
Looking after the 
land at 
A combination of Aboriginal knowledge and scientific research is 
providing a sound basis for managing this World Heritage land. 

K•t• Tjuta, •bout 40 km from Uluru, ;, 
cm•-crossed by dome~. gorges and v•ll~y•. 
Run·off from the$e ouppor'l$ a divene 
community of pl•nts and animals. 

C 
cntral Australia's desert country seems, unle~s you look 
closely, to be the dead heart of an arid continent: a sere, 
forbidding landscape where nothing living can be seen but 
the occasional kite, soaring in the vast dome of the sky. But 
beneath the apparent barrenness, those who know where and 

how to look can detect signs of life; here, the presence of living things is 
revealed most often through their tracks or thei r seats. 

It is a landscape that gives up its secrets only grudgingly. To the 
untutored eye it can appear empty and incapable of supporting life, but 
its Aboriginal inhabitants have learned to use the land's resources so well 
over tens of thousands of years that they have established a culture of 
astonishing richness. Their myths, songs and art celebrate the ordered 
dimensions of the land - its timelessness as much as it~ spectacular 
blossoming after rain - and reveal the depth of their knowledge of the 
plants, the animals and the very land itself. 

That depth of knowledge stems from a need to know not only the 
na tural history of the desert but also how to manage it. Indeed, the 
Anangu people who are the traditional owners of Uluru (Ayers Rock) and 
Kala Tjuta (the Olgas), now contained within Uluru National Park, 
regard their role in life as 'looking after the land': a task that lies at the 
centre of the Tjukurpa, the religious philosophy that binds Anangu to the 
land. 



The Tjukurpa provides answers to the fundamental 
questions of exis tence, explaining the creation of the 
world and the shape, behaviour and meaning of all 
plants and animals. Much of what scientis ts would 
term biological or ecological information is con­
sidered by Aoangu to be a part o( the Tjukurpa - knowledge 
that, to them, is inextricably bound up with rules that govern human 
behaviour so that this does not harm the land. 

An angu culture was never static. Songlines - routes along which tradi· 
tional obligations and activities were carried out - criss-crossed the 
desert, and trade routes connec:ted the people of the central desert with 
tribes living in the lush coastal areas of the Top End. But nothing could 
have prepared Anangu for the impact of the white man. 

The arrival of people who held a profoundly different view of the land 
swept aside the land management s kills codified in the Tjukurpa. The 
pastoral industry's fences, cattle, sheep and horses changed the face of 
the country forever - and the white settlers' inability to recognise that 
controlled fire was integral to the maintenance of the landscape they 
found so attractive meant that patterns of plant dominance and change 
over time were suddenly interrupted. Many of the animals that depended 
on those plants (and on which Anangu depended for survival) dis· 
appeared, replaced by rabbits, foxes, feral cats, feral donkeys and camels. 

p~., () c,,. 

Thr involvement of An~ngu men ~nd 
women wilh upert knowledge of Ulu[U 
"'~lion;al Puk's envixonmenl was cenlr~llo 
lhr ('<;IRO f•un;a SUTV<'Y· Here Mr Al• n 
Wibon. a senior member of lhe Mutlljulu 
commun ity, unearths a lizard for w~tch ing 
scientists. 



Dco;pile its s cre appearance, U luru Nalion.1 l r.uk supports lhc Austr.lliJn arid zone's mos t 
diver:;e reptill' (dun,L 1 he bl,lck-he.ad('d goJnnJ Vurmrus lristis is one or sh species of 
monitor liz.udo;;: collected fmm the Park. 

W hen freehold title to Uluru 
National Park was handed to 
its traditional Anangu owners 

in October 1985 a new t'ra of land 
management began. Paradoxica lly, the 
new management s tructure is based on 
traditional ideas of stewardship, of 
looking after the lond rather than 
exploitation. 

The Park has such outstanding va I uc 
that it is listed both as a Biosphere 
Reserve - as part of the UNESCO net­
work of examples of major ecosystems 
- and on the World He ritage List. As 
one of the nntural wonders of the 
world, Uluru ationa l Pa rk also plays 
a p1votal role iJ1 the Aus tralian tourism 
i11dustry. 

At 'handback ' in 1985, the trad itional 
owners leased the Pa rk to the 
Australian •ational Parks a nd Wildlife 
Service (ANI'WS). which employs rilng­
crs w ho operate it according to the 
primary aim set ou t in the Plan of 
Management: to 'ensure tha t the out ­
standing natu ra l scenery and other 
cultural and natural values of the Park 
arc mainta med, and that the national 
and internMional s ig nificance of the 
Park is not compromised '. Tourism 
opera tor> a t Uluru National Park have 
thus been required to include the Park 
as a whole, not just the spectacular 
monoliths that are the focus of visitor 
interest, in thei r own ma nagement 11nd 
development stra tegies. 

Anangu recognise that it is vital for 
them, and for Aus tralia, to manage a 
natural ilnd cultural resource of such 
global importance. Over recent yea rs 
they have become increasing ly con­
cerned by the gradual disappearance of 
anima ls they have known for mil-

S £eo;; 71, AUI\tmn 1992 

knnia, by increases in the number of 
fera l animals and by environmenta l 
degradation as a result of past changes 
in manilgement practices, especially 
fire management. 

