Tropical Topics

%?@ii An interpretive newsletter for the tourism industry

TS P

Declining mammals of the savannas

Notes from the
Editor

In Tropical Topics 73 we looked at
theproblemsfacing seed-eatingbirds
in the savannas and the fact that
many of them were in trouble.
Unfortunately they are not the only
animal group in difficulty. It has
become apparent that many savanna
mammals have suffered serious
declines in recent decades. The
reasons are unknown — several
factors may beinvolved.

Researchersareeager togainasmuch
information as possible and would
appreciateany help they can get. For
many mammalsrecordsarepoor and
surveys arefew and far between. So
they would like to appeal to you —
Tropical Topics readers —to get in
touch with any relevant sightings.

Please see page 4 for contact details.

| would like to thank John
Woinarski, Department of
Infrastructure, Planning &
Environment, Northern Territory,
John Winter, Peter Latch, Scott
Burnett and Peter Johnson, QPWS,
and Euan Ritchie, JCU, for their
valuable help with thisissue.

Please note

that you arewel cometo photocopy
Tropical Topics. However, if the
textisreproduced separately it must
not be altered and must
acknowledge the Environmental
Protection Agency as the source.
[llustrations must not be reused
separately without permission.
Please contact the editor (details
on the back page) if in doubt.
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Theuncommon br ushtail

possuMm

Thecommon brushtail possum (Trichosurus
vulpecula) has, gener ally, earned itsname. I t
isthemost frequently seen possumandis

consider ed almost asapest in someurban ar eas
wher eit hasatendencytobed downinhouseroofs.In
New Zealand, wher eit hasbeenintroduced, it definitelyis
apest —70million of theanimalsar esteadily chomping

through thenativevegetation without any natural controls.

In severa parts of Australia, however,
the common brushtail possum has
been disappearing. It has largely
vanished from central Australia, from
many placesin Cape Y ork and along
the east coast, west of the divide. For
example, back intheearly 1980s,
mammal surveys between Weipaand
Mapoon found an average of 12
common brushtailswithina23km
stretch. In 1990, not asingle one could
befound in the same area. The
surveys were repeated several more
times to 1997 — without any success.

The same story has been recorded
from anumber of places—the Embley
Range, near Laura and, further south,
the Greenvale and Mt Surprise
districts. However, just to confuse the
issue, numbers of these puzzling
animals have been increasing within
about a5km radius of Coen. Common
brushtails are not the only mammalsin
decline. Commonringtail possums,
brushtail phascogales, northern quolls
and many other mammals acrossthe
savanna region have also been
disappearing (see pages 2 -5).
Mammal expertsare concerned.

Theories may outnumber the possums,
and it islikely that a number of factors
are contributing.

Drought may be afactor. During hard
timesit is possible that the possums

No. 75 October 2002

survive in refuges. These
areasmay naturally collect
moisture and perhaps have
better soil fertility. However,if ™
cattle are also attracted to these
areas, the possums may suffer from
competition.

Grazing and other land management
practices may be causing vegetation
changes which affect native animals.
At the end of the dry season, tree
leaves become too desiccated for the
possums to eat so they come down to
the ground to feed on understorey
plants. If the composition of this
resource has changed, the possums
could beintrouble at acritical time of
year.

Introduced predators, in the form of
catsand foxes, arelikely to play apart.
Themajority of mammalswhichhave
disappeared from the savanna region
weigh between 300g and 5kg —an ideal
size for these predators to tackle.
Diseases spread by dogs, cats, rats
and so on may also be significant.

Mammal expert,Dr John Winter, has
received aCapeY ork Natural History
Trust grant to help him investigate this
mystery. Heiskeen to hear from
anyone who might be ableto givehim
relevant information — please see page
4 for contact details.
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Northern Australia’s disappearing mammals. a major conservation problen

by John Woinar ski

M ost of usthink of norther n Australiaasavast unspoilt land, full of abundant wildlifeand mer cifully freeof the
environmental pr oblemsthat char acterisemor edeveloped ar easinter stateor in other countries.

But this perceptionisalittle
misleading—not all iswell inour
outback environments. One of
the most unmistakeable
symptomsis the loss of many
mammal speciesfrom central
Australia. Sometimeinthelast
150 years, 15 species have
becomeextinctin central
Australia, most of them
throughout their entire former
range (see p6). Until the early
1900s many of thesewere
extremely abundant and our
country is poorer for their loss.

