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OBJECT: To foster an interest in nature
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OBJECT: To foster an interest in nature

7:30 pm Australian National University
Slatyer  Room (up the stairs),  
R. N. Robertson Building, Biology Place, ANU 
details on the back page

Refreshments before 
the meeting. Please 
bring your own cup.

Vol 57 Issue 8 
September 2026
ISSN: 1836-2761

Understanding the impacts of climate change on 
plants at Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park

 a summary of my PhD working with Anangu

Speaker: Jay Nicholson
Jay has been working with Anangu researching why ecologically and culturally 
significant plants are dying during extreme heatwaves and drought after 
widespread plant mortality at Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park in 2019. They 
conducted a range of field-based studies and glasshouse experiments to 
untangle the physiological drivers of plant death. Some of the plants include 
the iconic mulga (Acacia aneura), desert oak (Allocasuarina decaisneana), 
and spinifex (Triodia pungens). Jay will talk about the interesting strategies 
these plants have to overcome in the complex and extreme environment that 
is the Australian desert

MEETING—Thursday 3 September 2026



Draft National 
Recovery Plan for the 
Gang-Gang Cockatoo

The Federal Government is seeking consultation 
on a proposed Nationals Recovery Program for 
the Gang Gang Cockatoo. Submissions close 
on 7 October but you can add your comments 

information you can visit the web site.
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Field Nats online
WebsiteWebsite
The FieldNats website is a useful resource.
It lists the committee members and provides links 
to contact the key people.
The Newsletter page has links to not only the 
current, but most past issues of the newsletter.
Keep up-to-date with upcoming events on the 
calendar among other useful links.
FaceBookFaceBook
Did you know that FieldNats now has a FaceBook 
page?
John and Janet would love to receive a photo or 
two for the FaceBook page. Perhaps an interesting 
sighting or photos from an outing. It doesn’t matter 
if you also send the same photos to the newsletter.
No deadline for these, just anytime you have 
something to share.
Put FaceBook in the subject line and send to 
secretary@fieldnatsact.com

Vale Geoffrey 
Robertson

19 August 1945 to 21 July 202619 August 1945 to 21 July 2026
Members will be saddened to read of the sudden 
death of Geoff in Canberra Hospital after a short 
illness. Geoff and his partner Margaret Ning were 
long-time and supportive members of ANPSC and 
of Friends of Grassland (FOG) where he was past 
President. Geoff was also a long-term member of 
the ACT Field Naturalists and Margaret is still a 
member.
Geoff became a leader in the Conservation 
movement in the ACT and was instrumental in the 
resurrection of FOG and its role as an advocate for 
the conservation of Natural Temperate Grasslands, 
together with his partner Margaret. He initiated 
many projects during a 20+ year period including 
the Kosciuszko to Coast initiative and the Southern 
Tablelands Ecosystem Park (STEP).
Geoff held a particular interest in reptiles especially 
the threatened species. Geoff and colleagues spent 
many years trying to protect York Park grassland in 
the Parliamentary triangle and Franklin Grassland.
Geoff was also a great supporter of the involvement 
of aboriginal representation in the management of 
grassland reserves.
Geoff was active in the protection of many places 
and joined protesters against the Gungahlin Drive 
extension. He often quipped that after being 
arrested and spending a night in custody he arrived 
home to find an environmental recommendation 
from the Chief Minister in the mail!
We mourn the loss of a great environmentalist who 
was the catalyst for a positive change in attitudes 
towards the environment.
Roger Farrow – member of ANPSC and FOG

Raffle prizes
The monthly raffle is our is our only fund-
raising event and is funded through members’ 
generous donations, mostly consisting of items 
no longer needed or wanted at home. Fresh 
garden produce is also highly prized.
Please go through your cupboards for all those 
little items you no longer use or want and bring 
them along to donate as raffle prizes. 

until then. To submit comments and for more

https://consult.dcceew.gov.au/draft-national-recovery-plan-for-the-gang-gang-cockatoo
https://fieldnatsact.com/
https://fieldnatsact.com/field-natters/
https://fieldnatsact.com/events/
https://www.facebook.com/FieldNaturalistsAssociationCanberra
https://www.facebook.com/FieldNaturalistsAssociationCanberra
mailto:secretary@fieldnatsact.com
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Aranda outing report
On Sunday morning, 2 August, Field Naturalists 
were kindly invited to an event organised by the 
Friends of Aranda Bushland. It was a walk with fire 
ecologist, Michael Doherty, to assess and discuss a 
recent prescribed burn in Aranda Bushland.

