


T the height of the goldrush
L I late last century thousands of
camels were imported into Western
Australia. BreedinS depots were
established to increase their numbers
further. When they were no longer needed
for transport, many were released and
became established in the wild.

The first one-humped camels were
introduced to Australia in 1840 but camels
were not imported for use in desert travel
until 1860, when theywere shipped from
India for the Burke andWills expedition.
It was gradually recognised that camels
were much better pack and draught
animals in arid areas than horses or
bullocksand from the late 1860sto 1907
thousands were imporied, togetherwith
many 'Afghan' camel drivers, who were
actually from the drier parts of India.
From 1894 to 1897, at the height of the
goldrush, 6 600 camels were imported
into Western Australia alone.

Camel-breeding'depots' were set up
by both private individuals and
Govemments. Government depots in WA
included one at Londonderry, near
Coolgardie, operated by the MinesWater
Supply Department. Depots at Jigalong,
Dromedary Hill (30 km east-north-east
of Pa1'ne's Find) and Yalgoo were operated
by the Agriculture Department to breed
camels for use in vermin fence
maintenance.

Bythe 1920s therewereabout20 000
domesticated camels in Australia. They
were an indispensable part of outback

I o'"?,?,LiL !.s
life until displaced by motor vehicles in
the 1930s and 1940s. Today there are
many more wild camels than therewere
domesticated ones earlier this century.

The number of wild camels in Austnlia
is not accurately known. In 1969 numbers
were estimated at between 15 000 and
20 000 and a 1983 estimate.put the

numberaround 25 000. However, a 1984
aerial survey in the Northern Territory
produced an estimate of 31 500 camels
for the Territory alone, suggesting that
there could be more than 100 000 in the
whole country. This is likely to be
conservative as, despite their size, camels
blend into the landscape and are difficult
to see from the air,

Camels occupy a variety of habitats
inAustralia, but are mainly found in the
sandy deserts in the southern halfofthe
Northern Territory, the northern halfof
South Australia and the extreme south-
west corner of Queensland. In Western
Australia they are found in the Great
Sandy, Little Sandy, Gibson and Great
Victoria Deserts, often spilling onto the
Nullarbor Plain and into adjacent pastoral
areas (especially in dryyears)where they
damage fences and artificial water points.

Australia is now the only place in the
world where there are wild camels; the
15 to20 million in other countries are all
domesticated. Desert travellers in
Australiaoften see signs of camels along
roads and track; their large footprints
and small, almost spherical droppings
are everywhere.

Occasionally the animals are sighted,
usually in small groups of four to 20.
Some camels are road-hogs - they will
run along a track in front of a vehicle,
never moving from the wheel ruts,
stopping when it stops and sLarting again
when it starts. On a narrow track they
are almost impossible to pass.

I Camels blend into the landscape and
I are difficult to see from the air.
I Photo - CliffWinfield^

I The first feral camels in Australia were
I two abandoned by the Burke and Wills
I exoedition.
Pho6 - Robert cawey<

Photos on opposite page:
Footprint - Andrew Burbidge
Camels - Cliff Winfield
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EFFECTS ON AUSTRALIAN
PLANT AND ANIMALS

The camel's split upper lip enables it
to browse selectively from tree branches,
shrubs and groundcovers. lt eats like a
vacuum cleaner, sucking up leaves into
its mouth. The diet includes awide variety
of plants, particularly those with high
levels of moisture and salt, such as
prostrate succulent plants.

The impact of tens of thousands of
half-tonne herbivores on Australian desert
plants and animals is not yet fully known.
One study has shown that feeding has
little impact on plants unless camel
densities are high (more than two per
square kilometre). However, there is some
evidence that selective graz ing of palatable,
uncommon species of plants such as
desert kuYrajong, quandong and
pittosporum is gradually eliminating these
species from the sandy deserts by
preventing seedlings from establishing.