In 1987 the Uluru Kata Tju!a Board 
of Management, through ANPWS, com­
missioned CSrRO's Centre for Arid 
Zone Research (an A lice Springs-based 
facility oi the Division of Wildlife a nd 
Ecology) to conduct a survey of the 
vertebrate fauna of Uluru National 
Park. The main goals of the J-year 
survey were to provide: 
• informat ion that would help main­

tain the full complement of animal 
spcc•es with1n the Park 

• inform11tion on vi5itor imp11c1 on 
the distribution and abundance of 
an imals 

• an in formation resou rce that 
would enable visi tors to gain a 
deeper appreciation of the Park's 
cnvironrnenl 

• a n opportunity to combine Anang u 
and scientific knowledge of ecolog­
ical rela tionships 
These goals were to be met through a 

detailed ecological survey that em­
phas ised the p rocesses involved in the 
d i&tribu tiOr1 of ilnimals, a nd iiiSo 
looked at assemblages of plan ts and 
animals in o rder to identify manage­
ment units. 

Invertebra tes were not cons idered in 
the s urvey. Aus tralia 's invertebrates 
are generally poorly known, a nd in­
formatio n on those that form the 
foundation of p lant and a nimal sys­
tems in the arid lands making up so 
much of the continent is so sparse tha t 
thev could not be used as indicators of 
en~i ronmental stress. 

T he fourth goal of the survey 
contains the key not only to its 
signi fi cnnce in c u ltura l a nd 

scienti fic terms for all Austral ians, bu t 
also to its conduct and its importance 
as a management tool for Ul uru 
Nationa l Park. Because so much of the 
a nimal life round within the Pa rk is 
eSSl'ntinlly invisible - in hiding, at 
least during day ligh t hours, from 
hea t, desiccation and predators - a 
conventio na l survey would not have 
revealed anyth ing like the full picture 
it might in, say, coastal areas. 

As an example, during a 3-day visit 
to the Park with Arid Zone Research 
Centre scientists (and survey team 
members) Dr Stephen Morton, Dr 
Anne l<erle a nd Mr )ulian Reid, I saw 
one rabbit and a 10-cm-long dragon 
lizard: only two terrestrial animals. 
However, during a brief walk one 
afternoon wi th Ms Edi th Richards, an 
Anangu ra nger employed by the Park, 
I was shown tracks and traces of 
dragon lizards, small skinks, g iant 
skinks, bluetongue lizards, legless 
liza rds, thorny devils, gr11ss-wrens, 
mulgara, din,gos, fera l ca ts a nd rnbbi ts: 
a total of 12 tenestrial animals. 

The involvement of Al_:!angu experts 
was therefo re central to the survey's 
success; Anangu have honed their nat­
uralists' skills over centuries, primarily 
in the search for food. and have con­
sequently developed a deep fa miliari ty 
with the lives of the animals on which 
their own surviva l depends. Their in­
volvement ir\ the survey also offered a 
un ique opportunity for people from 
vastly different backgrounds and cui­
turn! perspectives to combine thei r 
knowledge, to teach and to learn from 
each o ther a nd to share their commit ­
ment to the preservation of Uluru 
Nat'ional Park and its environment. 

The CSLRO researchers discovered 
that Auangu knowledge extends well 
beyond the na tu ral histo ry of an imals 
that are importan t in cultural or d ietary 
terms. and that Anangu recognise 
landscape types a nd g radations within 
those types, classifying them in a 
similar way to scientists. For example, 
they classify rlipll!fl, l'r red kangaroo 
(ma/11) habita t, as a subdivision o f p11!i 
- flat rainfall run-off fans and alluvia l 
deposits. w,JI/[.11 is d istingu.ished by 
o pen areas with few obstacles t·o wind 
flow, no spin.ifex a nd no prickles (tjilka) 
because kangaroos don't Like prickles. 
lt suppo rts s ubstantial a mounts of 
green, mois t g rass. 

In fact, the survey confirmed that 
the Northern Hemis phere convent ion 
of classifying ecological associa tions 



according to w hich animals inhabit 
part icular plant communi ties is not 
relevant to Uluru, siJ1cc many vertebra te 
animals in this as in o the r 
Australian arid environments- move 
from t>nc habitat type to another de· 
pe nding on the ava ilability o f water 
and plant g rowth. 

Anang u's knowledge of the Park's 
nah1ral history and thei r tulcJnny skill 
at 'reading' the landscape for signs o f 
its cryptic inhabitants were a lso in­
tegra l to p lanning the scope ,md design 
of the survey. 

U luru 1 ational Park covers 1325 
square kilom.-tres and encom­
passes a surprising va riety of 

landscn pc ty pes, all o f which are 
subject to h ighly variable, un· 
predictable a nd unreliable rainfall. 
Temperature regimes are more reguJar 
(ranging fro m a n average s ummer 
maximum of 39·2"C to an average 
minimum of only 4·3° in winter, when 
frosts a rc not uncommon), a nd play an 
important role in d ete rmining where 
many of the Park's a nimals are to be 
found and - especially in combination 
with rain - wha t they will be doing. 

As is to be expected in arid land, the 
rare good rainfalls combine with ap­
propria te t~mpcrature variations to 
maximise p lant g rowth a nd to stim· 
ulate breeding in many a nimals. 

Uluru (at J X 2 km, the world 's 
largest monoli th) and the domes of 
Kata Tjuta (12 X 6 km) rise from a 
sandy landscape that is dominated by 
spin.ifex, with sca ttered comrnuJlities of 
mallee, mulga and operl eucalypt 
woodland. 

Fire is centra l to the balance of those 
plant communities, and to t·he dis­
tribution of animals within the Park. 
Prior to the Mriva l of Europeans, 
AJlangu practised so-caUt>d fire-stick 
fa rming to maintain a s upply of green 
feed for the animals they hunted. 
The establishment of a pastora l 
industry in the region elimi nated 
fire management and substituted 
accide ntal w ild fires at random in­
tervals ... with disastrous consequ­
ences for many plant and anima l 
species. Park management now 
includes a patch-buming s trategy 
to minimise the build-up of 
fue l a nd hence the potential 
for hig hly damaging wildfires, 
to main tai n a diversi ty of plant 
s ucccssions and thus to provide a 
va riety of habita ts for fauna. 

