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Mangroves|l — theanimals

Notes from the
Editor

AspromisedinApril’ sTropical Topics
onmangroveplants, hereisthefollow-
up on mangrove animals. To separate
an ecosystem in such a way is
convenient but very artificial. Plants
and animalsareintimately related and
their interdependence is no less a
feature of the mangrovesthan of other
ecosystems. Animals pollinate the
flowers but eat seedlings and foliage.
They shelter among branchesor among
rootswheretheir burrowsimprovethe
soils. They prune growing tips but
enrich the soil with their droppings.
They damageliving leavesbut feed on
discarded ones, recycling the
nutrients.

By the sametoken, ecosystemsdo not
exist in isolation from each other.
Organisms in the mangroves become
componentsof food chainswhichreach
far beyond their boundaries, linking
one system to another.

Thefloraand thefauna
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A teaspoon of mud from aNor th Queensland mangr ovecontainsmor ethan 10
billion bacteria. Thesedensitiesareamongthehighest tobefoundinmarine
mud anywher einthewor ld and ar eanindication of theimmensely high

productivity of thiscoastal for est habitat.

Mangrove plants produce about one
kiloof litter (mainly leaves, twigs, bark,
fruit and flowers) per square metre per
year. Some of thisis consumed by
crabs but most must be broken down
before the nutrients become available
to other animals. That iswhere the
bacteria, along with fungi, comein.
Dividing sometimesevery few
minutes, they feast on the litter,
increasing its food value by reducing
unusable carbohydrates and
increasing the amount of protein — up
to four times on aleaf which hasbeen
in seawater for afew months. Partly
decomposed leaf particles, loaded with
coloniesof protein-richmicro-
organisms, are then eaten by fish and
prawns. They in turn produce waste
which, along with the smallest
mangrove debris, is munched up by
molluscs and small crustaceans. Even
dissolved substances are used by
plankton or, if they land on the mud
surface, are browsed by animals such
as crabs and mud whelks.

This process is not
confined to the
mangroves. While
somelitteris
recycled on the
spot, this system is &
oneof thefewto %

T

export much of the %

e
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organic matter it
produces. Every = —--:
timethetide ’
retreatsit carriesa
cargo of food out
to sea. Studies of
the mangroves at

the northern end  Where d'ya reckon al

of Hinchinbrook Island have shown
that they export more than 12 500
tonnes of litter per year into the Great
Barrier Reef [agoon. Thismateria is
deposited over an area of 260 square
kilometres of seabed. Here bacteria
densities are ailmost as high as those
in the mangrove mud and they do
much the samejob, breaking down the
litter to be consumed by bottom-living
fauna, by prawns and fish.

The seafood industry is the fifth
largest primary industry in
Queensland, with an annual
commercial catchwortharound $250
million. An estimated 75 per cent of
commercially caught fish and prawns
depend directly on mangroves at some
timeintheir livesor feed on food
chains leading back there. Since those
species making up the remainder of the
catch probably also owe much to
nutrients exported from the
mangroves, these coastal forests can
be seen as one of our major assets.




Crustaceansin the mangroves

Of all theanimalsin themangrovesthecrustaceans— crabs, prawns
“and shrimps—areprobably themost conspicuousand amongthe
most intriguing. Thereareat least 70 different speciesin Australian

Many crustaceans in the mangroves make burrows which are used for refuge, for
feeding, as asource of water or for establishing aterritory necessary for mating. Some
may filter water through their burrows, feeding on suspended detritus and plankton,
while others may breed there. Certainly these burrows play an important rolein the
mangroves, aerating, draining and turning the dense waterlogged soil — adirect benefit
to the plants which in turn give them shelter.

Thereisalimit to how many burrows can be dug in any one area. It seemsthat when
there are too many burrows, homeless crabs may try to take over occupied ones. Some
fiddler crabs and ghost crabs have been observed filling in the burrows of their
neighboursto maintain their territories! Like other burrowing mangrove creatures, many
crabs tend to be nocturnal, the majority appearing at night on arising tide and remaining
in their burrows by day to avoid predatory birds. Fiddler crabs are a notable exception.

