


Hidden Treasures of
the Cape Range

by Bill Humphleys and John Blyth

Beneath the rocky plateaus and canyons
of the Cape Range peninsula lies a

network of hidden caves and tunnels.
They harbour a unique collection 0f

bizarre cave-dwelling animals: an ancient
treasure trove of immense value to both

science and nature conservation
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a chain oftall mountain peaks, inasmuch
as they are separated from each other by
greateror lesser distances and by habitats
that are more or less inhospitable to the
various potential occupants ofeach cave.
This does notallow much mixingbetween
populations in different caves.

There is exciting evidence from
genet ic  s tud ies  tha t  evo lu t ion  rs
proceeding rapidly within the caves of
the Cape Range. Isolated in their own
caves  and separa ted  f rom o ther
populations of their species, populations
of animals are becoming more and more
adapted  to  lhe  spec i f i c  cond i t ions  o f  (he i r
particular cave and less and less l ike
their closest relatives.

LIFE IN THE GROUNDWATER
The groundwater underlying the

coastal plain supports a rich aquatic fauna
(knourn  co l lec t i ve ly  as  s tygob i tes) ,
including h^ro species of f ish, the blind
gud,Seorl (MilAeringa r.,errTrzs) and the
blind cave eel (Ophistenon candidum).
These are the only vertebrate animals

known f rom Aust ra las ia  tha t  a re
restdctedto either caves or groundwarer,
and they are declared as threatened fauna
under the Western Australian Wildlife
Conservation Act. There are also several
crustaceans, including two in the genus
Stygiocaris,which are in the same broad
group (the order Decapoda) as the
freshwater crayfish and are proposed to
be listed as threatened fauna. Several
other crustaceans from a wide variety of
groups inhabit the ground\!ater system,
and there are probably sti l l  many spec:es
left to discover because relatively l i tt le
research has been done.

Whereas the troglobites of the Cape
Range have relatives in other parts of
Australia, the closest relatives ofmany of
these s tygob i tes  a re  found in  the
Caribbean region and the Canary Islands.
This extraordinary distribution suggests
thatthe stygobites ofthe Cape Range are
relicts from the Tethys Sea. This ancient
sea formed with the break-up of the
supercont inent  Pangea,  about  180
mill ion years ago, and persisted unti l

I l .efl: An undescribed genus o[
I amphipod. The caves in the CJpe
I Range are inhabited by Jifferent
species to those of caves on the coastn,
plain. The populations may have
become isolated from each other rrhen
the range was uplifted.
Photo - Bil l Humphreys

IBelou'lhis cavr-dwell ing fa lse
I scorpion belnngs tu r genus known
I only from lwo caves, one in the range
and one on the coastal plain near
Dxmouth. It belongs to a sub-family
otherwise found only in the Kimberle,,
India and Madagascar.
Photo Douglas Iilford

l lor belou'. The blind cave eel only l ives
I in the underground waters of the
I coastal plain, where i l feerls on various
blind crustaceans.
Photo - G€rry Allen
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I t€f: Looking up from one of the many

I sink holes found in the Cape Range.
I Photo - Geoff Taylor/[,och man TransDarencres

I Rrgil: The gorges of the cape Rangc
I are unforgiving towards casual
I travellers. Their steep sides often have
loose rocks and th€re is no water to b€
found.
Photo - Marie Lochman

Currently, about a third of the Cape
Fange peninsula is protected within the
Cape Range National Park. Much of the
area that supports troglobites lies to the
north and eastofthe park, and is covered
by the Temporary Limestone Reserve, as
is about a quarter of the park itself. The
cuffent management plan for Cape Range
National Park proposes adding to the
park the ayea to its east. This would
protect the catchments of the main
streams ofthe range and take in much of
the significant cavernous limestone of
the area. However, if the cavernous
limestone area to the north of the park
could also be included, as was originally
proposed, the full diversity of the cave
faunawouldbe protected within tlre park.

Discussions aye continuing between
the Department of Minerals and Energy
and the Department ofConservation and
Land Management (CALM) about
changes to the boundaries of the Cape
Range National Park and other ways of
protecting the caves and their
inhabitants.

