FIELD NATURALISTS ASSOCIATION OF CANBERRA

OBJECTS: To foster an interest in, an awareness and an understanding of nature.

NEWSLETTER — DECEMBER 2005

MEETING Christmas meeting Thursday December 1
MEETING: Thursday 1st December at 6:30 pm. This is our Christmas meeting BYO your food and
drink (sharing will be encouraged) for a-fun relaxing night DOWNSTAIRS in BOZO tea room. No
meeting in January but we do have some:interesting meetings and excursions coming up in the new
year, starting off in February with the parasite talk “The Fauna of the Fauna — effects, evolution,
anatomy, radiation, diversity and zoonoses”.

OUTING:
Outing- Casuarina sands- Reptiles Sunday 2pm Dec 4th

Meet at Casuarina sands carpark, along Cotter road. It is the East side of the Murrumbidgee
just before the cotter, and well signposted. This is a good spot for reptiles in summer,
especially water dragons, Cunningham’s skinks, grass skinks, brown snakes, black snakes,
as well as smaller reptiles. We will be walking ~ North into Stoney Creek Nature reserve.
We are likely to also see good birds such as white winged trillers, rainbow bee-eaters and
possibly birds of prey. Please bring good walking shoes, because the path is rocky, even
though we wont be going far, and should take 4 hours. Bring water and a hat. Call Benj on
62544 556 if you need more info/want to car pool.

http://www.environment.act:gov.au/Files/murrumbidgeerivercorridorwalkingtrails0804.pdf

OUTING REPORT

Field trip summary- Gungahlin Hill- Sunday 6th NovembeFme

A group of six people spent a leisurely afternoon at Gu,ngahlm Hill Forest Reserve. The week
before egg and bacon peas-(Daviesia, mimosoides) were flowering in abundance but after only
one week most of these had finished ﬂowermg and were replaced by.other red and yellow peas
such as Pultenaea procumbens and Dillwynias. Only.a couple of.Indigo plants were in flower.
Nevertheless we spotted a button everlasting daisy (Helichrysum scorpioides) and the biggest sun
orchid (Thelymitra) 1 have, ever seen. ‘Also Jenny and Ros: spottedimany fungi. In a wetter
depression some older brittle gums (E.mannifera) supported nests of striated pardalotes, starlings
and crimson rosellas. *As we headed ‘east we: spotted. some pink:trigger plants (Stylidium
graminifolium), stands of sundews (Drosera auriculata), sporadic but common donkey orchids
(Diurus sulphurea) and less commonly, false sarspanlla (Hardenbergia vzolacea)

On the east side of the reserve the bnttle gum forest opens into yellow box/red gum grassy
woodland, which was spectacular in flower with many bulbine lilies (Bulbine bulbosa), scaly



button (Leptorhynchos squamatus) and common everlasting daisies (Chrysocephalum
apiculatum), Goodenia pinnatifida and Donkey orchids. Some eastern rosellas were nesting and
John and Barbara spotted a dollarbird. After this we headed up to the water reservoir and Jenny
spotted a white trigger plant, donkey orchids were everywhere. We walked back to the entrance
along the West side seeing Goodenia hederacea, Chrysocephalum semipapposum and many birds
and a mob of about six kangaroos. Right near the entrance leaden flycatchers were heard calling
but I did not see them this time.

The walk took 2 hours and was a spectacular wildflower display.Benj Whitworth

hcnoss THE SlMPSoN
Garth Dixon

I became aware of the Simpson Desert in 1936 when our teacher announced that the first motor
crossing had been made. He described the 'dead heart' as harsh, forbidding, Sahara-like, and
lifeless. He didn't know anything about the Desert, but told a good story nevertheless. It sounded an
exciting place, and so began my lifelong interest in the idea of making a crossing.

My friend Bill (President of the Goulburn Field Naturalist Society) had also been nursing the idea
that we should make a visit.

Our crossing of the Desert began last August at Mount Dare, almost the geographical centre of
Australia. We had planned to travel east, coming out of the Desert to the west of Birdsville.

