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Desert

ala, the name now widely used by
all Australians, is a Western

Aboriginal name for central
Australian populations of the rufous
hare-wallaby (Lagorchestes hirsutus\.
These animals once roamed commonly
throughout the Great Sandy, Gibson,
Great Victoria and Thnami Deserts and
surrounding areas, and were important
to Western Desert Aboriginal people,
both as a food source and as a cultural
and mythological icon. As has been the
case with most of the critical weight
range mammals of arid Australia, mala
declined after the introduction of cats

and foxes, and by the 1960s, most
zoologists thought them to be extinct.
The only places where the species was
known to exist in the wild were Bernier
and Dorre Islands in Shark Bay,
Western Australia, but these
populations may be of a different
subspecies from those of the central
deserts, and are known to be inbred.

Unexpectedly, in 1959, Dr Alan
Newsome of CSIRO found a small
colony near the Tanami Track, in the
Thnami Desert, Northern Territory.
Further searching located another
colony nearby, at Sangsters Bore, but

despite many additional searches in the
Northern T€rritory, South Australia and
Western Australia, no lurther colonies
were found. Helicopter and ground
searches in 1985 by scientists from the
Depadment of Conservation and Land
Management (CALM) concentrated on
areas near salt lake chains in the Creat
Sandy Desert, but also failed to locate
any colonies.

EARLY STUDIES
The two wild populations in the

Tanami Desert were studied and
monitored by scientists from the
Parks and Wildlife Commission of
the Northern Territory (PWCNT)
throughout the 1970s and 1980s.
During these studies, a captive breeding
colony was established in PWCNT
facilities at Alice Springs by wildlife
scientist Dr Ken Johnson. The small
Sangsters Bore colony suddenly
disappeared in late 1987. A single fox
was responsible for the extinction of
that colony. Then, in October 1991, a
wildfire, probably l it by people
travelling the nearby Tanami Highway,
burnt out the entire area occupied by
the surviving colony, and the mala
became extinct in the wild.

Meanwhile, the Alice Springs
captive colony had prospered, and rn
1986, a new captive colony was
established on Aboriginal land near
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I Marnr Rufous hare-wallabies on
I Bernier and Dorre lslands, Shark Bay.
have a much greyer fur than the mala
frorn central Australia.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

a lnset: Don Langford and Phil Fuller
I ready mala for release on Trimouil le
I lsland.
Photo - Andiew Burbuidge/CAlM

I Aborn, Don Langford radio-tracking

I mala after their release.

lFar left: Mala tracks and tail-drag
I marks at Sangster's Bore, Tanami
I Desert, 1980.

I Le6. The morning after the release-
I Mala tracks on Trimouil le Island, 1998.
I Photos - Andrew Burhidge/CALIt
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I Left: Pht Fuller carrying mala
I in their pet packs to the release
! site, TYimouil le Island.
Photo - Don Langford

I Belou Left: Nter release, the
I mala moved only a few metres
I and started feeding.
Photo - Andrew Burbidge/CALM

who have taken a keen interest in the
conservation of mala, gave their
permission for mala to be moved to
Western Australia.

THE JOURNAL BEGINS
In June 1998, CALM staff Phil

Fuller, Peter Speldewinde, Ian Gale and
Andrew Burbidge travelled to the
Montebellos to clean up the remaining
rodenticide from Trimouil le Island.
Some 160 kilograms of weathered,
rotted bait were picked up from about
2,300 bait stations and destroyed. At the
same time, further checks for the
presence of rats were made. No sign was
found. Recent rains had ensured that
there was plenty of lush, green mala
food, and the island was declared 'mala

friendly' on 15 June.
The same day, Don Langford and a

team of Parks and Wildlife Commission
staff, including Ceoff McKenzie,
Rebecca Smith, Belinda Briscoe, Jeff
Cole, Steve Eldridge, and Aboriginal
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helpers left for the
mala paddock. Over
the next few nights,
they captured 20
female and 10 male
mala, fitted them
with radio-collars and
placed them in
temporary holding
pens.

At 4 am (NT time)
on 19 June, the 30
mala were safely
installed in hessian
bags inside 15 pet

packs and driven in four-wheel-drive
vehicles for three hours to Willowra
airstrip. Here, they were loaded into
a twin-engine aircraft, which flew them
to Karratha, with one refuell ing
stop at the Aboriginal settlement of
Kiwirrkurra, in the southern Great
Sandy Desert. Reflecting the
importance of mala and the
translocation to Warlpiri people,
several Aboriginal elder were at
Willowra airstrip to farewell the mala
on ihe trip to their new home. At
Karratha, they were transferred to a Bell
Long-Ranger helicopter, provided by
Apache Energy, and flown to
Tr imou i l le  Is land.  They  ar r i ved  a t
4.40 pm, WA time.

We believe that this was probably

the most logistically complicated
animal translocation yet undertaken
in Australia. Naturally, we were most
concerned about the welfare of the
animals that \ jere taken from the
middle of the Tanami Desert and

transported in noisy vehicles and
aircraft. While every care was taken, lt
was with some trepidation that we
started opening the pet packs around 7
pm that evening. Much to our reliel all
the animals were alive and well,
although one appeared a little weak. We
had provided fresh lucerne chaff and
apples, as well as drinking water, at the
release site, and once released, all the
mala moved only a few metres and
started feeding.

FOLLOW-UP STUDIES
Over the next ten days, we

monitored their dispersal on Trimouil le
Island. Importantly, we did not have to
disturb the mala to know that they were
sti l l  alive, as the miniature radio
transmitters were fitted with a
'mortality circuit '  that changes the
transmitter's pulse rate if the collar is
not moved for more than 10 hours.
Radio-tracking showed that most
animals remained within 100 metres of
the release point. Some moved a short
distance away, only to return a few days
later. Three or four more adventurous
mala ventured up to 400 metres away,
and one was found almost a kilometre
from the release point.

At night, mala feed on green shoots
and seeds. During the day, they retreat
to hides, known as uanku by Warlpvr
people. These are usually short tunnels
und€r dense vegetation-in the summer,
however, they may dig trenches under
shrubs, or even short burrows to escape
the heat. They will not leave the wanku
unless disturbed, often 'exploding' into
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