A
Scientists had assumed that the losses ‘
werelargely aphenomenon of arid and Former {
semi-arid Australia, tied up partly with range

the spread of foxes. We had assumed
that northern Australia was secure, that
it alone offered protection for an intact
mamma fauna.

However, recent evidence suggests that
not all iswell inthemammal faunaof
northern Australia. Surveysin the last two
decades have reported absences or declines of many
species, in south-west, north and south-east Kimberley, in
theVictoriaRiver District and the Gulf regions, in Cape Y ork
Peninsulaand even in Arnhem Land.

We can get some idea of the scale of thisloss by comparing
our current assessment of status with historical records.
Knut Dahl, an early zool ogist/explorer, wrote of his
experiencesin the south-east Kimberley and Arnhem Land
in 1897. His accounts give some idea of how things have
changed:

* Theburrowingbettong (near Broome): “... theground
was nearly everywhere and in all directions excavated by
the burrows of this little macropod ... all the scrubs, and
especially the slopes ... are inhabited by countless
numbers’. This speciesisnow extinct in northern Australia.

* Thegolden bandicoot: “very numerousin the coast
country around Roebuck Bay ... great numbers being
brought tome”. 1t now occursin only two or three small
areas of the Kimberley mainland, oneisland off Arnhem
Land, and two islands off the Western Australian coast (see
map, above).

* Thegolden-backed tree-rat: “the houses of settlers ... are
always tenanted by (this species)”. Again, it now occurs
only inafew small areas of the Kimberley, with no Northern
Territory recordssince 1967.

* Thebrush-tailed rabbit-rat: “in ArnhemLandis
everywhere common in the vicinity of water”, and
“numerous all over Arnhem Land, and in great numbers on
therivers on the lowlands’. This speciesis now known
from the Northern Territory mainland only on the Cobourg
Peninsulaand one small areawithin Kakadu.

* Thebrush-tailed phascogale: “ontheriversMary and
Katherine it was frequently observed. In fact, nearly
everywhere inland it was very constant, and on a

l&ol den bandicoot, captured in north-east Arnhem Land.

- -

Map showing the gSI den
‘bandicoot's former (dotted line)
and current (A,B and C) range.

moonlight walk one would
generally expect to see this little
marsupial”. This speciesis now
restricted, on the Northern
Territory mainland, to fewer than
fivesites(Jabiru, Litchfield, near
Cooinda and Cobourg Peninsula).
Itis sparsely distributed in other
states — see p5.

We can be reasonably sure that
the current status of these
species doesn't fit the accounts
of 100 or so yearsago, but itis
not entirely clear over what period
the decline has occurred. Thereis some evidence
that the declineisstill occurring. Re-sampling of
mammal faunain even large national parksin
the Top End of the Northern Territory has
shown amarked reduction for many species
over thelast 10-20 years.

The extent and timing of lossisdifficult to
pinpoint. Thisis partly because many of these
mammal s are unhel pfully inconspi cuous; most

are nocturnal, secretive and rarely seen. Few
human residents of northern Australia appreciate
what movesin their surrounds after dark, few appreciate
how fascinating some of thisfaunais, few realise when that
fauna goes missing and few seem to care about it being lost.

Disturbingly, the species that appear to be declining in
northern Australia are from the same groups of species as
those that proved most likely to become extinct elsewherein
Ausgtralia: the bandicoots, possums, smaller wallabies,
quolls and larger rodents.

Most of the losses in central Australia happened before we
generally accepted responsibility for the state of our lands.
Many disappeared before we even knew they werein
trouble. Many disappeared remarkably quickly —within a
decade or two, they went from being exceedingly abundant
to completely absent. We should heed well the warnings
from this vanished fauna, and try to ensure that we can
maintain what we have in northern Australia.

The warnings are clear enough, but how should we deal
with the problem? Unfortunately, we can't yet be sure of
what is going wrong. Thisis a detective story, arace
against timeto find the cul prits before all our chargesare
dead. There are some clues. We know that not only
mammals but also birds are declining (see Tropical Topics
73). Weknow that many of the declining mammals have
been lost across much of the north Australian mainland, but
remain abundant on someislands. We know that many
species appear to have declined across lands of all tenures
and uses, including Aboriginal lands, pastoral lands and
even national parks. Perversely, many of the declining
species (such as the brushtail possum, black-footed tree-rat
and northern brown bandicoot) remain common around
major human population centres. It is acomplicated story.

