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February Meeting:  Wednesday 8, 7.00 pm
Are there useful generalisations about climate change & physiological plasticity?

Please note there is no Field Trip in February

• See page 2 for more details •

Roland Muench says he had a nice encounter with this Brown Goshawk at arms length at his birdbath, however it 
didn’t come for a drink or a bath, something else had caught its attention. Suddenly it dived into the fern thicket below 
and came up with a little lizard.
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Organisms can survive changing environments in two 
main ways: (1) they can evolve new tolerances (requires 
genetic variability and time), or (2) within the lifetime of an 
individual, they can use their existing capacity to adapt to 
changing conditions. This talk will deal with the second of 
these, which can be referred to as physiological plasticity, or 
acclimatisation. 

There is a widely-accepted view that, because tropical 
environments are less variable than conditions in temperate 
zones, tropical organisms have less physiological plasticity 
and are therefore more susceptible to the effects of global 
warming and climate change. Over the past 45 years, I have 
studied amphibians and reptiles in tropical environments in 
South America, the Caribbean, and Australia, and I will use 
that experience to challenge the generalisations that have 

been made about tropical organisms and will talk about what – if any – useful generalisations can be made. 

Keith Christian did his PhD at Colorado State University on the determinants of space use by Galapagos Land 
Iguanas. He expanded his interests in tropical ecology while working at the University of Puerto Rico after which 
he moved to Australia in 1985. His interests include the physiological and behavioural adaptations of animals –
particularly reptiles, amphibians and ants – in response to their physical environment. He has published in the 
areas of comparative physiology, physiological ecology, exercise physiology, thermoregulatory biology, respiratory 
physiology, biophysical ecology, and biological control.
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February Meeting
Are there useful generalisations about climate change & 

physiological plasticity?
Presented by: Keith Christian

Wednesday 8 February - CDU Casuarina. Room BLUE 2A - 7 pm

Please note there is no field trip planned for February.

A Galapagos Land Iguana contemplates climate change.  
Photo: Keith Christian

Centipede photos, 
layout and spatial 

information by 
Nick Volpe.
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Some of the best things in life happen when you do things on a whim ... doing things with not much of a plan and 
finding the unexpected. With tight timeframes between finishing work on Wednesday and getting back to Katherine 
by Saturday afternoon for rugby, Mick Jerram and I took off through the Barkly Tablelands, vintage Midnight Oil tunes 
blaring, following massive rains at the end of December and start of January due to ex-Tropical Cyclone Ellie.

for toasties and coffee and spent the day trundling 
down the Tablelands Highway heading to the Barkly 
Homestead. The day would end up being one of the best 
birding days in the NT that we’ve had for a long time. 

Pictorella Mannikins at several sites; roadside Ground 
Cuckooshrike; another site we had Yellow Chat, 
Flock Bronzewing, Pictorella Mannikin and a Buff-
banded Rail (only the third record in the Barkly Local 
Government Area of this species – so a great record!)

Then the ‘piece de resistance’ at dusk - while watching 
Yellow Chat and walking around a swampy area I could 
hear Mick yelling something from across the swamp – 
last time he did this to me, I couldn’t hear him and he 
had found a Gouldian Finch nest back in 2018. He then 

Barkly Tablelands Adventure: 25 – 28 January
edited version of Marc Gardner’s post to the Club’s Facebook Page

Straight after work and driving into the night we came 
across the biggest Mulga (aka King Brown) Snake 
dead on the road and lots of frogs. We then made 
it to a rest stop at the top of the jump up near Cape 
Crawford on the Carpentaria Highway were we rolled 
out the swags and listened to night birds ... then had 
the obligatory port to see Australia Day in ... and a few 
more tipples, hearing Barn Owls, Nightjars, a Duck.

We had set up in a picnic shelter over looking some 
escarpment, it was humid on Australia Day morning 
and with a headache I was awoken to a brilliant 
chorus including Gouldian Finches! Lots of them flying 
around the shelter and into the grass right behind us! 

