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For a change we might start the front page feature photograph with a quiz. Do you know what this is? It’s common in Top End 
waterways and was photographed at Fogg Dam by Samantha Duffy. And the answer is, it is the seedpod of the large pink/red 
flowering lotus (Nelumbo nucifera).
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June Meeting:  Wednesday 8, 7.00 pm
Unexpected Splendour: the secret world of wasps

June Field Trip:  Saturday 11, 7.30 am
Exploring Leanyer Swamp

• See pages 2-3 for more details •
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June Meeting
Unexpected Splendour: the secret world of wasps

Presented by: Madalene Giannotta
Wednesday 8 June 7.00 pm - CDU Casuarina. Room BLUE 2A

The word ‘wasp’ usually conjures images of a maligned black and yellow insect attempting to viciously sting you 
at the, now-ruined, family picnic. This couldn’t be further from the truth! Wasps are an enormously diverse insect 
group with over 100,000 species worldwide, and thousands more likely to yet be described. Many wasps are 
physically incapable of stinging humans, and those that are, often are not dangerous to humans or use their stings 
only as a last resort attempt to avoid predation.  

From top: Ephutomorpha sanguineiceps unicolorata 
(Mutillidae – Velvet Ant); Labena keira (Ichneumonidae – 
Darwin wasp); Gasteruption sp. (Gasteruptiidae – Carrot 
wasp). Photos: Madalene Giannotta
Below: Tiny wasp (Eulophidae). Photo: James Dorey

Wasps come in a remarkable array of shapes, sizes 
and colours: from the micro-Hymenoptera, which can 
be as tiny as 0.1 mm in length, to the bulkiest known 
wasp, the Tarantula Hawk (Pompilidae), at a whopping  
mm long. They vary from the charismatically coloured 
bright orange velvet-ant fuzzballs (Mutillidae), to the 
brilliantly iridescent cuckoo wasps (Chrysididae). Many 
are fully winged, some are not. Some are embellished 
with exquisite ornamentation, “hairs”, or detailed 
sculpturing, whilst others possess a humbler ensemble. 

From colony-forming predators (social wasps) that 
keep insect pests at bay, to solitary parasitoids* 
that are useful as natural biocontrol agents, their 
biology and life-histories are equally as varied, and 
they play different yet immensely important roles 
in our terrestrial ecosystems, including valuable 
pollination services. Australia is no exception to this 
wasp diversity, and is home to approximately 10,000 
species, with similarly many thousand new-to-science 
species still to be given a formal name. Join Madalene 
Giannotta for a night of waspy wonders, with a 
detailed look at the Australian velvet ants, which 
despite their name and appearance, are actually 
solitary parasitoid wasps. 

Madalene is a PhD candidate at the Australian 
National Insect Collection (CSIRO) and the Australian 
National University in Canberra, who studies the 
delightfully interesting and often-times beautifully 
gruesome, Hymenoptera (an insect order comprising 
the ants, bees, true wasps and sawflies). Her research 
centres primarily on the systematics of the wasp 
families Mutillidae (velvets ants) and Ichneumonidae 
(Darwin wasps), with a focus on the evolution of 
defensive adaptations. 
*Parasitoid wasps deposit their eggs onto (or inside of) the bodies of other 
arthropods, the host organism (usually the larval/pupal stage of other 
insects). The developing larva will consume the host, ultimately leading to 
the host’s death.
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Upcoming Field Nats Events
July Meeting - Wednesday 13 - Fire Management through 3D Landscape Modelling

July Field Trip - Sunday 12 - To be confirmed

June Field Trip
Exploring Leanyer Swamp

Saturday 11 June, 7.30 am
Leanyer Swamp is one of Darwin’s birding hotspots.
The area is a mixture of savanna woodlands, 
mangroves, tidal flats, a hidden patch of Melaleucas, 
plus, if you haven’t previously been here, there is a 
surprise awaiting you at the end of the pipeline.

Meet at the end of Hodgson Drive, Leanyer.

For your wellbeing and safety bring hat, sun 
protection, insect repellent (biting midges may be 
present), drinking water and enclosed walking shoes. If 
you have them, also bring camera and binoculars.

Duration: approximately 1.5 hours

Difficulty level of walk: 2 out of 5 (maximum)

Photos: Tissa Ratnayeke
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May Meeting Summary
The Problem with Ants on Islands, and other tropical pest ANTics

 Report by Andrew Bell
Many thanks (and welcome to the NT) to Kirsti Abbott, who presented a fascinating overview of invasive exotic ant 
species, focusing on her research experience in the control of Yellow Crazy Ants (Anoplolepis gracilipes) on Christmas 
Island and the tiny Pacific country of Tokelau.