Wanting to see as much of the 'dead heart' as we could, we zigzagged to the south and the north of

the usual direct route known as the 'French Line'. Thus we added about 200 km to the crossing but

discovered many delights we would otherwise have missed. We especially wanted to see the fabled
"Lone Gum', the only eucalypt in the Desert. (see photo)

" From Mt Dare we carried 220 litres of diesel, 100 litres of
water, camping gear plus comforts, all all-up weight of
about 3 tonnes, not including of course 2 tonnes of
Landcruiser. Bill obligingly complied with my insistence
on comforts! He also did all the hard work, especially in
preparing the vehicle.

We also had a companion vehicle, strongly recommended
for safety reasons. John and Dave were never far away.
We also had CB radio and an emergency beacon.

The Desert offered more than we had anticipated. It is a vast garden vibrant with life. Many birds
and reptiles, wildflowers, shrubs and trees were evident all the way. We saw two dingoes, one only
15 metres away. Both seemed more curious than frightened.

Dominant among the birds were the raptors in their hundreds, kites the most common. We saw
many falcons including the Black and we think the Grey, an extremely rare bird. John, an amateur
ornithologist, swears he has a photograph of one at its nest. He has promised to send me the
evidence. Pipits were in huge numbers in areas not too far away from water. There were also
several finches, honeyeaters, pigeons and many | could not put a name to. We didn't seem to have
time to look up the flora and fauna we found. The tracks were long and incredibly rough. We often
travelled at 10 or 15 kph. This enabled me to see a lot but not record much.



Reptiles rule in the desert. We saw thousands of little dragons and skinks, and some larger ones.
What [ thought to be a perenti turns out to be a sand goanna. (see photo) We also saw a snake, a
very yellow one about a metre and a half, which I have not been able to identify. Reptiles, it would
seem, provide ample food for most other fauna.

8 The flora was spectacular. Although there had been no rain for
@ two and a half months, the many shrubs and wildflowers

.. bloomed in the desert. In some places a carpet of flowers
extended as far as the eye could see. (see photo)

Changing scenic subtleties provided new delights each day — an azure or aqua sky against pink or
yellow sand, myriad coloured shrubs. So much for the 'dead heart'.

Ironically the 'dead heart' became evident as we were coming out of the Simpson. It appeared to us
the desert begins in the cattle country.

The living Simpson has been saved, it seems, not by good management, but by the fact that there is
insufficient water to sustain a cattle industry.

Finally, a postscript that will surprise Canberrans. During the whole trip of five thousand
kilometres through five states we did not see a single live kangaroo. Nor did John and Dave in our
companion vehicle.

Garth Dixon
November 2005

SPECIAL REPORT ’_Vh‘t to Namibia, 1-18 Augus¢ 2000

By Kay Hahne (Part 3)

National Botanic Gardens in Windhoek, the capital city of Namibia
Never in our lives had we seen Botanic Gardens that looked so brown, parched and dry.
Downright scorched — but only with the sun and lack of rain, no fire had raged through, It was
August, and the rains don’t come till Nov-Feb. Once again we wondered why we were going to
visit these gardens at this time of year. But upon closer inspection we noted that many golden seed
heads and brown seed pods were visible, so the growing season must have been fruitful. Many of
the plants were in situ, others brought in from other places in Namibia. Aloe littoralis were very
plentiful and stood out on the hillsides, reminiscent of Yucca. There was a small stand of Aloe
dichotoma or Quiver Trees, so named because the bushmen used them for making quivers. These
same bushmen (the San people) knew which Euphorbias were the most lethal and used the white
latex to poison their arrows. We also saw Albizia anthelmintica Worn-cure Albizia, Hibiscus



micranthus, Conbretum sp with their 4-winged samaras,
Tetradenia riparia Ginger Bush, Croton gratissimus
Lavendarbush and many kinds of Acacias, all of which
had thorns of various dimensions. African Acacias and
thorns are synonymous — note the common names:
Acacia mellifera Hookthorn, A. hereoensis Mountain
Thorn, A. reficiens Red Umbrella Thorn, A. erubescens
Blue Thorn. The typical tree shape we all think of when
we picture Africa from the movies and TV we’ve seen is
the famous Acacia tortillis Umbrella Thorn, with its
broad, flattened umbrella-shaped canopy.

