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WESTERN SWAMP TORTOISE

The Western Swamp Tortoise, sometimes called
the Short-necked Tortoise, is Western Australia’s
rarestvenrtebrate. Itis onthe verge of extinction with
fewer than 50 tortoises remaining. It is rare be-
cause of several factors related to its specialized
biology and the way it interacts with its habitat, as
well as man’s interference with the natural environ-
ment.

The Western Swamp Tortoise was discovered in
1839, when a single specimen was collected and
sent to the museum in Vienna, Austria. No further
tortoises were seen formore than 100 years and the
species was feared extinct. Then, in 1953, a boy
found one walking across Warbrook Road, Upper
Swan, and brought it into the Western Australian
Naturalists’ Club Wildlife Show. At first, scientists
thought it was a new species not seen before, but
after a while they realized that it was the same as
the one in the Vienna museum.

After much searching it was discovered that Swamp
Tortoises still occurred intwo small areas of natural
habitat remaining on the edge of the Perth metro-
politan area. Part of one of these, now called Ellen
Brook Nature Reserve, was sold to the Govern-
ment for a nominal cost by the former owners, the
Martyns. The otherwas purchased with the help of
a public appeal and named Twin Swamps Nature
Reserve.

The Western Swamp Tortoise has been studied by
wildlife scientists since its rediscovery, and the
populations have been monitored since 1963. Much
has been learned about its life history and the
reasons for its rarity.

The tortoises live in swamps that fill only during the
winter and spring and are dry during summer and
autumn. While the swamps contain water the tor-
toises swim around feeding on small aquatic inver-
tebrates. When the swamps dry they aestivate in
holes in the ground (at Ellen Brook) or under deep
leaf litter (at Twin Swamps). The females lay three
orfour hard-shelled eggsin a nestduginthe ground
in late November or early December and the eggs
hatch the following May or June.




Why are Western Swamp Tortoises sorare? There
are several reasons.

Firstly, they have a very low reproductive potential.
Other Australian freshwater tortoises are much
larger; and the females, which are bigger than the
males, can lay from 12 to 30 eggs a year.

Secondly, it seems that at the time of European
settlement Swamp Tortoises occurred only in a
very small area, centred on the Swan Valley. This
was the first area developed for agriculture in the
State and most of its habitat was cleared or drained
a long time ago. The two nature reserves appar-
ently contain only marginal habitat. They are mar-
ginal mainly because the swamps do not fill for long
enough to allow sufficient time for the tortoises to
feed and grow. In dry years hatchlings usually do
not survive because they do not grow large enough
to withstand the drying out that occurs during
summer, and females do not get enough food to
produce eggs. The slow growth rate also means
that it takes from 10 to 20 years for the tortoises to
reach sexual maturity, a very long time for such a
small animal.

Thirdly, the introduced fox has taken a heavy toll of
tortoises, especially those that aestivate under leaf
litter. The combination of marginal habitat, drought
and predation has led to the probable extinction of
the population at Twin Swamps Nature Reserve
and has threatened the population at Ellen Brook
Nature Reserve. A fox-proof fence will be con-
structed around part of Ellen Brook Nature Reserve
to protect this small surviving population.

The future of the species may now rest with the
development of techniques for captive breeding. In
1988 a special project commenced, supported by
funds from World Wildiife Fund Australia, the Aus-
tralian National Parks and Wildlife Service and the
Western Australian Government. The project is
being carried out by Dr Gerald Kuchling of the Uni-
versity of Western Australia, aided by Perth Zoo
and CALM.

What more can be done to save the Western
Swamp Tortoise from extinction? Unfortunately the
answer is very little. No better habitat is available
for purchase - it has all been modified beyond
restoration. Captive breeding has had some suc-
cess butitis too early to say that it will be successful
in the long term. Should the project be successful
it is planned to reintroduce the Western Swamp
Tortoise to Twin Swamps Nature Reserve.

Hopefully the rediscovery of the Western Swamp
Tortoise may not have been too late to save it.

This paper was written by Andrew Burbidge, who is
Director of Research with the Department of Con-
servation and Land Management. He has studied
Western Swamp Tortoises since 1963, and was
awarded the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in 1968
for studies on south-west Australian tortoises.
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