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Bringing
Alwal home
A partnership between Bush Heritage
Australia and the Olkola Aboriginal
Corporation aims to bring the Goldenshouldered Parrot back from the brink.
The sun is just rising over south-central
Cape York as the team of Bush Heritage
ecologists and Olkola Aboriginal
Corporation Land Managers set off
from camp.
Facing them is a sprawling network of
savannah grasslands, melaleuca swamps,
open eucalypt woodlands, creeks, rivers
and lagoons. This is the home of the Olkola
people and one of their totems, the beloved
Alwal or Golden-shouldered Parrot.
Masthead: Insect track on bark.
Photo by brewbooks/flickr

Together the team is methodically
working its way through more than
100,000ha of terrain in search of Alwal
nesting sites. These nests are not found in
the canopies overhead – but in the large,
cylindrical termite mounds that protrude
from the earth, like statues.

Red List of Threatened Species
and classified as endangered by the
Queensland and federal governments.
It’s estimated that there are less than
2000 Alwal remaining.

It’s tough-going. Alwal was once found
over most of Cape York Peninsula, but
is now restricted to two populations on
the Peninsula, covering less than 2,000
square kilometres.
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Today it is listed on the International
Union for Conservation of Nature’s
Above: Mike Ross, Chairman of the Olkola
Aboriginal Council, works to protect Alwal,
the Golden-shouldered Parrot, a totem species
for his people. Photo by Annette Ruzicka
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From the CEO

Bush Heritage Australia
Who we are

After the warm welcome from Mike Ross
and the Olkola land management team,
the thing I remember most clearly about
my first visit to Olkola country is waking
up early and listening to the dawn chorus
of birds at the homestead.
Butcherbirds, friarbirds, honeyeaters,
lorrikeets, coucals, kookaburras, kingfishers,
quail, pardalotes and galahs, testified to
the diverse habitats all around. Cautious
Agile Wallabies grazed as the early sun
warmed the moist Cape York air.
This introduction to the property was a
reminder of the importance of our work
alongside the Olkola Land Managers
in protecting the Alwal, or Goldenshouldered Parrot, a key totem species
for the Olkola people.
Working with the Olkola is a great way
for us to support their aspirations for
healthy country: a landscape management
approach that recognises culture and
has protection of Alwal as a key focus
for our work. This applied research and
management builds on local knowledge
and the significant body of published
research already available.
It’s also an important recognition that
the challenges we face across Australia
are much bigger than any one group can
tackle by themselves.
Conservation requires collaboration
that brings together Australia’s best
skills, capabilities and resources. Simply,
conservation must transcend boundaries.
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Collaboration with partners such as
Aboriginal landowners, pastoralists,
NGOs and state government agencies,
is essential to our work, and to the future
of Australia’s diverse flora and fauna.
In this edition of Bush Tracks you
will read about such partnerships on
Scottsdale Reserve as we work with Water
Watch to assess the health of platypus
numbers in the Murrumbidgee River.
Meanwhile, new partnerships are helping
us secure the future of the Night Parrot,
as we extend the influence and extent of
protection of that species in the landscape.
These partnerships – and the many others
in place around Australia – continue to
grow and their strength is based on our
mutual ambition to protect Australia’s
vast and beautiful landscape for future
generations.
I’d like to wish our volunteers, donors and
supporters a sincere thank you. We can’t
do any of this work without your steadfast
support.
In 2016, your kind donations and hard
work in the field and in our offices made
all the difference. We’re looking forward
to working with you again in 2017.
Until then, on behalf of Bush Heritage
Australia have a wonderful Christmas
and a Happy New Year.

Bush Heritage Australia is a leading
conservation organisation, protecting
millions of hectares of ecologically
important land for the benefit of
nature and all Australians.

Why we’re successful

It’s our way of working that makes
Bush Heritage Australia so successful
– and makes us optimistic that we can
expand our great conservation work to
meet the challenges ahead:
•W
 e pursue non-confrontational,
pragmatic solutions to conservation
challenges.
•W
 e work closely with our neighbours
in each community and share the
outcomes and knowledge gained for
the benefit of all.
•E
 verything we do is informed by
good science – aided by our staff
ecologists and science partners.
•W
 e have over 48,000 (and growing)
committed supporters who enable us
to work on a scale that matters and
to implement solutions that endure.
•W
 e partner with Aboriginal
communities, landowners, nonprofits, businesses and governments,
because we know that by working
together we can achieve so much
more.
•W
 e buy land and invest in our
paratnerships and our growing
number of supporters.
Our mission is for the benefit of
all Australians, forever.