Two crab families

Vo
CF ,,‘,N\\ mangr oves, of which about 65 per cent arecrabs.
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Among mangrove roots, the obvious
mud towers, up to 75cm high, belong
tothemud lobster, or mud prawn.
Underneath the mound its U-shaped
burrow extends up to 1.5m below the
surface. Sinceit is beneath the water
table thereisalways apool of water at
the bottom enabling thisanimal to live
quite far up the shore. Entrancesto its
mound are usually blocked by day
with amud plug, the lobster feeding
on surface mud at night. This
crustacean plays asignificant rolein
turning over and oxygenating
mangrove mud. |ts mounds are home
to high numbers of polychaete worms.

Mangrovecrabsinnorthern Australiacomefromtwomainfamilies, thegrapsidsand
theocypodids. Grapsidshaveabroad front with eyeson short stalks, asquaremouth
frameand amarked gap betweentheclaws. Thelatter, includingthefiddler crabs,
havelongeyestalkssituated closer together,amouth framewhichisnot sosquare,

and closer claws.
Grapsid crab

Hermit crabsareafamiliar sightin
their borrowed shells; they are the " i
mud whelks which movetoo fast! N V.
Mangrove species feed largely on
surface detritus, unlike species

elsewherewhich feed on larger items. Most grapsid crabs

.
areomnivoresand frequently =~
collect fallen mangroveleaves,
sometimes fighting over them before
dragging them into their burrowsto
feed. It is not known how |eaf-eating
crabs deal with the high tannin content
in the leaves, a deterrent to most other
animals. They may choose leaves which
have had the tannins leached out, or
specieswith low tannin levels, or they
may be physically adapted to deal with
them. These crabs play an important
roleintherecycling of nutrientsin the
mangrove system although, on the
other hand, they are also amajor
consumer of mangrove seedlings. They
also represent one link in arather short
and efficient food chain, eating
mangrove leaves and being eaten by
predatory fish— which arein turn
preyed upon by us.

After mating, femalemud cr abs
migrate up to 30km offshore and to
depths of 300m to spawn. The larvae
eventually drift inshore, moult and,
asjuvenile crabs, burrow into the
substratum of mangroves and
seagrass beds. As adults they move
to the mudflats, using mouth parts
to crush food such as molluscs or
small crabsand powerful clawsfor
larger prey. Mud crabs arelargely
nocturnal.

Although grapsid crabs, likefiddlers,
build burrows, they do not retire
underground when the tide comesiin,
climbing up mangrove trunks instead to
avoid marine predators. Their burrows
areused primarily asdining rooms.

Themajority of ocypodid crabsfeed onthe

nutrient-rich surface mud or sand. The
grains are scooped up, rolled around in
their mouth cavity and stripped of any

3 slime and bacteria coating the particles

" 4. by specialised feeding hairs. The

#  fineness of these hairs dictates where
on the shoreline the crabs can live and for

this reason different species are found in
different zones. Some species have very
coarse hairs only suitable for sand, while
others have finer hairs and do best on
muddier substrate. Once the food particles
have been removed the remains are spat
out as small round balls. As many
different types of crabsfeed in the same
way, these small round balls are acommon
feature around crab burrows. Most crabs
arrangetheballsradialy, leaving clear
paths back to their burrowsin case they
need to retreat quickly.

Mangrove crabs are adapted to living out
of water for relatively long periods.
Certain ocypodid species retain water in
their gill chambers, replenishingit
regularly in pools of water or in burrows.
Some fiddler crabs do this by squatting in
water and absorbing it through an
opening between the third and fourth
legs. Some crabs simply reoxygenate the
water intheir gill chambersasit gets stale,
by passing air through it or by cycling it
over the shell and back to the gill
chamber.

Many mangrove crustaceans have
thickened shells to reduce evaporation.
Thiswould also give them some
protection from predatory birds.