The devastating impact of Yellow Crazy Ants on the fauna 
of Christmas Island is, I think, well known, particularly 
on the famous Red Crabs and their spectacular mass 
migrations back to the sea to breed. Less well known is 
their impact on the whole structure and ecology of the 
forest. Like many ants, this species “farms” scale insects 
for their sweet secretions, and on a massive scale enabling 
the emergence of huge super colonies of ants. These are 
large continuous nests interconnecting across huge areas 
with multiple queens. The protection of the scale insects 
enables the scale insect population to explode, and 
also facilitates the growth of powdery mildew, together 
resulting in die-back of the trees. On the ground the 
Red Crabs normally consume leaf litter, seeds and young 
seedlings, keeping the area shaded and open beneath the 
forest canopy, resulting in a characteristic Christmas Island 
forest. The massive numbers of ants however eliminate 
the crabs who keep the ground clear. Kirsti showed us 
photos from when the ants arrived, to ten years later, 
showing a progression from the shaded open understory 
to tangled scrub.

The good news was the success of a mass aerial baiting 
program that has dramatically reduced the ant numbers 
to the point where the huge super colonies have been 
replaced by smaller more “conventional” ant colonies 
with inter-nest aggression – and Red Crab numbers have 
recovered. This is of course control, not elimination, so 
requires sustained effort. 

A new approach is the introduction of a parasitic wasp 
that targets the scale insect. This is a quite novel idea of 
controlling one species by targeting an associated species 
and is showing early promise.

On the tiny nation of Tokelau; same ant but a different 
story. This is a tiny very remote country, a group of small 
coral atolls with no airport, no port that takes large 
vessels, about 500 km north of Samoa. The issue here 
was the direct impact of the crazy ants on people, Kirsti 
emphatically stated from lived experience that it is no 
fun living in an ant super colony! The approach, here 
rather than widespread aerial baiting, was the targeted 
application of baits by the spoonful by villagers, matched 
with a community education program, and engaging 
locals in the research and the response – a community 
development approach that has sustained the program one 
of the most isolated inhabited places on earth.

Invasive ants are an ongoing threat to both people and 
ecosystems, which we are going to have to live with in 
the long term. These islands with a single species that 
can’t re-invade from outside, are valuable “labs” that will 
inform control programs elsewhere, including our ongoing 
battles in the NT.

If you missed Kirsti, you can find her TEDx talk on invasive 
ants here: https://tedxsydney.com/talk/how-invasive-
ants-dominate-ecosystems-kirsti-abbott/

And here is a short video on living with the ants on 
Tokelau from the Pacific Invasive Ant Toolkit: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VBhUSLdvFfw

Left: Kirsti counting ants on Christmas Island. Above: Tokelau.  
Photos: supplied



Nature Territory - June 2022 Page 5

Leichhardt's  Grasshopper, a 'Street Art' wall painting by Jesse Bell on the exterior of the Darwin
Entertainment Centre, Mitchell Street, Darwin. November 2019, being admired by Lyn Lowe. Reproduced with the artist's permission.

(based on a photograph by Paul Arnold)

Seeking photographs of

northern Australian Grasshoppers
for use in a free mobile field guide app.

Please email directly on

if you require more information or to

submit photographs to be received by no later than

31 July 2022.

Lyn Lowe lowe.lynette@gmail.com

scan the QR codeor

Scientist David Rentz and grasshopper researcher Lyn Lowe are looking

for high quality images (grasshoppers, crickets,

tettigoniids/katydids etc) which are found in northern Australia,

specifically the Top End, for use in a free mobile app.

David has taken many photos of individual species in the laboratory;

but we would like to have images of the same species in our natural

environment for the app as well.

You may submit as many images as you wish but we ask that you give

permission to publish in the GRASSHOPPER ID APP. Acknowledgement

of the photographer will be applied to each image used. The app will

be cost free to individuals and able to be downloaded on both Android

and IOS devices. Our choice will be final on which images will be

included in the APP.

ORTHOPTERAN

This Top End Orthopteran (grasshoppers, crickets,

tettigoniids/katydids etc.)  Field Guide app should help

you identify many of the at least 161 endemic species.

The large selection of images will greatly assist this

process. Final app layout may differ from this concept.

