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lf you go down to the
woods lodoy, you ore
very unlikely io come
ocross o phoscogole.

These engoging
creolures ore omong fhe

mosl elusive of our
nolive morsupiols, bul o

reseorcher from
Murdoch University is

uncovenng some
inlriguing focis oboul

lheir unorthodox lifestyle.
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been captured. Those that have been
found in the Kimberley region ofwestern
Australia, the Northern Teffitory and
northern Queensland are smaller than
their southern relatives, have slightly
different dentition and are subtly diffJrent
in colour.

After the winter mating season, the
males die, leaving the females to rear rne
young. After a 30-day pregnancy, up to
eight young are born, find their way to
the pouch and attach themselves to the
nipples. Seven weeks after birth, the
young are deposited in a tree hollow by
the mother. who returns to leed them in
between her nightly foraging expeditions.
The young begin to emerge from the
hollow at about three-and-a-half months
and start dispersing in early summer at
five months of age. The young males
disperse earlier than the females, and
travel [urther before settl ing jnto an arca,
which may be kilometres away from the
matemal nest,

A f te r  leav ing  the  fami ly  nes t ,
phascogales lead a solitary l ife. Although

there are accounts of animals sharing a
nest, thisseemsvery rare. AII phascogales
are short-lived, butunlike the males that
die after one year, it seems that about
halfofthe females survive their first year
and have a second Iitter ofyoung in therr
second year.

The phascogale is one of the most
arborealofthe dasyurids. It gleans insects
from trees, and depends on trees for
hollows in which to nest. The clearing of
forests for farmland has reduced its range
throughoutAustralia, and in New Sourn
Wales and Victoria its range has declined
by 40 per cent. The last confirmed
sighting of a phascogale in South
Australia was in 1962 and they may be
extinct in that State.In Western Austraha,
the brushlailed phascogale is considered
extinct in the Wheatbelt. Recent fossils

found near Balladonia and at Coalseam
Reserve near Geraldton suggest that
phascogales might have been far more
widespread in Western Australia at rne
time of European occupation than they
are now. It is estimated that their range
has contracted by about 30 per cent In
Western Australia, and they are now
confined to the jarrah and karri forests
of the South West.

NESTS AND HOLLOWS
If we are to ensure lhe conservation

of the species, detailed information on
the biology and habitat requirements of
phascogales is needed. In 1992, Murdoch
University began a four-year research
project to investigate these factors.
Phascogales were known to use artif icial
nest boxes at the Perup Forest Ecology

lAboae left: Nest boxes being made
I lrom second-hand pine at CALM's
! Manjimup workshop.
Photo - Murdoch University

,Abo.ue centret The author identif.yinq

l'Jl'"t'. iiJ5"':l lliji,:nf * *"'

lAboue right: Habitat trees are located
I by searching out radio-collared

i,:n:',:".fi*. 
during rhe day when rhe;

Photo - Murdoch University
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Phascogales move from tree to trcc,
either by jumping short distances of up
to two metres between the canopies, or
by coming down the trunk and quickly
bouncing along the ground to the next
tree. The amount of time they spend on
the ground varies considerably behveen
individuals, and males cetainly spend
much more time on the ground during
the mating season than they would
normally. In general, ananimalwill spend
only a few seconds on the ground between
trees, but one night, I was watching a
male who wandered around on the
ground for at Ieast half an hour, and on
hvo occasions bounded over and circled
my feet. This type of curiosity is not
uncommon.

From radio-tracking information,
data on activity is also being gathered.

Phascogales emerge after dusk, forage
for a coupJe of hours, retum to the nest
to rest, then re-emerge to huntforseveral
hours before returning to a nest at dawn.
The amount oftime spent resting depends
on night-length: on long winter nights
they appear to sleep for 3-5 hours. Many
nocturnal species are less active on
moonlight nights, perhaps to avoid
predators, but phascogales do not seem
unduly deterred by moonlight, and
appear  to  cont inue the i r  fo rag ing
regardless.

CONSERVATION
Predation of phascogales is difficun

to determine in a study, unless radio-
collared animals are kil led. Of five such
animals killedfairly recently, four deaths
were attributed to a cat and one to a fox or  dog.  About  60  per  cent  o f  the

phascoga le  spec imens in  the  WA
Museum were handed in following cat
kil ls, and there are numerous anecdotes
of phascogales being brought home by
the family cat. Clearly cat predation is a
ser ious  prob lem (see 'Master ly

Marauders' in L,,41y'DSCOPE, Summer
1992-93), but there are other, less
obvious predators. Phascogale remains
have been found in tiger quoll faeces in
eastern Australia, and it is quite possible
that our own quoll, the chuditch, preys
on phascogales. [n order to determine
this, the faeces of chuditch (which aiso
occasionally enter the phascogale traps)
are collected for analysis. Other known
predators of phascogales in eastern
Australia include the powerful owl and
the goanna. The feral motorcar also
claims phascogale l ives: 35 per cent of
WA Museum specimens were kil led on
the roads. Deaths caused by both cars

The author would appreciate any information on sightings of animals around
Perth, north and east of Perth, and any region east of the Aibany Highway. The
most important information is: exact location, date, description ofthe animalano
its activity, surroundings, contact name and address.

Detailsshould be mailed to Susan Rhin4 Schoolof Bioloqicaland Environmenral
Sciences, Murdoch University, South Street, Murdoch Wl 5l50.

lAboue: Unlike the soiitary brush-tail€d
I nhascogale, the red-tailed phascogale
I shown here is a social animal. lt is
more at home in areas of allocasuarina
(shown here) and wandoo rather than
jarrah.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

I ler?: Radiolracking collared animals
I Frovides an insight into their
I behaviour. The radio collar weighs
only 4 g, and the whip aerial bends
easily as the animal moves in and out of
hollows.
Photo - Jiri Lochman
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Yanchep National Park is haoing a
facelift. Our story on page 28 examines
the history and rebirth of one of
Perth's closest and most abited
national parlcs-
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ATAN BURBIDGE

THE 'REAU BEES OF WESTEBN AUSTRALIA
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WONGAN HILLS: AN ISLAND SANCTUARY
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YANCHEP: THE BEBIRTH oF A NATIoNAL PARK
ROD ANNEAB & DAVID GOUGH
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The goloh is just one of the mang bird
species that uisit our urban and
suburban gardens. 'Birds in the
Garden' shows us how ue can attract
more.

In spring, the Wongan Hilk are ablaze
uith aildflouers, but this 'island'

sanctuar! is ako a home to a wide
uLrietu of animals- See page 21.

FASCINATING PHASCOGALES
SUSAN BHIND

GARDNER'S WORLD
BOB BUEHRIG & MTE HOOPER 41

Banksia gardneri ual. brevidentata ri
one of a number of plants named in
honour of Charlx Gardner, See
'Gardner's World' on page 41.

The Pinnacles is one of seueral
destinations for licensed tours
operating in WA's national park.
See'Trauel Conpanions'.
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Hyleoides zonalis rb a solitaru bee and
one of the natiae bees described in our
storu about the 'reol' bees of Westem
Australia on page 17.
The iuustration is bU Philirya
Nikulinskg.
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