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Did you know?

Hi Kids! This issue we have lots to 

learn and do while the weather 

is cold outside in the winter 

school holidays. 

For starters you can learn all 

about the dancing Brolga 

and the Bilby – a very special 

creature we’re protecting 

together with the Martu people 

of the Western Deserts. 

We’ll also take a look at how to 

find an emu constellation in 

night sky, get crafty and make  

a sock Goanna, and discover 

how to make water walk. We’ve 

got jokes, a crossword and  

more colouring in. 

Sleeping through winter
You might think of American Grizzly Bears when you think about 
hibernating for the winter. But quite a few Australian animals do a 
similar thing. One of our favourites are Pygmy Possums, which in cold 
weather will often become torpid, curling up, folding in their ears and 
lowering their internal temperature and metabolic rate. 

Pygmy Possum in nest box.  
Photo Simon Smale

Echidna trains 
Winter or early spring is also the time to look out for echidna trains. 
Normally shy, romantic male echidnas will start following females 
around in the hope of mating. This can last for days on end and where 
there’s competition echidna love trains can pick up new followers and 
reach up to 10 animals long. It doesn’t sound romantic but the female 
will eventually mate with those who follow her the longest!  

Echidna group.  
Photo Matt Appleby

A desert full of frogs
You might think of frogs as wetland animals – and you are right. 
But arid Australia is also home to many frogs that spend much of 
their lives in burrows underground, waiting for rain. Digging down 
sometimes several metres, they wait cocooned and dormant, 
sometimes for years on end. When heavy rains filter down into their 
burrows, they emerge for a few weeks to enjoy the wet conditions.

Desert tree-frog.  
Photo Coen Hird
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Cluey 
crossword Match the 

joke to 
punchline
Q.  Why did the dingo cross  

the road twice?

Q. Why did the manager  

hire the marsupial? 

Q. Why did the  

cockatoo  

sit on the clock? 

Q.  What do you  

get if you cross  

a kangaroo  

with an alien? 

A. Mars-upial
A. So he’d be on time!
A. Because he was koala-fied.
A. Because he was a double-crosser!
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For clues, learn more about 

Australia’s wonderful wildlife at  

BushHeritage.org.au/species

Across

2. Apex predator and 
Australian native canid

6. Golden-shouldered 
Parrot in Olkola 
language

7. Long-eared, nocturnal 
Australian answer to 
the Easter bunny

8. Sleeps up to 20 hours  
a day

9. The largest Australian 
goanna

10. Australian crane, 
famous for courtship 
dance

11. Can turn their heads  
up to 270 degrees

12. Often referred to  
as native cat

Down

1. Australia’s most 
widespread native 
mammal

3. Short stocky relative  
of the Koala

4. Mound building bird that 
lives in arid Australia

5. Fierce predators said  
to suck the brains  
out of theirprey!

8. World’s largest 
marsupial



Burrowing Bilbies 
on Birriliburu

The Bilby is a bit like Australia’s 

Easter Bunny, with a few big 

differences. 

It is nocturnal and comes out when the sun goes 
down. It has long pink-ish ears, silky blue-grey fur, 
and a long snout which it uses to dig out bulbs, 
tubers and witchetty grubs (among other foods!) 

It is known to enclose itself in its burrow to escape 
from predators, like feral cats and foxes which will 
often try to follow it in, and when it does emerge it 
doesn’t stray very far – usually staying within 250 
metres of safety. 

The Bilby was once found across most of Australia, 
but in the last 200 years since Europeans arrived, 
it has been pushed closer to extinction and its 
homelands have shrunk to mostly arid areas, like the 
Birriliburu Indigenous Protected Area (IPA), where 
Birriliburu Rangers are working to keep it safe.

The Birriliburu IPA is found in the Little Sandy and 
Gibson Deserts of Western Australia and covers 6.6 
million hectares of land – roughly half the size of 
Tasmania! The Traditional Owners are the Martu 
people and one of their names for the Bilby is 
muntangalku.



Finding signs in the 
landscape
Birriliburu Rangers walk across the landscape 
and use their expert tracking skills to find fresh 
muntangalku and tjakura (Great Desert Skink) 
signs.

It’s incredibly hard work. Sometimes the track 
leads to a hole, but sometimes the muntangalku 
is gone for miles before they can find anything. 
On top of other land management activities, 
rangers also set up sensor cameras to target 
bidi (burrows) and along the roads to look for 
feral cats. 

“We just keep monitoring them - doing the same 
thing we’ve been doing, to keep our little Bilbies 
in the country,” says Lena.

