Barrow Island, off the
Pilbara coast, was declared
a nature reserve in 1908, long
before most people had ever
heard the words ‘ecology’ or
‘conservation’.
Keith Morris and Andrew Burbidge
\ describe its importance as a site
for mammal conservation.
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'“\'\ arrow Island is without doubt one
of Australia’s most important
nature reserves. It is the second largest
island in Western Australia, and
supports 14 species of native mammals
(of which six are listed as threatened),
more than 100 species of birds, 54
species of reptiles and more than 250
species of plants. In addition, several
species of rare subterranean cave-
dwelling invertebrates are found in its
caves and groundwater. Located 80
kilometres off the Pilbara coast north of
Onslow, this 233-square-kilometre
island is a producing oilfield, with more
than 550 oil wells and the associated
infrastructure, as well as a valuable
conservation reserve. The intact array
of mammals makes Barrow Island a
special place for zoologists to visit.

HISTORY

Aboriginal people inhabited what is
now Barrow Island prior to it becoming
an island about 8000 years ago.
However, there is no evidence of
Aboriginal occupation after rising sea
levels separated the island from the
mainland. The earliest reported

European sighting of Barrow Island was
made by the crew of the ill-fated
English ship Tryal, which ran aground
and sank on a reef to the north of the
island in 1629. The French navigator
Baudin thought it was part of the
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mainland, as he sailed along the north-
west coast of Australia in 1803. Baudin
named several prominent island
landmarks, such as Cape Poivre,
Flacourt Bay and Cape Dupuy. It wasn’t
until 1818 that Lieutenant Philip
Parker King determined that Barrow
was an island, and he named it after
John Barrow, Secretary of the Admiralty
at that time. In 1840, Lieutenant J L
Stokes spent some time exploring and
charting the east coast of Barrow Island
in HMS Beagle, and he collected the
first specimens of the Barrow Island
euro and the spectacled hare-wallaby.
The chart was completed in 1899, when
Commander Coombe, in HMS Penguin,
was commissioned to survey Mary Anne
Passage, to the south of Barrow Island.

As the settlement of the Pilbara
region expanded after the 1860s,
Barrow Island was held under lease for
turtle fishing and pastoralism, although
there is no evidence that it was ever
used for grazing sheep, goats or cattle.
The pearling industry was also

Clockwise from top left: Cliffs at Obe’s
Beach.
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Barrow Island golden bandicoot.

Lufkin oil pump at work.

Slopes of island’s interior covered by

spinifex grassland.
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Below: Biggada Creek estuary.
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expanding in the Pilbara, and several
pearling camps were located on Barrow
Island. Well-known naturalist J L
Tunney collected mammals (including
the black-flanked rock-wallaby, golden
bandicoot and Barrow Island mouse)
for the WA Museum and Lord
Rothschild in 1900. In 1908, Barrow
Island was declared an Aboriginal
Reserve specifically for the treatment of
venereal disease (as were two other
important island nature reserves,
Bernier and Dorre, offshore from
Carnarvon). However, these plans did
not proceed and, in the same year, the
island was declared a reserve for
‘Protection of flora and fauna’. In 1910,
the reserve was declared Class A.

In 1917-18, F L Whitlock made two
extended visits to the island, reporting
mainly on the bird life. He was the first
to note the presence of the introduced
black rat on some of the islands close to













| djoorri or common rock-rat (Zyzomys argurus)
Barrow Island mouse (Pseudomys nanus ferculinus)
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Species
unnamed planigale (Planigale 'species 1')
tan antechinus (Pseudantechinus roryi)

Barrow Island golden bandicoot (Isoodon auratus barrowensis)
northern brushtail possum (Trichosurus vulpecula arnhemensis)
Barrow Island boodie (Bettongia lesueur Barrow Island subspecies)
Barrow Island spectacled hare-wallaby (Lagorchestes

conspicillatus conspicillatus)

black-flanked rock-wallaby (Petrogale lateralis lateralis)z
Barrow Island euro (Macropus robustus isabellinus)
white-striped freetail bat (Tadarida australis)

common sheath-tail bat (Taphozous georgianus)

Finlayson’s cave-bat (Vespadelus finlaysoni)
rakali or water-rat (Hydromys chrysogaster)

Conservation status

not threatened
not threatened
vulnerable
not threatened
vulnerable
vulnerable

vulnerable
vulnerable
not threatened
not threatened
not threatened
not threatened
not threatened
vulnerable

| The black flying fox (Pteropus alecto) has been reported on Barrow,
but these records apparently represent vagrants.

Pilbara islands, including all of those
near Barrow (except Middle Island),
between 1981 and 1986 using pindone-
impregnated oat baits, an eradication
program was planned for Barrow Island
soon after the discovery of black rats.
Fortunately, the rats were found to be
confined to only about 240 hectares of

wallaby is distinct from other
populations.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

I The Barrow Island spectacled hare-
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the sandy, southern part of the 23,300-
hectare island. However, there were
several native mammals in this area
that could take the bait, and a special
bait station had to be designed to
prevent golden bandicoots, possums,
boodies, hare-wallabies and euros from
being poisoned. This was accomplished
by placing the baits in an enclosed
plastic bucket with access holes large
enough to allow entry by rats but not
the other species. Unfortunately, the
two native rodents could not be

excluded because of their smaller size,
but they quickly reinvaded the baited
area once the project was completed.
More than 2000 bait stations were laid
out and maintained over several weeks,
a mammoth task that would not have
been possible without the support of
20 volunteers and ChevronTexaco. This
program was successful in eradicating
rats from Barrow and Middle islands
and, at that time, Barrow was one of the
largest areas from which black rats had
been eradicated anywhere in the world.

THE FUTURE

Barrow Island is likely to continue
to play an important role in the
utilisation of the State’s oil and natural
gas resources for many years to come.
Any future developments will need to
consider very carefully the enormous
value of the island to nature
conservation and possible impacts on
those values—there is no place like it in
Australia. The greatest risk to Barrow
Island’s unique assemblage of
mammals, and to some other species, is
the introduction of exotic species, such
as foxes, cats, rats, mice, pest insects
and disease organisms. To date, oil
production has occurred without any
significant effect on the island’s
mammal  populations.  Constant
vigilance and care is needed to ensure
that they remain unaffected.

Keith Morris is the Manager of the
Biodiversity Conservation Group in the
Science Division of the Department of
Conservation and Land Management.
He is based at the Wildlife Research
Centre, Woodvale, and can be
contacted on (08) 9405 5143 or by
email (keithm@calm.wa.gov.au).

Andrew Burbidge is Deputy Director,
Biodiversity Conservation, in the Nature
Conservation Division of the
Department of Conservation and Land
Management. He is based at the Wildlife
Research Centre and can be contacted
on (08) 9405 5103 or by email
(Andrew.Burbidge@calm.wa.gov.au).

i Keith and Andrew have been

| associated with wildlife conservation

| and management of Barrow Island for

. 20 and 30 years respectively, and are
leaders of the current mammal
monitoring program.
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