12.00

Top End Grasshoppers
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... continued on next page

May Field Trip Report
Exploring the Howard Springs Nature Park Monsoon Forest

by Tissa Ratnayeke
Howard Springs Nature Park is located 30 km to the east of Darwin. It is a popular picnic area for local residents 
who mainly seem to congregate around the BBQs in the well manicured lawns area. We were going to be 
different, we had come with intent to venture in the opposite direction, to explore the adjacent monsoon forest 
for spiders, reptiles, insects and birds.

Prior to commencing the walk, Club member Roland 
Muench gave us an overview of the park, which 
included the following information extracted from 
literature published by Parks and Wildlife Commission 
of the Northern Territory:

Late 1800s - it was part of large pastoral leases.
1910 - the Springs became a solution to Darwin’s 
unreliable water supply.
1939 - Spring water was piped to railway dams, 
overhead storage tanks in Darwin, and Vestey’s 
Meat Works.
1942 - During World War ll, rest and recreation 
camps were set up here for up to 120 servicemen 
from USA and Australia.
1944 - Weir was built across the waterhole to 
create better swimming areas by The Royal 
Australian Engineers.
1957 - Howard Springs became the Northern 
Territory’s first Reserve.

•	 The spring flow decreases progressively from 
about 300 litres/second at the height of the 
Wet season in February to an average of 
about 20 litres/second at the end of the Dry 
season in November.

The monsoon forest walk is an easy, shaded track just 
under 2 km. 

We saw a broad range of fauna. Perhaps the most 
interesting observation was the large congregation 
of nymphalid buterflies, in particular Swamp Tigers 
plus a few Common Crows and Lesser Wanderers that 
had gathered on a patch of Crotalaria retusa. These 
butterflies scratch the plant with their claws and then 
sip the alkaloid containing fluids that are released, 
the chemicals both help to protect the butterflies and 
enhance the success of male reproduction.

See accompanying photographs and captions for 
further information on our observations.

Clockwise from top: Australian White Ibis; female Golden Orb Weaver (Nephila pilipes); Swamp Tigers and one Common Crow at far right sipping 
alkaloid containing fluids from Crotalaria retusa; a grass-dwelling Cedar Bush-brown; Chocolate Argus; Lesser Wanderer. Photos: Samantha Duffy.
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Orange-footed Scrubfowl
Bar-shouldered Dove
Little Bronze-Cuckoo
Masked Lapwing
Australian White Ibis
Forest Kingfisher

Blue-winged Kookaburra
Rainbow Bee-eater
Little Corella
Red-winged Parrot
Red-collared Lorikeet
Sulphur-crested Cockatoo

Rainbow Pitta (heard)
White-gaped Honeyeater
White-throated Honeyeater
Striated Pardalote
Green-backed Gerygone
Varied Triller

Grey Whistler
Green Oriole
Australasian Figbird
White-breasted Woodswallow
Northern Fantail
Spangled Drongo

Clockwise from top: Mertens Water Monitor; a case moth caterpillar; Port Essington Ctenotus (Ctenotus essingtonii); Large-billed Gerygone; 
a non-biting crane fly, often mistaken for a giant mosquito, fungi. Below, left to right: Female Rufous Whistler, White-breasted Woodswallow; 
female Shining Flycatcher. Photos: Phil Smith.

Walking track and signage in the monsoon forest. Photos: Tissa Ratnayeke.

Howard Springs monsoon forest bird list compiled by Dana Cameron:
Shining Flycatcher 
Lemon-bellied Flycatcher
Leaden Flycatcher 
Little Shrikethrush
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Mushrooms are the menu
by Richard Willan

The best discoveries are those that are made by accident. One wet and stormy night early in April this year, Ben Cavanagh 
dashed out to close the gate on his property in Howard Springs. His spotlight momentarily illuminated a remarkable 
sight. Three adult Darwin Yellow Snails (Xanthomelon durvillii) were devouring one single mushroom (Russula sp.) 
(Basidiomycota: Russulales). At the rate they were consuming it, the whole mushroom would have been gone in just 
a few minutes. This was not just a once-off observation, Ben saw the same ‘feeding frenzy’ a few nights later when 
conditions were similar. However, this feeding activity was only taking place in one small area of his property.

Ben posted a photo of this feeding activity on the 
Club’s Facebook page, which immediately aroused my 
interest because this was proof of something I had 
predicted long ago ‒ that these Yellow Snails only eat 
mushrooms (or at least fungi).

Ben’s observations gives us a glimpse into the wider 
behaviour of these native land snails.

Firstly, they are only active on the wettest nights 
during the Wet Season. Their ‘active lives’ (as in 
feeding, growing, reproducing and egg laying) take 
place only during these few months. Like all the other 
members of their family, Camaenidae, they spend 
most of the year, and certainly all the Dry Season, 
buried underground and completely inactive in a form 
of metabolic hibernation called aestivation.

