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TINY CREATURES HELP GUIDE PILBARA DEVELOPI{ENT
Over the past year, t iny

animals-some of them so
smal l  they  can l i ve  in  the
spaces between grains of
sand-have been the subject
of intense research into
the i r  d is t r ibu t ion  and
ecology. The animals l ive in
underground waters, and
are collectively referred to
as 's tygofauna ' .  Most
stygofauna are
invertebrates (animals
without backbones), and
mosl are crustacean5.

In an early study by the
Department of Conservation
and Land Management, f ive
sprangs on the Fortescue,
Ashburton, Robe and De
Grey rivers were sampled
for stygofauna after small
holes about half-a-metre
deep were dug in the bed
of the stream where the
springs occurred. Following
this, the department-in
co l labora t ion  w i th  BHP
Bi l l i ton ,  Hamers ley  l ron  and
Hope Downs began
research into these
microscopic l ife forms at
Weeli Wolli Creek east of
Karij ini National Park, in the
State's Pilbara region.

Principal Research
5cientist Stuart Halse, from
the department's Science
Div is ion ,  sa id  tha t  18  spec ies
of stygofauna were
collected during the study,
as well as 141 other species
of aquatic invertebrates.

Many of the stygofauna
found in springs were
previously known only from
depths of 10 to 40 metres,
in groundwater associated
with deposits of calcrete
(similar to l imestone) in
riverbeds, such as those at
Weel i  Wol l i  Spr ing .  F ind ing
them in  sha l low spr ing5
makes them easier to study
ano conserve, ano
compaflson5 Delween
species found in springs and

those found in nearby

9roundwater bores are
under way.

Conservation of
stygofauna is expected to
become an increasingly
important issue in the
Pilbara, as the region
appears to be rich in these
an imals .  More  than '100

species are already known
from the Pilbara and
Yilgarn-with many more
expected to be found.

lf we can discover more
about the distribution and
ecology of stygofauna, it
wil l lead to more effective
conservation planning, as
development of mineral
deposits proceeds. Both the
development of
groundwater resources for
water supplies to Pilbara
towns and the dewatering
of mine pits, to allow
mining below the water-
table, need to be carefully
monitored to determine
any adverse effects.

This preliminary study of
stygofauna in Pilbara
springs is expected to lead
to a more extensive
biological survey of rivers,
wetlands and terrestrial
habitats of the Pilbara over
the next few years, as well
as into more detailed
groundwater investigation.
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DiscoDer some amazing lifestgles of lhe
little-knowt fungi of our south-uest
forests. See 'Forest fungi' on page 10.

Two wildlife rescuers recently receiaed
Queen\ birthdag honours. See
'Kangana to the rcscue' on page 42.
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One ofwAb longest seruing wildlife
researchers looks at changes to nature
consenation in the State. See 'For the
times theU are a-changin' on page 20,

Two tmusual beetles are qttracted to large
bushfires. But why, and how do theg
find the fires and auoid getting bumt?
See'Auslralian fire-beetles on page 36.

What do wildlife officers do when a
Iarge whale weighing up to 80 tonnes
becomes entangled? Tum to 'When

noture calls-..for help'on page 42,
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The dugong is the onlu liaing species in the Famil|
Dugongidae, and is more closelg related to
elephants than it is to whales and dolphins.
One of the largest and most secure'
populations of dugong grazes on the .l
extetuiue beds of seagrass in the YL
shallow marine muironment of
Shark Ba!. An estimated 10,000
dugongs, represmting 10 per ce,dugongs, represmting 10 per cent
of the world\ population, liw in, tl
A new studg, itDolaing all
local Aboiginal pnple, is t
aboul their mouemmts in the bag. See ilgb 28.
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