We have suspicions. Feral cats may be involved, because
many of the declining speciesare meal-sized for wild cats,
and because some of the islands that have retained good

numbersof native mammalsare cat-free. Changedfire

continued on page 3
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Koala communities
Koalas (Phascolarctos cinereus)
were once more widespread than
they are now, covering alargearea /'
in the east of the country. Shooting
(before they were protected), fireand
deforestation are thought to have led
toadeclinein numbers, particularly
inQueenslandwhere, in1927, 10000
licensed trapperscollected 600 000 koala
skins. A survey conducted in widely
scattered parts of the statein 1967 found
that koalas had disappeared from 37
percent of sites surveyed. Natural recovery of reduced
populations is probably slow due to slow breeding and
dispersal and discontinuity of suitable habitats.

Koalas were probably never very numerous in the west and
north of Queensland, due to alack of suitable food trees.
However, there are historical recordsof koalasfrom

Cooktown and they are definitely found west of Ravenshoe.

There have been sightings around Irvinebank, Herberton,
Mt Surprise and so on — they seem to be found just west of
the Great Dividing Range. It isthought there may be quite a
large number of koalas spread out over alarge area. If you
seeany, Dr Andrew Krockenberger at James Cook
University would be very interested to hear about your
sighting. Y ou can contact him on e-mail:

QuOlls and t0adS —

~ . Thereis strong evidence that northern

) N quolls (Dasyurus hallucatus) (aswell as
variousmonitor lizard species) decline
rapidly in numbers when canetoads arrivein

~ " their patch. Quolls are active hunters. They

include frogsin their diets and swallow prey

eagerly.

In early 1983 northern quollswereacommon

feature of Iron Range, on the Cape Y ork Peninsula.
Several individuals could be seen each night,
scavenging around camps. Toads arrived in mid-1983 and
by late 1983 no live quolls were seen —just their carcasses.
Between 1983 and 1986, not asingle quoll could befound.
One or two have been seen since this — but the decline has
beendramatic.

From 1986 to February 1994, resident naturalistsat Pajinka,
at thetip of the Cape Y ork Peninsula, reported northern
quolls regularly scavenging around the lodge and providing
regular sightings for tourist night walks. Toads arrived at
Pajinkain February 1994 and withinthreemonthsall live
quolls had disappeared.
Carcasses were found, but no
i |ive quolls have been seen
9 since then.

Andrew.Krockenberger@jcu.edu.auor onPh: (07) 4042

1208,

continued from page 2

regimesarelikely to beinvolved. For
many mammals, areas burnt every year
inlargefires are less suitable than
areas exposed to fine-scale infrequent
fires, partly because frequent fires
destroy the dense shrub layer of fruit-
bearing native plants. Disease may be
implicated, possibly spread by wild
dogs, feral cats and/or black rats.

Until we can find the cause of the
problem, and then take management
actionsto remedy it, we arein danger
of watching over the unfolding of a
tragedy. We may keep the bush and
theillusion of environmental well-
being, but our wildlife heritagewill be
much diminished.

Theproblem of adisappearingmammal
faunais being considered now by
wildlife agencies across northern
Australia, partly through an extensive
collaborative project supported by the
Cooperative Research Centre(CRC)for
Tropical Savannas Management. This
project includes detailed studies of the
ecology of, and threats to, some
representative species, and a program
of re-sampling somelandmark wildlife
surveys, in order to better delineate
and assess the extent of biodiversity
loss and its possible causes.

For moreinformation: contact John
Woinarski, Department of
Infrastructure, Planning &
Environment, POBox 496, Palmerston,
Northern Territory 0831, or,in
Queendand, Peter Latch, QPWS, on
(07)40917751.

Monitoring macropods
Rock wallabies may not have suffered asbadly as smaller mammals. Peter
Johnson, QPWS, has been resurveying sites in Queensland where the allied
rock-wallaby (Petrogaleassimilis) wasrecorded 25-30 yearsago. Thisanimal is
found from Mt Spec south to the Burdekin and Bowen Rivers and east to
Porcupine Gorge and north-west to Croydon. So far, out of about 15 sites
studied, all but two still have resident populations — and new sites have been
found. Itisextremely difficult to count rock-wallabieswhich makesadeclinehard
to gauge.