Focusonfiddlers

Fiddler crabs are some of the most
colourful animalsfound in mangrove
forests. There are about 70 species
worldwide. Although they can be found at
quite high latitudesin North America, in
Australiathey aremore commoninwarmer
areas, about a dozen occurring along the
Wet Tropics coast. Asfiddlers are quite
small (usually lessthan 8cm acrosstheir
backs) and easily disturbed, people rarely
get acloselook at them. The shadows of
birds overhead will often trigger retreat by
awholecommunity. Y our shadow will
have the same effect; only by sitting
quietly can the fascinating social
behaviour and vivid colours of theselittle
crabsbeappreciated. Thejewel-like
colours of some species have given rise to
common namessuch as‘ Darwinred legs,
also known as Uca flammula which
trandatesas'littleflame’.

The movements of the mal€’ senlarged
front claw, which can be on either the | eft
or right side, gives the name to the group.
Waving movements can be either ina
beckoning or an up-and-down motion. As
the female fiddlers do not have alarge
claw, they can be mistaken for another
crab species, but their similar carapace
(shell) colour givesthem away.

Each fiddler crab species has developed a
distinct stereotypical wave which isthe
signature for that species. The purpose of
mal e claw waving has been atopic of
debate among crab specialists for years.

A characteristic noise of the
mangrovesisaloud crack or pop
produced by the rarely seen pistol
shrimp which inhabitsthe morefluid
soilsin wetter parts of the mangroves.
The sound is produced by the animal
snapping itsenlarged claw which
contains a unique peg and socket
arrangement. It isthought to be a
territorial signal and/or anoise made
to deter predators.

Illustration courtesy Esther Cullen

Asmaleswave vigorously at other males
moving close to their burrow entrances,
territorial aggression has been postul ated.
However, malesalso wave at femalesprior
to mating, thus waving also appears to
play apart in courtship. Female crabs are
very discriminating and will only mate
with maleswhich wavein the correct
manner for their species. Males, however,
will attempt to matewith any crab
wandering past, even other males which
havelost their large claw!

Claw loss due to fighting is infrequent as
fighting isahighly ritualised process
which rarely leads to physical contact — a
bitlikecrabtai-chi.

During the high tide period the crabs
remain down their burrowsto avoid being
eaten by predatory fish. They emergeto
feed and socialise within about 30 minutes
of the daytime tide uncovering their
hideouts. Only the small claw can be used
for feeding. Asfemales have two of

these they can feed at afaster
rate than males. Because
largemalesare often
found to be in a poor
condition, it is thought
those with larger claws
can't feed enough to
maintain their sizeand
may starve as aresult!

Fiddler crabshaveinbuilt - _
clocks set according to the tides.”
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Distinctive blue-shelled soldier
crabsform ‘armies’ sometimes
thousands strong as they move
around thetidal flatsfeeding on
surface sediments. They are fairly
unique among crabsin that they
walk forwards instead of
sideways. Preyed on by a number
of animalsthey can quickly vanish
into themud using adistinctive
‘corkscrew’ burrowing technique.
Before high tide each crab builds
anigloo-likeconvex mound over
its burrow. When the tide recedes
again they emerge one by one
until large numbers of them
appear on apreviously empty
beach. Juvenile soldier crabs
frequent mangroves and seagrass
beds while adults prefer nearby
mudflats.

This is demonstrated by their tendency to
change colour. At low tidetheir normally
brown legs become pale and their dark
shells change colour. Some speciesturn
blue while others devel op orange or white
markings. Only their clawsremainthe
same. Y oung fiddlers a so become pale at
low tide. Experiments have shown that
they continue to change colour in time
with the tides even when removed from
the marine environment and kept in
aquaria.

When the weather is cool or thetideis
coming in the crabs cease feeding,
excavate amud cap and retireto their
burrows, placing the cap over the entrance
as they go. These caps are so expertly
sized and placed that the burrows
disappear and are very difficult to relocate
until emergence at the next low tide.

» Contributed by Dr Nicky Goudberg



Lifein the mangroves — animals of land and sea

Situated as they are, between land and sea, mangroves provide food and shelter for animals from both worlds.
While some are permanent residents, the majority are visitors, choosing certain times of day, tides or seasons
or appearing at particular stages of their lifecycles, during migrations, for breeding or at times of stress such

as droughts.

