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Tissa Ratnayeke says this large weevil (15mm from forehead to end of abodomen) reminded him of a dwarf elephant 
sitting on a leaf when he recently saw it on the Gurambai Walking Trail at the Darwin Airport. Well it looks like Tissa’s 
thoughts proved quite apt, Rolf Oberprieler from CSIRO has confirmed it as being an Elephant Weevil (Orthorhinus 
cylindrirostris) and more specifically a male as they have longer front legs than females.
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Upcoming Field Nats Events
July Meeting - Wednesday 14 - Aquatic Biosecurity/NT Aquarium Fishery

July Field Trip - Saturday 17 - Monsoon Aquatics facility at East Arm

June Field Trip
Visit the Kakuda Blue Cypress Oil Distillery
*Saturday 5 June, 4.00 pm - 19 Mander Road, Holtze

(*please note field trip is being held prior to meeting date)
Kakadu Blue distills essential oils from plantation-grown Australian Blue Cypress Pine (Callitris intratropica). This 
species is native to Australia and grows in the Northern Territory (including Melville, Bathurst, and Indian islands), 
the Kimberly region of Western Australia and Cape York to Bowen in Queensland. 

The tree usually grows in open forest but is also found in heath 
forest, vine thickets, monsoon forest and on rainforest edges. It is a 
medium to large sized tree, ranging from 15 to 45 metres in height. 
The timber is very aromatic, resistant to termites and is known in 
modern times by Aboriginals of Arnhem Land as “Kerosene Tree” 
because of its flammability, and “Mosquito and Sandfly tree” 
because of its effect on repelling these insects while being burnt 
and is mainly used in the wet season. Australian Blue Cypress Pine 
can live for over 200 years, but the population of C. intratropica has 
declined significantly since European settlement, because of over-
exploitation and the change in fire regimes and the introduction of 
grasses that burn with a greater intensity than native grasses.

Important, visitors who wish to proceed beyond the gift shop to 
the cypress oil distillery must wear fully enclosed shoes. 

Photos: kakadublue.com.au and oilygurus.com/farms/
darwin-australia/
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June Meeting
Weevils - the first angiosperm pollinators?  
(The lost world of the Cretaceous forests)

presented by Rolf Oberprieler 
Wednesday 9 June 7:00 pm - CDU Casuarina. Room BLUE 2A

Weevils are a superdiverse group of beetles, comprising about 60,000 described species in the world and more 
than 4,000 in Australia, and many more undescribed ones. Their evolutionary success is largely due to their long 
rostrum (snout), which the females use to drill holes in plants for laying their eggs, and to their endophytic larvae, 
developing deep in nutritious plant tissues. Weevils have a rich fossil record, stretching back to the late Jurassic 
era (165 million years ago). Recent discoveries of a large diversity of weevils in 100-million-year-old Burmese 
amber has revealed the existence of an extinct family of weevils with unique features, including long rostrums 
and antennae, swivelling mandibles and flexible legs, which appear to be adaptations to exploit the flowers 
of the early angiosperms growing in the Cretaceous forests and perhaps pollinate them. The talk provides an 
introduction to weevils, an overview of Burmese amber, a snapshot of the weevils preserved in Burmese amber 
and an outline of their adaptations to feed on flowering plants.

Rolf Oberprieler grew up in Namibia and studied entomology and zoology in South Africa, where he also 
obtained his Ph.D. degree. He joined the Plant Protection Research Institute of the Agricultural Research Council 
in Pretoria in 1981 and worked there for 17 years in the National Collection of Insects on weevil systematics, 
before locating to Australia in 1997 to continue this work as the Zimmerman Fellow for Weevil Research at 
the CSIRO Australian National Insect Collection in Canberra. After 40 years of employment, he retired at the 

end of 2020 but continues to study 
weevils at a more leisurely pace. 
He has published more than 250 
papers and books on weevils and 
some moths, including a catalogue 
of all Australian weevils, several 
chapters on weevils in the Handbook 
of Zoology, a two-volume Special 
Issue on Weevil Systematics and 
Phylogeny in the journal Diversity 
and, last year, a sixth volume of 
the Australian Weevils monograph 
series. Much of his research has 
focused on weevils associated with 
cycads, which he is continuing 
with a Ph.D. student, but he has 
also worked on the fossil record, 
phylogeny and evolution of weevils.Photos: supplied by Rolf Oberprieler
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Veronica Toral-Granda gave a fascinating presentation on the history and evolutionary process on the 
Galapagos Islands, the impacts of introduced species on the islands and the impacts of pest species on the 
evolutionary processes 

The Galapagos Islands are a fascinating place and that 
almost all of us have heard off and dreamed about 
going to. Veronica highlighted the geological processes 
that formed the islands noting that they are actually 
formed as an eastward moving volcanic chain of islands 
that have never been attached to the mainland, a key 
driver in its high level of endemism and the evolutionary 
processes that have been occurring on the islands. The 
oldest island in the chain is predicted to be between 
3-6 million years old though there are older submerged 
islands. The Galapagos shows that evolution doesn’t 
always happen in long time frames but is also occurring 
in much shorter observable time frames. 