Other species of rock-wallabiesin more restricted areas may be morevulnerable
by virtue of their small isolated popul ations. However, rock-wallabies, in general,
are quite well protected by their preference for rocky habitats which shelter them
from most feral predators — although cats in Queensland and foxes in Western
Australiaare known to kill them. Although they are not affected by cattle grazing,
goats are a problem — but thousands of goats throughout Queensland have been
removed recently and sold for meat. Nonetheless, there is concern that young
animals, dispersing from one rocky areato another, may run into troubleif the
intervening landscape has been detrimentally altered.

A PhD student at James Cook University, Euan Ritchie, is
embarking on athree-year study of theantilopinewallar co
(Macropus antilopinus). Found in the Cape Y ork Peninsulaand
across the northern savannas of Australia, it is the only kangaroo
species limited in distribution to the tropics and its ecol ogy
remains poorly understood. It was observed that although
numbers were good in the 1980s the species then went through
amarked decline, especially in the southern part of itsrange.
However, kangaroo numbers do tend to fluctuate with rainfall.
In addition to describing the antilopine wallaroo’ s ecology in
Queensland, Euan will try to ascertain the extent of the
reported decline and what factors (for example, climate and
land practices) are responsible.

For moreinformation, contact Euan Ritchie at the School of
Tropical Biology, JCU Townsville, Ph: (07) 47815715 or e-mail
euan.ritchie@jcu.edu.au




Common ringtail possum (Pseudocheirus
peregrinus)

Look out for a possum the size of asmall
cat, with small, rounded earsand a
tapering tail whichisusually white
at the end for about two-thirds of
itslength. Thefur liesflat on thetail
—itisnot bushy — and it can be
coiled up tightly or used as afifth
limbtohelpitsowner climbandcarry
nesting material. It hasalight to dark grey body with
tan coloured limbs and awhitish belly, and is known to
makeabird-liketwittering call at night.

(Trichosurus vulpecula)

7 Look out for a possum the size of a

" large cat with large pointy earsand a
black, dightly bushy tail whichisfurred

|sgrey with acreamy coloured beIIy Itis
often vocal, chattering and screeching.

The common brushtail livesin eucalypt woodland,
where it feeds on leaves and fruit. It is found
right across the savanna region, although,
as mentioned on page 1, it ismuch less
common in some areas than it used to be. Its
distribution was probably always patchy,
possibly preferringwood andswheretreehollows are
more plentiful. For example, suitable shelter sitesseemto v
be scarcein Darwin
stringybark trees, which
dominate woodlands right
across the savannas. Patterns
of fireand soil fertility may
also dictate patchy
distributions. On the other

The common ringtail possum feeds mainly on leaves
although it will also eat flower buds and is notorious for
attacking rose buds. It frequents eucalypt woodlands and river-
side vegetation where it makesitsdenin atree hollow or,
occasionally, in afootball-sized stick nest. It isfound on the Cape
Y ork Peninsulaand down the
east coast, inland to just west of
the Great Dividing Range, but
appears to have recently
disappeared from many areas
such as Cooktown. In recent
years, on the Cape Y ork

Wanted —+eports

Have these tree-dwelling animals increased, decreased or
stayed the same in numbers in your area? Or perhaps you
have never seen them? Although looking primarily at
common brushtail and common ringtail possums, Dr John

hand, common brushtailsare  |Winter isinterested in sightings of all tree-dwelling Peninsula, it has
foﬁd of ﬁem"furba” areas ., |mammals. Please contact him at PO Box 151, beien frecort?]ed
gjvayesf ient el ‘;gﬁg e i; @ |Ravenshoe, QLD 4872; Ph/Fax: (07) 4097 0048 or e-mail: | §7¥ "I i1e
house ceilings john.winter@iig.com.au. area.and Coen.

N Sugar glider (Petaurus
- breviceps)
Look out for afairly small
= possum (shorter in body

Iength than the average black
rat) with agliding membrane down the side of its
¢— body. It islight grey with adark stripe down the middle
.- of itsforehead and along its back. There are also black
/stnpasalong thelimbs. Thetail iswell furred and of amore
or less uniform thickness, often with awhitetip. Aswith all
gliders, thetail isnot prehensile—it cannot curl it. (Tailsare
~ often discarded by owls and worninringer’s hats!) It calls

-+ Thesugar glider livesin awide range of habitats, from

e ) monsoon forest patches to eucalypt
woodland, feeding on nectar, pollen, tree
sap and gum, insects, small arboreal
~ mammals and possibly birdseggs. It

spends the day in atree hollow,
sometimes with others. It isfound
v throughout the tropical savanna
¥ region.