Wildfire has always been a natural phenomenon 
in the Australian bush, favouring some species 
over others, and influencing species distributions. 
Notably, eucalypts seemed to have evolved to 
encourage fire, as can be seen through the advance 
and retreat of eucalypt-rainforest ecotones over 
time. Generally, eucalypts have an advantageous 
recovery, through their fast epicormic or lignotuber 
re-sprouting, compared with more fire-sensitive, 
light-sensitive and moisture-sensitive species. 
However, even some eucalypts, such as the ash 
species, can be disadvantaged if high-severity fires 
are too frequent, as their strategy relies on regrowth 
through seed drop from mature trees.

Likewise, fire management to modify vegetation has 
been an activity ever since the arrival of humans, 
whether to favour certain food sources, or more 
recently, to protect assets, or even for ecological 
reasons, further influencing species distributions.
If participants in the Aranda walk didn’t already 
know, they soon became aware of the extremely 
complex issues relating to fire in the Australian 
landscape.
This particular burn was on the western flank of the 
Aranda Bushland, in an area unburnt for 20 years. It 
was low-intensity and caused low-severity impact, 
with minimal crown scorch being apparent. As we 

walked, we noticed that the charring of stringy 
bark trunks tended to peter out about 2 m above the 
ground, and Michael wondered if that would have 
been considered satisfactory. We also talked about 
the importance of managing the actual burn, such 
as mopping up smoldering logs or trunks. Even 
a trickle burn can cause death to mature trees if 
smoldering continues.

There was discussion about some plants, such as 
orchids, being advantaged by fire and others being 
disadvantaged, and also the flow-on effects to other 
organisms, such as butterflies, e.g. some of the 
rare ‘blues‘ losing their critical habitat. Discussion 
then turned to the impact of fire frequency and 
how ecologically damaging frequent fires can be. 
Michael estimated that in Aranda Bushland/Black 
Mountain the frequency was averaging about 8, 
or maybe 10  years, and this was less damaging 
than a 3-year frequency that had previously been 
envisaged. He also pointed out that a mosaic of 
patches with different times since last fire was 
desirable from an ecological perspective, but 
was often in conflict with management aims of 
‘securing‘ large blocks.
There was further discussion about recovery, and 
how this can be adversely affected if the post-burn 
weather is hot and dry.
John mentioned that asset protection has moved 
beyond housing and infrastructure to include natural 
features such as sphagnum bogs and rare species. 
Also, the Friends of Aranda Bushland said there was 
a long-unburnt patch (at least since the 1960s) that 
they wanted to have protected as a reference area, 
but hadn’t been entirely succeeding in doing so.
Later discussions took a step back, and turned to 
big questions about the rationale of the prescribed 
burn regime and its effectiveness in protecting the 
adjacent suburbs from wildfire.
The explicit goals of low intensity prescribed burns 
are to reduce fuel load and also fuel connectivity 
between the ground and canopy, in order to minimise 
wildfire intensity and to mitigate ‘crowning’. 
Success of such burns is determined as a measure 
of these explicit goals. However, how successful 
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are these burns in relation to the obviously implicit 
goals of protecting life and assets? The answers 
are not immediately apparent. There is still so 
much that is unknown about fire behaviour and fire 
impacts. Research is on-going, and monitoring is so 
important. Michael has long-term monitoring plots 
in the Brindabellas, and this is a great example of 
what’s needed to provide deeper insights into the 
complexity of both wildfires and prescribe burns.
From my understanding, the simple assumption that 
the implicit goals naturally follow these explicit 
goals, is not necessarily the case. Things are much 
more complicated. Prescribed burns are often 
known by the misnomer, hazard reduction burns. 
They can reduce fuel, but they can also lead to an 
increase in fuel, depending on many variables. 
Immediately after a burn, there can be substantial 
leaf-drop, then within a couple of years, the growth 
of ‘fire weeds’ can start to be significant. After 
years of rising fuel loads, they eventually decrease 
and after a long-unburnt period, hazard ratings 
can be extremely low. So, depending on factors 
such as post-fire weather, vegetation type and time 
since burn at a site, prescribed burns can be hazard 
enhancement as well as hazard reduction operations.
Even more concerning to me, is an ‘elephant in 
the room’. The linkage between such explicit 
and implicit goals is more likely to be met 
when a wildfire has only moderate intensity, but 
paradoxically, this is when it has a better chance 
of being controlled anyway. Yet on ‘blowup’ days 
when wind is strong, humidity low and temperatures 
high, and it’s of paramount importance to meet the 
implicit goals, wildfires will invariably crown and 
not easily be controlled, if at all, no matter what 
the fuel load. This should pose questions about 
acceptable levels of risking ecological integrity 
when a prescribed burn is not an ecological burn 
or cultural burn. Hopefully, discussions and actions 
around trade-offs will become better-informed in 
the future.
What about actually meeting the implicit objectives? 
Research has shown that the most important variable 
for asset protection is the lack of vegetation in the 
immediate vicinity of the asset, especially in the fire 
direction. The significance decreases with distance, 
whereby the first 20 to 50 m in a buffer seems to 
be most crucial.
Irrespective of the wider debate about fire 
management, there was a great deal of interest in 
monitoring post-fire vegetation recovery over the 
coming months and years on the site of our walk. 
We noticed that already some ground covers were 