Approximately 1624 introduced species ranging 
from mammals to invertebrates (microbes) are now 
found in the Galapagos Islands with clear indication 
that most of these were brought in by humans. The 
current estimated human population is around 33,000 
people. Introduced species are having an impact on the 
evolutionary processes on the Islands. There is a species 
of introduced parasitic fly (Philornis downsi) which lays 
its eggs in the beak area of most land birds, including 
the Darwin finch, resulting in very high mortality rates. 
For those individuals that do survive to adulthood the 
naris (nostrils) on the beaks are enlarged, changing its song to one similar to another species of Darwin finch, 
which could lead to hybridisation of the critically endangered Medium Tree Finch (Camarhynchus pauper). This 
song change has resulted in interbreeding successfully between the two finch species. 

In addition the tortoises themselves are a 
vector for the transport of introduced plants 
on the islands particularly the guava (which 
are a favoured food of the Tortoises) which 
spread the seeds around the islands. There is 
also the potential impacts of climate change 
which may allow introduced plants to spread 
from their current restricted range in the 
highlands of the Galapagos down to the 
more coastal areas as we see an increase in 
rainfall and humidity, impacting greater areas 
of the islands.

Large amounts of money have been spent on 
pest eradication programs across the islands 
removing pigs, goats, donkeys, fire ants and 
blackberry as well as others. In addition to 
the costs and logistics there are also social 
challenges where the local community see 

May Meeting Report
The Galapagos Islands: Darwin and Beyond - Wednesday 12 May

report by Belinda Norris

The eastward movement of the volcanic islands 

Species endemic to the Galapagos Islandss 

Reptiles - 100%

Mammals - 88%

Birds - 52%

Plants - 32%

Only in Galapagosyyyyyy pppppp gggggg

Landscapes - ‘100%’
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value in having larger mammals available 
on the islands as a source of food. A key 
challenge is not just to eradicate pest 
species on the islands but to prevent new 
species from being introduced. Veronica 
discussed the challenges in implementing 
biosecurity protocols and measures to 
protect the island for pest species noting 
the challenges of undertaking this work in 
a developing country context also noting 
the huge impact COVID-19 has had on 
the Galapagos which relies on 98% of its 
income from tourism. 

Last but not least it turns out that it is a 
misnomer that Galapago means tortoise 
when in actual fact the Spanish word means 
saddle and it is used to describe a smooth 
saddle that doesn’t have a pommel which 
is similar in appearance to the carapace of 
one of the large tortoises and that’s how the 
Galapagos got it’s name although in common 
lexicon people now take Galapagos to mean 
tortoise.

Clockwise from top left: The introduced parasitic fly (Philornis downsi). A 
chick with many swollen sites of infection around its beak. The enlarged naris 
(nostrils) of the critically endangered Medium Tree Finch (Camarhynchus 
pauper) which changes the tone of its song.

Top graph: human population growth. Bottom graph: growth of introduced species including microbes.
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Philornis is changing the evolutionary pathway of Darwin’s finches by literally changing 
the beak of the finch (Kleindorfer et al. 2019).
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May Field Trip Report
Common Myna Talk and Bird Walk at Darwin Airport - Sunday 16 May

report by Tissa Ratnayeke
Unlike all other Australian capital cities, Darwin has no 
established wild populations of introduced birds due to a 
successful ongoing monitoring program. In November 2020 it 
is believed at least two Common Mynas (Acridotheres tristis) 
escaped from a cargo plane that arrived at Darwin Airport.

John Rawsthorne a member of both Birdlife Top End and NT 
Field Nats gave us an overview of this and also confirmed 
he had seen one bird that very morning while participating 
in a dawn vigil to find them. The rest of us though missed 
out on seeing a Myna. John mentioned the best options to 
catch the birds were being carefully considered as Mynas 
being the very cautionary and clever birds that they are will 
quickly learn from any unsuccessful attempts.

The Myna talk was followed by a general birding/wildlife 
walk around the Gurambai Walking Trail. This got off to a 
good start with a pair of Brown Goshawks, most likely a 
male and female, flying twisting and turning just above the 
treetop. Crimson and Double-barred Finches were plentiful 
and we also saw some Chestnut-breasted Mannikins.

Paper wasp nests were quite abundant along the track and 
I couldn’t resist the opportunity to highlight their important 
ecological role. Participants also soon discovered that if they 
approached slowly without bumping a branch they were able 
to get up quite close for a look at the individual style of each 
species’ nest.

A little further along the track Victor spotted a Darwin Carpet 
Python in a pandanus palm. Unfortunately it retreated deep 
into the prickly thicket on our approach so we were only 
able to capture glimpses of it. At the dam wall which also 
happens to be close to the point where Rapid Creek first 
begins to flow, we sighted a Brahminy Kite hopefully peering 
into the waters below.