In consu ltation with ANPWS and 
Anangu, the CStRO researchers chose a 
total of 13 survey sites, eight of which 

wcrc monitored for the durntion of the 
s urvey. Selection of s ites depended on 
their representativeness of landscape, 
so ils, vegetation and fire s uccession 
zones, on thei r proximity to areas of 
hig h visitor impact and on thei r habita t 
types, a nd at al l of them birds, reptiles, 
frogs and mammals were observed or 
collected over seven field trips be­
tween September 1987 and March 
1990. 

The survey si tes reflected s ix major 
habitat types, whid1 Anangu a lso rec­
ognise as dis tinct ty pes: the Kata Tjuta 
monol iths (pttli in Pitjantjatjara ); fl at, 
sometimes sto ny rainfall run-off fans 
a nd alluvial deposits (pu[i); mulga 
(wnttnti); trans itio nal, fla t to undulating 
plains dominated by s pinifex (pi/n); 
sandy landscapes s upportil'g a plant 
community of spinifcx and shrubs 
(la{i); and ma llee. 

A l all survey sites Mr Rcid and 
Dr Kerle set up permanently 
marked bird transects 2-4-2·5 

km long and conducted cens t•ses at 
regula r inte rvab. The resc.'archers 
walked along each tra nsect immedi­
ately after s unrise and immediately 
prior to s unset, recording birds seen 
and heard together with their position, 
their distance from the transect line 
and thei r activity (whether the birds 
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were flying over, perching o r flitting 
within the habita t). They also noted 
breeding, feeding or unusual behav­
iour, hab1tat use and other observ­
ations. 

Of the 178 bird species known in 
Ul uru National Park, 117 were re­
corded dming the s urvey; most of 
those no t found were water-birds or 
other vagrant species. Several rare 
birds, includ ing scarlet-clwsted parrots, 
s triated grass-wrens and g rey honey· 
eaters, were seen, but other rare species 
for which there a rc historical records 
were not. Since 104 or the 1'15 non­
vagrant species known in the Park 
were recorded during the survey, the 
apparent absence of o thers with high 
conservation status could indicate that 
effective conservation of such lughly 
mobile species rn~y not be possible 
within the confines of a national park. 

Man y birds fo und in cen tral 
Australia a re extremely nomadic, 
moving in response to localised rainfall 
and food, so number of bi rds recorded 
during the survey Auch.mtcd widely: 
dinmund dov~ts, for example, were 
seen at only one of the eight s urvey 
Si tes during the first field trrp, but were 
record ed at six si tes during the third. 

Although UIUJ:u a tiona l Park has a 
mod era te ly diverse bird fauna, the ab­
sence o f '~etlands or permanent w;1tcr 
(apart from n few waterboles on or 
near Uluru and Kata Tjuta) limits num­
bers o f many species. Populations of 

the bush thick-knee appear to 
have d eclined a nd 
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m,lllt't' fowl ha\'e become extinct m 
rt>ccnt times, probably a~ a r,osult uf 
predntwn bv foxe-. .:md feral cats. 

B ird '-pecie~ were most uiver~e, 
ollld number:. highest, in mulga 
h,lbitat' Mid on the rockv dome~ 

.111d scre~ slopes around Kat<~ Tjut,l, 
which hnve the mo~t rchable food sup­
ph,-.. h ,, r,..,ult, these habitats mamlv 
-.upport -.cdentary specit'S, but short­
term muc.1-..,. 111 food supplies - for 
l''<~mplt• when mistletoes flower 
o1t1Ti1Ct WIUl'·rangmg nomo1dic birds. 

l\,,1tur.1lh, fire .1bo played a major role 
111 tht• v.Hil't\' and numbers of b1rds 
found ill moM ~itc:,· bird popul.:lht>n" 
were more -.t,lble ,,t s1te:. where fire h,td 
been ,,b..,<•nt tor Ion~ periods. Follow 
ing fire, nom.1dic insect-eating bird~ 
fil\'our opL·n ~..uuu l ry :-ouch MS ~pini(\~).. 
pl.tin-., or the grassy allu,·ial p lnin; 
Mound the monoliths, which prodlKe 
abundant plant hie after heavy ro1111. 

Sumc 'P'-"1'"'· howe\'er, are found 
onl~ 111 an•a-. where fire IS mfR'<lU<'III. 
lht• -.tn.llt'l.l gr,,..,..,.\\ rt.>n, ,, small, m•p· 
ltt h1rd th.lt prt>ters to hide when 
d"turbcd rather than tlv, depend' on 
mature 'Pllllfex for both shelter ,1nd 
nestmg . o111d m.tture spini(e, only 
(X:lur~ m ..ro:as that arc not burned tlll .1 
regular bJ'i' 