Gerard O’Neill, Chief Executive

Opposite left: Gerard O'Neill. Photo by Bec Walton
Opposite right: Photo by Annette Ruzicka
Left: Olkola working with Allana Brown, Bush
Heritage ecologist. Photo by Annette Ruzicka
Right: Alwal, the Golden-shouldered Parrot.
Photo by Geoffrey Jones

Continued from cover
“It’s internationally recognised that this little
bird is in trouble,” Bush Heritage Ecologist
Allana Brown says, surveying the landscape
closely. “There’s an ecological and cultural
responsibility to look after Alwal.”

A long legacy of change

One hundred and fifty years of changed
land use has altered the natural and
traditional fire regimes of the landscape. The
result has thickened the woodlands, which
is disastrous for a ground-feeding bird.
Abundant shade stunts the growth of
Alwal’s food sources (grasses) and increases
woody cover, which makes it harder for
parents to spot predators, such as the Pied
Butcherbird. This ambush predator feasts
on chicks before they’ve even learnt to fly.
But new, critical threats are emerging.
Remote cameras recorded a feral cat raiding
an Alwal nest, a menace identified as a
low threat in the original recovery plan.
Meanwhile, feral cattle and pigs use the
termite mounds as scratching posts,
destroying potential nesting sites.

Bringing Alwal home

In the past decade state and federal
government has progressively returned
seven former pastoral properties to the
Olkola people.
The return to country was a landmark
occasion for Olkola, who quickly turned
their attention to restoring traditional land
management practices and saving Alwal.
Now, through a partnership between the
Olkola Aboriginal Corporation and Bush
Heritage Australia, a concerted effort is
underway to “bring Alwal home”.

“We’ve got the science to
back us up. We’ve got Olkola’s
cultural knowledge and
understanding of country to
back us up. We know what we
have to do – we just have to
raise the funds to do it.”
Allana Brown, Bush Heritage Ecologist

“So far this year, our main job has been
to undergo a full population census of
the Morehead River area,” Allana says.
“We’ve surveyed over 100,000ha of core
Alwal habitat.”
The work is guided by a five-year recovery
plan that builds on research completed by
Professor Stephen Garnett and Dr Gabriel
Crowley. Initial work will focus on reintroducing traditional fire regimes, feral
animal management and monitoring the
population in the Morehead River area.

A little bird in big trouble
Initial survey work conducted by the
Olkola Land Managers and Bush
Heritage Ecologists has delivered
concerning results.
Just 53 active nests have been
found so far, less than half the total
number found in the last survey
seven years ago.
Funding is needed to expand the
team’s work, which will deliver new
fire regimes, feral animal control,
monitoring and scientific research.
Can you help?
bushheritage.org.au/donate

“We love this little bird. It’s our totem
species and we need to save it,” he says.

The work is also supported by Sue and
Tom Shephard, well-loved owners of a
neighbouring station, who have spent 25
years working to protect Alwal.

According to the Olkola creation story, Alwal
originated from the depths of the Morehead
River. As it freed itself from the mud and
swam to the surface of the river, the sun’s
filtered rays hit Alwal’s wings, marking it
with its brilliant blue and gold colours.

Allana is unequivocal when it comes to
the success of this project.

“The Alwal never forgot where it came
from. I really believe that.”

“Although there’s a lot that we need to
do, this is the start of a new trajectory for
the population, and we are confident that
we’ll be successful,” she says.

“It was so important to get back on country,”
Mike says. “That was the first step. And
now with the help of Bush Heritage we are
saving Alwal for future generations.”

A sacred bond

“The health of Alwal reflects the health
of Olkola people, so if we start to lose
these birds it affects the whole Olkola
community.”

