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he 1953 rediscovery ofthe western
swamp tortoise (Pseudemytlrta

utnbtha) close to Perth triggered an
increase in public interest in nature
conservation in Western Australia.
Interest in the species has remained
high and governments, conservation
agencles, sclentlsts, companles,socleues
and individuals have supported the
necessary scientific research and on-
ground conservation work. But all
this work has yet to rcsult in the
species being reclassified from'critically
endangered' to 'endangered' or a lower
category of threat.Why?

Thleats to the western swamp
tortoise

The conservation of crit ically
endangered plants and animals is rarely
easy. In the case of the western swamp
tortoise there are several factors that
have made the task particularly dimcult.
Firstly, the tortoises' biology prevents
a rapid increase in numbers, even
if conditions were ideal. They grow
slowly and maturity is not reached
until they are about 10 to 15 years of
age. Females lay only one clutch of
three to five eggs yearly, while other
Australian freshwater turtles may lay
several clutches each of more than 10

eggs. And in years with lirnited food
due to low rainfall, the western swamp
tortoise may lay no eggs at all. Eggs
are laid from late October to early
December and hatchlings emerge the
following May or June. Being very
small (about 25 millimetres long and
weighing only three to five grams), the
hatchlings are susceptible to predation.

Secondly, the species has a very
small geographic range. All records
come from a narrow strip ofthe Swan
Coastal Plain, just west of the Darling
Range from Pearce south to Perth
Airport. The Swan Valley was the first
part of WA developed for intensrve
agriculture and by the '1950s most had
been cleared, urbanised or n ned for
clay. That trend continues today.

In l962,rwo small nature reserves-
Ellen Brook and Twin Swamps-
were declared to plotect the tortoises'
habitat. Both have since been er arged
by the purchase oF adjacent areas, but
both remain very small in terms of the
tortoises' requirements. Some good-
qualiry habitat remains adjacent to
one of the reserves and negotiations to
acquire it are underway. Urbanisation
is creeping ever closer and the
Environmental Protecrion Aurhoriry
has developed an environmental
protection policy on the tortoise to
limit developrnent in surrounding
areas. This was an important step in
protecting the tortoises' habitat, but
caused antagonism from some nearby
landowners who were hoping to get
permission to subdivide their land.

Climate change loorns as the third
major challenge facing the western
swamp tortoise. Winter rainfall has
already declined significantly in Perth
and it is predicted that this trend
will continue. Western swamp tortoises
live in temporary swamps that have
standing water from around June to
November in most years. During the
winter and spring. they leed on aquatic
invertebrates and grow and lay down
fat for the coming summer. Adult
Gmales need plenry of food for egg
development. The clay-based swamps
at Ellen Brook Nature Reserve in
Upper Swan 6ll even in dry winters
such as that of2006, but the sand over
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Maln A western swamp tortoise.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

Above A western swamp tortoise in a
puddle at Ellen Brook Nature Reserve
adjacent to Great Northern Highway,

Left Captivebred western swamp
tortoises.
Photos - Gerald Kuchling
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aided by volunteers froln The Friends
of the Western Srvamp Torroise, who
are also involved in education and
information dissemination.

Becar.rse of the slow reproductive
rate and high naturr l  juveni le

nrortal i ty, captive brceding has been
very important to produce animals
thac can be translocrted to develop
self-sustaining wild populat ions. Sonte
tortorsc\ wcrr trken rrrto cipt iviry in
the 1950s and sonrc breedins occurrcd,
but few ofche young tortoiscs survived
to adulthood. ln 1987 a caprive
breeding project lvas developed at Perth
Zoo under the guidance of Gerald
Kuchling Over succeeding years,
better husbandry, inproved facilities
and the dedication of stall have led
to captive breeding becor Ds alnrost
routiDe with. l0 or nore hatchl ings
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being added to the colony each year
The growing <erson in cipt iviry i \
longer than in the wild and three years
after hatching most young tortoises
have qrorvn to more than 1(X) grams,
the size at lvhich the recovery teait
considers them large enough;o be
released.

Early in the captive breeding
progran,the tortoises'"vere rranslocated
to Twin Srvantps Nature l{eserve, to
auglDent the very small surviving wild
popul:rtion. Some of these tortoises
have now attained reproductive size
and some females are known to havc
developed eggs, but no hatchlings have
yet been found.

In species conservltion you should
not have'al l  yol lr  eggs in one basket ' .
Only one slnall nature reserve, Ellen
Brook, seens to hrve a secure, viable

Left Gerald Kuchling and Andrew
Burbidge at the offlcial release of
captive bred tortoises at Twin Swamps
Nature Reserve, which attracted
significant media attention.
Photo - .Jiri Lochman

Below left Members of The Friends
of the Western Swamp Tortoise group
releasing tortoises.
Photo - Gerald Kuchling

western swantp tortoise populacion.
The recovery team's ailn is to have
four or five. If the Twin Swanrps
Nature Reserve population becomes
self-sustaining, that would be rwo. In
2000 a very valuable area of bush was
purchased and added to Mogumber
Nature Reserve, 100 kilorretres north
ofPerth.The new area includes three
clay-based swlmps thar rhe recovcry
team corrsideled to be suitable rvesterl
swanrp tortoise habitats. Concerns
that regional groLrDdwater changes
night cause the swantps to become
saline have bcen investisated and
seern r.urfounded. Iltroductions of the
tortoises to Mosurnbcr scarted in 2000,
but have not gone enrirely to plan. In
Der'ernlrrr :olr l .  . l  vcry hor rr i ldf ire
swept thrcugh rhe rcserve, killing all
the westerD swantp tortoises aestivat;rg
under veqeration on dre surface.
Most :rnirnals sheltering undcrground,
includins thrce tortoises in artificial
tunnels installed to provide aestivacing
habitrt, survived. Horvever, as ther-e
was rlow no shade or shc-lter, these
torloises rvere rcturned to Perth Zoo.
Inrroductions liot Lrndenvay rllain rhe
follorving rvinter, but i furrher set back
in 2006, rvhen e\trerne drouqht ltteant
that rhere lvas no water in any of che
srvamps, prevented thc prograrunred

release rhat ycar. !(/hether the 2006
drousht will lead to lolver survival
rcnrains to be sccn.

Two othcr plospective tr':rnslocation
sites arc bc'ing investieated. The first
is rvirhin one of Perth Airport 's
conservation zones and the recovery
[eanr corltinues to negotiare with the
airport 's orvners, Westral ia Airpor*
Corpor.t t iort.  lo sJl l  aaac\s to this
land.The other is within Moore Rivcr
Nature Rescrvc', 85 kilonretres north
of Perth, lvhere hydroJogical and other
invcstigations are undenvay to prope y
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