulf of Carpentaria have
undergone several “crunches’ over the past 20 years and explains some of the reasons as to why. Other brief notes
include the offshore spawning migration of female mud crabs and the rise of the “Fast and the Furious: Orange
Mud Crab”.
Mark Grubert has around 20
years’ experience in fisheries
and aquaculture research in
several jurisdictions. He has
worked with the NT Mud
Crab Fishery for almost 12
years, on projects such as the
use of escape vents in crab
traps and the assessment
of juvenile crab numbers
using modified traps. Mark
also has a strong interest in
oceanography, and hopes to
improve our knowledge of
how oceanographic processes
influence the success of
tropical fish and crustacean
fisheries, particularly in the
Gulf of Carpentaria.

A commercial crabber’s catch off to market. Photo: Department of Primary Industry and Resources

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 financial club members so please book early with
Richard Willan 8999 8238 (w).
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Club Activities
June Field Trip

Sunday 17 June; 9:00 am; Shed 3, 46 Marjorie Street, Pinelands

Tour of Monsoon Aquatics Marine Aquarium Facility
Owned and operated by Daniel
Kimberley since 2008, Monsoon
Aquatics collects a variety of fishes,
corals, and hermit crabs from some of
the Northern Territory’s most remote
locations. The company also cultures
giant clams, and is in the process of
raising another batch of juveniles
spawned a few weeks ago. Daniel’s
products are shipped around Australia
and the world to aquarium wholesalers.
Monsoon Aquatics was named Winner
of the 2013 and 2014 Northern
Territory Export Awards.
Indoor facility, bring covered shoes that
are suitable for wearing in conditions
where they may get wet.
Live giant clams (Tridacna squamosa) display the vivid colours of their mantles.
Photo: Daniel Kimberley.

Membership Renewals are now due
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 13 June) or visit the club website for
details to pay via EFT or post
http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au/membership/
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Report on May field trip to Casuarina Coastal Reserve
Report by Richard Willan and Photographs by Tissa Ratnayeke
Members and visitors had an early 7.30 am start on Sunday 20 May for a pleasant, easy, loop walk through the
Casuarina Coastal Reserve, mostly for spotting birds.
The group walked through many different habitats: dunes at the rear of the beach, grassland, open savannah
woodland, coastal monsoon forest and mangroves lining Sandy Creek. An early dry-season fire had recently burnt
a section at the rear of Royal Darwin Hospital.
The outstanding bird highlight was a rare visitor to the Top End, a Square-tailed Kite (Lophoictinia isura) swooping
low over the tree-tops in the open forest. It was being harassed by smaller birds wherever it went. It was easily
distinguished from the Black Kites (which were circling high in the sky) by its white head and attractively patterned
wings. Everybody saw it, but nobody could manage to photograph it.
There were lots of White-breasted Woodswallows (Artamus leucorynchus) sallying for insects from dead Casuarina
trees at the back of the beach. On one branch, we counted 24 birds huddled close together – perhaps not a record
but still pleasing to see.
The full list of birds observed is:
Orange-footed Scrub Fowl

Whistling Kite

Magpie Lark

Chestnut-breasted Mannikin

White-faced Heron

Brown Goshawk

White-breasted Woodswallow

Crimson Finch

Red-tailed Black Cockatoo

Torresian Imperial Pidgeon

Forest Kingfisher

Double-bar Finch

Sulphur-crested Cockatoo

Bar-shouldered Dove

Leaden Flycatcher

Yellow Oriole

Galah

Peaceful Dove

Shining Flycatcher

Red-headed Honeyeater

Red-winged Parrot

Black-faced Cuckooshrike

Rainbow Bee-eater

Brown Honeyeater

Spangled Drongo

White-breasted Cuckooshrike

White-gaped Honeyeater

Square-tailed Kite

Black Butcherbird

Little Shrike-thrush
Striated Pardalote

Black Kite

Varied Triller

Green-backed Gerygone

Rufous-banded Honeyeater

White-throated Honeyeater

Morcombe’s Birds of
Australia – App
Clockwise from top left: Spangled Drongos, White-breasted Woodswallows, Square-tailed Kite, Galahs. Photos - Tissa Ratnayeke
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More images from the Casuarina Coastal Reserve walk.