Passing down 
knowledge
Nobody knows more about finding muntangalku 
in Birriliburu than the Traditional Owners. Some 
of the rangers and Elders can take you to a 
muntangalku burrow and tell you how many 
males, how many females, the last time they 
were there, and probably what they ate! They 
know so much about muntangalku because it 
is part of their culture to pass down knowledge 
from generation to generation, so that they can 
continue to look after the land. 

When Martu Elders Lena Long 

and Caroline Long talk about 

looking after muntangalku they 

say, “We like to share our job 

looking for bilbies, holes and 

tracking them down. Show how 

we do it with the young people 

too, because they learn from us. 

We keep taking younger people 

out, showing them, so they can 

show the next lot of generations.’’ *words in italics are Martu language words. 

Muntangalku burrow.  
Photo by 

Muntangalku. 
Photo by 

Muntangalku tracks.  
Photo by 



Star gazing and the 
Emu constellation

Days are shorter and nights longer in 

winter, which means it’s dark nice and 

early and there’s more time to look up 

at the stars.

If you can get out into the country, 

away from city lights, the stars will shine 

even brighter and you may be able  

to spot an ancient emu in the sky. 

All across Australia, Aboriginal groups would 
look out for the emu constellation, and its 
position in the sky told them when it was a 
good time to collect emu eggs.

To find the emu, first look south to the 
Southern Cross constellation. The dark cloud 
between the stars is the head, and the neck, 
body and legs are made up of dust lanes 
stretching across the milky way.

Emu eggs.  
Photo Kurt Tschirner.



What else can 
you find?  

With so many stars and constellations 
in the sky, it’s hard to know sometimes 
what you’re looking at. Is that a planet, a 
star or something else?

Using a mobile phone and one of the free 
star gazing apps available on android or 
iphone (such as Star Walk or SkyView) 
you can soon identify key landmarks in 
the sky. 

Point the phone in any direction 
to find out the names of stars and 
constellations, learn more about the solar 
system and what’s new or more clearly 
visible in your corner of the world tonight! 



Brolgas
(Grus rubicunda)

Famed for their elaborate courtship 

dance, Brolgas are one of Australia’s  

most iconic birds.

The name Brolga is taken from the Aboriginal language 
Gamilaraay, in which they are called, burralga.

A number of traditional Aboriginal 

legends and dances are associated 

with the bird, and use movements that 

mimick their graceful performances.

Brolgas are one of Australia’s largest flying birds – they 
stand a metre tall and have a wing span up to 2.4 metres.

They’re one of two members of the Gruidae (crane) family 
in Australia – John Gould, celebrated ornithologist and 
artist, once called them the Australian Crane.

The Sarus Crane (Grus antigone) is the only other 
Australian member of the crane family and is found  
across northern Australia, South East Asia and India.



Brolga behaviour

Brolgas are best known for their intricate and 
ritualised dance. Partners begin by picking up 
grass, tossing it into the air and catching it again 
in their beaks. The birds then jump up to a metre 
in the air with their wings outstretched, before 
performing an elaborate display of head-bobbing, 
wing-beating, strutting and bowing. Occasionally 
they stop to trumpet loudly – a spectacular sound!

Both sexes dance year around, in pairs or in 
groups, with birds lining up opposite each other.

With such an impressive mating ritual it’s little 
wonder that Brolgas pair for life. But the large 
birds are also gregarious – during the non-
breeding season family groups gather to form 
flocks.

During the breeding season a pair will return to 
their breeding site and create a nest in the middle 
of a wetland. The nest is an island mound made 

with sticks, grass and sedges. Some pairs have 
returned to the same nest each year for 20 years!

Both adults care for the incubating eggs, typically 
two per clutch. Once hatched, the young can feed 
themselves almost immediately.

Brolgas are omnivorous – they eat tubers dug up 
with their bills, but also feast on insects, frogs and 
molluscs.

Brolgas breed from September to December in 
southern Australia and from February to May in 
northern Australia.

Perhaps you’ve seen a pair of Brolgas, wings 
beating slowly, crying hoarsely as they travel from 
wetland to wetland?

Where do Brolgas live?

Brolgas can be found across tropical northern 
Australia, throughout Queensland and in parts of 
western Victoria, central NSW and south-east South 
Australia. They feed and breed in open wetlands, 
coastal mudflats and irrigated croplands, occasionally 
visiting estuaries and mangrove creeks.

While not considered migratory, 

they’re partially nomadic, flying to 

different areas following seasonal 

rainfall.

The Australian population of Brolgas is considered 
‘secure’, with somewhere between 20,000 to 
100,000 birds in northern Australia. But the southern 
population – estimated at 1,000 birds – is dwindling, 
and the species is listed as vulnerable in NSW, 
South Australia and Victoria.

Pre-1900 records of Brolgas along the coast of NSW 
show that their range and population has already 
declined.

Brolgas in flight over Naree Station, NSW. 
Photo Steve Parish.