Feathertail glider (Acrobates
pygmaeus) _

Look out for atiny, house
mouse-sized glider witha
digtinctivefeather-liketail. Itisan
energeticlittlecreaturewhichlivesin
eucalypt woodland feeding on

i generally grey with darker limbsand alighter beIIy

Squirrel glider (Petaurus norfolcensis)
Look out for aglider whichisvery similarin
appearance to the sugar glider, but
larger - closer in body length to the
averageblack rat. Itstail isfluffier
at the base than that of the sugar
glider and lacksthe whitetip.

Livingin eucalypt woodland, with a

similar diet, thesquirrel gliderismuch

rarer than the sugar glider. It livesonly in

eastern Australia. In

- Queendand, it isfound inland
of the coastal ranges, north

. to about Weipa, and ‘
possibly as far west as

Normanton.

A

: .“ Greater glider (Petaur0|des 9
‘_’Q volans) ﬂ
Look out for alarge glider, with ’{
roughly the same body size ,
and weight asarabbit. Ithas §

: o e avery long, furry, pendulous
tall andlarge rounded, well-furred ears. Overall, itis

Thegreater glider livesintall, eucalypt woodland

insects, nectar and pollen and a spending the daysin atree hollow. Like
P ;sleeping in tree hollows by day. _ koalas, but unlike other gliders, it feeds
Y- |ts range extends down the Qe ¥\ exclusively on eucalypt leaves. It isfound
east coast of Australia. In A rf":_\ only in eastern Australia; in

Queensdand it is found from the east
coast to about the Great Dividing &
Range andin the Cape Y ork Peninsula. U

Queendland it is present inland of the
coastal ranges and west to Mt *
Surprise and the Gregory Range. o



Brush-tailed phascogal e (Phascogal e topoatafa)
ook out for an animal with abody about the size of a
Iarge bI ack rat, prominent, naked ears, a pointed snout and an
extraordinary tail which lookslikeal arge, black bottle-brush for
much of itslength. This contrasts with a uniformly grey body
whichislighter onthebelly. A carnivorous marsupia (dasyurid),
itisan energetic creature, moving with fast, jerky movements.

The brush-tailed phascogale lives in eucalypt woodland, rarely
coming to the ground and feeding mainly on insects, found under
bark, and some small vertebrates. In northern Australia, it has
been found on the Cape Y ork Peninsula

(although there were no reports between the

1930s and 1990s) and in northern parts of

the Northern Territory and Western

Australiabut has disappeared from many

placei (See page3) Densitiesare very low. /

¥

vRock ringtail possum (Petropseudes dahli)
Look out for a stocky possum, the size of a small
# rabbit, livinginrocky terrain. It hassmall, round
ears with white patches below and above the
eyes and under the ears. Itstail is short and
has athick, furry base but is almost naked for
he last half. The body fur isgrey with adark
! strip down the middle of the back.

These possums are very sociable, and are
usually seen in family groups of two or three.
During the day they shelter in rock crevices
and piles, emerging at night to feed in the trees,
eating leaves and fruit. They
are found in rock outcrops,
¢ particularly sandstone,
. fromLawnHillinwestern
-§ Queendand, west to the .
Kimberley. :

Visitor sfromtherainforest

Thesetworainforest dweller saresometimesseenin the
woodlandsof theCapeY ork Peninsula

Common spotted cuscus (Spi Iocuscus

macul atus) "

Look out for an animal the size of a j 1’
large rabbit with ears so small they are ™, "% @

hidden within the fur and naked red V
skin around the eyes. The skin of the ",

nose, paws and tail —which is naked for
the last third —isyellow. Males are spotted & b
cream and light brownwhilefemalesare W,ﬂ
mostly grey with alighter belly.

The common spotted cuscus sleeps on a branch duri ng the day
and feeds at night on fruit, flowers, leaves and small vertebrates.
It prefers rainforest but is also found in mangroves and eucalypt
woodland. It livesonly at thetip of Cape Y ork.

Striped possum (Dactylopsilatrivirgata)

Look out for the distinctive black and white striped coat of this

animal with apronounced white Y on theface. Longer than a

black rat in the body, it has alarge head, along body and bushy
.;tail, prominent ears and an elongated fourth finger.