For marine animals, mangroves offer abundant food and protection from predators and from the hot dry sun.
For terrestrial animals the habitat may simply function as an extension of their normal one. They are
restricted, however, by a lack of fresh water and most herbivores are probably discouraged by the high levels
of tannin and salt in mangrove leaves. However, seafood forms an important part of some diets while trees
may provide food, such as nectar, in certain critical seasons. In addition, a reduction in numbers of predators
or competitors may make mangroves an important habitat for breeding or roosting.

Here we look at some residents and visitors.

Mud whelks (below) are common snails on the surface of the mud where large numbers
feed on algae and detritus. Often the lower surface of the shell isworn away, possibly
corroded by the acidic mud.

Most marine molluscs breathe with the aid of gills but the
Onchidium hasinstead devel oped alung which
enables it to breathe air — through its anus. Thus -
ableto live out of the water, this slug can be ;
found on the trunks and aerial roots of mangrove
trees and on the mud surface. With its dark - N i »
brown, bumpy skin, it blends so well asto be e
amostinvisible.

Over 70 species of fish are known from Australian mangrove creeks and rivers,
most spending at |east some part of their lifecyclein that protective
y,  environment. The seamullet, which makes up 50 percent of the commercial

; catch in Queendand, inhabits the mangrovesin its
juvenile stages. Adults also assemble there
prior to migrating out to sea to spawn.
Barramundi, on the other hand, spawn
in the mangroves and inshore
areas, the juveniles developing
in estuaries before moving
up therivers.

A

Mudskipper s are one of the few fish which live only on tropical mangrove shoreswhere
their skittering movements are atypical sight. Often thisisthe first we see of them; they
are well-camouflaged and able to change colour to match their background.

When submerged a mudskipper swims like any normal fish but out of water its
specialised skeleton and muscles allow it to use its pectoral (front) fins as crutches,
stretching them forward and swinging its weight on to them. The skipping movement is
achieved by bending itstail forward to one side and propelling itself forward. Some
species can climb, using their fused pelvic (rear) fins as suckers and their pectoral finsas
grasping ‘arms’. In water a mudskipper can skim across the surface, flying-fish style.

When amudskipper isout of water it carries, initsexpanded gill chamber, areservefrom
which to extract oxygen. After afew minutes, when thisreserve is exhausted, itis
replenished from pools or from water in burrow. The mudskipper’ s mobile eyes bulge up
fromitshead allowing it awide-angle view which helpsit ocate prey (spiders, insects,
crabs, worms, molluscs, and so on) and to spot predators. They also act as periscopes
for the submerged fish. On land, the eyes are moistened, from timeto time, by being
‘blinked’ down and immersed in apool of water in the sockets.

Studies have shown that the upper half of the eye has many more rods (for vision in
poor light) whilethe lower half ismuch richer in cones (for colour vision). It hasbeen
suggested that the upper part is used for spotting prey while the lower part keeps watch
ondisplaying rivals. Certainly the males can be very territorial during the
breeding season, flicking their dorsal finsin display and chasing other males
away from their burrows. These burrows not only provide refuge from
predators and a source of water, but are also essential for
reproduction. The male performs an elaborate courtship dance
which leads the femaleinto his muddy den for mating.
T Although not related to the fish which made the first
move on to land, mudskippers give us some
idea of how they might have

Some snails (above) live on the trunks
and leaves of mangrove trees where they
feed on microscopic plants. Some choose
quite specific habitats, such as the leaves
of only one species of tree. The juveniles
of the common Littorina scabra tend to
be found at the lower levels, near to the
water. Heredark-colouredindividualsare
more common, lighter onesbeing more
readily picked off by fish. Adults,
however, are more frequent in the canopy
where they develop ayellowish
colouration, acamouflage which protects
them from hungry birds. Some mangrove
snails, when disturbed, drop off the |eaf
and suspend themselves by a thick
mucous cord.

Sincethe adultsare never immersedin
water they tend not to lay eggs as many
other molluscs do. Depending on the
species, the females may brood the eggs
in special pouches, releasing small
numbers asfree-swimming larvae onthe
new or full moon high tides or even
retaining them until they have devel oped
into tiny crawling snails.