Mike Ross is the Chairman of the Olkola
Aboriginal Corporation, whose Land
Managers are working in partnership with
Bush Heritage to save Alwal.
The connection that he and Olkola have
to Alwal is obvious in Mike’s voice.

Bush Heritage thanks our supporters for your
generous donations to this work and in particular
acknowledges the support of the Scully Fund and
the Miller Foundation.
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Right: Photo by Jiri Lochman / Lochman
Transparencies
Below: Volunteer Casey Gough, one of 15 Bush
Heritage volunteers who surveyed platypus on the
Upper Murrumbidgee River adjoining Scottsdale
Reserve. Photo by Phil Palmer.

Scottsdale’s
loveable larrikin
Chilly temperatures can’t deter a small
group of Bush Heritage volunteers from
getting to know one of Australia’s most
iconic species a little bit better.

“There’s a certain Zen to sitting
early in the morning over a still
river and watching life unfold.”

It’s early morning and the chill has reached
Casey Gough’s bones as she unfurls her
frozen fingers and reaches for her blue
clipboard. It’s tough-going, but the ardent
19-year-old wouldn’t have it any other way.

“The volunteers recorded six platypus
overall,” says Casey, “of which I spotted
five – which was great.”

Casey is part of a group of 15 Bush
Heritage volunteers braving Scottsdale’s
icy August weather to count platypus in
the Murrumbidgee River.
The volunteers are carefully positioned
in hides along a one-kilometre stretch
of river. Their job is to sit patiently and
watch intently for an hour, recording
every platypus sighting at ten-minute
intervals. This method ensures that
simultaneous sightings can be attributed
to different platypuses. The process is
repeated in the late afternoon.
“Our strategy was to get as much
information about the platypus living
within the Murrumbidgee River corridor
as possible. In total each of the volunteers
surveyed for seven hours over the course
of three days,” she says.
Volunteers like Casey are an essential
part of Bush Heritage’s conservation
goals at Scottsdale Reserve – goals that
are shared by partnership organisations
Waterwatch and the Upper Murrimbidgee
Demonstration Reach initiative, and
supported by Bush Heritage donors.
4
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Antia Brademann

“I’m so glad that my work could
contribute to understanding more about
the situation of the platypus in Scottsdale.”
The correlation between platypus
numbers and river health has long been
acknowledged. Yet there is a lack of
research on platypus numbers in the
Murrumbidgee River.
Cooma Region Waterwatch Coordinator
Antia Brademann says the surveys will
determine how the small mammal is
faring in the Upper Murrimbidgee River
adjoining Scottsdale, and the information
has broader implications for the health of
the entire waterway.
“It’s very James Bond as we synchronise
our watches to make sure we’re all
running on the same time,” she adds
with a laugh.
“By going out there and observing their
environment there’s so much information
that we can gain,” she says. “We’ve had a
few surprises in that we found platypus in
areas where we hadn’t expected them to be
– such as fast-flowing water and rapids.”

Scottsdale Reserve was acquired in 2006 with the
assistance of the Vincent Fairfax Family Foundation,
David Rickards, in memory of Helen Rickards and
the Australian Government’s National Reserve
System program.

The Australian Platypus:
The larrikin of the
waterways

The Platypus is a semiaquatic egglaying mammal endemic to eastern
Australia, including Tasmania.
The Platypus propels itself through
the water by using its front, short,
webbed limbs, and the partially
webbed hind feet act as rudders.
Behind its distinctive bill are
the grooves that house the ear
openings and the eyes, which close
when the animal dives.
Males possess a horny spur on
their ankles, which is connected
to a venom gland in the upper leg,
making the Platypus one of the few
venomous mammals.
Platypuses are active all year
round, but mostly during twilight
and in the night.

The surveys will provide a baseline
on platypus populations so that our
Scottsdale team can monitor how they’re
tracking over time. The data will be
compiled for the Upper Murrumbidgee
Waterwatch’s Catchment Health Indicator
Program Report, which provides
information to help protect and improve
river health, a key factor in the future of
platypuses across the region.

Thank you

Thanks to the many supporters who
have generously donated to our work.

In Celebration

Lesley Mcdonald, and Rosemary and
Rhyl Hurley donated in celebration of
Elisabeth Drake’s 70th birthday. Jill
Borrett donated to celebrate Helen
Sparrow’s birthday.