Secondly, they must have an extremely good sense 
of smell to track down the palatable mushrooms, 
of which there are at least two species, from afar 
following the scent trails emanating from them. This 
sense of smell for fungus-based foods has also led 
them to ‘home in’ on other food sources. Ben tells me 
the Yellow Snails in his garden also readily eat moist 
chicken-food pellets if they discover ones that he has 
accidentally dropped on the ground. These pellets, 

when wet, must contain fungus and so smell and taste 
like mushrooms! I wonder what other fungus-based 
foods attract them?

Thirdly, these snails must return to cover before 
daylight.

It seems that camaenids are atypical land snails. 
Broadly speaking, most land snails are herbivores that 
consume green plants. Such a diet has given all land 
snails a bad reputation by gardeners but, because of 
their fungus-based diet, camaenids are not guilty of 
raiding vegetable patches.

All camaenid land snails are most abundant in native 
habitats where fires occur irregularly and their 
numbers decrease as the grass/fire cycle intensifies. 
Ben tells me the majority of his seven acre rural block 
is natural (uncleared) and has not burnt in over 30 
years. These Yellow Snails never occur in disturbed 
suburban gardens, even ones like mine in Brinkin that 
were cleared long ago and have become secondarily 
forested, apparently because the fungi on which they 
feed cannot live there. So, far from despising these 
Yellow Snails, they should be heralded as the sentinels 
for a truly ‘healthy’ natural environment.

Left: Three Darwin Yellow Snails finishing off a Russula sp. mushroom. Right: This Darwin Yellow Snail has a Russula sp. mushroom all to itself. 
Photos: Ben Cavanagh
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A new moth and butterfly society
content provided by Michael Braby

Moths and Butterflies Australasia Inc. (MABA) is an exciting, new society devoted to the 
scientific study, research and conservation of moths and butterflies (Lepidoptera) in the 
Australian Region – Australia, New Zealand, New Guinea and the adjacent Pacific islands. 
The society was founded late last year, and we hope to increase community engagement 
between various people interested in, and working on, Lepidoptera in this mega-biodiverse 
region, including professional entomologists, amateur naturalists, photographers, 
conservationists and citizen scientists, as well as facilitating networks between various 
research institutions and non-government organizations. 

The aims and objectives of MABA are:

•	 To bring together in a scientific forum people of all ages and backgrounds interested in moths and butterflies;

•	 To exchange scientific knowledge, specimens and observations of moths and butterflies in a social and congenial 
atmosphere;

•	 To compile and disseminate information on the identity, taxonomy and distribution of all species of moths and 
butterflies, both native and introduced, for the purposes of advancing education, training, biosecurity and 
evaluation of pest status;

•	 To promote and support the conservation of moths and butterflies and their habitats, and provide information 
to government agencies and non-government organisations on land use, threatened species and biodiversity for 
the purpose of advancing the health of the natural environment;

•	 To lobby for improved funding and training for research on moths and butterflies.

For further information about MABA, including membership, please visit our website: https://maba.org.au

MABA logo 

The MABA logo was designed by artist Sharyn Wragg. The logo features the drepanid moth Hypsidia erythropsalis 
Rothschild, 1896 a brightly coloured species endemic to the Wet Tropics of north-eastern Queensland, where it is 
restricted to tropical rainforest from Cooktown to Innisfail. Like many Australian Lepidoptera, the larval food plants, 
life cycle and biology are unknown, highlighting the knowledge gaps and opportunities for field discovery that typify 
so much of our vast fauna.

The Weed Management Plan for Gamba Grass 2020 – 
2030 (available at nt.gov.au/gamba) outlines the legal 
requirements for the management of Gamba Grass for 
land owners, occupiers and all persons in the Northern 
Territory under the Weeds Management Act 2001. The 
plan also spells out strategic goals, objectives, actions and 
performance indicators for gamba management in the NT. 
Developed in conjunction with the Gamba Grass Weed 
Advisory Committee and community, this planning process 
has identified Gamba management actions to ensure 
meaningful Gamba management outcomes across the NT.

Whilst undertaking this survey, we also ask for your feedback on another strategic action required by the plan - to 
identify key environmental and cultural assets at risk of being impacted by Gamba Grass. Questions 18 and 19 of this 
survey are included to seek community input on this topic.