Top - Tissa Ratnayeke immortalises another dragonfly in pixels. Above - The group
pauses to appreciate the beauty of the mangroves from the bridge over Sandy Creek.
Photos: Richard Willan

Top - This male Wandering Percher (Diplacodes bipunctata)
was one of the smaller species of dragonflies seen during
the walk. Above - Several female Painted Grasshawks
(Neurothemis stigmatizans) were resting near the bridge.
Photos: Tissa Ratnayeke

2017 Northern Territory Field Naturalists’ Club Wildlife
Photographic Competition – Human Impact category.
Runner-up: Janis Otto.
Subject: Whistling Kite (Haliastur sphenurus)
Here is the story behind Janis’ photograph titled ‘Whistling Kite with
Possum’ reproduced with her permission on the front cover of this
newsletter:
“I followed the cries of the Whistling Kites this one morning, and found
this one feeding on the body of a possum, run over on the road outside of our block. I do not usually see possums
on my five-acre block, but he was obviously crossing our road just at the wrong time. Unfortunately, I do often
see dead possums on the roads early in the mornings in the rural area. The only positive is that the body of the
deceased was not wasted, that it fed hungry mouths.
The kites are usually carrion eaters, although they can be seen hovering around bushfires, looking to grab small
animals as they flee. And I have witnessed them stealing food from the claws of other birds. This bird was not
allowing any of the other kites in to feed off the carcass. It was his.
I watched him lift the body off the ground, while feeding, showing off his strength. The challenge was to keep
my distance, but get close enough to take shots and also allow for the subject being in the shade. Fortunately,
he popped his head up in a ray of sunlight for a short moment, before lowering his head again and resuming his
mission.“
Nature Territory - June 2018
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Beast of the Month – Flatback Rescue
Text and photos by Adam Bourke
Saved by a pair of thongs. That’s how a lucky Flatback Turtle (Natator depressus) hatchling avoided certain death
recently. This saga began after a morning beach walk north-west of Mandorah, when my partner realised that
I had left my thongs on the beach. In the sand dunes, I was stunned to find a freshly hatched, but near lifeless
Flatback Turtle hatchling upside-down in the middle of the track! After rinsing the sand from the dehydrated and
... continued next page

(A) The rescued Flatback Turtle hatchling (Natator depressus) near the Mandorah nesting site; (B) a freshly dead hatchling missing its left front
flipper; (C) another dead hatchling heavily scavenged by land hermit crabs; (D) the lucky hatchling in the cooking pot for the ride back to Darwin;
(E) first swim in the saltwater aquarium - note the swollen plastron (chest plate) and the large umbilical scar where the yoke sac was attached;
this scar persists for about two to three weeks after hatching; (F) the rescued hatchling taking a well-earned rest on the surface – note how the
scutes in the very centre of the shell do not join up like the ones around the margin.
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... Flatback Turtle Rescue continued from previous page

