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Depending on your
aiewpoint, pelicans
are either awkward
ana ctumsu ?trds. or
grnceful and

fascinating creatures ;
a pelican in flight is a
sight to behold.

The Australian Pelican (Pelecanus
conspicillatus) is one of seven
species in the world. With its bold
black and white markings, blue
legs, pink pouch and yellow eye-
rings, it is arguably the most
beauiiful.

Found throughout mainland
Australia and Tasmania, small
numbers also occur in Indonesia,
New Guinea and the western
Pacific islands.

Pelicans are colonial nesters.
Colony sizes in the nine regular
breeding sites in W€stern Australia
vary from a dozen pairs to over a
thousand.

Nests are little more than shallow
scrapes on the ground, often lined
with bits of seaweed and
discarded feathers. Milk cartons
and sandals have also been found
in their nests.

Y'n

tr

39



Housekeeping jusi isn'f o Pellcon
prioriiy; these eggs sit exposed on
on untidy nesl (obove).

Stronge bollet doncers indeedl
These birds, scottered ocross the
tidol llots of Princess Royol Horbour
in Albony, seem to be limberlng uP
for o performonce (obove right).

The Ausirolion Pelicon in flight; o
sight of groce ond beouty (obove).

Two eggs are usually laid. Within a

couple of weeks of hatching, the

chicks gather in small mobs or
"creches". Childcare is not a

problem! The adults leave the

nesting site for uP to days at a time

to search for food, leaving the

young to fend for themselves.
Fortunately, Pelicans almost
invariably nest on islands, safe

from terrestrial Predators.

Northern colonies nest between

February and SePtember, usuallY

June-August. Birds of southem
colonies may nest in both sPring

and autumn.

The pelican's clownishJooking bill

is actually a multi-PurPose tool. l4

i.s used mainly as a "scooPnet" for

catching small fish and shrimP,
rarely for carrying them.

When large flocks of seabirds
gather in a feeding frerzY,
swooping terns maY suddenlY find

themselves seated in the Pouch of

an over-enthusiastic pelican'Four-
winged pelicans,' with one wing

protruding from either side of their

bills, make a rather bizarre sight;

much like high-tech aeroPlanes
with "trim-wings" at the front!

Fish fever: mouths ogope ond
pouches ot the reody, Pelicons ot
ihe Perth Zoo jockeY for Position
during feeding time (right).

When pelicans do carry food to

their young, it is normally stored in

their stomach, and regurgitated
partially-digested at the nest site.

A pelican's pouch is also used for

catching rain. Birds sitting on nests

during heavy rain showers have

been seen with bill open and Pouch
distended, facing head to wind. In

a heavy storm it maY collect more

than 250 ml in 15 minutes. The total

pouch capacity is seven litres!

If that is not enough, the Pouch is

also used as an evaPorative cooler

and radiator. On hot days peLicans

can be seen mouth agaPe, fluttering

the floor of their pouch. This is

richly supplied with blood vessels,

bringing body heat to the surface
where it is lost through evaPoration

and radiation.
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S rt\$i'
It docsrl ' t stop lherel I lr ightl,, '
colourecl pouches arc,r scn.rl turn-
on in the pt'Jican l 'orlcl anrl bright
pirk pouchts rvith prrrpkr stripes
arc . r  surL 's ign  tha t  h reec l ing  is
tttt,rlc't\\ at,

I ' c l i c : rns  a rc  superb , rv ia to rs .
Thcv r:. ln oiten trc seclr on a hot rl.rv
h i tch inc  a  r i c lc  on  sp i ra l l ing
thernr,rl uprlrafts.

Tht'hircls sprtatl t,nt fronr their
cokrnit 's l ' i l l 'r slou .rncl heavv
\\ ' intbcats, se;tn:hinL orrt stri iablc
Lrprlrafts \ 'Vhe:n one is ioun,.1, lhc
Le,rrl bircis begin kr circlt, f lappine
thcir lr inss i l l tcrmittL'ntlv, risinL
steacliJv through thr. skr' \{ ithin
nlintrtcs it "stairc.rse" is for-nrtd,
r,. i ih ttn, t$ ent1,, l.erhi]ps ,r
hutrclrc'rl pcli,.:,rns sprirall ing stcacii lv

rtpx arcls. Up thev go, thousancls of
feet high, urrti l  thc first begin i ir
peel oft, glicl ing torvards sorne
clistant fcc(l inll grouncl Wings
motionless, slightJv tuckccl in,
Iosing, alt itude but picking rrp
speecl, thev racc torvarcls tht:
clistant horizon.

