




n 1968, when I started work as a
research scientist in the Department

of Fisheries and Fauna, conservation in
all its forms was an almost-unheard-of
formal activity in Western Australia.
There were only two research scientists
working on nature conservation issues
in the department. My job was to
develop a scientific basis for the
management of nature reserves, while
my colleague Tom Riggert was
developing watedowl management
programs,

In this article, I will look at some of
the chanlies I have seen and comment
on the future. I don't want to imply that
nothing had happened in nature
conservation before 196&-far from it.
For decades, scientists and
conservationists had been influencing

the State government and its
departments through advisory
committees, authorities and other
mechanisms. Already, the basis of a
conservation reserve system had been
developed via a report by the Academy
of Science, augmented by work by the

I Preuious page
l,ltdrrl. Western swamp tortoise: still a
I critically endangered species, but now
on the road to recovery.
Photo - Jiri Lochman
/nsels.' The type specimen of Stimson's
python collected in the Great Sandy
Desert in 1979; fieldwork in the Great
Sandy Desert, 1975.
Photos - Andre$ Burbidge
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Fauna Protection Advisory Committee
and the National Parks Board. The
State's Fauna Consenation Act 1950
was probably the most advanced
conservation legislation in the country.
Rachel Carson's seninal Silent Spring,
published in 1962, had woken many to
the perils of environmental pollution

and everyone was starting to hear a new
word-ecology.

THE CONSERVATION
RESERVES SYSTEM

In 1970, there were 27 national parks
and 156 nature reserves vested in the
National Parls Board and WA Wldlife
Authority, with a total area of 2,283,895
hectares, only 0.9 per cent of the State.
Although I had been employed mainly
to develop management systems for
nature reserves, I quickly realised that
opportunities existed to expand the very
inadequate reserve system, Norm
McKenzie, employed in 1970 to carry
out biological surveys, and I started
surveying areas to improve knowledge
of the State's biodiversity, and to obtain
evidence to support additions to the
reserve system. In those days, we
concentrated on the deserts and the
Kimberley, places where there were
very few conservation reserves and
limited information.

In 1972, the newly-created
Environmental Protection Authority
appointed the Conservation Through
Reserves Committee (CTRC) to make
recommendations for a better reserve
system. My appointment to the CTRC'5

Aboae left: Dunes and a salt lake in the
Great Sandy Des€rt.
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I tef. Thf f mulla mulla (Ptilotus
le:altatusl in the Great Sandy Desert.
I Photos - Andrew Burbidge
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THREATENED SPECIES
My zoology PhD studies were aimed

at providing a sound scientif ic basis for
the conservation of the western swamp
tortoise. This led to a continuing interest
in the conservation oI threatened species
and, over the years, I have been
involved in the conservation of icon'
species such as the noisy scrub-bird,
numbat, bilby and chuditch, as well
as many lesser-known species of

threatened animals and plants. The
Department of Fisheries and Fauna
became the Department of Fisheries
and Wildlife in 1980, when the Fauna
Conseruation ,4cl embraced flora
conservation and became the Wildlife
Conseruation ,4cl (before this, the
Forests Department had administered
the dated Nathte Flora Protection Act
1935, but had focused its attention
primarily on native forests and

I Lefr The monjon lPelrogale
I burbidgeil, discovered during surveys
I in the Kimberley in the 1970s.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

I Below: The Barrow Island euro. lslands
I are valuable reposilories of biodiversity
I and need careful management.
Photo - Andreur Burbidge

plantations). At this time, Stephen
Hopper joined the Wildlife Research
Centre team to develop what has become
a comprehensive State-wide threatened
flora conservation endeavour.

The western swamp tortoise looked
in reasonable shape when I completed
my PhD in 1967, but numbers declined
seriously in the late 1970s and 1980s, due
mainly to a series of dry years and fox
predation. In 1987, Cerald Kuchling, an
Austrian expert on tudles and tortoises,
offered his services, and detailed studres
and management recommenced. Captive
breeding became a vital component of
the conservation program and so began a
collaboration with Perth Zoo, managed
through a committee. This committee
was the forerunner ofthe recovery teams
set up later to coordinate threatened
species recovery, and of other
collaborations (see 'What the tortorse
taughi us', ,,4NDSCOPO, Winier 1991).
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It is almost unbelievable that some
other States are sti l l  allowing massive
land clearing.

ISLANDS
Ever since I visited the Houtman

Abrolhos Islands in 1964, to help Jack
Kinnear with his research on tammar
wallabies, I have been fascinated by
islands. Western Australia is fortunate
to have many islands-there are 3,424
features above the high uiater mark
on i :100,000 maps.  Whi le  on ly  a
small proportion of these are large,
collectively they conserve many species
and ecosystems. Without islands, a
further nine species ofAustralia s native
mammals would be extinct.

lslands are valuable seabird
breeding sites. Most of our seabirds nest
only on islands-nesting on the
mainland would be unsuccessful as
seabird nests are usually on or under
the ground, and predators would have a
field day. Phil Fuller and I developed a
database (originally on a card index;
now on a computer) that collated what
was known of seabird breeding islands.
Our seabird research concentrated on
the lesser noddy (see 'Endangered! The
Lesser Noddy', L,4NDSCOPE, Autumn
1989) and the Houtman Abrolhos
Islands-the most important seabird
breeding site in the eastern Indian
Ocean (see 'A mill ion seabirds',
LANDSCOPE, Autumn 1991).
Currently, we have 4,355 records of 42
bird species breeding on 558 islands.
These data have been used to justifi' the
reservation of islands, to measure the
effects of changes in island condition
and to assist in oil-spil l  planning. They
will be valuable in assessing future
climate change and the impacts of
fishing.

..{i1..
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I lop /ef. Montebello lslands
I Consewation Park. This is the site o[
I much work to rid the archipelago of
introduced rats and cats.

lCentre lefl: lvlasked boobies on Bedoul
I lsland Nature Reserve. Bedout lsland
I was the first island on which black rats
were eradicated.

I Lef. 'Crested tems nesting on Pelsaeyl
I Island.
I Photos - Andrcw Burbidge
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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,

FOREST FUNGI: LIFESTYLES OF THE LITTLE-
KNOWN

FOR THE TIMES THEY ARE A-CHANGIN'

TMCKING DUGONGS
DAVTD HottEYAND DARREN CApEWEtt...............................28

AUSTRALIAN FIRE-BEETLES
HELMUI AN0 ANKE 5CHMtT2..................................................36

KANYANA TO THE RESCUE
MITZI

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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