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A WA oil company, West
Australian Petroleum (WAPET),
w i l l  sponsor  an  ambi t ious
pro jec t  to  re in t rod  uce
mammals extinct on most of
the Australian mainland.

The three-year Desert
D re o m i n g expetimenta I project
will investigate the dramatic
decline in desert mammals by
re in t roduc ing  endangered
boodies (burrowin g bettongs)
and golden bandicoots to the
Cibson Desert Nature Reserve.
Without WAPET'5 support the
project would not be viable,
because ofthe cost of working
in such an isolated area.

Sc ien t is ts  f rom the
Department of Conservation
and Land Ma nagement
(CALM) plan to release up to
40ofeach species in theCibson
Desert Nature Reserve in May
next year. CALM researcher
Per Christensen said the study
would help to determine why
15 mammal  spec ies  have
dec l ined s ign i f i can t ly  o r
become extinct in Australia's
deserts, and help CALM to
control feral animals in remote
desert reserves.

"Over 90 per cent of
mammalspecies with an adult
body weight between 35 and
5500 grams have disappeared
from Australia's arid zone in
the last three decades - over a
third of allthe original mammal
species of the desert," Per
Christensen said.

"The fact that so many
mammals have disappeared
f rom our  deser ts  i s  a
conserva t ion  t ragedy  o f

The Gibson Deselt Nature
Reserue, u here endangered
species aill be leintroduced neJd
yeaf.
Photo - Ray Smith

The aongai ningaui, one of the
small mammals thot stiv pe6ist
in the desert.
Photo - Ra! Smith

enormous dimensions."
The bood ies  and

bandicoots will be taken from
healthy populationson Barrow
lsland, from which WAPET has
been extracting petroleum
products  in  an  env i ro  n -
mentally sensitive manner for
many years, and airlifted to
the Desert.

The released animals wil l
be  p laced in  fenced
compounds and supplement-
fed for about two weeks, to
give them time to adapt to
their newenvironment. When
they appearto be acclimatised,
holeswillbe made in thefences
to allow them to disperse and
they will be fitted with radio
collars and tracked almost
continuously. Radio-tracking
wi l l  p rov ide  va  luab le
in fo rmat ion  about  the i r
behaviour and their abil ity to
adapt to and breed in their
new environment.

I t  i s  thought  tha t  the
mammals disappeared from
Australia's deserts because of
foxand cat predation, changed
burn ing  pa t te rns  a f te r
Aboriginals left the land and
compet i t ion  f rom fe ra l
herbivores such as rabbits.

Before the animals are
re in t roduced,  CALM wi l l
remove feral animals from the
release area by baiting and
complete patch burning to
provide a choice of habitat for
the mammals.

The tracking ofthe animals
will help to determinewhether
the mammals favour burnt or
unburnt habitat.

CALM scientists visited the
Cibson Desert in August and
September  to  cont inue
prepara t ion  work  fo r  the
release. Pit traps have been
placed in the bait area and a
control area to determine the
impact  tha t  ba i t ing  fe ra l
an ima ls  w i l l  have on  loca l
mammals and repti les.
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The WA Museum is 100 gears old. It
houses a staggering four nillion
specimens of h6ects, marine animals,
fish, birds, reptiles and frogs. Page 22-

Seuen species of microscopic dieback-
disease fungi are attacking WA's
unique wildflowers. See page 28.

How does WA's cotueruation heritage
Iook to the people who look after it?
Tum to page 26 for sone great
photographs from a recent competition
run for CALM staff.

STEVE HOPPER. GBEG KEIGHEBY
10

A waue of colour is spreading from
Shork Bag to Jurien and inland to
Meekathorra. Our storg on page 10
takes uou into WildfTower Country.

The rugged Pilbara landscape has
some hidden delights. On page 16, go
up hill to Hamersley Ronge, then
doun Dales and other spectacular
gorges.
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Out now! Wldllowers are bloomino in the uast
tracts of country north of Perth, especiallg in
nolthem sandplains and Murchison, which is
uperiencing a bunper uildllouer season
following heauy winter rains. Philirya
Nikulbaku's illustrqtion shows some of the
uildflouers for which WA is jtutlg famous: the

Sturt's fusert pea, catspau, uattle, natiue
wisteria, black kangaroo paw, llame pea, and
scaeaolq - all coaered in the newlg released
Wildflower Country. See page 10.
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