A less obvious potential threat to
some caves is the construction of roads
through the Cape Range for various
pulposes, including mineral exploration
and tourism. Unless carefully sited and
constructed, such roads could cause
sedimentand nutrients to leak into caves
and change the water regimes within
them. Any road-buildingwithin the range
needs to be carefully planned, applying
the best possible information about the
position and catchments of caves.

The stygobites that live in the
groundwaters of the coastal plain are
potentially threatened by the

development of Exmouth as a residential
and tourist centre. In particular, the
contamination of these waters by
excessive nutrients, heavy metals or
hydrocarbons would pose a threat to the
survival of the aquatic species living
there. Karst areas are extremely
vulnerable, as contaminants can move
widely through the underground system,
a factor that places considerable restraint
on the location and long-term
manaEement of waste dumps. Today,
many groups of stygobites can still be
found in the groundwater below
Exmouth, a tribute to the deep sewers of
the town. Careful planning in the future
should minimise the threat to the
groundwater and the creatures that live
there.

WHAT LIES AHEAD?
Our knowledge of the ecological

needs of the subterranean creatures of
the Cape Range is rudimentary, perhaps
comparable to  our  knowledge of
mammals early last century. At the time
of European occupation of Australia, the
Cape Range peninsula suppoted at least
38 species of native mammal. There are
now only 17 species found there.

Fortunately, none ofthese mammals
was restricted to the peninsula, and
although two ofthe 21 species lost from
the area are now totally extinct, and two
others are foundonlyon offshore islands,
many are still found in other pats of
Australia.

In contrast, none of the species
making up the subterranean fauna of the
peninsula occurs anwhere else, and the
loss of any of these species would mean

its total extinction. However, some of
the species known from the coastal plain
also have populations on Barrow lsland.

The subterranean creatures of the
Cape Range offer scientists a remarkable
living time capsule, whose composition
provides echoes of past changes in sea
level andclimate, and ofpast connections
with other parts of Australia, eastem
Gondwana and even Pangea. The
peninsula is comparable in importance,
for both science and nature conservation,
to the Galapagos Islands, the Australian
wet tropics and the high mountains of
equatorial Africa. It would be tragic ii
unwittingly, anything were done that
could resultin losses ofthese fascinating
creatures, ofwhichwe still haveso much
to learn.

With information now accumulating
about the importance ofthe subterranean
habitats ofthe Cape Range peninsula, we
have a responsibility to maintain therr
biological diversity. By applying modern
planningand management skills, we can
ensure that any developments within
the area do not degrade this invaluable
biological resource.
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The Pinnacles, in Nambung National
Park, is one of the most pholographed
Iandscapa in the uorld. But therc is
another side to Nambung- See page 41.
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BILL HUMPHREYS AND JOHN BLYTH 22

REPTILES IN THE GARDEN
DAVID PEARSON ANDJII\,I ROLFE 28

The hidden coues and tunnels of Cape
Range National Park harbour seueral
animab found nowhere eke. Tum to
page 22 to find out about these bizarre
caae dwellers.

The choracteristics that made WA
inhospitable to the lirst Europeans are
nou helping us create new industries
thot can also repair the enuironment.
See page 47.

FIGHTING FIRE WITH FIRE
BICKSNEEUWJAGT

THE OTHER SIDE OF NAMBUNG
JOHN HUNTER AND KEITH HOCKEY

WORKING WITH NATURE
SYD 47

The bobtail (Tiliqua rugosa) is
sometimes incorrectly called the
'bobtail goanna' but is actually a very
large skink, They are common around
Perth and often seen in gardens.
Dudng hot weather they can be seen
basking on footpaths, verges or
roadways. See our story 'Reptiles in the
Garden' on Page 30.
The illustration is bg Philippa
Nikulinskg.

Perth has at leost 70 species of skinks,
geckoes and other reptiles. Find out
hou to attract these fascinating
creatures to gour garden on page 28.

Deuastation caused bU the recent NSW
bushfires has fuelled debate on the
practice of presc:ribed buming. How do
managers fight fire uith fire?
See page 35.
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