This energetic possum digs for grubsin
= rotting wood and also eats fruit and flowers.
S Although usually found in rainforest, from
the wet tropicsto the tip of the Cape York
i Peninsula, it may venturewell into eucalypt
-+ woodland.

%
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Black-footedtree-rat
(Mesombriomys goul dii) \
Look out for adark grey animal with
prominent, naked ears and ahairy
tail whichismostly black witha 3
whitetip for thelast third. The size of o
asmall cat, thisanimal isone of Australid's
largest rodents. It ismore squirrel-like than rat-
likeinbehaviour.

The black-footed tree-rat spendsthe day in

tree hollows and feeds at night on seeds, fruit

and msects It is found across northern parts of

the savanna region,

but is not often seen. ‘

Several, however, have‘ﬂk "’
turned upin roof :
- spaces.

Scaly-tailed possum
(Wyulda

squami caudata)
Look out for arabbit-si zeti
possum with prominent
earsand atail which, for
two thirds of itslength, is
naked and covered with
scaleswhich giveit arough
appearance. Its body is greyish
brown with adark strip down the ‘
middle of theback and alighter belly. *

i

Liketherock ringtail, the scaly-tailed possum livesin rock
piles, sleeping in crevices and coming out at night to feed in
thetreeson leaves, flowersand fruit. Despitetheir similar
habits, however, the two species are not related. The scaly-
tailed possum is not particularly sociable
and tends to be solitary. It is found
only inasmall part of north-western
Western Australia. '

K oala (Phascolarctoscinereus)

Look out for abroad face with large, rounded furred ears, no
tail and adumpy, grey-coloured body. It sleeps on a branch
during the day and feeds on eucalypt leaves at night. It can be
very vocal, bellowing loudly at times. It isfound

only in eastern Australia. In Queendandiitis

more numerous in the south-east, with lower

numbers to the west. However, it is thought

that some scattered populations remain

unrecorded (see page 3). ¢

Raresightings

Golden-backedtree-rat (Mesembriomysmacrurus)

Look out for an animal the size of alarge black rat with large
naked ears and avery long tail tipped with awhite brush. It
isgenerally pale grey with adistinctive orange-brown stripe
along the back.

Although it foragesin trees, it sometimes comesto the
ground and has been seen on seashores. Its distribution is
now very limited (see page2).

Brush-tailed rabbit-rat (Coniluruspenicillatus)

Look out for ablack rat-sized animal with arabbit-like
appearance. It has large naked ears and a very long brushed
tail. Itisgrey-brown above, paler below.

Thisanimal isan active climber and isfound in eucalypt
woodlands and seashore trees including pandanus, where it
sometimes shelters by day. Its distribution is now very
limited (seepage2).




Q Why aretherenoverylarge
animalsintheAustralian savannas,
likethosefoundin Africa,ina
similar environment?

A Huge animals—megafauna—
flourished in Australia between
about 1.6 millionand 40 000 years
ago, and then 85 percent became
extinct.

Inthegameof life, large-sized
animals are at a disadvantage.
Usually their reproductive potential
islow and population sizes small
which makesthem slow to adapt.
Animalswhich reproducerapidly
have a better chance of survival.

Debate rages over reasons for
megafaunaextinction. Probably
several factors contributed. It is
likely that climate played apart as
the Australian continent became
much drier and vegetation changed.
Fires, whether lit by people or
nature, may have added to the
problems. It has been pointed out
that those animals which died out
were browsers of soft vegetation
while grass-eaters, such as
kangaroos, emus and wombats,
survived — perhaps a successful
adaptation to effects of climate
change. In addition, Australian soils
are notoriously nutrient-poor, which
may have prevented the evolution
of large herds of herbivores, as
found in Africa, and the carnivores
to prey on them.

Human hunting is often blamed.
Australialost about 50 of its largest
animal sbetween 40000 and 20 000
years ago — the generally accepted
timeof arrival of Aboriginal people.
Indeed, extinctions of megafauna
throughout the planet coincided
with the arrival of humans— about
11 000 years ago in North and South
America, 14000-12000yearsagoin
northern Europe, 4000 yearsago in

Questions & Answers

the Arcticislands and just 800-500
yearsagoin New Zealand. In Africa
and Asia, however, large animals
evolved alongside humans, giving
them the opportunity to develop
avoidance strategies. This may have
been the key to their survival.

We have problems deciding what is
happening to our declining fauna
now, so we will probably never be
really certain about the past.