I 1ttle 1nlormation IS currently 
oWili lilble on the c.Jistributton o( Stnatt•d 
~ra~-.-wren' within the Park, and tht• 
n:'t'Mther:- believe Anangu could pro­
vide irwillu~blo: al>sistance in anv tulllrt• 
survcv. One ~CJcnh~t who ns;tcd the 
J>o~rlo. d u rm~ I ht.> survey penod had 
-tudlt-..1 th" -.p<!CtL>s formam ;.-ear-., hut 
had onh m,uMged to lo..--ate its 1\t>Sl -
.tlw.w' \H'II hidden in large spinife' 
tussocJ...., - bv tollowing adult b1rtl<., ,, 
labonuu~ and hme-consummg pro­
tedurc Wllh .1'-lounding speed and 
l'llrCil'nn. Anan~u ranger Edith 
R1ch.1rd~ loc,tlt'l.l one ne,t for him ,md 
taught him how to use barely visible 
indicntions In spinitcx tussocks and on 
the gruund (~(gns thtll, she sa 1d, 
wen' ,,, well marked as a tarred road) 
t<l find two further ne~t:. m the ne't 
lcw d.1v~ 

C crt.11nly. protection of areas where 
thc...c brrd;, ,ue lo..llll\\ n to livt.> and nt><;l 
1' '11.11 fM tht> ;,pt?cit>S' preservation 
within the l'arlo.. The survey team h~~ 
rLocommcndt-d th,ll th1:. rare ~pl'Cit" be 
searcht~l for ,utd protected wherever 1t 
<XCUr'-, olnd .tppropriate management 
(for example, by lightly controlled 
burnmg of nnlv ~mall areas of mature 
'-pinifex) .-ould b<lth protect the wrens 
and promote the growth of the spi111ft•x 
111 wh1ch tht•v hve. 
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lnfrequl•nl r..1in .r;l imulil tes Uluru'4t hotrdy 
plant tif~ to bloom and set seed, creating • 
chort·livrd fca~t for insec'L~. birds and 
molmlnJIS. 

W llh the il:.SIStancc of Uluru 
...at iu11al Park rangcl'!'t and 

Anangu from the Mutitjulu 
commumtv (notably :vis Rich;trd,l, f)r 
Morton, Dr Kcrle, Mr Re1d , M' I vnn 
Bilkt•r - a project officer with A 'i·w~ 
dunng the ~urve\ penod - .1nd \ilr 
""' 111 Jont.'' prepared pitfall traps for 
m.1mmal~. reptiles and trog~ and "et 
out hve traps tor small mamm,11~ ,11 
each "le 

Tht•y l,tid out pitfalls, made from 2U 
hire pla~tic buclo.cts burit'l.l to the hp<., 
,11 four ltKJI1on' within l;'ach ~itc. 5u~:h 
trilp,, wh1le etflcient m s.mdy de~crl 
itrcao.,, llrL• selective 1n terrns n( thl' 
'..rit•ti.:, of rept iles they captur~. being 

l b1a~ed towards "m" ller, fo~ ... on.ll 
(tunnt.>lling or digging) and crvptk 

~ ,peci<?;,. For this reason, Mr Graham 
~ Armstrong, a specialist hcrpetolowst, 

w.t~ emplovcd during the September 
NtW4.'mber 1989 netd trip to Sl'MCh for 
larger "pccics and for (trec-dwellmg) 
reptik>s unlikely to be caught 111 tlw 
hu<:k<'l~. 

Up to 250 collapsible live traps. 
bil!ll'l.l with peanut butter and rulll-d 
Ooll'-, were deployed at eilch ~un·e) 

~lie: mammals (or. occas1onallr. rep­
hie;,) caught 111 these trap-. werl! 
we1ghed. measured, a~sesst-..1 f1lr rt>­
productive status, marlo.cd "1th t,1t1Utl 
111 lo. ,md relo:ased 

The r~earchers also noted incident~ I 
sightings or tracks and tracl>s of other 
mammals and replllcs, condudt•d 
"''-'dl'~hc~ tor noctu n1al l'l.nin"'nl~ Mld "it.'l 

out m1st-nels for bat... A, well, An,m!!ou 
vbltL'I.I ;,ites and prov1ded infonn.tlion 
on the Pitjantjatjara or Yankunytjatjara 
n.tme, the habits and the natural 
historv of the ;,mall m,tmm,tl' ,tnd 
rcphk.., trapped. ll1ey then ·'~"'""''Cl 
t'•Kh 'ite for tracks and ammal alll\'11\, 
,md rcportt.-d on the .:onthhun nf the 
h.lbitill. 

The vertebrate fauna ot Uluru 
'\Jational Park Cas in mo;,t ot ,mcJ 
Au•.tr.tli.l) i' dominated by reptiles, 
which have expanded their rnngc ut 
niChes here m compan:.on w1th deso:rts 
d'l'where in the world. 

Sculpted by wind, 
rain ~nd ~'nd, Uluru'" 
v~lleys ~nd butt~sses 

funnel r.ainfall onto 
lhe rich run·on 
habilals that support 
lhc g"'alr<l varirly 
and richness of plant 
ilnd animal li(e in the 
region. 



c ompari'iOns provide a dramatic 
illustration of reptile <1bundancc 
.1t Uluru. The survey tmm re­

corded 66 species of rcphk"> at the 
c1ght permanent site<; wllhm the 1325 
'<I km of the Park, and found ,1 further 
~i~ <;p4.'Cito;. ~ubsequent to the survey -
more th;m are known to occur in the 
northern Stmpson Desert (45 000 sq. 
km) and the wes tern Gr!'a t Victoria 
Desert (38-1 000 sq. km). Indeed, the 
survey's Firm/ Report commcnb, 'there 
;., no comparably sized area within the 
Au.~tr,1linn arid and scmt-arid zones ... 
known to have a f,1un;~ a~ rich in 
reptil("; ih Uluru 1ationall'.1rk'. 