Marineborers, afavourite Aborigina
food, are very abundant molluscsin logs
where their tunnels and cavities create
habitats for other animals. They are
important decomposers of the wood.




I nsects are the most diverse and
numerous of all animal groupsin the
mangroves. For many thisforestissimply
an extension of their terrestrial habitat but
some are found nowhere el se.

A boring beetle, Coccotrypes fallax, lays
its eggs inside Rhizophora propagules
(seedlings). Just as they are becoming
established in the mud, many of them can
be seen drooping because of the larvae
eating them within. Once the beetles
have pupated they bore their way out
of the propagule leaving it looking as
if it has been attacked with a
shotgun. Males are very rare,
shortlived and never leave the
propagule. Unmated femalescan
reproduce, a strategy adopted by
certain insects where adverse, but
stable, conditions mean that the
adaptations which come with sexual
reproduction are not a high priority.

Various species of antsare known
from mangroves. Those which
liveat ground level are
apparently abletotrap airin
their burrows with plugs
of mud at high tide.

Piedimperial -
pigeonsnestin
mangroves

L

Some species of flying fox roost in the mangroves and
nearby paperbark swamps. In the Wet Tropics black
flying foxes, littlered flying foxes and spectacled flying
foxes (right) congregate in sometimes huge camps.
Although they range far and wide at night in search of food,
along with blossom bats, they feed on mangrove flowers,
particularly mangrove apple, Sonneratia alba, in season.

Over 230 species of birdshave been
N recorded in mangrovesin Australia but
 numbers at any one time tend to be low,
most being occasional visitors. Some, such
+4 ashoneyeaters and | orikeets, may appear
during the flowering season, in search of
nectar, while others seek fruit or insects.
Othersmay arrive during migrations
or, likethepiedimperial-pigeon, for
breeding. A large number of visitors are wetland birds which feed on
adjacent mudflats and estuaries but use the mangroves for shelter —
for roosting and/or breeding.

Only about eight bird speciesare

restricted to mangroves in the Wet ===
Tropics. It has been observed that

many of these have longer billsthan

/ closely related speciesfrom elsewhere. Itis
thought this may prevent them from getting

dirty faceswhile foraging on the mud surface.

The dusky honeyeater
isafrequent visitor

Sea snakes, especially the banded sea krait, visit on high tides. Species of amore
terrestrial origin which are found predominantly inthe mangrovesincludethelittlefile
snake, the mangrove snake and the white-bellied mangrove snake (below). Pythons are

The mangrove heron, a
resident, feedson
crustaceans and mud

attracted by large camps of flying foxes.

The
white-
bellied
¥ .~ mangrove
.~ snakefeedson
-~ small crustaceans, in-
cluding fiddler crabsand
mud lobsters and shelters
among mangrove roots or
down crab holesat low tide. It may enter the
crab burrows in search of prey.

Estuarinecrocodilescomeintothe
mangroves on the rising tide to feed.
Juveniles eat crabs, prawns, mudskippers
and other small fishwhile older animals
feed on large mud crabs, birds and
mammals. They do not generally nest in
the mangroves but on the banks of
adjacent rivers. Estuarine crocodiles have
salt-secreting glands at the back of their
tongues which enable them to survive
indefinitely without drinking fresh water.

Sea and file snakes excrete salt from glands at the base of their
s, tongues. In addition, snakes from the mangroves tend to
have skins which are less permeable than other species,
thereby stopping salt from entering.

Skippers

Bitiesin the mangroves
Biting midges, commonly but
mistakenly known as sandflies,
breed in quite restricted zones,
necessary conditions differing
according to species. The
developing larvae mustn’t dry out
— or get too wet or they may drown.
Despite the limitations, suitable sites
are intensely used. Mangroves may
allow midgesto travel (the greatest
distance travelled by amidgeis
1.6km) but are not particularly good
breeding sites for most species. In
fact, cleared mangrove sites are
much more suitable, some canal
estates having proved perfect for
certain species of this pest!

M osguitoes breed in quiet pools at
the back of the mangroves
particularly if disturbance such as
dredging and filling has created
stagnant pools.