In Memoriam

John and Jo Hall donated in memory of
Max Possingham. Pam Ray donated in
memory of her husband Alan L Ray.

Bequests

Penelope Hacker:
wildlife defender
A childhood spent in Africa gave Bush
Heritage supporter Penelope Hacker a
deep love of wildlife that she brought
home to Australia.

A longtime admirer of Bob Brown, she
was prompted to join Bush Heritage
Australia 15 years ago and has been
supporting us ever since.

From lions in Africa to pademelons and
Night Parrots in Australia, Penelope
Hacker has always held a fascination for
and a love of wildlife.

Now living north-west of Brisbane,
Penelope dedicates her time to wildlife care
– particularly her favourite native animals:
Red-legged and Red-necked Pademelons.

Penelope’s adventurous father packed
up the family, moving from India to
Kenya, with a brief interlude in Australia,
where Penelope was born. Trips through
Uganda, sailing in the waters off Mombasa
and safaris through Tsavo National Park
and Uganda were just part of growing up.

Penelope cares for these orphaned
pademelons at her home and releases them
back into the wild right on her doorstep.

Penelope remembers a trip to the
‘Mountains of the Moon’, the famous
Rwenzori Mountains in Uganda and the
source of the Nile River.
“I remember seeing a chimpanzee just
crossing the road as we were driving,”
she says.
Penelope returned to Australia when she
was 13, but her experiences in Africa had
made a lasting impression. She developed
a deep affection for wildlife, a passion she
has continued throughout her life.
The first charity to gain Penelope’s support
was the Wildlife Preservation Society in
the 1980s. She then began spreading her
support to a raft of wildlife hospitals and
charities as she dedicated time, money and
energy to protecting Australia’s wildlife.

We gratefully acknowledge the estates
of Geraldine Nicoll, Donald Stewart
Houghton, Jean Hopely, Barbara Joan
Beeson, Winifred Hazel Abernethy,
Marjorie Jean Lambert, Charles Henri
Roussac, Maisie Alice Crowden,
Nancy Kingsland, Richard Oertel,
Anne Elizabeth Raymond, Gwendoline
Clarke-Seiler, Alison Wynne Hearn,
Brian John Donohoe, Judith Deuchar
Bartram, Cecily Ann Dignan, Margaret
Jill, Barry Kirtley, Michael Munro Salter,
Isabelle Joan Burton, Margaret Tedder,
John Nicholas Hutchinson, Joan Forest
Eltham, Penelope Susan Taylor

In 2010 Penelope decided to take her
commitment to Bush Heritage one step
further and become a bequestor. The gift
will ensure her love of Australia’s unique
wildlife can be carried on in her name.
“Every effort we make, big or small, is
vital to the survival of the planet. It’s up
to us to conserve every little bit we’ve got
left,” she says.
“For me the bequest means that I can
contribute to something ongoing after
I’m gone. We need to continue preserving
Australia’s landscape and you can’t do that
without money.”

“Bush Heritage buys land of
high conservation value and
looks after it, making it better
than it was when they bought it.
What better thing could you do
to help our wildlife?”

Your power to protect
A gift in your Will, no matter
the amount, can make a real
difference to the Australian
bush and its precious species.
Call 1300 628 873 or visit
bushheritage.org.au/bequests
for more information.
Left: Penelope Hacker.
Photo by Karen Hutt
Right photo by Annette Ruzicka
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Briefs from the blog
BushHeritage.org.au/blog

A glance through some of the regular posts on our
blog gives an overview of what’s been happening on
our reserves around Australia – all made possible
thanks to you.
Subscribe for regular updates or follow us on
social media.

Caught in the act

A male Great Bowerbird roosting on Yourka Reserve
has revealed his flamboyant taste in interior design. Not
content with the bones and shells normally found in the
species’ twin-walled bowers, this guy’s design preferences
are a little more extravagant. One year it was a Dorothy the
Dinosaur tea set, stolen from a nearby sandpit. Before that
it was fencing wire, a toy spatula and a toothbrush. This
year produced his greatest heist yet: the spare key to the
property’s shed, found after a six-month search.