The greatest impact of camels is on
desert waterholes. When Aborigines
roamed the deserts they depended on
many water points, mostly small rockholes
and soaks (or "native wells"). The
Aborigines kept these waterholes open
and clean; rockholeswere often covered
with a slab ofrock or a bundle ofspinifex
to reduce evaporation.Agroup of camels
can empty a rockhole in minutes and
thiswas asource of considerable friction
between some of the early European
travellers and Aborigines. Camels cannot
dig for water like kangaroos and they
collapse the walls of soaks.

I The camel's upper l ip is split and hairy
| - it is specially adapted for selective
I browsinA.
Photo - Kerry Cookv

I Camels often travel in groups of
I between four to twenty animals,
I Photo - David Pearson a

I A desert kurrajong (Brachgchiton

lgreooriil browsed to camel height in
I the Creat Victoria Desert.
Photo - Andrerar Burbidge a

I Feral camels destroy fences and
I compete with native animals for
I precious water supplies.
Photo - Neil Burrows v
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CAMELS AND AUSTRALIAN DESERT EXPLORATION

The first European to cross
overland from South Australia
to Western Australia was John
Eyre in 1840-41. Hugging the
coastline ofthe Great Australian
Bight, he suffered incredible
hardship, losing many of his
horses, but managed to struggle
into Albany. John Forrest made
the return trip in 1870, again
with horses, benefiting from
supplies provided by a schooner
at Esperance, Israelite Bay and
Eucla.

The Burke and Wil ls
expedition of 1860-61 was the
first to use camels for exploration,
having a mixture of camels and
horses in their retinue. Peter
Egerton Warburton was the first
explorer to use camels as the
only means of transport for desert
exploration, when he crossed the
Great Sandy Desert from east to
west in 1873-4 en route fuom
Alice Springs to the Pilbara. His
party suffered extreme hardshiP
and doubtless would have
perished had horses been used.

Although John Forrest was
able to cross a small part of the
Gibson Desert from west to east
with horses in 1874 while
exploring from Geraldton to Alice

I Cam€ls brought west by Ernest Ciles when he crossed the Great Victoria
I Desert in 1875.
I Photo - Courtesy of WA NewsDapers a

using both horses and camels.
In the hot, dry conditions all the
horses perished and the explorers
mighthave diedtoo if the camels
had not survived a 350 km trek
without drinking. Convinced that
camels were the only means for
desert explorat ion, Giles
successfully crossed the Great
Victoria Desert from east towest
later in 1875 and returned
eastwards across the northern
Gibson Desert in 1876.

After this success many other
explorers used camels for desert
exDeditions.

Springs, he traversed mainly hilly
country with many rockholes and
travelled in a good season. Ernest
Giles first tried to cross the central
Gibson Desert from east to west
with horses, also in 1874. He set
off from the Rawlinson Range
hoping to reach the headwaters
of the Murchison River, but the
horses failed before he had
covered a fraction of the distance.
His companion, Cibson, died in
the desert that now bears his
name and Giles only just escaped
with his life. In 1875 Giles led an
expedition in South Australia

The effect of camels on waterholes,
combined with the lack of maintenance
by today's Aborigines, has enormously
reduced desertwaters, This has a serious
effect on some native animals, particularly

seed-eating birds such as paffots, pigeons

and finches. Camels may have contributed
to the rarity of the Princess Parrot and

I Camels may have contributed to the

I decline of seed-eating birds. such as
I this rare Prin(ess Parrot.
Photo - Jiri Lochman <

the near-extinction of the Night Parrot,
by eliminating sources of drinkingwater
in arid areas.

The establishment of feral camels
may not have been as damaging as the
in t roduc t ion  o f  o ther  nor thern
hemisphere animals such as foxes, cats
and rabbits; nevertheless, like most foreign
intruden into natunl ecosystems, camels
are having a serious negative effect on
Australian flora and fauna. More studies
ofthe effects of camels are needed before
their place in the desertweb of life can be
fully understood.o
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