sprouting, such as honeydew, grasses were re 
shooting and there was a lot of moss on the ground. 
Clearly, conditions had been reasonably moist since 
the burn.

During the outing there were some nice bird 
highlights too. Clare pointed out a small flock of 
Varied Sitellas, which was considered an uncommon 
sighting here, and we heard several Olive-backed 
Orioles calling, which seemed fairly early for these 
largely latitudinal migrants.

Many thanks to Friends of Aranda Bushland for 
inviting FNAC to this thought-provoking event, 
and especially to Michael for sharing his much-
appreciated expertise!

John Stein

Photo: Clare Kerr



Rainy day naturalist
Welcome to the first instalment of Rainy Day 
Naturalist, a new monthly natural history book 
review. As well as the occasional new release, 
I’ll feature recent and older books that may have 
slipped under the radar, and also some classics - 
the only criteria being that the book should be of 
interest to field naturalists in our part of the world, 
be available to purchase somewhere, and have at 
least one copy available to borrow through the ACT 
library system.
This month: So Many Snakes, So Little Time: 
Uncovering the Secret Lives of Australia’s Serpents, 
by Professor Rick Shine, CRC Press, 2022. 
282 pages, including photographs throughout.
Shine begins with the prevailing attitude of the 
time: In 1953, the Chamber of Commerce in the 
Queensland city of Mackay wrote to the Australian 
government to request that scientists develop ways 
to exterminate all snakes from Australia. Snakes, 
they said, “don’t serve any useful purpose”.’ 
Luckily, a teenage Rick Shine had other ideas.
In So Many Snakes, So Little Time, one of 
Australia’s most decorated scientists tells the story 
of a decades long passion to study the ecology of 
Australia’s snakes. Along the way, we learn a lot 
about the snakes themselves – ranging from Eastern 
Brown snakes from Shine’s teenage and university 
years in Canberra, to Red-bellied Black snakes in 
Armidale, Diamond Pythons and Broad-headed 
snakes near Sydney, on up to the Water Pythons, 
Keelbacks and Filesnakes of Northern Australia, 
with many others along the way.
However, the book is also a wonderful tale of 
how good science is done. Shine writes glowingly 
and humbly of the benefits of collaboration with 
peers and students, which in some cases has lasted 
decades. He is also forthright about the precarious 
career path of a snake ecology researcher, 
recounting the near-misses, ingenuity, and strokes 
of luck in finding just enough funding or support 
to stay in his chosen field, despite being one of the 
world’s most widely published and cited authors 
in ecology. He is also frank about his distaste of 
killing animals for science, and of the ingenious 
solutions he employed to avoid doing that – such 
as his major study of baseline data of all Australian 
snake species, done by carefully dissecting the 
many preserved specimens historically held in 
Australian museums.
So Many Snakes, So Little Time is a fast-paced and 
exhilarating read, devoid of the macho posturing 
found in some snake books, but nevertheless 
replete with anecdotes of (not always) staying out 
of harm’s way whilst doing the snake handling 
necessary for in-depth study. The book is Shine’s 
love letter to Australia’s snakes, and it is infectious. 