Monitor lizards, notably the mangrove
monitor and the rusty monitor, frequent
mangroves to feed on insects, fish, crabs
and birds.

Few mammalslivepermanently inthe
mangroves. A notable exception isthe
very rarefalsewater rat, acolony of
which inhabits the mangroves of North
Stradbrokelsland. Small, grey with awhite
belly, it travelsup to 3km anight feeding
on crabswhich it disables by biting off
first the eye stalks and then the claws.
Eachindividual protectsaterritory of
about a hectare, fighting intrudersif
necessary. Despite its habitat this little
rodent has no webbing on its feet and
doesn’t appear to like getting wet. It
builds amound of mud and leaves,
honeycombed with tunnels, with a nesting
chamber at the top. Researchers have
suggested the new, and more appealing,
name of ‘water mouse’ for this unusua
littlemammal.

Themuchmorecommonwater rat (right)
sometimes builds its nest near to

mangroves, feeding on crustaceans, fish
and even young water birds. Unlikeits
littlerelative, it has partly webbed feet.



Questions & Answers

QWhy aresomear eas(eg. around
Mt Car bine) covered withmany
small conical termitenestsand then
further alongthesefinish and the
other larger, bulkier onesstart to
appear ?How many kindsof ter mites
arethere?

A Thetermites are possibly species
of Amitermeswith both mound-
building and non-mound species
involved. All are grassfeeding. The
distribution of different mound types
may be explained by differencesin
soil type, drainage patterns,
vegetation (different species prefer
different foods) etc.

There are over 2300 species
worldwidewith 258 described and at
least 90 undescribed speciesin
Austrdia

Q Why doesglowingfungi glow?
Andhow?

A Bioluminescence, the emission of
light by an organism, occurs
sporadically in awide range of
organismsfrom bacteria and fungi to
insects, marine invertebrates and
fish. Itismorecommoninmarine
creatures. It isdueto achemical
reaction which convertschemical
energy to light energy, a conversion
whichisamost 100 percent efficient.
Itiscalled cold light because very
little heat is given off in the process.

Bioluminescencein fungi involves
the same mechanism asin thefirefly
and many fish. A reaction between a
substance called luciferin and an
enzyme, luciferase, causesthe
luciferinto oxidisewiththe
consequent emission of light. This
continues until all the luciferin has
been oxidised. (A different
mechanism, which does not use an
enzyme and causes areaction

without oxygenisinvolvedin a
number of marineorganisms.)

The reason for bioluminesenceis
clearer with animalswhich may useit
to attract amate or prey or for
disguise, to frighten predators or to
find theway. What roleit playsfor
lower organisms such as bacteria or
fungi isnot clear but it isunlikely to
be accidental because it is an energy-
expensive process. Possibly it
attracts night feeders to disperse
spores — but what might do thisis
unknown and most fungal spores are
wind-dispersed in any case. Itis
simply one of nature’ s puzzles!

QWhy doweseeHerculesmoths
onlywhenthey cometodiein our
Mission Beach toilet block?

A Herculesmoths are very readily
attracted to light. Since Mission
Beach rainforestisarelatively intact
environment for them, they are
regularly drawn to street lights,
buildings and toilet blocks. They are
very sensitive about environmental
disruption and have thinned out or
disappeared from many of the other
forested areas.

Now that it is winter, how about
turning those coach engines off
whenthey areparked?A number of
people have complained to us that
their experienceof certainareashas
been spoiled by the noise and
pollution created by engines
running unneccessarily. Drivers
claim it is necessary to keep the
coaches cool for returning
passengers. While this may be a
validreasoninmid-summer, please
consider turning them off in cooler
weather.