To ensure a transparent assessment of progress on all actions and outcomes in the plan, the results of this survey will 
be compiled and de-identified so that all survey participants remain anonymous. All results will be included in the 
Gamba Grass Annual Report 2021 to 2022, which will be available online.

Details and survey available here: https://haveyoursay.nt.gov.au/gamba-grass-weed-management-plan

Gamba Grass Weed Management Plan Survey
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Chitter Chatter - excerpts from the Club’s Facebook group

Roland Muench - 30 May
Currently fruiting widely at East Point Reserve and Casuarina Coastal 
Reserve is yellow/orange fruited Strychnine Tree (Strychnos lucida). The 
fruit could be confused with the edible fruit of weed Chinee apple as well 
as with the fruit of Quinine tree (Petalostigma pubescens). When you 
look at the photo of the Strychnine tree you will also notice a brown fruit 
with a little hole. There are quite a few on this bush which aroused my 
curiosity. Whatever it is it may be immune to the poison. Does anyone 
know what this creature is? Weevil perhaps? The brown fruits are hollow 
and eaten out, I guess the bug found its way out through the hole.

Tissa Ratnayeke - The Princess Flash (Deudorix smilis) caterpillar 
burrows into the Strychnos fruit and eats the pulp. It pupates in the 
fruit and the freshly emerged butterfly wriggles out of the tiny hole 
before it’s wings have expanded.

Chelle van Zanden - 25 May
Can someone please tell me what I’m looking at? Is it a spider 
carrying babies?? Can someone ID the spider for me please? 
Location: Nhulunbuy

Tissa Ratnayeke - Confirming this is a wolf spider. Many species 
found throughout Australia, all ground-dwelling, ranging in body 
lengths from less than 10 mm to over 30 mm. They often shelter in 
burrows during the day and come out at night to feed, they are the 
most commonly sighted spiders during nocturnal walks organised 
by this Club. Female wolf spiders are best known for carrying their 
young around for days or weeks depending on the species.

Janette Wilson - 23 May
Nice to discover a water rat next to a tiny waterhole on my property 
in the area of Lake Bennett.

Tissa Ratnayeke - Lucky you, a lovely Rakali, thanks for sharing. 
They are known to catch cane toads and eat their organs.

Bronwyn Wright - They swim rather like an otter.

Amanda Lockwood - 25 May
After an ID on this one please? And what it might mean 
for my native garden? Location Nightcliff. Thanks.

Tissa Ratnayeke - Hairy Flower Wasp (Radumeris 
species). This is a female, males are smaller and much 
slimmer.
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Chitter Chatter - continued from previous page

Daniel Brown - 24 May
Rock-haunting Ringtail Possum at 
Umbrawarra Gorge.

Gavan Keane - 23 May
Can’t help but look for the Gouldians at Lee Point and had a great 
experience with them and other finches today. See so many other 
species every time there as well. (Left to right: Crimson, immature 
Crimson, Gouldian, Chestnut-breasted Mannikin).

Victor Sales - 22 May
Unusual “wader” at Nightcliff, 
yesterday, during all sites 
wader count!! Unclear as to 
which monitor it is?

Nick Volpe - Critically 
endangered Mitchell’s Water 
Monitor.

Chris Woolskinny - Any 
chance youd know much 
about the “Darwin” 
population? Got told 
something about them being potentially more common around Darwin itself than we think?

Nick Volpe - yep there is quite a few of them kicking around in the mangroves and shoreline of Darwin!

Luke Enright - 22 May·
My first Buff-banded Rail! Very happy to find one let 
alone one living in my pond! Katherine.

Inci Foldvari - 30 May
Hello, can anyone ID please, found in Berry Springs

Byron Rothschild - Clerodendrum floribundum - Lolly Bush.



Club website:
http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au

Club Facebook Page: 
www.facebook.com/groups/ntfieldnaturalistsclub

NT Field Naturalists’ Club Directory
President: Andrew Bell 0428 882 979
Secretary: Michelle Edmonds 
Treasurer: Mary Fathers  
Committee Members: Graham Brown 0417 804 036
 Leona Sullivan 0423 951 874
 Victor Sales    
 Roland Muench
 Mathi Sakthivel

BirdLife Australia Liason Officer: Andrew Bell 0428 882 979
Newsletter Editor Tissa Ratnayeke 0417 659 755
Website and Facebook:  Tissa Ratnayeke 0417 659 755

Club notices
Thank you: The previous issue was formatted and 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: Friday 30 June 2022

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●
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.

Club Field Trips are usually held on the weekend following the meetings.

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

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.

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.

FIELD

NATURALISTS’

CLUB Inc.


