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vested in the National Parks and Nature
Conservation Authority (NPNCA) and
managed by  the  Depar tment  o f
Conservation and Land Management
(CALM). A cultured pearl farm is located
in  she l te red  waters  w i th in  the
archipelago. and there is an increasing
use by tourists, especially for f ishing
expeditions.

AFTER THE BOMBS
The black rats and feral cats survived

the nuclear weapons' testing program
and remained a major barrier to any
at tempt  a t  recons t ruc t ing  the  na t ive
fauna and using the islands as a haven
for species threatened by feral predators
on the mainland. For some time, CALM
had intended to eradicate the rats and
cats ,  and in i t ia l  fund ing  f rom the
Commonwealth enabled planning to
get under way.

Carrying out biological surveys ofthe
is lands  was the  f i rs t  s tep ,  so  as  to
document what occurred there and to
ensure that the eradication techniques
employed did not affect native species.
This work, which was assisted by the
Pilbara Regiment ofthe Australian Arrny,
revealed only two species that might take

I Bait stations and rat poison ready for
I transport to equipment dumps.
I Hurricane Hil l Hut is in the background.
Photo - Andrew Burbidge

poisoned grain or pellets-the bar-
shouldered dove (Ceopelia humeralisl
and the brown quail ( Cotumi:c australis) .
A bait station. which allowed the entry
o[rats. but prevented these birds having
access to poison, u,as developed and field-
tested on one island in August 1995.
Follow-up surveys showed that rats were

I Bait and bait stations slung under the
I helicopter on its way to an equipment
I dump.
Photo BillMorrow

successfully eradicated, with no known
bird deaths.

The next step was to repeat the
exerc ise  on  a l l  the  is lands  in  the
archipelago. Black rats can easily swrm
at least a kilometre between islands, so
it was necessary to eradicate them on ali
islands in the Montebellos at the same
time. Cats once occurred on at least rne
two la rger  i s lands .  bu t  the  surveys
showed tha t  they  had d ied  ou t  on
Trimouil le. leaving a single population
on Hermite Island.

The scale of the operation soon
became apparent. CALM's previous
experiencewith rat eradication on islands
showed that bait stations needed to be
established and serviced on a 50-merre
grid. Calculations sho\ied that about
11500 baitstations would be needed and
that the operation would take eight
people three months to complete. The
difficulties of working in a remote area
compounded the logistical problems
associated with the project.

CALM established a transportable
building and store on Hermite Island in
1993, which was to be the base for the
operation. Dubbed 'Hurricane Hill Hut'
(partly because of its exposure to th€
frequent strong winds that occur in tne

lBarge Kaingoh , supplied by West
I Australian Petroleum (WAPETI.
I unloading at Hermite lsland.
Photo - Andrew Burbidge
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at a discount price. The bait stations were
either pinned to sand with wire pins
(17 000 were used) or glued to rockwith
Selley's All Clear, some of which was
donated by Selley's Chemical Company.
Australian Customs Seruice vessels
delivered spare parts and special orders
during their patrols. The total value of
sponsorships for Montebello Renewal
was more than $75 000.

A call for volunteers within CALM
produced more than enough people to
run the project, and names had to be
drawn to choose those who would go. In
all, 24 volunteers donated two weeks of
their holiday time to the project. This
equated to a value of more than $50 000.

Hurricane Hill Hut was modified by
enclosing the verandah with tarpauliru,
andvolunteers slept in tentj eyected near
the hut. A new generator was purchased,
which, together with a reverse osmoss
plant, overcame the lack of fresh water.
Aboui 1.2 million litres of salt water were
pumped 130 metres from a nearby
channel to produce 13 000 litres offresh
water duying the three months of the
project. A helicopter was chartered for
the first four weeks of the project, when
all the outlying islands were baited and
equipment dumps installed on the other
islands. After this, CALM's vessel

Pseudorca II carried the baiters around
the islands and transported people and
food between the Montebellos and
Barrow and Varanus Islands.

After the bait stations were put in
place, they were partially filledwith lblon
C. Four to seven days later, each batr
station was revisited to top up the bait as
necessary. Sometimes, the bottle had to
be replacedas the nts, in their eagemess
to get at the bait, would chew large holes
in it. Then, another four to seven days
later, each station would be visited and
checked again. On some islands, with
particularly heavy rat infestations, the
bottles had to bevisited a fourth time.In
total, the work crews walked about 2 500
kilometres.

More than 80 islets and rock were
'bombed' with plastic baSs containing
Talon G, three times from the helicopter
and once from the boat. Bait stations
were unnecessary as islets are notvisited
by grain-eating birds.

ISLAND LIFE
Working on the Montebello Islands

during winter sounds idyllic, and at times
it can be, but the baiting crews had to
put up with discomforts as well-biting
sandf l ies,  unseasonable heavy ra in,
strong winds causing rough seas, and

Aboae left: Caspian and crested tems on
the Hermite lsland mudflats at low tidt.
Photo - Jill Pryde

I Aboae: White-breasted sea-eagle nest
I with dead rat on Brook lsland.
! Photo - Martin Clarke

walking lonE distances, frequently on
very rough terra in.  Dur ing June,
exceptionally heavy rains fell in the
Montebel los,  wi th  more than g0
millimetres fallinE in one day. The rain
caused some ofthe'lhlon G pellets to rot,
necessitatingthe re-baiting of thewhole
of Trimouille Island and some other
areas. In July, further rain fell from the
remnants ofa tropical cyclone.

Added to this was the necessity of
working in areas with residual low-level
radiation, a legacy ofthe nuclear weapons
tests. Everyone wore personal gamma
dosimeters (which measure exposure to
gamma rays) and when walking in the
two radiation zones-one on Tfimouille
and one on Alpha Island-wore dusr
masks to minimise exposure to alpha
particles.

Montebello Renewal was a real team
affair. Some 45 people were directly
involved in theproject,with many others
providing support. The project brought
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Shannon National Park is the home of
the Great Forest 'llees Driae, another
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south-wesL Read the story on page lZ.

Therugged Kimbe eu coast uas the
Iocotion of the first maritime
I,ANDSCOPE ErpedrT ion. Read all about
it on page 10.

A huge uolunleer elfort has helped uith
the rmewal of the Montebello Islands
and the eradication of ferol animals-
(See page 47.)

One hundred gears ago, tuo members of
qn expedition lo the Great Sandu Deserl
become lost. Read what happenid to
them in 'Land of the Lost' on page 36.
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kience has long-knonm the relatiorchip
betueen plants and habitats. Nou we
are 'Prospectiw for Plants' using
landforms as o guide. (See page 25.)

The scimtific name of the
lit tle penguin @udyptula
minor) means 'little diaer'.
The wings of these llightless
seabirds haae eoolued into
flippers for underwater
propulsion. The little
pmguin is the smallest of
the 17 penguin species.
Penguin Island hos the largest
colong of little penguins on the
uest coast. See 'The Changing Face
of Pwuin Island' on page 28.
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