Brolgas are renown for their elaborate 
dances. Photo Alec Brennan.



Threats to Brolgas

Brolgas are dependent on 

wetlands. One of the main threats 

to the species is habitat loss, 

including wetland drainage for 

agriculture and development.

Collisions with powerlines is also an issue and 
fox predation is a major problem for breeding 
birds in southern Australia.

In northern Australia, feral pigs reduce the cover 
of plants that Brolgas use to hide from predators. 
In the past they were poisoned and shot on farms 
because of the damage they caused to crops.

What’s Bush Heritage 
doing?

Naree Station Reserve is a haven for Brolgas. 
A former pastoral property, it’s located in the 
Warrego-Paroo River catchment in north-western 
NSW, one of the least disturbed parts of the 
Murray-Darling Basin. Unlike most other river 
systems in the Basin, there’s minimal water 
extraction in the Warrego-Paroo system, allowing 
the area to flood and dry naturally.

We work with universities, and experts like 
ornithologist (bird specialist) Professor Richard 
Kingsford on Naree, who has been monitoring 
waterbirds across inland Australia since 1986.

We also protect their habitat on Ethabuka, 
Cravens Peak, Edgbaston and Yourka Reserves 
(all in Queensland), removing threats like weeds 
and feral pigs, which damage sensitive wetland 
systems.

Brolgas. Photo Ross Bray.

Brolga footprint in the dried floor of a dune swale 
ephemeral wetland after winter rain, Craven’s 
Peak, Qld. Photo Wayne Lawler / EcoPix



Make your own sock 
puppet goanna!
By Chloe Sykes

What you’ll need: 

• An old sock in an earthy colour
• Fabric markers
• Small googly eyes
• A small piece of pink felt
• Scissors
• Fabric glue



Instructions:

• Take the sock and place the googly 
eyes on the ‘head’ of the sock puppet 
and secure these down with glue.

• Cut the felt into a tongue shape and 
use more glue to connect it to the top 
of the mouth. Be careful not to glue 
the mouth shut.

• Take your markers and go crazy!  
You can follow some designs to 
create your favourite species of 
Monitor or create your own! 

Fun facts
There are 27 species of monitor 
lizard’s native to Australia

Around 50,000 years ago, 
there was a giant monitor called 
a Megalania, estimated to have 
been between 3.5-7 meters long!

Using brown, black and  
white markers, create the  

mottled colours of the 
Rosenberg’s Monitor.

You could use an orange  
marker around the eyes to  

make your sock puppet  
the Yellow-spotted  

Monitor.

You could also use blue felt  
and brown markers to  

create a Blue-tongued 
Lizard!



The walking water 
science experiment

What you’ll need: 

• 7 plastic cups
• Paper towel
• Food colouring
• Pieces of celery

Plants need water – everyone knows. 
And they can draw water up from their 
roots into their leaves at the top through 
a process called capillary action.

We can see how this works using a simple 
paper towel. Paper towels are fibrous and 
water can travel through gaps in the fibre to 
spread through the towel. If we place a paper 
towel in a cup of water it will even climb up 
the towel, going against gravity, as it’s drawn 
through the gaps in the fibres. 

Let’s watch some water take a walk!

RED
FOOD

COLOUR

50ml

YELLOW
FOOD

COLOUR

50ml

BLUE
FOOD

COLOUR

50ml



Method 

• Set out your cups in a row. Pour 
some water into the first and then 
every second cup (the 3rd, 5th and 
7th) . Leave the 2nd, 4th and, 6th 
cups empty.

• Take a sheet of paper towel and fold 
in half lengthwise, then in half again. 
You might like to trim length so it can 
go from one cup to another without 
too much left over.

• Put one end of towel into the first cup 
and then make a bridge over into the 
second cup. Join up all your cups 
with paper towel bridges. 

Next

• Add a few drops of red food 
colouring to the 1st and 7th cups

• Add yellow food colouring to the  
3rd cup

• Add Blue food colouring to the 5th.

Results

You can see how easily water, and 
anything dissolved in it, can move 
through capillary action. Leave it for  
a while and it will walk into your  
empty cups! 

Let’s take this one step further and 
watch how it is drawn up through 
capillary action into leaves. Simply 
place a piece of celery stalk with leaves 
into plastic cups with food colouring. 
Place them on a window sill where 
there is light and watch over a few  
days as the leaves change colour!

Healthy water = healthy plants!



Dd
is for  
Dingo



Ff
is for  
Fruit Bat



 If you enjoy this issue, or have any 

requests, we’d love to hear from  

you on the details below.

Write to us:
Communications@bushheritage.org.au
Website: Bushheritage.org.au/bush-buddies

Or find bush Heritage on 

    