A University of Sydney website
provides numerous links to
fascinating material on megafauna.
See http://science.uniserve.edu.au/

school/quests/mgfauna.html

Q Howlongdoesacar pet snake
live?

A Graeme Gow's Complete Book of
Australian Shakes (Cornstalk
Edition, 1993) says pythonslive
perhaps 30-40 years. Asarule of
thumb smaller animalslive shorter
lives than bigger ones of the same
type, so a carpet python is probably
at the lower end of this scale. With
reptiles, average longevities can be
greatly extended inindividual cases,
and as reptiles generally grow
throughout their lives (the rate
slowingmoreor lesslogarithmically),
an 8.5m long amethystine python
(averagelength 3.5m) may be
expected to be very old!

Someone working on Morelia bredli
(no common name) in the deserts
around Alice Springs, reckons (with
some evidence) that their lives may
have been extended to 80 or more
years. This is because they spend all
the drought years (seven out of 10
below averagerainfall) in hibernation,
and aretherefore metabolically
‘switched off’ for most of thetime.
Acknowl edgements Russell Best, QPWS
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Factsand statSon
decliningsavannamammals s

Fifteen mammal specieshavebecome
extinctin central Australiaduring the
last 150 years. They arethe lesser
bilby, the central hare-wallaby, the
mala, the burrowing bettong, the
brush-tailed bettong, the pig-footed
bandicoot, the western quoll, the
numbat, the desert bandicoot, the red-
tailed phascogale, the desert rat-
kangaroo, the crescent nailtail wallaby,
the long-tailed hopping-mouse, the
short-tailed hopping-mouse and the
lesser stick-nest rat. Most are also
extinct throughout their entireformer
range.

Commonbrushtailsthriveonthe
leavesof Cooktownironwood
(Erythrophleumchlorostachys) which
isreally quiteextraordinary,
consideringtheextremelytoxic
natur eof thistree. I ntroduced
domesticanimalsarer eadily poisoned
by it —aslittleas50g of leavesis
enough tokill. (See Tropical Topics
71 page5.) Rock ringtail possums
alsoeat leavesfromthistree.

From the 1930sto the 1990s, no brush-
tailed phascogal es were recorded from
the Cape Y ork Peninsula. Therewas
then a spate of sightings around
Cooktown, including threeroad kills,
and a population was found near
DaviesCreek, notfar from Cairns.
These animalsare difficult to trap
since they spend so much timein the
trees so information on distribution is
limited.

A mother rock ringtail possum
sometimesformsabridgewith her
bodytoallowtheyoungtowalk across
her back and reach distant branches.
Thisbehaviour isunknowninany
other possum. Thesepossumsar e
alsounusual inthat they formlong-
termpair bonds, with both par ents
raisingtheyoungand—unusually for
mammalsother than apes—embrace
their children.

Rock ringtail possumsoften lick
termite mounds — a behaviour not
recorded from any other marsupial.
Perhaps the mounds are a source of
mineralsto help settle their stomachs.

Atotal of 76 speciesof native
mammalswasr ecor ded fromtheCape
York Peninsulabythe1948Archbold
Expedition. Eleven of thesehavenot
beenrecorded since.

Please remember that Dr John Winter
is very keen to hear about sightings
—or lack of sightings — of tree-
dwelling mammalsinthe savanna
region. Contact details on page 4.




Out and about

TheTropical Topicssurvey

Thank you to all those who took the
timetofill in and return the recent
reader survey. Of approximately 2200
formsdistributed, 176 werereturned (8
percent). The majority expressed great
enthusiasm and appreciation for the
newsl etter — thank you very much for
your support.

A number of people asked for anindex
to Tropical Topics. Thisisavailable
and is updated with each issue. By far
the best way to obtain thisis by e-mail
which would allow the updated
version to be forwarded to you on a
regular basis (and save paper). To
receive this, just send the editor an e-
mail request (address on the back
page) and it will be sent asaWord
attachment. If you would like ahard
copy, send a stamped, self-addressed
A4 or A5-sized envelope to the editor
(with anote of your request).