It’s always such a pleasure to visit this wonderful habitat in 
the middle of Darwin.

Above: Brahminy Kite, Chrimson Finch, Darwin Carpet Python. 
Photos: Victor Sales. Below: Paper Wasp nest (Ropalidia sp.) 
Photo: Tissa Ratnayeke. Left: Tissa speaks enthusiastically about 
the benefits of paper wasps and Geoff with his new found 
confidence goes in for a close look. Photo: Barry Russell.
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Chitter Chatter - excerpts from the Club’s Facebook group

Penelope Anne Johnson - 28 May· 
A tragedy here on both sides. Dead Slatey Grey and cane toad

Russell Costello: Only a tragedy for the slatey grey I would say 

Lindi Worsley: Exactly! I’ve had same same! Slatey dead after eating 
baby cane toad 

Editor: some Slatey Greys are able to feed on the poisonous cane toads.

Ryan Fryzie Jones - 17 May
Came across a Northern Quoll this morning at Mt 
Borradaile, West Arnhemland.

Graeme Gillespie: Hi. This is an important record 
for this threatened species. Can you please lodge 
your finding with the NT governments biodiversity 
database? http://root.ala.org.au/bdrs-core/nt-
dlrm/home.htm

Mersie Langbid  - 28 May
Does anyone know what these beautiful wildflowers are 
along Buntine Highway? They smell lovely too!

Tissa Ratnayeke: Possibly Pink Mulla Mulla (Ptilotus 
exaltatus).

Nicola Hanrahan - 25 May 
Morning everyone - Any thoughts on an ID for this unusual 
spider spotted in the Barkly Region?

Tissa Ratnayeke: I shared this to the Australian spider 
identification page where Ethan Yeoman has identified it 
as a Carepalxis species.
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Chitter Chatter - continued from previous page

Nathan Wheeler - 19 Mar

Darwin Carpet Python trying to get a feed goes back 
to the same spot the last few days. Woke up today 
and he was still in the same position as last night. 
He goes off through the day, comes back at night. 
Herbert NT.

Nick Volpe - 18 May

Both sad and exciting to see a 
large dead King Brown Snake just 
outside rural Darwin. Exciting 
that they are still around but 
extremely sad to think this snake 
spent its whole life avoiding cane 
toads only to be hit by a car! 
Please watch out for snakes when 
driving! Hopefully one day these 
snakes will recover to the numbers 
they were pre cane toads.

Kelly King - 26 May
Spotted this little guy, about 10cm nose to tail, at the 
Henbry Meteorite Crater site. Can anyone identify?…

Matt Clancy: Centralian earless dragon 
(Tympanocryptis centralis)
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Club notices
Thank you: The previous issue was forma�ed and despatched by Tissa Ratnayeke.  

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Newsletter contributions welcome:  Sigh�ngs, reports, travelogues, reviews, photographs, sketches, news, 
comments, opinions, theories ..... , anything relevant to natural history.  Please forward material to  
news.n�ieldnatsnt�gmail.com 
Deadline for the �uly newsle�er: 30 �une 2021

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Need a Club membership form? Go to: h�p://n�ieldnaturalists.org.au/membership/

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Northern Territory Naturalist:  
Number 30 has been published and the first copy deposited at the NT Library. Copies have been posted to 
members who didn’t personally collected a copy.
The posi�on of Chief Editor is currently vacant and the Club would like to hear from any suitably qualified person 
who would like to take on this role.

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●

Top End Native Plant Society   General mee�ngs are held on the 3rd Thursday of the month at the Marrara 
Chris�an College, corner Amy �ohnson Ave. and McMillans Road, and commence at 7:30 pm (speaker at 8 pm).  
Visit h�p://www.topendna�veplants.org.au/index.php or contact Russell Dempster on 0459 440 665.

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●
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NT Field Naturalists’ Club Directory
President: Mark Grubert 0407 843 174
Secretary: Belinda Norris
Treasurer: Mary Fathers 
Commi�ee Members: Graham Brown 0417 804 036

Lyn Lowe 0411 269 216
Leona Sullivan 0423 951 874
Andrew Bell 0428 882 979
E�enne Li�lefair
Karunika Premaratne
Carol Palmer

BirdLife Australia Liason Officer: Andrew Bell
Newsle�er Editor Tissa Ratnayeke 0417 659 755
NT Naturalist Editor Vacant
Website and Facebook: Tissa Ratnayeke 0417 659 755

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

�T �iel� �aturalists� �lu� �ee�n�s are generally held on the second Wednesday of every month, 
commencing at 7:00 PM, on the Casuarina Campus of Charles Darwin University.

�u�s�rip��ns are on a financial-year basis and are:  Families/�ns�tu�onal - $30; Singles - $25;
Concessions - $15.  Discounts are available for new members – please contact us.


