
The southern  bush ra t

(Rattus fusciPes) is a common
resident in the areas of thicker

vegetation throughout the

south-west of WA. Although it

is common, it is rarely seen

because of its nocturnal habits

When a bush rat is seen, it

is usually assumed to be a

European or black rat (Rottus

rottus). This sPecies ProbablY
arrived with the first shiPs and

has established itself through

most inhabited areas around

the coast of Australia. This is

the  ra t  w i th  the  s in is te r

reputation as a disease carrier

and general nuisance in urban

areas.
So, whatare the differences

between our indigenous bush

rat and the introduced black

rat? The bush rat is a lotsmaller

than the black rat, and it has ra t  i s  much more  doc i le ,
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BUSH RAT
longer hairs which give it a

f luffy appearance, butthe most

distinguishing {eature is the

difference in tail length' The

bush rat's tail is equal to or

shorterthan its head and body

length, whilst the black rat's

tail is always considerablY
longerthan its head and body

length.
The habits of the two rats

are also very different Black

rats are very good climbers

and like to l ive in an urban

environment, whereas bush

rats are poor climbers, rarelY

found in dwell ings and almost

never in urban areas.
The b lack  ra t  l s  verY

aggressive and fast moving. lf

caught in a confined area it

wil l run and iumP aggressivelY,
often hissing, whereasthe bush

although it wil l jumP in its

efforts to escaPe confinement.
Bush rats eat seeds, fruits,

insects, fungi and other PIant
material. TheY inhabitburrows
in thick vegetation from which

they venture out to forage for

food at night. Bush rats breed

mostly through the spring,

summer and autumn Periods,
although they are caPable of

reproducing throughout the

year.
Severa l  l i t te rs  maY be

produced in a season, each

consisting of about{iveYoung.
Ittakes aboutfourto five weeks

f o r  t h e  Y o u n g  t o  g a l n

independence and they are

capable of reProduction atfour

months of age.
Bush rats have disaPPeared

from many areas due to loss of

habitat and Predation. After

their dense habitat is changed

by clearing, I ire or grazing the

bush rats fall easy PreY to

predators such as cats, foxes

and native Predators. lf bush

rats are Present in adjacent

bush they wil l recolonise these

areas quicklY ifsuitable habitat

returns to the area (as haPPens

after tire).
Competit ion {orfood from

larger, more aggressive black

rats wil l also have a negatlve

effect on bush rat PoPulatlons.

The southem bush rct (Ratt\ts
frscipes) is one of seoeral
attractiue natiue rodents. This
one uas found in thickets ofred
suamp banksia \Banksia
occidenlalis\ at Black Point in
D' Entrec asteaur N at ional Par k'
Photo - Ra! Smith
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Once it uas a traditiotml battbground
for Aboriginal people. Today the
competition k betwesn saihoarders
while families of picnickers look on
See page 23-
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Small and slry and quite mlike their
exotic, urban cousins, high climbing
rodents liae throughout the Kimberlee.
See page 10.

His name is connected wilh planls and
places around Australia. He uos
interested in eaer|thing from
Aboriginal custotns to the size of trees.
Read about AMan of Science or?
page 16-

The uarious groups of Aboriginal
people around the Swan Riuer liued in
harmong with the seasons.
See page 28.

lzam about the incredible aariety of
orchids in the Stirling Range.
See page 36-
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The mang coloured orchid (Caledonia
polychroma ) rb rael/ named. Aside fron
the ich pinks there are clumps of lemon
lellou ond pure uhite. The orchid is
found in the low areos of the
Range, preferring wandoo and sheodk (
woodlqnds. While most gears its oibranl
flouers ccn be sem, it llouers best after
frre. The ilhtstration is by Phillfua
Nitulinskg.
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