Some peopl e requested information on
topics which have been covered in
previous issues of Tropical Topics. A
number of people also had no
knowledgeof thecompilation
booklets. Two booklets have so far
been produced. One
contains the theme-based
informationfromthefirst:
12 ‘green’ issues
devoted to Wet Tropics #
topics. It includes chapters
on: The Gondwana
connection, Light in the
rainforest, Wet Tropics webs,
Rainforest possums,
Cassowaries, Bats, Frogs, .
Mangrove plants, Mangrove
animals, Fireand Caringfor
country. The other compilation

containsmaterial fromthefirst 12 Great ‘

Barrier Reef issues: Coral growth, Fish
colours and patterns, Dugongs,
seagrasses and turtles, Echinoderms,
Crown-of-thorns starfish, Sharks, Reef
relationships, Whales and dolphins,
Cyclonesand El Nino, Spawning on
the Reef, Water quality and Marine
hazards.

Each booklet sellsfor $11 (including
GST) withreductionsfor bulk orders
of 11 or more. They areavailablefrom
the Queensland Parks and Wildlife
Service, Cairns, Ph: (07) 4046 6600.

Usually the 'Out and about' section
appears on page 3, but it has been
suggested that when the newsletter
is devoted to atheme, it breaks up
the theme-based material and
causes confusion. Hence its new
location.

Birdswhichvisit
Australiafor the
summer months
have been arriving
since August.
Dollarbirdsare among those
which fly south from New
Guineato breed. Arriving about
mid-October, they can be seen across
northern Australiain open woodland
and rainforest edges, choosing to nest
in hollow branches.

Dollarbirds have been named for the
round, pale patches on their wings,
reminiscent of silver dollars, which are
visiblein flight. Insect-eaters, they
perch high in the tree-tops on the
lookout for food and, like their close
relatives, bee-eaters, they bash their
catch on abranch before devouring it.

The beginning of the wet season in
the tropics (or spring in southern
Australia) triggers development inside
thelittle mud nests created by mud-
dauber wasps(left). Larvaewithinthe
nests have been living in a state of
arrested development as they
await an end to drought
and/or cold. As conditions
improve, development
resumes and within two

adult wasps chew their
—"way out of their hometo
feed on nectar and to mate.

ItlsthenthefemaleSjobto
construct nests for the next

generation. Using numerous pellets of

mud, carried in her mouth, she
chooses any spot protected from sun
andrain. Artificial structuresareideal.
The nest contains up to 50 cells. In
each, an egg is provisioned with
spiders which have been paralysed by
the mother wasp — the best way to
keep unrefrigerated food fresh — and
subdued. Intriguingly, researchers
have discovered that in at least one
wasp species the same weight of
spiders(440 milligrams) isadded to
each nest whether it isasmall number
of large spiders or more small spiders.
The division of the nest into different
cells is necessary because the wasp
larvawill not distinguish between
spider and sibling, once it starts
feeding. When the food supply has
been used up, each larva spinsitself a
cocoon, within the nest, and waits for
favourable weather conditions to
awakenit.

- (Nauclea orientalis)

to five weeks, the mature

The
Leichhardttree

produces unusual

flowers throughout

spring and summer.

Y ellow and white, they g
areclustered in aspiky ball,

about the size of agolf-ball,

and arelightly perfumed. Thefruitis
said to be edible but is very bitter,
although it is popular with birds and
flying foxes. Thistree grows across
the north of Australia. It preferswet
areasand isparticularly commonin
lowland rainforests, close to streams,
whereit can grow to 20min height.

Traditionally, the trunks make good
canoes and the leaves and bark
produce a poison which can be put
into water to stun fish. The bark isaso
the source of abright yellow dye.

Readersin the wet
tropics are asked g
to look out for
buff-breasted
paradise
kingfishers as they return to \
Australiafrom New Guineato
nest in Queensland during the |
summer months. They usually i
arrive about the last week in
October. Researcher Sarah.
Legge is studying their
migration patterns and is keen to
receive records, including dates
and locations, of birds seen early
in the season, from the tip of Cape

Y ork to Mackay. Y ou can contact

her at King Park CMB 52, Cairns

Mail Centre, QLD 4871; Ph: (07)

4060 7364; or Botany and Zoology,
ANU, ACT 0200, Ph: (02) 61258434;
e-mail: Sarah.L egge@anu.edu.au

If you are based in Cairns or the
Atherton Tableland and deal with
enquiriesfromthepublicregarding
local national parks, the Queensland
Parksand Wildlife Servicewouldlike
to offer you afolder containing
information leaflets. Thesewill be
updated on aregular basis. If you
would like to receive one contact
NickieStewart on Ph: (07) 4046 6696
ore-mail:
nickie.stewart@epa.gld.gov.au
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