These reptiles indudL'tl: almost a 
do:t.en species of gecko; five legless 
li1.1rds; eig ht dragon li :t.ards; a 
rcmilrkable 28 skinks, including the 
40-cm-long gian t s klnk Cgrr'llin 
ki11tor~i; ~ix species of go.tn ll,lS; three 
blind S11<1J..es; two pythons; and etght 
front-fanged venomou~ sn.th'S lltree 
'-IX.'Ctes of frogs were abund.1nt at the 
bao,e of Uluru after heavv ram. D~lmn 
f"" • a ~mall legless luard·. is known in 
the 1orlhern Territory soldy in Uluru 
National Park: it is otherwiSl' found 
only in the Hamersley Ranges of north­
western Western Austr~lin. A skink, 
Cl!'rllllrl~ st•pfcllnrius (discovered by M r 
Crcg Fyfc:, at the time an Ull!u 
1\,ttional Park ranger, in the 1980sl that 
wa~ ,llw r<.ocorded during the survev is 
apparently restricted to Kata Tjuta, the 
St•thmentaries immediately to the north 
of Uluru \Jational Park, and H<.•nbury 
Meteorite Crater, about 250 km to the 
cast-north-east. 

The sheer variety of reptiles within 
Uluru Notional Park is of profound in­
tcrt><,t to ecologists. Wh1lc they cannot 
fl':>JX111d to changing wc,1thcr p;~ltcms 
bv movmg, as birds can, repti)("; can 
endure unfavourable pcnods by slow­
mg down their metabolic procl'~5es in a 
manner ilkm to hibernation, or can take 
advantage of good conditions by pro­
ducing multiple clutches of eggs. They 
are superbly adapted to tnkc odvontage 
of the sole reliable food source in the 
Park's environment - the diverse tcr­
nute filuna that Live on spinife, and 
other plants too low in nutrients to 
~upport many vertebrate consumers­
and to fi'L'tl on the spiders that Me pri­
mary predators of termites. Most of the 
skinks within the Park cat termites, 
and in turn are ea ten by l:tr)'\Cr reptiles 
such ns gonnnas and snakes, by cnr­
nivorous mammals and by birds. 

Given sum a broad-ba~l pyramid 
of predation, one would expect the 
greatest number of rephlc;, to occur in 
~puufe-< landscapes, and mdccd this 

Shrub~;, .anti.,,~._ .. , 'u" l\"f' on I\' , .. here ro1in i' ch.annt"lltd into wll!lerhul~-. or .)tfl!.Jm1 eh . ..-\ 
hJrd\ b lOOd\\, CIUd fl flralt~Jttuo: tfrWW;t/r.,J h,h s.;a.nt'd a foothold ..llnOM); lh(' dome<> of ~a lot 
T jula. 

provt' d to be true: a few repti le ~pc<'ieo: 
are confined to the monolith ~ and 
adjacent habitats; nine or so are l,trgo.'lv 
conf•ncd to the hard soils of the 
allm•ial fan .1nd mulga plains; about 
nine gcncrali~t «peci~ occupy v1rtually 
all habit,lls; but 36 species - half the 
total numbt:-r recorded in the Park -
show a clear preference for ~pm1fcx 
landscape, . 

Reptiles, especially those that prefer 
spinifcx p lai ns, appear to be less 
affected by fire than are mammnb 
or bird,, and anv decrease m their 
numbc~ 1mmediaiely followmg ftrc IS 

tempor.1rv 

I n 1894, Professor Baldwin Spencer 
mounted the first scientific r:.:pcd i­
lion to ccntrnl Australia . Recalling 

)ill; expcricnrC's, he " ' rote of 'mounting 
one sandhill after another, all covered 
with porcupine grass amongst which 
the Kangaroo-rats (now known as bur­
rowmg bcttongs) Bettougin Je,;w•un J..ept 
dodgmg m and out'. 

The burrowing bcttongs ,ue long 
gone: indeed, of 46 species of mammals 
recorded m the region a round Uluru, 
only 22 terrestrial mammals - in­
cluding five introduced species can 
still be found (a thorough survey of thl' 
Park'!' bJt population could bring the 
total number of native mammab to 25 
spec•esl. lany of the medtum-!.ucd 
marsupials and larger rodents are e'­
tinct: the hlacJ..-Oanked rocJ.. wallaby 
(wnru) and brushtail possum (tL'il.l/11!11), 
once common, have disappeared 
within the past decade, leaving the 
cchidna as the only medium-stzcd 
native mammal remaining in the I'Jrk. 
Red kangaroos (mafu) and cur~ (}.nu­
ynln> arc the only large ones. There are 
five dasyunds (marsupial insectivores 
and carmvorcsl, four native rodents, 

three b;~ ts and the marsupial molC' 
(1/ jaril jnri) . 

The spectacular dC'clinC' of so many 
native mammal 1.pecies stand' in 
marked contra..,! to the .1pparcnt health 
of bird and reptile populaho~. To a 
mmor extent that decline resulted from 
a lack of coherent fire management 
prior lo handlMck of the Park in I 985, 
but the main cause appears to lie with 
four introduce<.! m~mmal species now 
widespread in the region: the c,tmcl, 
the rabbit, the ca t and the fox. 

Camels and rabb1ts have contributed 
to the decline and disappearance of 
native fauna through outright compcll­
lion for food While the researchers 
support a reductu.m m the1r numbers 
and commend the ANI'WS r;~bbtt 

control progr,ml within the Park, they 
also acknowledge that rabbits repro.'stml 
,1 significant food item for Auangu. 

Auangu arc nevertheless concerned 
al the disappc.H<mce of native mam­
mals, whether food item.~ or not: one 
informant sugg~ted presciently lhal 
native animals ' h,ld all mov~'tl w~>St he­
cause they had too many worries'. 