Science celebration

The science behind Hamelin Station was on show in
August at the inaugural Hamelin Science Fair. The event
was held at the Hamelin Station Stay and featured a
program of talks, tours and presentations. While being
an informative and eye-opening experience, it was also
a revealing insight into the Malgana connection to land.
The weekend was capped off by a stromatolite tour with
Bush Heritage Science Fellow Erica Suosaari who, with
the support of Bush Heritage donors and supporters, is
unlocking the secrets behind earth’s earliest life form.
Some of the Bush Heritage volunteers who helped - Lincoln Young,
Connor Davin, Kelly Campbell & Sam Campbell. Photo by Christine Allen

Photo by Leanne Hales

Mulga magic

Recognition for Rangers

The work of Indigenous Rangers received national attention
in September when Rita Cutter (from the Birriliburu IPA),
Nolia Napangarti-Ward and her daughter Jodie Ward
(from the Kiwirrkurra IPA) were invited to Canberra at the
invitation of National Threatened Species Commissioner
Gregory Andrews. Rita, Nolia and Jodie, together with Bush
Heritage's Vanessa Westcott, met with Minister Frydenberg,
Commissioner Andrews and senior department officials
and spoke about the real, on-the-ground conservation
outcomes that have resulted from Indigenous Ranger
programs, including fire management and feral cat control.

The Mulga is one of the iconic symbols of the Australian
bush. The silvery grey acacia shrubs and trees grow on the
brilliant red sandy soils of Naree and Yantabulla stations.
Almost 40 per cent of the two properties support mulga,
which has been periodically lopped or pushed to feed
livestock over the past 150 years. Good winter rainfall has
brought the landscape to life. The mulga understorey is
currently glowing with carpets of flowers, many of them
daisies – yellow, blue, purple, white and pink.
Daisy carpet in the mulga. Photo by Sue Akers

Left to right: Commissioner Gregory Andrews, Vanessa Westcott,
Jodie Ward, Nolia Napangarti-Ward, Rita Cutter and Rachel Paltridge.

Fence removal: With a twist

Volunteers are the backbone of Bush Heritage Australia’s
operations – providing dedication, commitment and
thousands of hours each year to our work. But every now
and then they also bring something a little extra to the
table. On a recent volunteering trip to Charles Darwin
Reserve, Bush Heritage volunteer Ken Walter unveiled
‘Ken’s Contraption’ – a homemade gadget that allowed the
volunteering team to remove 600m of fence wire an hour.
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Spreading their wings
It was the discovery that sparked global
interest – now cutting edge research has
revealed fascinating new insights into
the elusive Night Parrot
Earlier this year, Bush Heritage supporters
rallied to protect the habitat of one of the
world’s rarest birds, considered extinct for
more than 80 years. The resulting reserve,
now known as Pullen Pullen Reserve,
provides the Night Parrot with a safer
habitat. But since late last year, scientists
have also had a keen eye on the cattle
station next door.
Dotted along the neighbouring property
are sections of spinifex habitat. And
hidden among these coarse, spiny grasses
are what Bush Heritage supporters and
birdlovers the world over have been
waiting patiently to hear news of: more
Night Parrots. Sound recordings have
confirmed that the elusive birds are using
the spinifex to roost and forage.
With the Night Parrot’s range now
known to include this new area,
protection and recovery efforts must
now extend beyond Bush Heritage’s
boundaries to ensure this species can
be brought back from the brink.

Piecing together the
Night Parrot puzzle

When researching a species once assumed
to be extinct, any new discovery is
paradigm-shifting. That’s the position that
research leader Dr Stephen Murphy finds
8
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himself in as he balances the excitement
of spearheading recovery efforts with the
enormous weight of responsibility.
Thanks in part to the support that Bush
Heritage donors have provided to the
Night Parrot program, we already know
far more about the species than at any
point in history. Yet such is the mystery
of this species that answers only lead
to more questions. Every day brings a
new insight, and yet another avenue
of research to be explored.
“Satellite imagery and bio-acoustic
recorders (known as Song Meters) have
painted a really detailed picture of the
Night Parrot’s habitat and range,” Dr
Murphy says. “We captured a second bird
in May (the first was carefully captured,
after intensive QLD government ethics
committee scrutiny, in April 2015) and
were able to collect some really important
information, including a thermal
photograph and a skin temperature.”
In April this year, the work led the research
team to an active Night Parrot nest, the first
one discovered in more than 100 years.
“We are now able to describe the nest
itself, what it looks like, how it’s made
and its position within the landscape,” he
says. “We were also able to observe and
document adult Night Parrot behaviours
around the nest. A carefully installed
Song Meter revealed three previously
unheard vocalisations, which was
incredibly exciting.”