As we tramped along, the dust (and soon our shoes)

3 ; sparkled with flecks of mica. We pay lots of money for
make-up and bath salts with shmy flecks. One could look quite sparkly here with a bit of this
powder ... hmmm, | wonder if the Namibian natives had the idea first!?

We added a few birds to our list here in the gardens. A Rockrunner was, you guessed it, running
along the rocks! Blue Waxbills and Black-cheeked Waxbills (long-tailed finch-like seed-eaters)
adorned a small bush. A small group of Helmeted Guineafowl pecked and scratched on the ground
while Brown-throated Martins circled overhead. And finally a glimpse of the Damara Hornbill —a
new species just split off from the Red-billed Hornbill, and a Monteiro’s Hornbill with a larger
body and a larger, thicker red bill. These large birds, 42-65 cm in length, appear quite cumbersome
with their heavy-set long decurved bills, and indeed their flight is rather heavy and ponderous.
There are 10 species, the largest is 90 cm and found almost entirely on the ground, the Ground
Hornbill. Don’t you love the names: Pirit Batis, Long-billed Crombec, Black-chested Prinia —so
different than Australian species.

Across the street from the Botanic Gardens were some playing fields. On closer inspection with
binoculars we found several Yellow Mongooses Cynictis pencillata — slender, yellow with a long
white-tipped tail. These are gregarious daytime feeders and they were busy scouring the grass for
such things as beetles, scorpions, centipedes. spiders, termites and frogs. And yes, I checked in
two dictionaries: the plural of mongoose is mongooses! Also busy were only slightly smaller (45
cm) greyish Cape Ground Squirrels Xerus inauris. They often stood straight up on their haunches
to have a look around. When foraging for grass, seeds, bulbs and the odd insect they flip their
bushy tails over their backs and use as a sun-shade. They are also gregarious and often share
burrows with yellow mongooses. We are glad we did not have to learn the Afrikaans name, which
is Waaierstertgrondeekhoring! What a mouthful. There was yet a third shape and type of animal
out there, which proved to be some plump, tail-less Rock Dassies or Hyraxes. We usually saw
these animals in rocky outcrops, the tell-tale white droppings splashed over the rocks. They are the
favourite food of the Black Eagle, if he can get them outside a rock crevice. They also have to
watch out for jackals and the caracal. It is hard to believe that their closest relative is the elephant,
albeit in a different Order. There is a bit of difference there between a cute 4 kg ball of fur and a
500 kg pachyderm. Another great day of new discoveries - animals, birds and plants!

(to be continued)

Some Recent Natural History Publications
from Ian Fraser
s sje ke s e ofe o ke ok s 3¢ sfe e ode 3k she e ke sfek ok skl sk e sk ook ok
Digging up Deep Time; fossils, dinosaurs and megabeasts from Australia’s distant past.
Paul Willis and Abbie Thomas. ABC Books, Sydney, 2005. 294 pages, RRP $34.95.

This is a most exciting and accessible book on a favourite topic of mine — how this land got to be the
*Australia’ that we now know and love. I don’t mean the human aspects, but the enduring landscape and
biological features which make the place so special and so unique. The authors are a science-writing
partnership working for the ABC in Sydney. More though, Willis is a palacontologist who has worked for the
Australian Museum and has even participated in several of the digs featuring in the book. Quite rightly he is



clearly proud of his role in reassembling the famous Eric the opalised pliosaur from the thousands of
fragments into which it had been shattered. (However, given the joint authorship, it seems anomalous that the
book is written in first person singular, the ‘I’ clearly being Willis.)
This is, in my opinion, very good science writing indeed. It is clear without being simplistic and there is a
well-planned and consistent structure, to the book and to each chapter. We visit 16 fossil sites around
Australia, in the chronological order of the ages of their fossil beds, in order to trace the development of the
Australia biota. Each chapter begins with a simple but effective ‘time spiral’, divided into the Eras, with the
relevant fossil site located on it. The history and significance of the site are clearly set out, and placed firmly
within the context of the evolving world and local fauna of the time. The practicalities of the arduous and
skilled tasks required are described as perhaps only a practitioner could do and the personalities of the
researchers emerge with the animals. In fact each chapter ends with brief biographies of the key players, both
historical and current, as well as very helpful information as to where one can view fossils from the site.
Highly recommended.
Tree-Kangaroos of Australia and New Guinea.
Roger Martin. CSIRO Publishing, 2005. 168 pages, RRP $39.95.

