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Ecology
Very litde is knorvn about the

ecology of nmrsupial nroles, in part
because rhey ire \o diff icult to kerp in
capoviry Thc longert caprive record i.
just 10 weeks, but most die within :r
month.The reason for this is unclear, but
stress and our poor unde$tanding of
these animals' requircments arc probably
involved. Until rccently, our knowledge
of their ecology has been limired to
what can be gleaned fiom Museum
specimens and a lange of observers,
including Aboriginal people, who- have
encountercd the animals. For example,
we know from specimens that the
Gmale reproduccive systen is sinilar to
that ofother marsupials, and that females
may have up to tlvo young at a tlllre
(they orny have nvo teats), even though
young have only been recorded twice.
'We 

also know that the testes ofthe Inale
are sifi.rated between the skin and the
abdominal wall-a nost unusual
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position for n marsupial. Presumably, this
is Jnother :rd:rpt:rt iort lor cheir
underground lifesryle, rvhele there is no
cooling advantage in having an external
scroturn, but which nuy offer some
protective benefrts as well rs reducing
drag. But nothing else is known about
the reproductiorr. There are so nrany
puzzling questions, such as how nroies
find each other to n-hte in all that sand.

Museum specimens have also
provided almost all of the available
information on the diet of marsupial
moles. Most of the diet consists of ants
(particularly their eggs), temites and
beetles, with occasional traces ofspiders,
gnsshoppe.s and seeds. [n captiviry
moles have eaten the lanae of a variety
ofbeetles, moths and other invertebmtes,
centipedes, spiders and even geckoes.

A kakarratul (northern marsr.rpial
mole) recently caught by Aboriginal
people near Punnru conurr.rnity was
sent to Philip Withers and Grrhanr
Tholupson, physiologists at The
University of Western Australia. They
found that the body tenrperacure of

the nrole was lorv (avemging around

30.8" C) relrtive to other marsupials and

also ranged widely rvhilc in captivity (22

to 31'C). trs ability to tolerate a low

and fluctuating body te|rperarure rray

allow the rnole to reduce its energy

corlsumption (since Gwer resources are

spent keeping the body temperature

elerated). This has been interpreted as

either an adaptation to avoid overheating

in the moist microhabitat of the soil or

perhaps to cope with Elrtivcly scarce

resollrces in the soil profrle.

During the last chree years, Joe
Benshemesh has been working with

Aboriginal people and Earthwatch

volunteers in the Anangr-Pitjantjatjara

lands of South Austrdia to try to learn

about the ecology of iiariqjari in the

field. Using a blend of tmdit ional

techDiques slch es tmcking, high-tech

surveillance equiprnent :u1d good old

shovelling, this work has been

remarkably successftll. New rrrethods

have been developed to leveal the

backfillcd tunnels ofrhe atimals, and this

has provided nluch-Deeded techniques

for survey and for piccing together the

subtenanean lifc of urarsr.rpial moles.

The resufus have bccn surprisiDg.

Fo r  e r l r r r p l e ,  i o  r he  r l n re  . r r c l '  i r r

which wc would rvalk tens of

kilometres ro find :r singlc rnarsupial

mole track oD dre sLufice, we have

found thc cquivalent of tens of

kilornetles of thcir backfilled tLrnnels

per hectarc ultderground. This is partly

due to the fact that their underglound

signs m.y list for years compared rvith

only days for surface tracks, but iti also

a reflcction of these animals' fossorial

habits rnd that they surface only rarely.

Indeed, exactly why lnarsupial nroles

surface at all is a puzzle, given the

vulnerability of chese blind and slow-

nloving aninl.ls to a host of potential

predators. UDderstanding the thrcat

posed by introduced predators, such as

foxes, is particularly important and

depends on why, and how often,

itjariqjari surface. Tr:rditional tracking

skills have been inval,rable in finding

\rgns of r) lolc\ on chc srrrfrcc lnd in

interpreting the behaviour of rhe

individuals th:rt madc them.

These techniques rcly on signs the

moles leave behind and provide a boon

for rnsrvering nrany questions rbout

their distribution, habitat preferences
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Flora l  t  rappings
lfhile there are many carnivorous plants, the AJbany pitcher plant is one
of a kind.

The tenuous tuar t
What is causing the decline of tuarts? A State Government Taskforce is
working with local comn'runities to find out.
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Bookmarks
Prehistoric Mannak of Australia and New Guinea.
Beneath Busselton Jetry
Silly Baby Magpie!
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Francois Peron National Park.

Endangered
The pine featherflower.

U rban ant ics
Sea lions.
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