fatigued hatchling’s eyes, it was still too weak to swim, so I decided to take it to the AusTurtle rehabilitation centre
at Charles Darwin University. With an estimated survival rate of one in 1,000 turtles making it to adulthood, human
intervention would increase its chances of survival. Furthermore, Flatback Turtles are unique, as nesting occurs only
on tropical and subtropical beaches in Australia.
Sadly, we found three dead hatchlings amongst some Goat’s Foot vine (Ipomoea pes-caprae) growing alongside the
track. All had been scavenged by land hermit crabs (Coenobita variabilis); based on observations, it appears that the
turtle’s nest was located too high up the beach, and the hatchlings had become disorientated amongst the thick
patches of vine as they headed for the sea. Unprepared as we were for our reptilian companion, the hatchling made
its way back to Darwin in a cooking pot half-filled with seawater. At home, a saltwater aquarium was set up, and
after some gulps of air and a few wobbly laps up and down the tank, the hatchling took a well-earned rest.
First thing on Monday morning, the staff at the Charles Darwin University Aquaculture precinct were contacted,
and a 450 litrefibreglass tank was set up for the new hatchling. The turtle was weighed and then carefully released
by a student undertaking the Certificate III in Aquaculture. Later that day, Dr Mick Guinea from AusTurtle came to
inspect the new arrival, and he found the hatchling had increased thickening across its plastron (ventral part of the
turtle’s shell) and abnormal scute patterning on its upper shell (i.e., the scute plates didn’t join up properly). Both of
these malformations were likely the result of stress caused by exposure. Despite a rocky start to life, the hatchling is
now thriving and enjoying stress free swimming and a regular supply of frozen squid.

The hatchling at the AusTurtle rehabilitation centre at Charles Darwin University; (A) presently weighing around 30 grams, this hatching may grow
to over 90 kg when fully mature; (B) the new $23,000 turtle rehabilitation system at Charles Darwin University consists of three 1000 litretanks,
six 450 litre tanks and 12 x 250 litre tanks. The new rehabilitation centre, which is a collaborative effort between CDU, AusTurtle, the Animal Ark
Veterinary Clinic, and NT Parks and Wildlife, now allows care of marine turtles of all shapes and sizes.
References:
AusTurtle (2012). Sea Turtle Posters and Brochures: Sea Turtles of the Northern Territory.
http://www.austurtle.org.au/Posters.html (Accessed 22/5/18).
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Chitter Chatter
Club member Jeremy Hemphill who lives near Fogg Dam recently observed a small Cane Toad that had been
overpowered by a centipede. The toad was alive but immobilised presumably by the centipede’s venom and a
bleeding hind leg suggested the centipede had begun to feed.
Jeremy placed the pair in a small container. However on inspection the following morning the centipede had died
and Jeremy wondered if the toad’s urine at the base of the vessel had contributed to it. The toad survived the
ordeal taking nearly 36 hour before it could make small hops.
Top left - The centipede
with the subdued Cane
Toad.
Bottom left - turning
the toad over revealed
bleeding from where
the centipede had been
feeding.
Bottom right - the
recovering toad 36 hours
later.
Photos - Jeremey Hemphill

Denise Goodfellow: Our property at Letchford Road, Darwin River,
has done it again, that is, turned up a really rare insect. Identified as
a member of Acroceridae by Graham Brown this fly is a little cutie.
According to Graham it parasitises spiders.
I found it early one morning while removing mission grass from a patch of
Antidesma sp., low trees with tasty fruit, if you can beat the birds to them.
This thicket has an understorey of various native grasses and sedges, and
sometimes in the Wet Season, a species of ground orchid, Habenaria alata.
I’d never seen anything quite like this fly and took a number of photos
while it posed obligingly on a grass stem.
Graham Brown: These flies are rare and prefer damper habitats. They
range in size from about 5 to 10 mm in length. They are rather stout with
a very small head with large eyes that occupy most of the head. This gives
the thorax a rather hump-backed appearance in profile.
Little is known of the biology of the family but they appear to be parasites
of spiders. I was under the impression from the older and limited
Australian literature that the eggs were laid within spider egg sacs. However, according to Wikipedia eggs are
laid singly and more randomly with the newly hatched fly larva actively searching for a spider and hitching a ride
on the arachnid, presumably staying with the spider until she lays eggs. This sounds very hit and miss to me: it
assumes that the spider will be an adult female and that she will lay eggs soon. There has to be more to this story.
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NT Field Naturalists’ Club Directory
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

Club web-site:

http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au/

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 July newsletter: Wednesday 27 June 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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