It is no secret that I have long been a big fan of the Australian Natural History Series, which I regard as one of
the most important publishing initiatives in the field of Australian biology. The series was begun by the NSW
University Press and has now been continued by CSIRO Publishing. Each title deals with a species or, as in
this case, a group of species, and is written by an active authority in the field. Martin is a very experienced
field forest biologist and has studied Bennett’s Tree-Kangaroo for well over a decade. As we have come to
expect from this series, the book is exhaustive in its (very accessible) coverage of the history of human and
tree roos, taxonomy, adaptations, evolution, habitat, ecology, behaviour and conservation.
I’ve always been fascinated by the idea of a tree-dwelling kangaroo, whose distant ancestors were small
ground dwellers which then took to the trees. Subsequently some remained up there to share the land with us
as possums while others came down to become kangaroos, some of which then re-ascended. Having read this
book, I shall be even more disappointed if I fail in my next attempt to see these wonderful animals next May!

Encountering Terra Australis; the Australian voyages of Nicholas Baudin and Matthew Flinders.

Jean Fornasiero, Peter Monteath and John West-Sooby. Wakefield Press, Adelaide, 2004.
411 pages, RRP $49.95.

I am very fortunate — this is yet another book on a topic dear to my heart! Alongside my passion for trying to
better understand the nature of the land I live in and love, I have long been intrigued by the history of
European discovery of Australian biology. The simultaneous scientifically-motivated voyages of Baudin and
Flinders at the start of the 19" century are part of the fabric of our lore, culminating in their meeting at
Encounter Bay in South Australia. At that time science was regarded, even by governments, as being above
politics, to the point that such voyages carried passports giving them free passage in times of war. Sadly, this
era was coming to an end though. Flinders is pretty unequivocally regarded as a superb, though ill-starred,
navigator and a supporter of the needs of his scientists in a way that the French commanders were not reputed
to be. Conventional wisdom, based on the accounts of his companions, has it that Baudin, through an abrasive
and unsympathetic personality and less than total commitment to the voyage’s scientific aims, created near-
fatal problems for his voyage. Certainly he did not survive the trip to tell his side of it.
This book explicitly seeks to redress that, telling Baudin’s story (in paraliel with Flinders”) with great
sympathy and based on the authors’ own translations of his account of the first year of the four-year odyssey
plus his sea log. I make no claims to being an historian but the flaw in the claim that this allows an objective
account seems evident — there was no more reason for Baudin’s version of events to be unbiased than were
those of his ‘enemies’! It is a fact that most of the scientific complement and many of the crew left the ship at
the first available opportunity, in Ile de France, or Mauritius, citing Baudin’s personality and management
failings. The authors assert that the problems stemmed from those who “wished to see his expedition come to
a grinding halt”, without offering any explanation as to what their motivation may have been. I have no axe to
grind here, but am unconvinced by such assertions disguised as facts.
This all feels a bit academic though and I am convinced the value of the book is in the detailed and readable
living account of the two voyages, and particularly of their scientific contributions, biological and
anthropological. The latter was largely due to the more empathetic and respectful French, though
misunderstandings intervened here too. If you are interested in the details of scientific discovery of our
coastline, I recommend this highly, If you also want to make judgements on the people involved, that’s
entirely up to you!

lan Fraser is a Canberra-based professional naturalist and writer (viz, he doesn’t make
much money!) who is the co-author of six books on local natural history. He has run the
educational Environment Tours nature-based tours program in association with the local
Environment Centre since 1984 and has been the voice of natural history on local ABC
radio since 1992. The ABC recently produced a four-CD set of his “Around the Bush
Capital® series.




NEWS AND EDITORIAL

Insurance

The FNAC committee has been discussing the
requirement for insurance for FNAC since
2002. The subject has also been raised with
general support at members meetings. The
committee is at the final stages of making a
decision with quotes on the cost of insurance
now being received and is now in a position to
make a decision on whether to proceed with
taking insurance. Before this is done I have
been asked to summarize some of the arguments
for and against so that you can raise any issues
you may have.

