


F L O O D S
Ro in {o l l - dependen t  boom ond

bust  cyc les ore o lmost  por i  o f

Au s i ro  l io  n  or id-zone fo lk lore.

In this orticle, CALM ecologist

Andy Chopmon describes some

memoroble events  dur ing the

wettesi yeor on record for much of

the Western Austro l ion Goldfields.

It wos o most unusuol yeor of

E F I R E S
f loods, frogs, f lowers ond fires.
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with thousands of frogs. ln some places,
it was hard to avoid treading on them.
The maleswere allcall ingto attract mates
in  a  cacophony o f  compet ing  and
desperate calls. The contrast between
then and previous evenings, when I had
searched in silence and in vain, provides
an unforgettable memory. The visual
image is reinforcedwhenever I replay the
tape recording made at the time. The
frogs on the rock were humming frogs
(Neobatrachus pelobatoidesJ. In pools
surrounding the rock, call ing with a
characteristic penetrating tri l l  were
kunapalari frogs \Neobatrachus
kunapalari).

Also in April-May, large numbers of
waterfowl began congregating on vast
Goldfields salt Iakes, small freshwater
lakes, swamps and station dams. One of
the most persistent enquiries described a
'bantam-sized small, dark chook' tnar
turned out to be the black-tailed native
hen \Callinula uentralis). They were
present in small f locks, numbering up to
about 50, lvherever there was water. In
all, 36 species of waterfowl used these
in land wetlands, ofwhich 17 species bred
here. Breeding must have begun shortly
after the waterfowla rrived. Early breeding
species such as black swans were nesting
in May, and grey teal had dependent
young tha t  same month .  Breed ing
continued throughout winter, in spite of
low in land tempera tures ,  bu t  most
records  u ,e re  made in  November .
Breeding in summer on three freshwater
lakes were freckled ducks, Australia's
rarest waterfowl.

The most memorable day of the
'year  o f  the  b ig  wet 'was  undoubted ly
the day that CALM Regional Manager

I lopr Rowles Lagoon was dry for 18
I months before the heavy rains of
I December 1991-
Photo - Andy Chapman

I Cenlrer The first of many boat
I expeditions on Rowles Lagoon during
I winter 1992.
Photo Andy Chapman

I Rrgrti A red-kneed dotterell's nest
I found at Arrow Lake in July 1992.
I Photo - Andy Chapman
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Ian Kealley and I, with volunteers Chris
Daws and Trevor Don, put a din$hy on
Rowles Lagoon to assess numbers and
species ofwaterfowl. The trip tumed into
a 40-kilometre odyssey in which we
crossed some 2 500 hectares of flooded
woodland and thicket, navigating by
satelliteand map toretum to our startin$
point. At one point, we were forced to
leave the water and carry the dinghy and
outboard motor for halfa kilometre over
a ridge to resume our journey.

We hired an aircraft to assess those
wetlands we couldn't reach by land. The
oblique aerial view of Lake Barlee and its
islands stretching to the horizon like a

vast inland sea was unforgettable. Lake
Raeside too presented an interesting
phenomenon. At 250 kilometres in
length, it is reputed to be Australia's
longest inland lake. This is because the
'lake' is a palaeodrainage, effectively a
'fossil' river from atime some 65 million
years ago when, with a wetter climate,
extensive riverswith rainforest along their
bank crossed the inland areas.

In 1992, and before that in 1975, Lake
Raeside again functioned as a river,
maintaining downstream flow and
nutrient transfer. The biological
significance ofthese events is unknown,
but circumstantial evidence suggesti the

I A6oue; Wildflowers along the Leonora-

I Laveton Road provide a brilliant array
I of colour and texture.
Photo - Andy Chapman

l r€f. The lilac-coloured tall mulla mullas

I were abundant in mulga woodland.
I Photo - Jiri Lochman

| Beloru: Lake Raeside, an ancient drainage

I system, stretches 250 km when futt.
I Photo - Andy Chapman

drying-flooding cycle and downstream
nutrient transfer initiate the waterfowl
breeding cycle on these lakes.

For waterfowl, one of the most
biologically significant aspects of these
lakes is the enormous fluctuation in
salinity. For example, the salt content of
Black FIag Lake (20 kilometres north of
Kalgoorlie), which was measured in
December 1992 as one seventh that of
seawater, had multiplied 28 times when
measured about oneyear later, two weeks
before the lake dried outcompletely. Most
waterfowl move off wetlands before the

salt reachesthis level, thoughsome, such
as grey teal and mountain duck, remain.
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lAboue: Spring1992 brought a splash of
I colour along Evanston Road.
I Photo Andy Chapman

I Rrbft: A 'snow-covered' landscape of
I splended everlastings.
I Pholo - Andy ChaDman

I Below ight: large numbers of
I waterfowl. such as the black{ailed
I native hen, began congragating on
Goldfields wetlands in autumn 1992.
Photo M&lMorcombe

FLOWERS
The winter solstice passed, the rainfall

continued to be well above average
and, with the gradually increasing
temperature, plant growth responded
dramatically. Coldfielders generally
consider that their spring begins in
August. In 1992, as early as late July,
there were signs that it was to be no
ordinary year for plant growth. In a
normal year, the eucalypt woodlands of
the southern Goldfields are characterised
by their extremely open ground cover
layer. In fact. when viewed from the air.
the red-brown hue of the soil is the
dominant feature.In July andAugust 1992,
the red-brown had been replaced by a
green hue due to the prolific growth of
spear-grasses. As the season progressed,
the green changedtoyellowas the grasses
increased in density and cured. Thus, the
normally discontinuous fuel of the
woodlands, mainly comprised of litter
under widely spaced trees, was now
continuous; a potentially flammable
carpet of grasses.

ln the northern Goldfields, which are
occupied by mulga woodlands, the
response was different; here annual
p lants,  par t icu lar ly  dais ies and
composites, provided the dominant
ground cover. Unlike the grasses in the
south, they provided a brilliant array of
both colour and texture.

At one place, 26 kilometres east of
Leonora on the road to Laveton, the
whi te- f lower ing annual  sp lendid
everlasting \Helipterum splendidum)
created the impression of a snow-covered

landscape. In mulga woodland, on
Diemals Station and elsewhere, lilacs of
tall mulla mulla lPtilotus exaltatus\,
blues o[ blue pincushions \Brunonia
auslrafts), and orange-yellows of orange
immortelle (Waitzia acuminata) were
displayed in a spectacular array. The
familiar and comforting red-brown of
the soil was lost in this bri l l iant and
continuous kaleidoscope of colour and
texture. Further north, on Wanjarri
Nature Reserve, the bare red-brown soils
had d isappeared under  knee-h igh
He I ip terum cra ssped i o i des and H a I orag is
folrosa. Claypans filled with water, and

waterfowl such as black-fronted plover,
were recorded for the first time since
recording began 50 years earlier. Nearby
Lake Miranda was host to 11 species of
waterfowl, of which five were breeding.
The lake also provided a very rare
opportunity to demonstrate to students
ofLeinster Primary School some aspects
of inland lake ecology, as well as the
unlikely chance to do some canoeing.

FIRES

Staffat CALM's Kalgoorlie office had
spent much of spring 1992 discussing
and planning for a predicted increase in
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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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NEtL BURRoWS & PER CHBTSTENSEN ................................ 36
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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.
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The illustration is by Danka Pradzynski.
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