“It’s an incredible turn of events.
For the last 80 to 100 years,
people have been writing and
talking about Night Parrots as
if they were extinct. Now, we’ve
got recordings of their calls,
we’ve got information about
nesting, and we’ve tagged two
with tracking devices. I struggle
to find the words to describe
how exciting that is.”
Dr Stephen Murphy, lead Night Parrot
researcher

The bird captured in May was also carefully
fitted with a tiny state-of-the-art GPS
tracker. This tracker can be programmed
to record at numerous, specific times and
for set time periods and is one of the most
innovative devices being used in the field.
“The GPS tag has only got 700 seconds
of battery life. That’s it,” Dr Murphy says.
“Our job was to think about what it is we
really wanted to know and schedule that
time accordingly.”
“We allocated those 700 seconds into a
schedule that captured GPS points every
five to ten minutes for two lots of two-hour
periods each night. We did this across five
nights. Overall it resulted in 127 recordings
of Night Parrot locations, and they’re
accurate to within a couple of metres.”
The resulting data were a revelation.

Over a total of only four hours on one
of the nights we tracked the bird, it flew
41kms. At one point it was traced to a
water point several kilometres from its
roosting site. The bird regularly visited
alluvial systems and floodplains to
feed. The data have provided a great
leap forward in how best to manage the
landscape to provide maximum benefits
to Night Parrots.
This information poses even more
challenging research questions: if
temperatures increase by three to five
degrees, as climate-change modelling
predicts, what impact will that have on
the water-seeking behaviour of the Night
Parrot? Modelling suggests that reliance
on freestanding water will increase
dramatically over the next few decades.
Given feral cats are known to live near
water points, what risks does that then
pose for predation and how can we
manage this?
These are all questions that must
now be answered.

Opposite: Night Parrot researchers Dr Stephen
Murphy and Rachel Barr in the field.
Photo by Lyndon Mechielsen

Left: Dr Stephen Murphy with sound recording
equipment. Photo by Lyndon Mechielsen

What new things have
we learnt about the
Night Parrot in 2016?

Steve’s toolkit:

•A
 lthough (as previously suspected),
Night Parrots visit areas dominated
by succulent plants, probably to
obtain water, they also access
freestanding water in nearby habitat
occasionally, when temperatures
are particularly high.

•n
 ight vision gear: this enables
researchers to observe Night Parrots
during darkness from a safe distance, so
that feral predators are not alerted to
the location of the nest.

•N
 ight Parrots have now been
recorded at three sites apart from
those on Pullen Pullen Reserve.
•S
 nakes are a threat to the Night
Parrot. This was discovered, to
our absolute dismay, in April 2016
when a plundered Night Parrot
nest was found with the remains of
Night Parrot eggs. DNA testing later
revealed a snake was the culprit. “It
was really devastating… we had no
idea that snakes were going to be a
threat,” says Dr Murphy.
•P
 reviously, a Night Parrot was
found to have been able to safely
carry a 0.42-gram radio-tracking
“backpack”, with no apparent harm
to the bird. This year researchers
have very slightly increased the
weight of the backpack that tracked
birds carry (to about 2g), to gather
even more critical information.

Right: Night Parrot. Photo by Steve Murphy

What will you find in lead Night Parrot
researcher Steve Murphy’s toolkit?