Those against us taking out insurance make
the following observations.

1) Insurance is expensive, which would cause
FNAC to use the reserves of money and thus
impact the future viability of the Association,

2) The likelihood of a claim being made against
the Association or a member is so unlikely that
it is non-existent.

3) There is no evidence that associations like
FNAC have ever had claims against them. 4)
The concerns regarding litigation are subsiding
with maximum damages being introduced.

Those in favor of the taking out insurance
make the following observations.

1) The cost of any claim will be extremely
expensive (even limited by maximum amounts)
and would effectively bankrupt the association.
2) The costs to individual members and in
particular committee members organising
outings if sued. 3) All similar organisations
have taken out similar insurance. 4) The
potential activities FNAC is unable to do, as we
do not have insurance.

a) Publicly announcing our walks and outings to
attract future members

b) Assisting with fieldwork for research
students and organisations.

¢) Visiting private property where the owners
insist on insurance.

Financial security.

1) The maximum we need to pay is $784.08
provided in a quote from Community Care (The
ACT Government recommended insurer for
groups such as ours). Less expensive options
are being sought.

2) Although FNAC is a small organisation we
have reserves amounting to $8000.00, with the
interest from this money contributing to our
annual income.

3) The annual profit received from members’
fees, raffles and interest is in the vicinity of the
maximum we would need to pay for insurance
thus we would not need to use reserve money.
4) The increased cost of postage should be
offset by some members” preference to emailed
newsletters.

In summary, the committee accepts that the
likelihood is low that a claim would be made
against us, however risk to individuals is too
high if one does occur. The safety and peace of
mind of its members is paramount. The
inability to provide a range of activities and to
advertise them impacts the future viability of
FNAC. Although the cost for insurance will
stretch our finances it will not cause us to use
our financial reserves and will not require
membership fees to be increased. If you would
like to discuss this please call me or chat at the
end of year function.

Pamela Finger, Committee Member FNAC.
6258 4886

The future of our newsletter, the Field Natter

- Philip Bell philip.bell@gmail.com, T: 6251 5837

Thanks for your feedback on our colour photos
experiment in November’s Field Natter. New
president Benj asked me for a Field Natter piece
about this and future options for our newsletter:
1.whether to continue with hard copy
distribution following recent cost increases
(even for black &  white printing) and
whether a cheaper option is acceptable;
2.the rise in postage costs since Oct. 2005 -
but a possible way to reduce these costs; and
3.likely effects of all this on member fees..

Firstly, the newsletter is vital for the club, both
for those who can and those who cannot get to
meetings or outings. I think a lot of members like
to get the prompt of a print newsletter in their
letterbox. But without colour, it’s hard to do
justice to photos sent in to our editor.
Commercial colour printing costs a lot more than
black & white (our present printer quotes 3 to 4
times current charges to include one page of
colour). | suggested we try printing our
newsletter on our home colour printer to see if it
was feasible. It was slow but it worked and cost
no more than for b & w at our present printer.
(See table, “Newsletter economics”™.)



Secondly, the newsletter currently absorbs 70%
of membership fees (see table insert). This
includes a recent postage increase from 38c to

50c because we lost our bulk rate (due to

FNAC Newsletter

economics* Unit Totat Total
as at Nov 05 cost Monihly  Annual
* Note: some numbers are rounded and approximale.
Memberships (single and family) 80
Membership fees $§20.00 $1,200
Newsletter distribution(inct libraries, etc) 72

Print run 75

Current postage costs $050 $35.00 $385
Current printing costs

- & page newsletier $0.53 $390.75

- 8 page newsletter $068 $51.75
Annual print cost for 11 issues with 10 x 6 pages

and 1 x 8 pages. $449
Total newsletter costs (printing plus postage) $834
% of membership fees 70%
Cost par member per annum $14
"What i calculations: for colour printing at Acme Publishing
Colour print costs at 3.5 times black and white $1,572
"“What if" total newsletter costs (rough estimate) $1,857
% variation for commerciat colour printing 235%

Australia Post changes). Benj asked the last
meeting who might be prepared to receive the

Natter electronically. Quite a few hands went up.
This could save up to $14 per member p.a. A
complicating factor is that if more than half our
members (but not all) move to internet
distribution and we print less than 35 hard
copies, the unit cost goes up from around 9 to 12
cents per page.