We then slowly made our way down to Cape Crawford 

Storm approaching over the plains.
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comes racing out of the swamp and up the road and 
says “I’ve got good news, really good news and really 
bad news”

“The good news is that I found a 
Red-kneed Dotterel in there for your 
year list, the really good news is that 
there’s also three male Painted Snipe 
in there too and the bad news is that 
they’re in the really muddy area”

So I’m like ‘stuff it - Painted Snipe! 
Kicked off the thongs and went for 
them in the mud and found them - 
sadly no photos though (It would’ve 
been great to show you how 
awesome they are) but there was 
a storm coming and I’m not getting 
stuck in the mud with my expensive 
camera gear getting wet. Also at this 
site we had several Stubble Quail 
(relatively rare and hard to get in 
the NT) which we tried to follow, 
as well as a small flock of Oriental 
Pratincoles flying over plus a raft of other species. 

We were on a high and then made our way up to 
Kennedy Creek to wash our feet off and a nearby 

rest area till it was dark and Buttonquail Time! We 
then jump back in the car and no less than 20 m from 
where we were was Buttonquail! Everywhere! Mostly 

Little Buttonquail and a few Red-
Chested. That was our Australia Day 
... followed by a sleepless bug and 
mosquito-filled night on the Barkly 
Tablelands. 

Friday we then went back to some 
Yellow Chat sites and found a female 
with a nest feeding young and had 
a Grey Falcon fly over. Then further 
down the Tablelands Highway we 
found a spot with Pied Honeyeater, 
Bellbirds, Chiming Wedgebills and 
some other species expected to be 
found further south. 

On the way towards Tennant Creek 
we found some microwave towers - 
one with two juvenile and an adult 
Grey Falcon and another further on 
with another pair of Grey Falcon – 

so far a 6 Grey Falcon day!

At the 41 Mile rest area we found Melaleuca viridifolia 
in profuse flowering – even with two colour forms – 

Gouldian Finch (left); Yellow Chat (right)

Melaleuca viridifolioa colour forms - the red 
doesn’t occur in the Darwin region.

Chequered Swallowtail (left); Norther Snapping Frogs in amplexus (right)
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a deep crimson and the more regular green/yellow. 
Here we found Banded Honeyeaters – a well inland 
record as they are usually found much further North - 
plus some Black and Black-chinned Honeyeaters.

The day was just getting better and better and we 
ended up at Tennant Creek, straight up a track and 
within 30 seconds of getting out of the car, we had 
Dusky Grasswren! They were probably nesting so 
we left them alone and spent the last light out on 
the Warrego Road where I needed Grey-headed 
Honeyeater for my year list (which we got), more 
Red-chested Buttonquail and right on last light we 
found a pair of Peregrine Falcons on a tower and 
then Spinifex Bird. 

We decided to stay at a motel in Tennant Creek for 
the night and relished the air conditioning and lack of 
mozzies and bugs.

On the way back to Katherine we found some Pacific 
Swifts flying close to our heads over the road  and at 
the back of the Highway Inn at Daly Waters at lunch 
time Mick goes “They’ve got a Bison out the back 
here ...”

I’m like “No they don’t, but we’ll have a look..”

Spinifex Pigeon (left); Swinhoe’s Snipe (right)

Unfortunate road kill, a King Brown estimated to be 2.3 m. Carpentaria Highway near Daly Waters.

Sure enough ... in the humid stinking hot paddock out 
the back of the roadhouse are two bison! Absolutely 
amazed they are living in the tropics... then to top 
the weekend off while we ate our pies and chiko rolls 
in the car for lunch I spot a wader in the mud in the 
paddock next to the fence ... a Swinhoe’s Snipe in 
broad daylight. 

The bushlarks are flaming mimicks too out on the 
Tablelands ... I listed them mimicking the Yellow 
Chats, Aussie Pratincoles, Whistling Kites, Plumed 
Whistling Ducks, Cockatiels, Golden-headed Cisticolas, 
Woodswallows, Varied Lorikeets and even budgies!