Another recalled the arrival of feral 
animals: 

·Someone wa~ tracking and saw 
something ~t range, and il wa;, ,1 

rabbit track Rabbtt;, came after the 
other things; they were at first con 
sidered strange, until people began 
eating them and found them good 
food. Rabbit~ then ~pread out every­
where: now there are rabbits 
everywhere and l he others ha Vl' 

gone.' 
Rabbits have <:crtainly contributed to 

the decline of native rodents and mar­
supials around Uluru, although it is 
Impossible to ~hmate the seventv of 
their unpact. I lowcver, they are not 
controlled bv my,omatosis in the same 
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A fresh start for 'old' animals? 
Semor Aoangu Informants are all familiar with the an1mals that once inhabited the 
Ulutu region. and regret that so many have 'f1n1shed up'. They are particularly 
concerned aoout the extlnct1on of wayuta (the orushtall possum) and anxious to do 
everything possible to reintroduce this important speo1es to the Park. 

WayuJa was once common around Uluru and Kata TJuta. and throughout central 
Australia generally: Baldwin Spencer wrote In 1 898 that the species was 'ubiqUitous' 
and 'everywhere amongst the eucalypts wh1ch border the nver beds'. However, Its 
numbers were In decline everywhere by the t930s. and the last specimen was re 
ported from Ulutu in 1983. 

Aoangu regard wayuta as an ancestral creature of considerable relig1ous 
s1gn,ficance. while white scientists and managers see 11 as an important element '" 
the btod1vers1ty of the arid zone. Its disappearance. apparently due to competition 
from rabbits and camels (see the main art1cle). also has senous implications for the 
conservation of other rare med1um·SlZed nahve mammals. 

Followmg diSCUSSIOns by Ms Lynn Baker with senior Anangu representatiVes. 
Or An ne Kerle and Mr Jeff Foulkes were granted enthus1ast1c approval to conduct a 
3·year study of the diet or wayuta. as revealed by seats preserved around Ulucu and 
Kata Tjuta. and to examine the factors - primanly nutnents and water ava1lability -
affecting its persistence in other central desert areas. They worked in consultation 
with Aoangu custodians, principally Mr Kata Kura, Mr Peter Kanan. Mr Sam Prony 
and Ms Mart ha Protty. to gain information on habitats previously occupied by wayuJa 
and on habitat utilisation by wayuJa in other areas. 

The researchers found that almost all of the plant species eaten by the now exunct 
Ulutu population survive in the Park, so 1ts poss1bfe reintroduction laces no food· 
based barner. However, predat1on on JUVeniles and sub·adults by dingos. foxes and 
cats. espec1ally dunng dry conditions. IS an Important element in wayut<is survrval. so 
any remtroduchon would have to be very stnctly managed. A further difficulty IS that 
the 1deallocat1on at Ulutu for reintroduction Is also subJected to s1gnif•cant VISitor pres· 
sure, so lt IS likely that a site at Kata Tjuta w11i be chosen for 1ts remoteness from both 
predators and human dtsturbance. 

Should the proposal tor reintroduction proceed, the hrst step will be to seek the 
approval and assistance of the Conservation Commission of the Northern Territory to 
capture and breed wayuta from other arid parts of the Territory. If that program is 
successful, and if rabbit, fox and cat control programs In Uluru National Park can 
reduce competition and predation. both scientists and Anangu are hopeful that an 
Integral part of the Park's previous character will once again add its rellgtous and 
sptritual authority to the management of the land. 

way "' rabbit populations in less arid 
are~~ (see page 18). and sudden irrup· 
tions in favourable S('asons could have 
a devil~taltng 1mpact on native 
mammals. 

Dr Anne Kerle's research suggests 
that r,1bbtt~ and, to a lesser extent, 
camels have played a significant role in 
the dbappcJr,mcc of the brushtail 
po~~um from Uluru. lt appears that 
possum numbers in arid areas have 
always nuctuated according to dimnloc 
condition~. with only those populi!· 
lion~ in especially favourable (and 
often quite small) drought refuges able 
to ~u rv1ve prolonged dry periods. 
llab1tat invasion by rabbits occurred at 
a cri tical time - the first sevcrc 
drought followmg a number of good 
sea;oll!> ;o competition pressure 
was concentrated in precisely tho~c 
nutrient-rich and moist habitats, with 
the no;,ull that possum numbers were 
reduced to the point where they 
became highly vulnerable to predators. 

She analy~cd well·prcservt'CI possum 
scnts found in caves and rock shelters 
at Uluru and Kata Tju!a, and found 
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that ahno~t all the plant species rcprt'­
sentl'<l were also eaten by rabbits and 
camels. However, while brushta1b 
brow~ hghtly, eating only part of each 
plant, both introduced species ea t 
plants to the ground, causing severe 
damage at a time when plants have 
difficulty in recovering and therefore 
exacerbating the destruction of sen· 
sitivc habitats. 

Alsu unlike possums, camels arc 
highly nomadic and, having ~tnpped 
one area bare of vegetation, simply 
move on to fresh fields ... leaving pos­
sums (and other native herbivorcs) 
with a dangerously depleted food 
supply. 

The strJws that, in this case at least, 
have broken the possum·, bad. arc 
that : flr..t, rabbits occur in large num­
ber.. throughout the Park and can resist 
predation; and second, camels have no 
predators (apart from humans) and 
appt!ar to have very low infant and 
ju vcnile mortality rates. Possum~. 
il lready stressed by competition from 
camels and rabbits, are also subjected 
lo predation from foxes and feral 

cab .. with fatal consequence<> in Uluru 
i allonal l'ark as well as throughout 
central Australia. 