On short journe.vs onc updrafi rnav
l \ ' r  1 1 , ' l i L l l  a ) \ ,  r  l , ' n i c r . l i r t , r r r . , .
stvtral ,rrr- rre.edecl: each is sotrght
orrt l ikt the. i irst, birds sprcading
out  in  search  o f  ncu , thermals  i l ' h i l c
glici ing clon n tolarcls c;rrth.
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Shodow p  oy  on  woteT:  o  moment  o f
tronqu ty for this pe con, mlrrored n
bizorre siLhouette ct W son nlet neoT
the town of Denmork (cibove)

Young pe l i ccns  n  a  c reche n
Green s  ond,  neor  A l l lony ,  wo t ing
for their pofents to return (below)
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EDIIORIAL

It is difficult to remember o time when
our doily news did not feoture some
environmentol controversy. To people
involved in environmentol reseorch
ond monogement, the populority of
'the environment' is o mixed blessing,

Greoter public consciousness of
environmentol issues hos meont
increosed funding ond, lo some
exfent, greoter prestige. But mony
scieniists working on ecosystems qre
uncomforloble when their work is
ploced in the politicol spotlight.

The knowledge thot o scientific
observotion thot once would hove
been lucked owoy in o scientitic
journol io be reod only by o few
colleogues could become the centre-
point of o politicol controversy is
dounting.

Retoining objectivity in ony reseorch
oreo is difficult, For ihose engqged in
reseorch on the noturol environment it
is even more difficult. Unlike the phys-
icol sciences in the noturol sciences
the truih is often comoutloged by
interoctions beiween foctors which
vory over time ond spoce. When the
resulis ot this type of reseorch ore
ploced in the polilicol oreno, the
mixture is often volotile ond ihe truth o
cosuolTy,

To enoble scientists lo better seek the
truth ond communicote it, the
scientific community hos odopted
whot hos been colled "the scientific
method". The scientitic method is o
code of conduct with rigid
requirements. An offshooi of thot code
is o set of rules which scientisis must
follow, ot leost in reputoble scieniitic
journols, if they ore to hove thek
reseorch published, Unforlunotely, o
byproduct ot this is thot scientific
oriicles ore not the eosiest to reod ond
ore offen ploin boring.

Given fhot the environment hos
become o mojor politicol issue, it is
importont ihof ihose involved in lhe
debote ore fully informed. Bui scientists
ore foced wiih o dilemmo, They need
io populorise their work to reoch o
wider oudience, On the other hond,
they connot offord to lose objectivity.

Volume 4, No. 2
Summer Edition/Jonuory 1989

NRrrvsCnnerroNs
KenruMecrc

Nouaelle jardins, multiculturalism
or laissez-faire: which garden fashion
will you choose? Turn to page 22.

Whnt is really going on in the knni

forcst? On page 32 we take a look at
the system of conseroation reseraes
that haue been established to preserue
this awe-inspiring f or est.

SrnaNpror

Wrr-o MennoN

Do our wild maton haue a future or
toill local gourmets keep catching
them to the point of extinction?
Find out on page 4,

Reliae the euphoria of the Augusta
whale rescue on page 78,

BecrToBesrcs

With today's massioe land boom it' s
hard to imagine that the State once
couldn't giue land away fast rnough.
Nou) the gooernmmt is buying back
our aaluable conseraation areas.
See page 43,



DrsnnrGErra

The Gibson Desert Nature
Reserae coaers oz.ter
1.8 million hectares.
It is a desolate but subtly
buutiful landscape. Read
about this unique nren and
the management problems
it presents on page 48.

Foxes pose a major threat to natiae
mammals and other fauna. Can we
outfox them? See page 12.
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SNarrs&ADDERS

Slim and actiz:e snakes haae emerged
hungry from their winter
hibernation. But they're not all
aenomous. See page 51 for tips on
Iiaing with snakes.

A SrcHrTo BrHolp

'Its pouch can hold more than its
belly can' , goes the popular rhyme.
Find out more about this au)kward
but graceful bird on page 39.
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Covet Phologroph

One of our noturol wonders -
ihe beoches of Homelin Pool
(Shork Boy) consist of billions of
smoll shells.

Photo by Blll Bochmon.