In Shine’s own words: ‘So although this book is 
partly about my own career, it is mostly a song of 
praise - a celebration of magnificent creatures in 
an incredible continent’.
Although I’ve not seen the book in Canberra 
bookstores, it can be bought online (Booktopia, 
Fishpond, and Amazon, for example), and there is 
one copy available to borrow from the ACT library 
system, of which membership is free.
Happy reading

Mitchell Kelly

Avian bird flu in Australia
At last month’s meeting we asked the question of 
what to do about bird baths in response to Bird Flu.
Birdlife Australia has just released its latest advice.
Here’s the advice from Birdlife:
Provide clean water
Don’t worry – your bird bath can stay.
Most backyard birds – including honeyeaters, 
thornbills and fairywrens – are at low risk of 
catching or spreading the virus, and are unlikely 
to be affected by rising H5 bird flu cases.
Like us, birds need water to survive, and many 
backyard species need fresh water to drink and 
bathe in. Providing safe, clean and fresh water is a 
great way to help your local native birds, especially 
with summer approaching.
Instead of a single, shared water source, we 
recommend providing multiple shallow water 
sources around your backyard (but only as many 
as you can maintain!) Different species prefer 
different depths of water, so try a variety of shapes 
and sizes to see what water sources work best for 
your local birds.
Most importantly, clean and replace water daily to 
prevent contamination, and remove any dirt and 
droppings by rinsing and scrubbing water sources 
thoroughly. You can clean and disinfect bird baths 
and other water sources by scrubbing them with 
hot water and a splash of vinegar or bleach solution 
(one cup of domestic-strength bleach to four litres 
of water) before rinsing thoroughly and leaving 
them in the sun to dry. Wash your hands thoroughly 
after topping up or cleaning water sources.
By changing water daily, you can also steer clear of 
any harsh chemicals, including synthetic soaps and 
disinfectants, which can be toxic for birds and strip 
natural oils from their feathers. There’s no need to 
stock-up on F10 either: it’s a powerful, hospital 
grade disinfectant commonly used in veterinary 
clinics, and isn’t necessary in keeping your bird 
bath clean and fresh.’
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Observations
Rosemary Blemings has further observations from 
her local area and beyond.

In the August issue of City News, Jackie Warburton 
gave advice on how to remove moss in your 
backyard, however, she has overlooked why mosses 
are vital for the health of our soil and earth.
This article summarises the importance of mosses:

•	 they retain moisture allowing native and other 
vascular plants to thrive thereby setting up 
conditions for other plants to grow

•	 they absorb water from the atmosphere
•	 they capture vast amounts of carbon
•	 they stabilise the soil and this reduces or 

prevents soil erosion, and
•	 they provide habitat for microbes and 

invertebrates
In this article Lachlan Gilbert introduces research 
from the UNSW where Dr David Eldridge’s team’s 
findings are above.

Rosemary Blemings

Nature’s art from the top of a rain-drenched fence-post at 
Hall Showground.

Possibly slug eggs??

Spring is in the air
Despite a very warm winter my favourite 
invertebrates one again made themselves 
scarce, however, at long last they are making a 
reappearance.
While possibly still present over winter, I haven’t 
looked for them, but at my local oval I found three 
Two-tailed spiders. I love these as they are well 
camouflaged on the grey trunks of Eucalypts so 
can be easily missed. In fact, you almost have to 
be looking for them to find them.
I found my first beetles at the very end of August: 
a mating pair of small beetles on an Acacia.

I  can’t  wai t  to 
see what else I 
will discover this 
season.

Alison Milton
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Activities

Meet at the Botanic Gardens car park, lower left corner near the gate, at 9:30 am. Come along with 
Robyn Black and John Stein on a leisurely ramble through this interesting part of Black Mountain in 
search of spring wildflowers. Pollen café afterwards. Please RSVP to John.