Feral cat (,.~aya or puti knti in 
Pitjantjatjara) and fox (luukn) numbers 
appear to be rela tively stable, in· 
creasing after a run of ~ood ~c,1sun~ 
and dcclining in bad times: one 
Anangu informant said that 'there were 
lu~ of foxes in the old days . at one 
~tage they seem to have disiippeMed 
for a while, but then came back'. Cats 
at least are subject to some hunting 
prl'lol>Url' from Al!angu. who regard 
them JS a delicacy. 

T ogether with the tle...crt mou'>e 
(Pseudrnnys desertor) and the euro 
(Macropus robuslus, or kt!lllfn[n), 

the most significant native mammal in 
tht! Park is the mulgara (Dasyracus rris­
ticmtdn)- called murljn in Pitjantjotjara 
- a small, robustly built and ,11tractive 
carmvorous marsupial found 111 most 
of central Australia... and vulnerable 
throughout its range. Onlv thrl'\.' mul· 
gMa were trapped during the entire 
survey, but Anangu experts alerted the 
team to the presence of this (and other) 
species and prov1ded exphett mfom1 
ahon on where muJgara could be found. 

Anangu working with M' Lynn 
Oakcr have significantly extendl'<l our 
knowledge of the distribution and 
status of mulgara within the l'nrk, 
revealing that the species occurs most 
frequently in a boomerang-shaped are;1 
extending from Uluru to th<' Yulara 
leasehold - the visitor accommoda­
tion centre bordcnng the Park'~ 
northern boundary - and to the 
Sedimentaries (see the map on page 9). 
Its distribution is thus centred on what 
is both the richest fauna hab1tat m the 
d1stnct (encompassing spuufcx land· 
scapes. transitional sandplam~ and 
monolith run-on country) and the area 
in greatest need of proteclton frum 
traffic and the further development of 
Yulara village. 

TI1e management of Yulara vi llage 
recognises its responsibility with 
regard to this vulnerable spl'Cics, and b 
prepared to design future expansiOn loO 

as to preserve as much mulgara habitat 
a~ possible, which will have the addi· 
tional benefit of providing a richer 
experience for visitors through educa· 
tion and interpretation of the landM:ape 
around the village. 

Or Peter Bridgewater, Director of 
ANI'WS and thus the overall m<1nager 
of Uluru National Park, regards the 
fauna survey as a 'terrific combination 
of Aboriginal knowledge and scientific 
investigation ... and a confirm;~ lion of 



Tr~~s. >hrubs .ond clump• of herbs form 
the food supply (or the termite< that 
support all oth rr anim•llife in the Uluru 
region. Crowing above tenn ite colonie't 
thr trrmites do not build mounds like thctr 
cousins in wetter cltrn.ates - they also 
prote<tthe colontcs from d.-iccation 

how much tr.ldillonal owners J...nnw 
,tbout Austral ia' I le says meldinf~ of 
An,11lf~U knowledge ,1nd science pro· 
vides a fanta~ttl model for future 
management. 

The report is \'crv comple\, whllh 
mt'ans A \lPWS Will hav!' to examllll' 1t 
m ~tctaif to sec ho\\ the mformalton 
and ~uidclincs it has produced c,m b<.' 
incorpora ted into management pl.tn~. 

but some of thl' reo,u lt~ have a lready 
v.11idated management pf.1n:. m wh1ch 
A:\1'1\'S is alrc.ld\' engaged. pnmanlv 
on the basis of Anangu knowledge 1t 
cont;uns. For example, it validate' the 
!'ark'~ fire management strategy, o,ug 
gc~ti ng that techtllqucs a lready in pfan:o 
.lrl' working to o:nth<.'rvc.• both habi tat;. 
and animals.' 

According to Dr Bridgewater, the 
wrvev·s most intl'rc,ting clement;. an.• 
that 'it shows where rarl' specit'l> arc 
concentrated, Jnd that it emphasbe~ 
the importance of rl.'lo1!1vcly small a reas 
of habitat as concentrations of spL><:ies 
diversity or are.1o, where rare or un· 
usual species occur. lt .1bo v;ndicate<. 
the importance ol boundary .-on~~ 
(whose impnrt<Jncc 1sn t revealed bv 
ve~etalton maps) between different 
types of habita ts and IJndscapcs.' 

The management of Uluru Nationo~l 
Park, he says, mu~l dovetail with that 
of o1d)<1CCnt Aboriginal land lea!>L~ .md 
w1th the maMgcmcnt and functton 
of Yulara village, o,o tl ~~ essential to 
havt' ,1 comprehcn~ive managl!ment 
system -such <11:> tha t provided by 
the survey - that goes beyond the 
Park itself. Rcintroducin~ the bnt~hta1 l 

;: pn!>sum now ~cem~ possible with ap· 
l propnate man,1g<'ment prvcooures, 
0 and would reprl>sCnt an import,mt ~tcp = in replacin!j ~omc nf the diwr,1ty th.lt 

b presently mi~o,ing. 

0 ne.· of the most import<Jnt 
functton,, ,md long-term im­
pltcatwn~. of the Lluru launa 

.. urvev w,h the opportunity 11 pruv1~kd 
for combimn~ Anangu cxpcrll<;t' w1th 
scientific analvsis. The two wo,terns 
proved 1mmensely comph'tnl:'niMy, 
and I he su rVl'Y leollll learned ,, grf'lll 
de,ll about Anangu 01ttitudc' and cui· 
tural pcr~pt.'CilVl"> as well ,,, thc1r 
natural hi-.ton ,J...1Ib 

For Anangu, lookmg Jftcr the coun­
try has ,,lwav., been and conltnul'' to 
b~ a central tenet of existence. On~ of 
!heir funcllono, ,,, PMk managl'l'l\ (and 
onP of the l">~cntia l aspL'(:t' of the 
Park's ph1ln~ophv of 'workmg togeth· 
er') is to teach non·Aborigmal ~taft to 
,1pprcoatc and manage the l.md from 
an Anangu pcr..pcctive. b1 turn, thcv 
learn new m.11t.1gcmcnt skiJl, trom 
non-Abonginal staff. 