• “ ultra-miniaturised” surveillance
cameras (about the size of a matchbox)
to capture visual information about both
the Night Parrot and its predators
•b
 io-acoustic recorders, known as Song
Meters, that capture sounds over long
periods and tell researchers that Night
Parrots have visited the area
• t iny GPS tags, weighing less than 2g,
attached to birds’ backs to record their
movements across the region (these
tags are applied after ethics-committee
approval and state application
processes)
•a
 highly sensitive and directional
microphone carried by researchers to
make high-quality recordings of Night
Parrot vocalisations
•a
 sterile sampling kit, just in case
anything is discovered, like feathers,
scats or eggshells, that need to be sent
away for forensic DNA testing
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Canoeing in the desert:
Ethabuka Reserve under water
Bush Heritage volunteer Mick Moylan
was treated to a rare site during his most
recent visit to Ethabuka: a desert reserve
underwater.
The last time Mick and Kerry Moylan
visited Ethabuka they were greeted with
red sand and scorched earth. Arriving
today after a 2,500km journey that
started a week earlier in North East
Victoria, Mick is met by kilometres of
water, streaked with soggy tracks and
sodden mounds.
The sight is a rare one, and before
continuing his journey with his trusted
four-wheel drive and caravan, Mick takes
a moment to savour the spectacle that is
a soaked Ethabuka Reserve, alive with
plant and animal life following long and
heavy rains.

Singing in the rain

Mick and Kerry Moylan have been
volunteering with Bush Heritage since
2012. Their work has taken them to
reserves across Australia, but they’ve
always had a soft spot for Ethabuka
having first visited in August 2014.
This time however there were drastic
changes awaiting.
“It looked incredibly different,” Mick says.
“When you reached the top of a dune you
could just look at long stretches of water
spreading out for kilometres in some
places. That was a sight to see.”
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Mick recounts with wonder, the
experience of canoeing down the
Mulligan River, an ephemeral stream of
interconnected waterholes transformed
into a 300m wide waterway. Reserve
manager Matt, daughter Bella and Mick
paddled 3kms and return from the
Ethabuka–Kamaran Downs boundary,
enjoying a view of the Mulligan few will
ever get to see.

With Bush Heritage donors’ help the
cattle are now gone and the focus has
since shifted to eradicating feral camels.
Sensitive artesian springs have already
been fenced off to keep camels out.

“It was incredible canoeing through the
desert. It was just an explosion of bird life
and there were fish literally jumping out
of the water. I’ll never forget it.”

This work is paying off, with areas of
samphire and saltbush shrublands
showing signs of recovery, and more
small mammals returning in the absence
of cattle.

Rain check

The ‘big wet’ has been unlike anything
Matt and Amanda have seen in their short
time managing Ethabuka Reserve.
At least 330mls of rain has fallen so far
this year – but in a cruel irony, it’s been
too wet to reach the weather station since
its last official reading. No one knows for
sure how much rain has fallen, but it’s
safe to assume that it’s at least double the
average yearly rainfall.
When the weather allows, Matt and
Amanda focus much of their attention on
feral animals, fire management and fence
maintenance.
Ethabuka’s post-rain beauty disguises the
fact that camels foul important watering
holes and de-stabilise dune crests, and
that native habitats still wear the legacy
of grazing.

Wildfire is also a threat to the reserve, but
firebreaks and controlled burns are part of
a robust management plan that is in place
at Ethabuka.

For now, the rainfall has given Ethabuka
a new complexion. Native shrubs, grasses
and flowers have sprung to life, attracting
birdlife that is rarely seen. The skies
are alive with Red-backed Kingfishers
and cockatiels. The watering holes have
become home to Black Swans while
pelicans scoop up the abundant fish life.

“It was incredible canoeing
through the desert. It was
just an explosion of bird life
and there were fish literally
jumping out of the water.
I’ll never forget it.”
Mick Moylan, Bush Heritage volunteer

Opposite left: Ethabuka Reserve Managers Matt and
Amanda Warr and family. Photo by Kate Cranney
Opposite right: At least 330mls of rain had fallen
at Ethabuka Reserve by November this year.
Photo by Mick Moylan

Left: Zebra Finch. Photo by Mick Moylan
Right: Ethabuka Reserve by canoe: a rare sight.
Photo by Mick Moylan

“This is the best it has looked since we've
been here,” Amanda says. “We’ve had a
couple of dry years and a big fire, so there
were a lot of bare dunes with nothing but
burnt spinifex and fire scars.”