Tourist talk

ENGLISH GERMAN
bacteria Bakterien
nutrients Nahrgtoffe

crab Krabbe
mudskipper | Schlammspringer
mudwhdk | Schlammschnecke
shrimp Gande

gl Schnecke

fish Fisch

crocodile Krokodil
pollingion | Befruchtung

JAPANESE

bacteria N7 5 7
elyobun K EE ST

kani s

mutsugoro 2~ Y =1 1 77
bai gai =R = |

ko ebi s T &
katastumuri 77 & Y I~ V)
sekana =~ \
kurokodairu 7 ©&@ 33 % 1 JL
jufun =z 45

Factsand stats

onmangroveanimals

At least 100 species of
.. molluscsarefoundin
L Augtralian

7/ mangroves. About 75
per cent of thesear egastr opods
(snails) theremainder beingbivalves.
Thebest-known of theseisprobably
themangr oveoyster which colonises
thetrunksand aerial rootsof the
treesin large colonies.

% |nal1970s study of

<= animal speciesinthe

TR Calrnsmangroves 54
molluscs, 76 crustaceans, 30 insects
and 42 spiderswere collected. A more
recent study of species found in the
Daintree, Endeavour and Russell/
Mulgrave estuaries listed 13
mammals, 100 birds, numerous
insects, 28 spiders, 23 reptiles, 3
amphibians, 33 fish, 47 crustaceans
and 39 molluscs.

e At least 24 species of
" %ﬂ polychaetewormsare
——+ " knowntoliveinthe

//" mangrovesubstrate.

An upside-down jellyfish

«% iscommoninnorth-

B A5 egstern Australian
mangroves. Although it can swimit
generaly lies upside-down on the
substrate with its tentacles waving in
thewater, rather likean anemone. Like
most hard corals, thisjellyfish
contains symbiotic zooxanthellae
(algae) in itstissues which benefit
from the sunshinein shallow water
and help supplement their host’s diet.

Fiddler crabscanfold

4. their long eye stalks

~ 17“'|ntoslltsatthe5|de
/7 whentheycrawlinto
their burrows,

=, Pollination of most

: F# mangrove plant species

is achl eved with the help of birds,
insects and wind. Bees are
particularly important and can
produce excellent honey from their
visits. The flowers of mangrove apple
(Sonneratia) and fresh-water
mangrove (Barringtonia) open at
dusk and are pollinated by moths and
bats.

Wallables bandicoots,

)y cattleaswell asa
~ number of rodent

specieshaveall been knowntovisit

mangroves, usually at lowtide.




Nature notes

Adiary of natural eventscreatesapleasingjour nal which growsricher with thepassageof time. Watchingfor the
recurrenceof an event after notingitinapreviousyear,andtryingtounder stand what could havecaused changesin

timing, isintriguing.

Thesenotesar efromtheauthor'sown notebook, or wer eoffer ed by resear cher sand fellow natur alists. Reader swill,
inevitably, notevariationsbetweentheir obser vationsand thoseappearinghere. | f you donot keep anaturediary per haps

thiswill inspireyou tobegin one.

July and August are months when
antechinusare sometimes seen
running about in daylight. Three
species of these small
carnivorous marsupials,
about twicethesize of a
house mouse, are
found in suitable
Wet Tropics
forests. Although normally active only
between dusk and dawn, antechinus
do away with normal rulesduring the
mating season. At thistime malesare
involved in an impetuous search for
females and may get about with less
than usual caution. While successful
meating leads to motherhood for
females, the event puts an end to a
mal€'slife.

Therather clumsy word antechinusis
derived fromtwo Greek words
suggesting the animal resembles a
hedgehog, this being an allusion to the
rather bristly fur of the Australian
marsupialswhich are not related to
hedgehogs. The most commonly seen
species in the Wet Tropicsis known

as the yellow-footed antechinus
(Antechinus flavipes)

(below).

Large numbersof mantaraysareseen
feeding inshore and on certain reef
sites around the Whitsundays at this
time of year, appearing usually in June
and staying for three to four months.
Certain bommiesfunction as manta
cleaner stations, these giant fish
pushing each other out of the way in
their desire to have parasites plucked
fromtheir skin by attentive cleaner
fish. Acknowledgments Jim Cruise,
QDEH, AirlieBeach

g:’ The

lengthening

days aso
seem to
encourage a
greater
frequency of
birdcalls,
including some
species which do
not seem as voluble
in other seasons. One

< exampleisthevariedtriller,
whose distinctive calls become so
common it isamost as though the bird
was amigrant which had just returned.
Calling by fig birds (above) also seems
more exuberant about now, whileits
closerelative, theyellow oriole, is
definitely morevociferouswith the
advanceof spring. Y ellow orioles, with
their loud delightful notes, are aclassic
inhabitant of lowland rainforest and
streamsin northern Australia.

