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he dalgyte (Macrotis lagotisl is a
nocturnal marsupial characterised by

its large ears and long, pointed snout-
features that are seemingly out of
proportion. In recent years, its appealing
looks led to it being chosen as a
representative mascot for all endangered
species, by a Commonwealth ofAustralia
Endangered Species Program.

As part of an initiative to raise public
awareness of Australia's endangered
species, the dalEyte-well known to
most Australians as the 'bilby'-has

been marketed as the Australian
alternative to the Easter Bunny. Many
Australians now embrace the 'native'

alternative, favouring chocolate bilbies
over chocolate bunnies.

I Preaious page

I Moi"+ Dalgj'te or bilby lMatotis
a losotis).
Photo - Hans & Judy Beste/Lochman
Tlansparencies
Inset and this page belour.' A photo taken
in Corrigin in 1923. The writing on the
back of the photo states "Conigin 1923.
The last dalgyte I ever saw alive. Caught
in a rabbit trap in Corrigin".

Despite its increased public profile, the
dalgyte remains on the threatened species
Iist, and is the subject of numerous
conservation projects as well as historical
studies. The species is now restricted to
20 per cent ofAustralia, much less than
its former range. It survives in parts of
the Tanami Desert (Northern Tellitory),
Pilbara and southern Kimberley (WA),
and there is also an isolated population
in south-west Queensland.

Ian Abbott, a Senior Principal
Research Scientist with the Department
of Conservation and Land Management,
recently conducted a historical study
into the cause of the dalgyte's decline
and apparent extinction across south-
western Australia.

TALKING TO OLD TIMERS
As part of the study, lan surveyed

WA Museum records and found there
was little formal documentation about
the dalgyte's distribution in the south-
west of Australia. Prior evidence of
the dalgyte's original south-western
geographic range limits existed in only
six museum records, including three
from near Bridgetown.

He discovered records of dalgyte
sightings dating from the late 1830s,
shortly after the settlement of the Avon
Valley, inland from Perth. Observational
data and museum records indicated thal
until 1935, dalgytes were abundant across
souti-westem Australia. Evidence also
suggested tlat the dal$te was absent
from the higher rainfall subcoastal zones
except for Perth and Bridgetown. The
study revealed that it also occurred in tie
lower south-west. Prior to their regional
decline and apparent extinction, they
were particularly common in the Westem
Australian Wheatbelt.

The most fruitful source of
information came, however, when Ian
interviewed 155 residents of the south-
west region, most ofwhom were aged 70
years or over, to gather information
about the dalgyte's former distribution.
They were asked if they had sighted
the dalgyte, or found evidence of its
presence in t}le area, and when they
stopped se€ing it. During the interview
process, the term 'dal8te'-a Nyoongar
name-was frequently used. Many of the
interviewees knew the species only by
this name, Ian uncovered a wealth of
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| /,er?. Lrkc AulJ in thc I ' i lh.rr,r 's Crt;rt
I Slndy Drsrrl .rt sunsLl. This is hornl lo
I irn e\istinA nnpulJtion of drlrvtr 's.

lCentre left: l lrr: JrlAytrs mrin prtLl.rt,rr.
I t lrc European iol.

l l lottotn lefl: l) ir lAvtes t!nicirl lv l ire in
I burro\\ 's (unstru(trd JHuinst tcrmitr
I mounds. spinifcr luss',eks or sntl l l
sh) ubs.
l)holos - Jiri l ,othnlrn

The absence of foxes in aleas u'here the
dalgyte s populatiorr did not decline
fufther suggested thai foxes Nere lhe
primarJ, predator and cause of the
dalgl,te s population decrease.

' lhe  
; r l l i r ' ; r l  o f  r ' ; rbb i l s  l r l J  a  n r l j , ' r '

impact on tlre dalgyte. I labbit Dredalors
genera l l l ,  n ra in ta in  h igh  popu la t ion
n l rn th r rs  ln  ; r teas  r r 'here  th t r r  p re l  i s
abundant This ruas particularly true of
the fox. Manv native animals u'ele also
accidentally trapped bJ rabbiter.s and
poisoned b1, rabbit baits. Dalg,vte
burlow's were rristaken for rabhit
burro\,s and fumigated to kil l  iabbits.
C lee  Jenk ins .  \ !ho  once l i ved  near
Nor tham.  recounted  in  1974 tha t
any th ing  tha t  looked l i ke  a  rabbr t
burron, $'as treated and so the
harrnless Dalgile Isic] rvas a frequent. if
un in tended,  v ic t im .

A drought in south \\,est€rn
Arrstralia. in tlre late l! l : l0s and earll
1940s, cor-rld have also contributed to
the  da lgy tes  popu la t ion  dec l ine .  In
addition. ihe research found that i i le,
depending on its scale. inter'rsit), and
frequency. might also have contributed
b the decline oi the dalgyte and olher
native animals hy modirying vegetation
cover and exposing them to predators.
lan s resealch also found lhat disease
ep idemics  and c lear ing  o f  na t rve
vegetation might have contlibuted to
the dalgyle s decline.

Agricultural practices \\,ere
examined as a possible cause for the
dalgyte's decline.' l 'he damage caused
by sheep and cattle made areas nrole
open, and native animals more visible
to predators. The presence of dead
sheep and cattle in agricultural regions
also attracted scavenging fox€s.

Some farmers considered dalgytes a
nuisance. They thought the animals
were eating the roots of the crop when
they were burrou,ing in the paddock. In
actual fact, the dalgytes were digging for
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A STIRLING CLIMATE: CLOUDS. SNOW AND F|RE

THE CAPES COAST
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REMEMBERING THE DALGYTE
RHTANNA M00NEy......... ................28

IAST IN, BEST DRESSED
PETER M0RR|50N............ 14

The frrst stage of a long-distance
mountain bike trail, that uill
ultimatelg lead from Mundaring to
Albany, k now open. See page 49.

Older piles of the Busselton Jetty are
oouded with maine life, but it uas not
aluags so- How do marine animah
gradually colonise the piles? Se poge 34.

Discooer the underuater wildemess of
the Geographe Bag, Leeuw in-Naturaliste,
Harfo Inbt area, a potential maine
conseraation reseroe, on poge 18.

Little uas knoum about the distribution
of the dalgyte, or bilbg, in the south-
uest forests until scielttbt Ian Abbott
interaieued old timers. lltm to page 28,

The Stbling Range Nqtional Park
experimces manA e^ctremes of ueathet
from mou fqlls to bushfires. Find out
uhg on page 10.

BUSH ATTHE BEACH: WOODMAN POINT
REGIONAL PARK
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MUNDA BIDDI: PATHWAY THROUGH THE
FOREST
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is one of the most uidespread nknts | 
|in Australia. This small, upiight tree I

is most easily recognised by ils brigl;t'red
fruits, which ore edible ond also contain
a nutritious nut. It belongs to the same
genus as the famous sandaluood, which
uas one of Westem Australiab maior
exports in the late 1800s and earlg 1900s.
Members of this genus are root parasites,
Quandong grows in dmse stands in some
areas within the Woodman Point Regional Park
(see story on page 42).

Couer illustration by Philippa Nikulbtsky
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