Anangu r,mgers and repn•-.•ntoliiVC~ 
of the Mutitjulu communitv were in­
V{llved at everv stage of the 'urvey, 
from dL<slgn tu C'l(<.>rution and analv"~· 
and contnbutl'U mformation lh~t. in 
most c.1ses where scient ifk ol"l'rV,I· 
lion$ have ~mce been made, prov<'d to 
be rich in dct;~il and accuracy. 

The ~urvcy teilm sought tu learn 
,,bout the P.uJ... from an An,mJ.~U per· 
spccti,·c and to -.hare <C> much a'< 
!X'>>Ible in a ~ystem of clil'<'tftcahon 
.1nd information that stems from ,, life­
lung proces' of pr<Jctical and rcli~inu s 
tr,li ning . 

Naturallv, thb was not wtthuut it~ 
difficulties. n,c,c ~tcmmcd m.linly 
from diffcrencco, in approach to the 
funchon of knowledge: ,,•hile o,uence 
<,eeks to eluctdate m order to infom1 as 
w1dely as P"""'blc, Anangu believe 
lha l givtng other' information they 
should not have ~~ wrong. Tradiltonally, 
taking respon~ibility for the ~hMing of 
mfonnation invol\•es ensuring that re­
stricted mformatton is not made 
available to tho-.c who aren't entitled to 
hilve it or to u~c it- in other words, to 
manage information by proll'Ct ing it. 
Thus the surwy team had tu procC'cd 
with care, developing a reiJhonslup 
based on trust that thev would not 
mtsuse inlorm,lhOn or -reveal it 10 
people who were not quahfil'<l to ·own' 
it or to dissemm<Jie it. 

ream member::. ,ought at all limes to 
ensure tha t the information they were 
collecling had been 'cleared' for public 

J... no" k't.lgc. lhey wa1k'<.l fur Anangu 
infonnanl' to provide wh,1t inform· 
ation thev fl."ll ilble to re,·eal, although 
the 'cientists' careful questioning 
somellmes provoked assur.mces that 
they l1.1d been too cautious. 

Dun ng ont:> fie ld trl p. a scientist 
w,,, ,wJ...mg Af!angu mformo~tion on 
percci\ .>d d1ffcrcnc~ bctwel'n nilhvc 
and introduced mice (111111~kml As it is 
a gro~~ breach ot proprll'l\ tu d1SCt1Ss 
scxu,11 m,Htcrs in mhcd comp;uw, 
especially with reference to genitals, 
the ,cil.'nh~l tried to ~l..irl I he issue of a 
captive m.1lc mouse's compnrati ,·clv 
large testicles ... onlv to hill'<' a senior 
Anan~;u man \'Oiunteer chl'\'rfulh' that 
one vf the differences bctw~'n the 
house mou~c and indigenuu~ mice wa~ 
that, 'whilcfclla mmxAin have big balls'. 

At 01 11 •t•1Sl"S of the :.urvcv, team 
membl'r~ WNC <lCutelv con~cious that 
Anangu were sharing',, wa~ of 'seeing 
as wcll as information... .1nd that 
A!!angu b<.'lievc a real depth of know)· 
edge about the land c,m onlv be gained 
from f,umliarity with the land. 
Reminding the scientists thn t talking 
about the 1.1nd is fundarnentallv ,, 
teaching exercise that c.1n only p~op­
erly 1,1J...c place on the land, a sentor 
Anangu mformant sa1d: 

•tt ~~ olo.av I ha I you can put the names 
on th1~ paper (notebooJ...), J...eep them 
in thb machine 1t.1pc recorder) and 
look ,tt all these (illu>trations in 
book,) but they are all. .. Jll't on the 
\'erv surt.1ce- !'\one of them is real; 
thcv arc whitefella thmgs, ide<U> 
about J\nangu ideas. I can't propcrh• 
talk abC1ul the country, teach about 
the country unless I il ttllll it, walking 
Oil it, touching it, looking .1 t it.' 

Ctlr<clll Creag/1 

More abou t the topic 
Th<' Distnbutton and Abundance of 

Vertebrate Fauna of Uluru (Ayers 
Rock Mt Olga) ationa l P.uk: Final 
Report .' j.R.W Rc1d, J.A. Kcrll' and 
S.R. Morton. (CSIRO Divtsion of 
W1ldhfe o~nd Ecology Centre for And 
Zone Research: Alice Springs 1991.) 
For further informahon, contact 
Au,lralian ational l'arko, & Wildlife 
Service, GPO Box 636, C.mbl'rra ACT 
2601. 

'Dict.1ry Analysis of Central Au>tralian 
Bru,ht,lll Possum Seats from Uluru 
1\ational Park.' j.A Kcrle and J.N. 
Foulkl~. (A PWS: Canb<.'rra 1988.) 

'Feasibility Study for the Remtroduc· 
tion of Brushtail Po;,,urns to Uluru 
Na tional Park: PhaSC'S I & 11.' j .A. 
Kerlc and J.N. Foulkes. (ANPWS: 
Canberra I CJCJO /91.) 
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