One of the largest of
Australian pigeons, the
highly distinctivetopknot
pigeon, seemsto be more

. commoninlowland

, rainforests during the cool
months. This speciesisa

1 verysilentbird, morelikely
to be seen than heard.
Topknots sometimes gather
into flocks of thirty or more
individualswhichfly

7 "gtrongly from one patch of
forest to another. When viewed in
flight the birds show adistinctive pale
band across the long dark grey tail.
This pigeon seems to enjoy playing on
theair asit flies above the forest
canopy, often shooting high into the
air before turning to plunge downward
on semi-closed wings as though
imitating afalcon. Just before sunset
topknots often gather on tall, bare-
branched trees, before going to roost.

July-August is not a
bountiful timefor the
Herbert River ringtail
possum (above) and its
closerelativethe Daintree ’
River ringtail. Both these |nhab|tants
of upland rainforest are vulnerableto a
winter disease which causes severe
muscle wasting of the hindquarters

and overall fat loss, often leading to
death. This seasonal problem
sometimesresultsin animalsfalling out
of trees and wandering helplessly on
theforest floor, where they fall easy
prey to goshawks and dingoes.

Fruit of an astonishing blue-purple
colour will befallingfromatreecalled
cassowary plum ingood quantities.
Cassowary plums (Cerbera
floribunda) are members of
Apocynaceae family which has
quitetoxic qualitiesfor many
animals. Cassowaries,

however, areexempt. The
poisonous sap in the flesh of
thefruit is also tolerated by
white-tailed rats which shear

it away in order to reach the
seed which then has to be
gnawed open before the rat
isrewarded with alarge and
nutritiouskernel. White-

tailed rats are good tree
climberswhichare

sometimes discovered due to
the noise they make while
gnawing on cassowary

plumsin atreetop at night.
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Book shelf

See the bookshelf section of the
Mangrove Plants Tropical Topics
for general mangrove books.

TheReader'sDigest Book of the
GreatBarrier Reef
Reader's Digest Services Pty Ltd

This book contains a chapter on
mangroves and has references to
mangrove inhabitantsin other
sections (check theindex). It also
describes the formation of low
wooded islands, of which mangroves
areanintergral part.

Tropical Mangr oveEcosystems
A.l. Robertson and D. M. Alongi
(eds)

American Geophysical Union (1992)

An academic collection of papers,
this book looks at all aspects of
mangrove systems. Almost all the
contributers to this book have been
associated with the Australian
Institute of Marine Science at some
time so the focusis on local
mangroves.

TheMudCrab
D.F.FielderandM.P.Heasman

A Queendand Museum Booklet No.
11(1978)

A very interesting and readable
booklet on this one crustacean deals
with itsbiology aswell as catching
and cooking.

Hermit CrabsoftheGreat Barrier
Reef and Coastal Queensland
Christopher C. Tudge
BackhuysPublishers(1995)

Thisisuseful as an identification
guide to the most common species
and has akey, descriptions and 24
colour photos.

Reader'sDigest CompleteBook of
AustralianBirds
Reader's Digest Services Pty Ltd

Thisisagood source of information
on al birds, including those found in
mangroves.

Crocodilesof Australia
GrahameWebb and CharlieManolis
Reed BooksPty Ltd (1989)

This superb book is a must for anyone
wanting to learn more about these
animals.

Reptilesand Amphibiansof Australia
H.G. Cogger
Reed Books(1992)

Snakes and lizards found in the
mangrovesareincluded inthis'bible’.

Australian Fishery Resour ces
PatriciaJ. Kailola, et al
DI (1993)

A comprehensivereference to marine
and freshwater speciestaken in

commercial and recreational fisheriesir
Australian waters.

Opinions expressed in Tropical
Topics are not necessarily those of
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