Sunday 22 November: Ginninderra Creek
Meet at Cotter Place, McGregor, at 9 am. You’re welcome to join John Stein who’ll be accompanied 
by ecologist, Bruno de Oliveira Ferronato, a renowned turtle specialist. We will walk downstream 
from Jarramlee Pond towards Fassifen Pond, looking for signs of the Eastern Long-necked Turtle 
(Chelodina longicollis). Please RSVP to John.

Insurance: Please note that FNAC does not provide Personal Accident Insurance for members participating 
in outings or other activities. We encourage all participants to ensure they have appropriate Ambulance 
Cover in case of an accident or sudden serious illness requiring urgent evacuation.

Month Speaker Topic
3 September Jaylen Nicholson Impact of extreme drought in the Red Centre 
1 October Darren le Roux Relocating trees for habitat (TBC) 
5 November Rainer Rehwinkel Flora and fauna in the south of France & AGM 
3 December Christmas party

Recent film and talk: Finding the Maratus Spider with Stuart Harris
Judging from the sold-out and enthusiastic turnout 
at his recent talks at the Canberra Museum and 
Gallery (CMAG), citizen scientist and FNAC 
member Stuart Harris – and the Peacock Spiders 
that he studies and adores – seem to have a cult 
following. Stuart hosted a screening of Maratus, 
the award-winning documentary on his long and 
persistent search in Namadgi National Park for the 
small iridescent blue jumping spider that would be 
named in his honour. (You can view this superb 
short movie on uTube). This delight was followed 
by an update on Stuart’s recent exploits and a 
guided tour of Maria Fernanda Cardoso’s Spiders 
of Paradise — a stunning exhibition celebrating the 
colour, texture and extraordinary visual language 
of the Maratus spider. Renowned scientific imager 
Geoff Thompson, who specialises in deep-focus 
microscopy at the Queensland Museum, also 
explained how these amazing creatures were 
photographed in such detail. See them displayed 
in all their glory.

Lindsay Adams, FNAC Vice President Stuart Harris in action: Maria Fernanda Cardoso’s Spiders 
of Paradise, CMAG, 20 August 2026. Image by Lindsay 
Adams
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Friday 25 September: ANBG Annex

https://fieldnatsact.com/event/september-outing-anbg-annex-bushland-nature-walk/
https://fieldnatsact.com/event/november-outing-ginninderra-creek-turtles/
https://youtu.be/dKgZ0ziRyow
https://mariafernandacardoso.com/projects/spiders-of-paradise/


Field Naturalists’ Association of Canberra Inc.

Monthly meeting venue:  Slatyer Room, R. N. Robertson Building, Biology Place, Australian National University

Field Naturalists’ Association of Canberra Inc.

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. 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 newsletter. We emphasise informality and the enjoyment 
of nature. New members are always welcome. If you wish to join 
FNAC you would be warmly welcomed.

President: president@fieldnatsact.com
Email: secretary@fieldnatsact.com
Website: www.fieldnatsact.com
Treasurer: treasurer@fieldnatsact.com
Membership: membership@fieldnatsact.com
Newsletter Editor: editor@fieldnatsact.com
Outings Coordinator: outings@fieldnatsact.com
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/FieldNaturalistsAssociationCanberra

Field Naturalists’ Association of Canberra
PO Box 708
Jamison Centre  ACT  2614

Membership application or renewal

New applications
Please use the membership form page on the web site:

https://fieldnatsact.com/membership

Renewals
Due on 1 July each year (no form needed)

Subscription: Single/Family: $25 or Full time student: $10

Bank transfer
Account name: Field Naturalists Assoc of Canberra Inc
BSB: 325 185
Account number: 03545251
Reference: Please include your name

If you are unable to complete new applications through the web site, or use bank transfer for payments, please 
contact the Membership Secretary at the email address above, or in writing to the address listed.

mailto:outings@fieldnatsact.com
https://www.facebook.com/FieldNaturalistsAssociationCanberra

	Vale Geoffrey Robertson
	Raffle prizes
	Field Nats online
	Draft National Recovery Plan for the Gang-Gang Cockatoo
	Aranda outing report
	Rainy day naturalist
	Avian bird flu in Australia
	Observations
	Spring is in the air
	Activities
	Recent film and talk: Finding the Maratus Spider with Stuart Harris