New life, new threats

“Now all the dunes are green. You can't
see much sand apart from the track.
There's just green clumps all over it
sprinkled with flowers.”

“The boom is obviously going to be good for
all the small mammals who will have more
cover from predators and more seed to feed
on,” Matt says. “They'll follow the boom
wave through, but you're also going to have
an increase in feral predator numbers as
well, like your cats and foxes that will follow
them. That’s something we need to plan for.”

While the rain has been welcomed, it has
forced a change of operational priorities.
The constant threat of bog has left heavy
machinery stranded at the homestead,
making routine fence maintenance
impossible.
Matt, Amanda and Mick have instead
focused on repair work around the
homestead and have constructed a new
visitor carpark and shed. They are keen
to see the altered landscape and reassess
their management plans.

Bush Heritage Australia
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Melbourne, VIC 8009
T: 1300 628 873 (1300 NATURE)
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However, such is the nature of Australia’s
harsh interior that the good fortune of
abundant rain also brings with it a host of
new threats.

The Warrs are also especially mindful that
flourishing plant life will inevitably lead
to a larger fuel load when summer arrives
and the landscape dries out — making fire
management planning a key priority in
the New Year.

Read about 25 years-worth
of Bush Heritage stories:
the inspiring tale of our
founding, to the tales of the
ecologists, land managers,
Aboriginal landowners and
the volunteers who have
helped Bush Heritage to
thrive, year after year.
As a valued Bush Heritage
supporter, you receive
a 40% discount when
ordering from www.
newsouthbooks.com.au,
using the code BUSH40 at
the checkout. ($39.95 or
$23.95 for Bush Heritage
supporters)

Ethabuka Reserve was acquired in 2004 with the
assistance of the Australian Government's National
Reserve System program, The Nature Conservancy
and Diversicon Environmental Foundation.

ABN 78 053 639 115
Contributors: Leigh Johnstone,
Gerard O'Neill

This publication uses 100% postconsumer waste recycled fibre, made
with a carbon neutral manufacturing
process, using vegetable-based inks.
Design by violadesign.com.au
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Plan your 2017 holidays!
Thinking about your travel plans for
2017? Why not include a Bush Heritage
Reserve?

Self-guided day visits

Camping

• Kojonup, WA
• Chereninup Creek, WA
• Oura Oura, Tas.
• Liffey River, Tas.
• Reedy Creek, Qld
• Currumbin, Qld

• Charles Darwin, WA (April to October)

(All year round, weather-dependent)

Our self-guided day visits or camping
options allow you to explore at your own
pace. We also run a number of guided
trips throughout the year, which is a great
way to learn firsthand about the work that
you are supporting. Go to our website
for a full listing of the opportunities,
bookings and visitor information.

(Booking required)

• Boolcoomatta, SA (April to October)
• Carnarvon Station, Qld (May to
September)

Station Stay

(Camping & accommodation – booking
recommended)

View of Hamelin Station Stay from one of the shearing
quarters bunks. Photo by Annette Ruzicka

• Hamelin Station (from 20 March to
mid-October)

Bush Heritage is a not-for-profit organisation, funded entirely by donations from generous supporters like you.

Yes! I want to save the Golden-shouldered Parrot!
Title

First name

Last name

Date of birth

Address

State

Email

Home phone

I will give $

via:

Card no.

/

/

/

/

Cardholder’s name

/

/

/

/

/

/

/
Signature

All donations of $2 or more are tax-deductible.

Please send me information about including a gift to Bush Heritage in my Will

SUM16NDM

Please return to: Bush Heritage Australia, Reply Paid 329, Flinders Lane VIC 8009
You can also donate online at: BushHeritage.org.au/donate
Our Privacy Policy is at BushHeritage.org.au/privacy It explains how we manage your personal information,
how you can access or correct it, how to opt out of receiving marketing material, and what to do if you
have a privacy complaint. If you don’t want to receive any communications from us, let us know by emailing
info@BushHeritage.org.au, freecalling 1300 628 873 (1800 NATURE) or writing to us care of the address above.
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/

Postcode

Mobile

Cheque/money order (enclosed)
/

/

Visa
Expiry date

MasterCard
/

AMEX

Diners