Suppose we move to electronic distribution to
the willing, what are the practicalities?

With colour photos, the newsletter would
probably amount to half a megabyte or more per
issue. People still on dial-up would hardly
welcome a regular email download of this size.
And it is considered bad netiquette to email large
newsletters. But members could be sent a brief
monthly email with meeting and outing notices.
This email would link to a website for the full
newsletter content.

So, watch this space. It looks like change is
upon us in one form or another. In the meantime
our colour print newsletter experiment will likely
continue pro tem at no extra cost.

Let us know what you think about these changes
on the horizon. Your committee is listening.

International Day of Action on Climate Change - Walk Against Warming December 3, 2005 11am Garema

Place Civic

Isn't it about time all the people who are concerned about climate change got together and did something? Well

here's your chance!

Join the rest of the world in demanding that Australia and the US ratify the Kyoto protocol and commit to a clean

energy future.
When: Dec 3, 11am - 1.30pm
Where: Garema Place, Civic

What: Walk around the mall, sign onto the Kyoto scroll, speakers and groovy bands.

Bring: Family, friends, kids, bikes, placards,

Contact: Adrian Whitehead adrian@ecoaction.net.au 6247 7808.

Some suggested Field walks for 2006

Date Where Topic/comments Leader
December: Murrumbidgee-Casuarina sands | reptiles
February: Farrer Ridge Plants and birds
March: Jerrabomberra Wetlands birdwatching- beginners
April: Black Ridge Montane woodland Rosemary vB
May: Morton National park Long walk, joint walk
June: Collector- Garth Dixons place Rehabilitation site

Nature workshop @ Benj/Pamela
July: Digital photography workshop ANBG/Photoaccess Finger/others
August: Lake Ginninderra birdwatching- beginners
September: Bruce Ridge Plants- beginners
October: Frogwatch Rachelle McConville, Paula
October: Long weekend tba Philip/Paula




Who are the Field Naturalists?

The Field Naturalists Association of Canberra (FNAC) was
formed in 1981. Our aim is to foster interest in natural
history by means of meetings and regular field outings.

Monthly meeting venue: Division of Botany and
Zoology, Building 44, Daley Rd, Australian National
University. Park in Linnaeus Way. Meetings start at

8pm and are followed by refreshments.
y . 3 ™ vd’ V( ~

Meetings are usually held on the first Thursday of each
month. Outings range from weekend rambles to long

weekends away. Activities are advertised in our monthly %5 J
newsletter. We emphasise informality and the enjoyment of 2 E“_”f BOZ.O g
nature. New members are always welcome. If you wish to : didig via'Deley

join FNAC, please fill in the member application below and FRRNE (R oo

send it in with your subscription to the FNAC Treasurer at S ‘

the address below: i

President: Benj Whitworth, tel 02 6254 4556 R R

Secretary: Rosemary Blemings, tel 02 6258 4724 ] i ; @

Website: www.geocities.com/fieldnaturalist/index.html P e e AR

Newsletter editor: Chris Bunn <chris_b@webone.com.au r| T

Tel 02 6241 2968. Member contributions welcome. B edan,

FIELD NATURALISTS ASSOCIATION OF CANBERRA INC.
GPO Box 249
CANBERRA ACT 2601 >

Print Post Approved
PP 233744/00022

MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION OR RENEWAL

Famil namer oot R e BISENARIO! oo s v mhsh s v st ars e ai st = Aks
If a family membership, please include the first names of other members of the family:
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Subarb: ... sttt . s Statessusxaasnds Pasteode: ... HOMePhONE: L fuviaifiesovvevessanass
Waorkphone: & =l nnn s J2rE L T o e R e e S R R e S S S R
Subscription enclosed: $......... (Single/Family $20) Donation: §...........

How did you hear about FNAC? Please circle: FRIEND? OTHER? Please specify:




