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Did you know?

Social huntsmen spiders

When we put up nest boxes for pygmy possums, 
other creatures can use them too, including 
spiders! These are a specific species of huntsman 
spider that’s social. A single adult female lays 
eggs and then all the different generations of 
brother and sister spiders live together. There 
are lots of advantages, including growing faster, 
heavier and healthier. But there’s one big 
challenge – they have to share some of their prey!

Owls

Owls can turn their heads an incredible 270 
degrees – that’s almost all the way around! This 
is important because their eyes are fixed in their 
heads and don’t move like ours. Their big round 
eyes are not a disadvantage though, in fact they’re 
quite special and give them excellent vision in low-
light, which is part of what makes them fantastic 
night-time hunters.

Hanging by a hair

Ever wondered how geckoes stick to walls? 
Their toe pads actually have millions of tiny 
hairs on them – called setae – and, incredibly, 
these hairs have millions of even tinier hair-like 
structures growing on them too. Together all the 
hairs work like the ring of a suction cup so their 
toe pads become sticky when pressed onto a 
hard surface.

Learn more about Australia’s wonderful wildlife. 

Visit BushHeritage.org.au/species

A groovy way to drink

Thorny Devils are especially well adapted to 
Australian deserts. Their spiky bodies represent a 
water circulation system on their skin. If presented 
with a puddle, a devil can stand in it and suck the 
water through their bodies into their mouths.

This school holidays  
we’re giving everyone subscribed  

to our Bush Buddies emails, a chance  
to win 1 of 5 hand-picked books for  

young conservationists. 

First name drawn will have a chance  
to pick their preference.

G I V E AWAY

https://www.bushheritage.org.au/species


Unscramble 
these words

1. ntaseer ulqol

2. kroc ybllabaw

3. rete grof

4. famleelwol

5. garonako

Answers

1. Eastern Quoll
2. Rock Wallaby

3. Tree Frog
4. Malleefowl
5. Kangaroo

Match the joke  
to punchline

1.  Which animals can  

jump higher than the 

Sydney Harbour Bridge?

2.  What’s furry, bright  

purple and lives in trees?

3.  Why do kangaroo  

mums hate bad weather?

4.  What’s a crocodile’s 

favourite game?

Answers

1. All of them – bridges can’t jump!
2. A Koala holding its breath.

3. Their joeys have to play inside!
4. Snap!

No laughing 
matter

The raucous laughter of Kookaburras can 
be heard at dawn and dusk, ringing out 
through native bushland in much of eastern 
Australia. But a Kookaburra’s laughter is 
actually serious business – the bird’s calls 
are used to establish the territory of each 
family group. 



Fire-spreading 
raptors

In Arnhem Land, in Northern Australia, 

there is a very cheeky bird. Karrkanj it is 

called; the Brown Falcon, the firebird. 

Karrkanj is one of three birds in Northern Australia known to 
spread fire – the Brown Falcon, Black Kite and Whistling 
Kite – and it is very special to the Rembarrnga and Dalabon 
people of the Mimal Land Management area where Bush 
Heritage has a partnership with the Mimal Rangers.



A friend and a 
troublemaker

For Mimal Rangers, fire is  

a part of life.   

Burning country is an important tool for land 
management. Rembarrnga and Dalabon 
people use fire for keeping country healthy, for 
hunting and rejuvenating bush tucker plants. 

Cool fires are lit in small patches in the right 
places during the early dry season to prevent 
hot, damaging wildfires later in the season. 
While sometimes Karrkanj is a little troublemaker 
– starting unwanted fires that need to be put 
out – he is also a friend. When Rembarrnga and 
Dalabon people go out to burn, Karrkanj has 
been known to go with them. Throughout history, 
they have had a partnership with the bird. They 
called it the firebird. 

Want to know more about Karrkanj? Watch this 
video to hear Indigenous Ranger groups share 
their stories.

Using fire to hunt
Karrkanj is often seen soaring above the 
cascading river waters and wetlands (djula and 
wah), grassy plains (ruwurrno and rorrobo), 
and woodlands (berrhno and mininyburr) of the 
Mimal Land Management area. Sometimes, 
it will be carrying a smouldering stick in its 
talons. Why? Because it is an effective hunter. 

On the move from one fire, Karrkanj drops 
the burning stick to start another. Then, it 
waits patiently. When all the small reptiles and 
mammals scuttle out of the newly lit flames, 
Karrkanj swoops in to pick up its meal.

*words in italics are the local Rembarrnga and Dalabon Aboriginal language words.

Karrkanj spreads its wings.  
Photo by Ian Mayo

Karrkanj in flight.  
Photo by Ian Mayo

https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1762778067361799
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1762778067361799


Happy fish

Do you have any pets? Some people think fish 

are the easiest pets to look after. But if you 

want to keep any animals healthy, you need 

to create healthy habitat, and to do this, fish 

owners need to learn a lot about their fish: 

Beneficial bacteria
In aquariums or tanks, it’s important to 
build up beneficial bacteria to break down 
fish poo, any dead plants or other organic 
rubbish (sunken food). This will prevent toxic 
Ammonia and Nitrate levels in the water. 

Fish keepers have to be part scientists – 
testing water levels for different chemicals, 
and regularly cleaning the tank to keep the 
habitat healthy.

• How much space do they need? 

• Can you keep them with other fish?

• What’s their ideal water temperature? 

• Do you have the right water or will you 
need to treat it (e.g. to remove chlorine 
and other elements)?

• What do they eat? 

• Should they have direct or indirect light?



Very unlikely fish  

On our Edgbaston Reserve 

on Iningai country in 

Queensland, we have 

some very unusual fish 

habitat. 

Out in the middle of the desert there’s 
water under the ground. Australia’s Great 
Artesian Basin is one of the biggest and 
deepest underground water sources in 
the world. Through some natural cracks 
in rock, water from deep underground 
bubbles up into small springs, ponds 

and puddles in the desert. These are 
only about 5cm deep and the water 
temperature can go from near freezing to 
almost 40 degrees on one day!

It’s very unusual fish habitat and home 
to some very rare fish – the critically 
endangered Red-finned Blue-eye. 
Since we bought the reserve in 2008 
we’ve been working hard to learn about 
these native fish and what they need. 
Some other fish called Gambusia have 
got into their ponds, where they don’t 
belong, making it hard for Red-finned 
Blue-eye to survive. 

But after trying lots of things (such as 
building fish fences around the ponds) 
we created whole new artificial ponds - 
with bubbles – and learnt how to breed 
Red-finned Blue-eye – a sure sign 
they’re happy! 

Recently our freshwater ecologist Pippa 
Kern moved some Red-finned Blue-eye 
from the artificial ponds where they’ve 
been breeding, back into real artesian 
basin springs. It was a big win and a 
great sign for their ongoing survival. 

Pippa releases the 
fish into springs. 
Photo by Peter Wallis

Pippa with Red-finned 
Blue-eye fish.  
Photo by Peter Wallis



Platypus
(Ornithorhynchus anatinus)

A unique, venomous, semi-aquatic 

mammal that lays eggs and uses 

electroreception to find its prey.

From top to tail, Platypuses (or Platypodes) 
can be 60cm long. Males can weigh 3kg; 
females 1.7kg.

In colder climates individuals are slightly 
larger, but they don’t come close to the size of 
prehistoric Platypuses, which were 1m long!

The name Platypus comes from 

the Greek word for ‘flat-footed’ 

– they’re very awkward on 

land, walking on their knuckles 

to protect the webbing of  

their feet.

Expert swimmers, they use these webbed 
feet to propel themselves and use their tails 
to steer through the water. Their dense, silky 
brown fur is both waterproof and insulating – 
along with the fat reserves in their tails, their 
fur allows them to stay warm underwater.

Their ‘duck bill’ is flexible, rubbery and feels 
like suede. Platypus use their bills to dig up 
food from the riverbed, but they’re also highly 
sensitive. Platypuses use electroreceptors on 
their bills to detect electrical signals given 
off by prey as it moves.

In other words, with its 

eyes, ears and nostrils 

closed, a Platypus can use 

electroreception to detect 

movement underwater.

This explains its characteristic side-to-side 
head movement while hunting. In this way 
they hunt for prey underwater for 30 to 140 
seconds at a time.

The Platypus is one of very few venomous 
mammals in the world. The spur on the male’s 
hind foot is connected to a venom-secreting 
gland. Recent research suggests that the spur 
is used during aggressive encounters between 
rival males. For humans, the venom is non-
fatal, but it can cause swelling, loss of muscle 
control and severe pain.

It’s little wonder that 19th Century European 
scientists found it difficult to believe that 
Platypuses were real, and fancied this half-
beaver, half-bird hybrid to be an elaborate 
hoax.

Today the Platypus is celebrated as one 
of Australia’s most unusual and unique 
animals – it’s the state animal of New South 
Wales and proudly represented Australia 
in the 2000 Olympics…. as a mascot! 
Taxonomically, it’s the only species in the 
family Ornithorhynchidae.



How do Platypus behave?
Platypuses are mostly nocturnal. 

During the day they sleep in 

the chambers at the end of 

riverbank burrows. At dusk they 

emerge to search the river 

bottom for food, sometimes 

hunting for 10 to 12 hours a night.

They’re completely carnivorous (meat-eating) and 
mostly eat invertebrates: swimming beetles and 
waterbugs, insect larvae, tadpoles, worms, snails 
and shrimp. They scoop up gravel and dirt along 
with their prey, store it in their cheek-pouches, and 
bring it all to the surface to eat.

Like echidnas, Platypuses don’t have teeth. 
Instead, they use a grinding plate to mash the 
gravel, soil and food slurry, scooped from the 

riverbed. They can eat an impressive amount 
of food in a night – up to 20% of their own body 
weight!

Females breed at four years. After burrowing deep 
into the riverbank, pregnant females lay one or two 
eggs. Here, curled up in protective chambers, they 
incubates their eggs between their tail and rump.

Bean-sized babies emerge from the egg after 
10 days and are fed milk for about four months. 
But Platypuses don’t have nipples; instead milk 
is secreted through pores and licked off the 
mother’s skin or fur.

By the time the young are weaned off milk they 
can swim independently. While largely solitary, 
Platypuses don’t mind sharing their waterbody 
with other individuals. They can live to 12 years 
old in the wild.

Where do Platypus live?
Platypuses are endemic to (only found in) east and 
south-eastern Australia. They’re found in freshwater 
creeks and rivers of Queensland, New South Wales, 
Victoria, Tasmania and South Australia. They can live 
in many habitats, from tropical rainforest creeks to 
streams in alpine areas.

Platypuses are not endangered but the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature has upgraded 
their status to ‘Near Threatened’. Elusive by nature, 
there’s a lack of reliable data about where and in what 
numbers they occur. They’re protected by legislation 
in all of Australia’s eastern states.

A baby Platypus rescued from a sinkhole 
on the Upper Murrumbidgee River.  
Photo Richard Swain.

The Murrumbidgee River on Scottsdale 
Reserve provides habitat for Platypus. 
Photo Peter Saunders.



What Bush Heritage 
is doing
Sit quietly by the water at our Liffey Valley, 
‘Nameless’ Sylvan or Scottsdale reserves and 
you might spot this shy species. We look after 
their habitat by maintaining riparian vegetation 
(which filters run-off into waterways) and in-
stream habitat (e.g. fallen logs, deep pools) and 
by managing stream-bank erosion.

Threats to Platypus
Given their dependence on 

freshwater systems, habitat 

destruction and waterway 

pollution threaten this species.

Water extraction, dams and diversions to water 
flow have a big impact. Water quality and in-
stream habitat (such as submerged logs) are 
critical so degradation of these elements is a 
threat.

Run-off from pasture (sediments and nutrient load) 
can degrade Platypus habitat.

Platypuses are eaten by snakes, water rats, birds 
of prey and occasionally crocodiles. It’s likely that 
foxes, dingoes and wild dogs kill Platypuses that 
venture on land. They were once hunted for their 
fur – pelts are both warm and waterproof.

A Platypus in action. 
Photo Steve Parish.

Platypus.  
Photo Richard Taylor.



Science experiment: 
Compost in a bottle

Healthy soil is a very important part of nature. 

In this edition’s science experiment, we’re going to 
compost food scraps to create nutrient-rich soil. It 
will take about three weeks. For a few days before 
you start, collect scraps of food (apple cores, 
banana peels, potato skin) in your fridge.

There are two types of things you can compost: carbon rich (dry 
leaves, paper or newspaper) and nitrogen rich (cut grass, food scraps). 
A good ratio is one part carbon rich to two parts nitrogen rich.

When you mix these with dirt, water and air it will attract bacteria and 
fungi, which will start to feed on the organic material. As they do this it 
will create heat that helps speed up the process.

What you’ll need: 

1. Two-litre clear plastic bottle

2. Dirt from outside (not potting mix)

3. Nitrogen-rich fruit or vegetable scraps

4. Carbon-rich shredded paper or dead leaves

5. Sharp scissors or a knife (and maybe an adult’s help to use them)

6. An old plate or tray (to collect drainage)



Procedure:

1. Wash and peel any labels off the bottle (so 
you get a good view of what’s happening 
inside)

2. Cut the top off the bottle and put it aside

3. Poke 8 to 10 small drainage holes around 
the sides and bottom

4. Put some newspaper, 5 cups of dirt and 
food scraps into the bottle

5. Stand it on the old plate or tray

6. Wet the mixture

7. Turn the bottle lid upside down and put it in 
the top as a funnel for adding a bit of water 
each day to keep it damp.

8. Put it somewhere it will get sun and cover 
the top with a towel

9. Check the compost each day and stir it 
around so the bacteria can find new food!

After a few weeks you’ll see the food scraps 
break down into soil. Now you can take this 
healthy soil and plant something in it!



You’ve got mail

Check out the beautiful old fridge that’s been 
redecorated and turned into a letterbox at our 
Eurardy Reserve in WA on Nandy country!

A lot of our staff live out in the bush a long way from even 
their nearest neighbours, so it’s extra special to get mail.

Do you have any friends or family who live a long way away? 
Maybe you could write a letter. Send them some colouring, 
write them a story or draw them a picture.

We’d also love to 
hear from you. 
What are you enjoying most 
about Bush Buddies?  
What would you like more of? 

Write to us at 1/395 Collins St, Melbourne.  
(Of course, we have email too -  
communications@bushheritage.org.au) 

mailto:communications%40bushheritage.org.au?subject=Bush%20Buddies
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