
THE

WAITING

GAME

When it comes to waiting patiently and quietly, pythons are
unrivalled in the animal world.
They may sit coiled and motionless for days, well camouflaged
among vegetation. Their secretive habits pose a problem for
scientists trying to study their ecology in the field.

First, find your python!

by Daid Pearson
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lAbooe: An X-ray inage of this carpet
I python reveals lhe presence of a radio-
I transmilter in the stomach (the solid
box near the tail). The transmitter was
around the neck of a woylie which had
been swallowed by the python, It was
removed during surgery by Murdoch
University veterinarians.
Photo - Murdoch University Veterinary School

lAboue right: Little is known about lhe
I ecology of the rough-scaled python.
! found in remote parts of the northern
Kimberley.
Photo John Weigel

I R{/rl: The black-headed python has a
I narrower head and lacks the heat-
I sensitive pils of mosI olher Australia|l
pythons.
Photo - Babs and Beft Welts/CALM

The black-headed python lAspidites
melanocephalus) and the woma python
Gspidiles romsagi) eat some mammals,
but consume a greater proportion of
reptiles than other pythons. Neither has
the heat-sensitive pits of otherAustralian
pythons, a fact that is consistent with
the i r  reduced emphas is  on  warm-
blooded prey.

SHIVERING MOTHERS
Being such cryptic creatures, it ts

remarkable that pythons can find each
other when the time comes to breed.
Typ ica l l y ,  female  py thons  become
receptiveata certain time ofthe year and
lay down a scent trail to attract mal€s.
This may result in the aggregation of
several males and, in somespecies, ritual
battles between males may occur. During
mating, the male uses his pelvic spurs to
excite the female by stroking her flanks.

EggJaying occurs abouttwo to three
months after a successful mating and
dependingon the species, between two to

20, sometimes more, Ieathery-shelled
eggs are deposited, often inanestofgrass
or leaves. The femalecoils t ightlyaround
the eggs to protect them and to maintain
the levels of humidity and temperature
needed to hasten their development. She
may not eat throughout the incubation
period, resulting in a great loss ofweight
and body  cond i t ion .  Shou ld  the
temperature ofthe eggs fall too low, the
female may stalt shivering to generate
heat from her muscle movements, Once
the  young ha tch ,  the  female  has
completed her duty and the hatchlings
are  le f t  to  d isperse  and fend fo r
themselves.

WA PYTHONS
No boas occur in Australia. Nine of

Australia's 14 species of python occur in
Western Australia, the majority of these
in the tropics. 0f these nine. two species
and four subspecies are endemic to
Western  Aus t ra l ia .  Py thons  are
d is t r ibu ted  th roughout  Western

Australia, from islands along the norrn
Kimberley coast to the islands of the
Recherche Archipelago off the southem
coastline. They occupy many different
habitats, making themahighlysuccessful
reptilian group.

Despite the large size that many
pythons attain, one species escaped
discovery until recently. The firstspecimen
of the rough-scaled python (Morelia
carinata) \ras not collected untit 1973,
and was notformally named until i981.lt
remains one of the State's rarest reptiles,
with only four individuais found to date.

The Pilbara region has one of the
world's smallest pythons, the pygrry
python (Morelia perthensr), which grows
to a maximum length of 60 centimetres
and provides a striking contrast to the
Pilbara olive python, which has been
recorded at lengths of up to four ano a
half metres. Some Australian pythons
are entirely terrestrial, whereas others
spend much of their l ives in trees, in
swamps, or among rock piles,
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interactions can be obtained. The pulse
rate ofsome transmitters varies with the
body temperature of the snake, so iL is
possible to calculate body temperature
by timing the pulses.

A s tudy  by  the  Depar tment  o f
Conservation and Land Management
(CALM) on the ecology ofcarpet pythons
in the South West began recently and
will employ radio-tracking technology
lo  unders tand how py lhons  use the i r
habitat and what eflects fire and exotic
predators  a re  l i ke ly  to  have on  the i r
fu tu re  conserva t ion .  Wi th  a  be t te r
understanding of such factors, it wil l be
possible to improve the planning of
prescribed burning and feral animal
control operations for the benefit of
pyrnons.

The cryptic habits of pythons and
their low numbers make it impossible to
survey popuiations using conventional
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techniques such as l ive-trapping or
spotlight searches. An effective way to
monitor python populations is to rely on
the eyes of many people. To thjs end a
py thon survey  has  commenced,  to
provide baseline information on the
distribul ion ofthe various pylhon species
and their status. A pilot sur.uey among
some CALM staff, desert Aboriginal
people and herpetoiogists proved very
success fu l ,  w i th  many in te res t ing
sightings reported.

Information on each sighting is sent
to  CALM s  Wi ld l i i (  Research  CenLre  in
Woodvale, where it is transferred to a
database and used to plot distribution
maps. With this information, it should
be possible to detect changes in the status
ofpython species before declines advance
too far. In addition, new populations of
threatened species such as the worla
python may be located.
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A

lTop: Tfu heid of a womJ python frum
I the Broomc are:r sho$ ing thc typici l l
I  r ich Aolden and hrown-banded
colouration of desert populat ions.
l'hoto Brad l{aD'an

lAborer Wuma pythons in soulh-wrslern

IWeslern Auslr i t l iJ are oftcn dark on lheir
I  upper surfaces :rnd hrve som<limes brrn
confused with the black-headed pythons
(see photo on page l9).
Photo Brad Maryan

David Pearson is a senior research
scientist in CALM's Science and
Information Division. He can be contacreo
at CALM'S Wildlife Research Centre at
Woodvale on (09) 405 5100.

The atrthor acknowledges the financial
assistance of the Australian Nature
Conservation Agency (ANCA) in providing
employment funds for Aboriginal people
who helped with research.
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The golden whistler is a common forest
bird. 'Forest Focus' (on page 10)
dbcusses a fiue-year studg into the
effects of timber haruesting on forest
bilds. insects and mammals-

Aboriginal people of the northem
deserts mll the black-headed python
'wamtrung kalpa', which roug hl!
translates as 'grinder or mtsher ofrock
uallabies'. See the storv on page 17.

In the closing dags of 1991, heaug
doumpours of roin flooded Rowles
Lagoon in WA's coldfields; and so
began an unusual geor of floods, frogs,
flowers and fires (see page 42).

Radio collars are frtted to feral cats to
help scimtists track their mouements.
'Hunting the Hunter', on page 36,
foqtses on research into the habits of
these supreme desert hunters.
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The 10th Light Horse Memorial Trail
is one of ht)o ualktrails in Neerabup
National Park. The story on page 22
takes Uou itrside thk little-knou,n park
in Perth's northen suburbs-

The majesticand graceful whale shark
visits the north-west of Westem Australia
ench year and is fastbecominga major
tourist attraction. What does the future
hold for theworld's largest fish?
See page 28.

I

The illustration is by Danka Pradzynski.
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