Seriously, get out the Barkly if you can, some 
cracking species, stacks of rain has made for some 
epic plant growth. Stay at the roadhouses - Daly 
Waters Pub, Heartbreak Hotel, Barkly Homestead are 
recommended to avoid bugs, delightful airconditioning 
and great tucker. 

Waterbirds and life is still building up and breeding and 
the forthcoming months out there will a nature lover’s 
playground from snakes and frogs to insects and birds 
going beserk ... it’s going off and not to be missed.
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Chitter Chatter - excerpts from the Club’s Facebook group

Rebecca Day - 26 January
Why does my little friend have lumps on him? Parasites?

Di Barton - sure looks like parasites. They get larval 
pentastomes, nematodes and tapeworms under their skin.

Jill Huck - 12 January
Starfish on Casuarina Beach. Can anyone ID?  And is this 
a type of starfish we should be worried about?

Richard Willan - As usual, the monsoon caused all 
manner of wonderful essentially offshore invertebrates 
to get dislodged and wash ashore. This seastar is one of 
them. It is a species of the genus Goniodiscaster because 
of the large plates at the margin of the arms. According 
to the most recent guide to Australian seastars (Marsh & 
Fromont 2020), Goniodiscaster species are quite variable 
and it is likely that some of the 10 nominal species will 
be synonymised when a range of specimens can be 
compared. So I won’t give this one a specific name.

Andrew Bell - 22 January
Finally got half decent shots of a male Mangrove Golden 
Whistler this morning in the East Point mangroves. He was keen 
to impress a visiting birder - who was suitable impressed.

Paul Clissold - 20 January
What kind of gecko is this? I’ve never noticed this kind 
before - Nightcliff

Chris Jolly - Its a mourning gecko (Lepidodactylus 
lugubris)

Phil Smith - 17 January
Any ideas as to what these are? They’re in my potplant 
on the verandah at Acacia Hills. Is it a type of fungi? 
Obviously been quite damp lately.

Kasey Chabiera - Cyathus striatus aka bird’s nest fungi.
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Glynis Abbott - 19 January
We found this spider in the pool this 
morning at Virginia. Still very much 
alive. Can i have an ID please. Thanks.

Tissa Ratnayeke - That’s an Australian 
Tarantula, quite common in the Top 
End and photos are regularly posted 
here. Best to relocate it back into the 
garden. Thanks for sharing.

Dawn Bateman - 26 January
Found this impressive fungi of some 
sort. Mc Arthur River region.

Paul Honeybun - Old Calvatia species. 
Not 100% on which species we have 
in the NT but it seems close to C. 
Craniiformis. The inside of this one has 
turned into a spore slurry which will 
dry out and blow away

Geoffrey Newton - 18 January
Anyone have an ID for this grasshopper 
(apart from rabid Richmond supporter). 
Approx 35mm long. Katherine.

Tissa Ratnayeke - Nice find, Stropis 
maculosa, a grasshopper of arid areas. 
Has the common name Leopard 
Grasshopper, don’t now why, it looks 
more like tiger stripes to me.

Roland Muench - 21 January
Out at Lee Point there are a few beautiful patches of Canavalia rosea, a dune creeper with three-lobed leaves and woody 
pods following flowering. Interestingly the flower opens when the large Carpenter Bee pushes in.
Came across a couple of interesting research papers on the pollination of this plant. Indeed the pollen transfer from the 
anthers of C. rosea to the bee’s dorsal scope is related precisely to the weight and size of this large bee, to be able to push 
and open the inner reproduction features of the flower and drop the stamen with anthers to deposit the pollen. The lure is 
the nectar but there isn’t much so the bee has to visit many flowers.

Jacqui McNeil - 25 January
Looking for an ID on this pretty grasshopper. It was at Cooinda Lodge 
in Kakadu.

Tissa Ratnayeke - The appropriately named Bark-mimicking 
Grasshopper (Coryphistes ruricola), this is a nymph.
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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 March 2023 newsletter: Friday 24 February 2023

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●
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.
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