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have gone the same way. Many other
rodents of the State's arid zone had
dec l ined or  become ex t inc t  s ince
European settlement (see'Disappearing
Mammals', L4NDSCOPE, Spring 1990).
The fate of the ngadji seemed to be no
different, although no one knew why.
Accord ing ly ,  in  1983,  the  Min is rer
prudently declared it to be, 'Fauna that
is likely to become extinct or is rare'

The new mouse was named
Pseudomgs chapmani and given sole
right to the common name 'pebble-

mound mouse'-for a while. 'Western'

was added to the common name when
other  pebb le  -  mound-bu i  lde  rs  were
d iscovered e lsewhere  in  Aus t ra l ra .
However. the preferred practice now is
to use relevant Aboriginal names for our
indigenous rodents.ThePunjimapeople
of the Hamersley Range, one of its
strongholds, call it ngadji, the name we
now use (see 'Dinkum Aussie Rats',
LANDSCOPE,Spring 1996).

OF MICE AND MINES
How rayewas the mouse? In the next

decade, we learnedvery little more about
the ngadji, although actively tended
pebble-mounds were commonly being
reported on stony slopes in the Pilbara.
They were often on spurs at the base of
hil ls and ridges, particularly in the
Hamersley Range.

0ur  lack  o f  knowledge was
highlighted in the early 1990s when the
charismatic rodent became a focal point
in the environmental review of the
proposed Marandoo iron ore project,
because activ€ pebble-mounds were
common on the site. In order to achieve
its goal of sustainable development,
Hamersley Iron and the Department of
Conservation and Land Management
(CALM) developed a strategy for
minimising the impact of the Marandoo
project on the adjacent Karijini National
Park and its biota. The need to formulate
appropriate management options
reinforced the need for information on tne
basic biology of ngadjis.

It was just as important to determine,
once and for all. how rare it really is.
This would require surveys to find out
where nadjis had occurred and
where they sti l l  l ive. Perhaps, too,
comparing environmental factors at
places where it is extinct with those where
itstill thrives, would provide clues towhy

it had vanished from some areas. For
example, is there a correlation with
particular habitat types, land uses or fox
abundance? Those clues could lead to
better management, and Hamersley Iron
supported surveys to obtain the
information.

Hamersley Iron has notbeenthe only
company planning projects in pebble-
mound country. BHP was the other
Ieading player and it, too, sought to
minimise the impact ofits operations on
the mound-building mouse as well as
supporting research into its biology.
Close liaison between the two iron ore
miners and CALM ensured an integrated
approach to the problems.

I Top. No wonder sandy inland mice were
I confused with Ngadjis: they look very
I sirnilar.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

l,46ouer Ngadjis use their mouth and
I front feet. to manipulate the pebbles on
f their mounds.
Photo - Babs & Bert Wells/CALM

MOUSE ECOLOGYBYRADIO
At Marandoo, the University of

Western Australia, in conjunction with
Hamersley lron, researched patterns of
movement, use of mounds and
demographic structures of ngadji
populations. Many people had reported
that ngadjis were difficult to catch, so
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School ofthe Air in Carnarvon told him
of several places where he could find
long d isused mounds,  bu t  a l l  the
evidence supported the earlier beliefthat
pebble-mound-builders u,ere extinct ln
those regions.

Along the Pilbara coast, too, old
mounds occur on many of the small
ranges that interrupt the coastal plains,

and on the Burrup Peninsula. There are
even old mounds within a couple of
hundred metres of suburban Karratha.

Ngadjis are probably extinct in most
of the Gascoyne, the Murchison and
along the Pilbara coast. But what of their
status in the inland Pilbara and Little
Sandy Desert?

The iron ore miners encountered
ngadjis almost everyr,lhere they worked
on gent le  up land s lopes .  Surveyors
seeking new road alignments reported
the same. CALM scientists conducting
biological surveys encountered them in
the Barlee Range Nature Reserve in the
south west Pilbara and the south $rest
edge o f  the  L i t t le  Sandy Deser t .  In
particular, Nick Dunlop and Charles
Newland, ofthe Department of Minerals
and Energy, recorded numerous sites
where there were active mounds.

When all these locations are mapped,

lAboue left: Early morning, before the
I day gets hot: Stuart Anstee chccks thc
I traps he set on a pebble mound.
Photo Stuart Anstee

1,46o,'ei l i l l iott traps. set inside a fence
I erected around a pebble mound. catch
I all the inhabitants safely.
Photo - Stuart Anstee

I Far left: Tiny radio transmitters.
I atlached to collars. give away thc secrets
I of a ngadji 's nocturnal movements.
Photo Stuart Anstee

it becomes clear that the ngadji has
vanished from the upper Murchison,
most of the Gascoyne, and the Pilbara
coast. However, it is thriving wherever
there is suitable habitat in most of the
Pilbara and the Litt le Sandy Desert. Put
in area-terms, it is extinct in about one
third of its former range, but, as that
portion contains proportionately less
suitable habitat than the Pilbara, it has

PEBBTE-MOUN DS

When you find your first pebble-mound you can be excused for wondering why someone dumped a wheelbarrow
load of gravel, carefully screened for mixing into concrete, among the spinifex on a barren, stony hil lside. Howeve4 if
the mound is being actively tended by the mice, you wil l notice steep-sided hollows and volcano-like structures,
complete with l itt le 'craters', on the surface. Look carefully and you wil l see that many of the craters lead to holes,
their entrances usually blocked by a few pebbles. The mice do not l ive in the mound, but in a maze of tunnels below
it. The holes at the centres of the craters provide access to this underground home. Once you have recognised a
pebble-mound, you wil l know others very easily.

We now know that, elsewhere in northern Australia, at least four other species of mice build pebble-mounds. They,
too, l ive on gentle slopes in arid uplands where the soils are stony and often shallow. But why build mounds? They are
very costly in energetic terms.

Related species l iving in the valleys or plains don't build mounds. Their nest chambers are constructed at the ends of
deep burrows, where they are well insulated from the extremes of desert temperatures. Pebble-mound mice l ive
where the shallow, stony soils would make it hard if not impossible to burrow deeply and escape the heat. Perhaps
they have insulated their nest chambers by building mounds overhead.

lf the mounds were made of soil, they wouid erode; f ire is common in spinifex communities, so wood or leaves would
burn, but pebbles, which are abundant anyway, make durable mounds. Moreovet they trap wind-blown sand and
dust, which settles into the gaps, deep down, adding to the insulation. Building these mounds is energetically expensive,
but the ngadji seem to overcome this hurdle by l iving gregariously in the same mounds for many generations.
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OCEANS OF WEALTH
CHRIS SIMPSON, NICK D ADAMOAND CAROI.YN THOMSON.......1 O

AUSTRALIAS GOLDEN FUTURE

PARK FOR THE PEOPLE

BUILDING A BETTER BIBBULMUN TRACK

MOUND BUILDERS OFTHE PILBARA
STUARTANSTEE,TONY STARTAND KEITH M0RRIS.,.....,.....,.......42

SPINELESS INDICATORS
MIKESMIIH,WINSTON MYADRIAN PINDERAND

l i i 7 5 6 , t

Aquatic bugs are helping scientbts to
determine the health of WA' s
waterways. See Spineless lndicators on
page 49.

The economic, social and conseruation
potential ofAcacia in WA , a storg of a
golden future on page 16.
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