
to be an old individual. Since crocodiles, l ike
other repti les, grow throughout l i fe, old is
synonymous with large. Let us take an example
from the Australian estuarine species. Although
females very larely exceed 14 feet, males certainly
grow to at least 20 feet. Sexual maturity is
reached between 8 and I feet. Just lmagine the
result of an encounter in which a hopeful young
male of I feet and weighing several hundred
pounds tries to dislodge an old male of twice his
length, probably ten times his weight, and with
perhaps a century's experience in the art of
killing opponents !

Crocodile society is ultra-conservative and is
an old crocodile's world. While it is true that
unti l recently we lived in an old man's world, the
difference is that the young crocodiles are kil led
ofi without having a chance to breed, breeding
being a prerogative of "station"-owning croco-
diles. In human society the younger men, although
they may have to wait for power, are able to
produce progeny throughout this period. With
crocodiles, evolution is largely in the hands of
crocodiles which have been successful for long
periods of time. A conservative situatj.on like
this will tend to result in little change-which
is reflected in the group remaining similar
throughout a long period of geological t ime.

There are many aspects of crocodiles which
deserve mention, but space precludes more than
two. Crocodiles are carnivores and as they grow
their diet changes from insects, tiny f,sh and
frogs at birth, to larger fi.sh, then other reptiles
and birds, and in large individuals, mammals
usually come to make up a large part of the diet.
(This was beautifully iuustrated by Cott in a
publication in 1961). Crocodiles l ike fresh prey,
and eat it at once. The idea that they keep
food in underwater lairs until it is rotten is a
myth. crocodiles, incidentally, are not muctr
interested in humans as food. This applies to
large species well able to take a man. Even
where contact is an everyday afiair attacks are
infrequent. Certainly the Estuarine Crocodile
much prefers dogs or pigs to man. The Australian
Freshwater Crocodile is a shy inoffensive little
animal which wil l never attack humans ull less
attacked (wounded) nrst.

Conservation
I would like to nnish this article with a plea

for crocodile conservation. Those interested
should read my 1969 article in World Wildli le
Year Book. It would be tragic if such a fascin-
ating group should be wiped out after such a
long and proud history and before scientists have
even had a ctrance to study them. Yet most
species are threatened, and for some the only
hope for the future l ies in captive breeding studs.
In Australia the situation is not yet so critical
due particularly to the foresight of Western Aus-
tralia, which protects both species. However,

since Queensland refuses to take any action, lsee
crocodile Research in Queensland, S.w.A.N.S. vol.
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3 No. 1l poaching is rife as far away as Western
Australia to sell skins in north Queensland. In-
cidentauy, it would be qulte possible to provide
the commercial demand for crocodile leather
from crocodile farms and leave the wild croco-
diles to go their own way undisturbed as they
have since Jurassic days,

By the time this article is in print Australia
will have its first crocodile farms, run to benefit
Aborigines, under my supervision, with flnancial
backing from the Commonwealth Omce of
Abo.riginal Afiairs, apart from an attempt at
Karumba which failed in the mid-1960's.

TEATHERY TURTI.E AT BUSSEI.TON
Fauna Warden K. Morrison reports the capture

of a rare Leathery Turtle at Busselton in January
this year.

A local professional flsherman found the turtle
entangled in the ropes of his shark net which he
had set in 22 fathoms of water about 10 miles
north of Cape Naturaliste. The turtle was handed
over to the local Jaycees organisation, who run
a large marine aquarium in Busselton, but due to
its large size it threatened to damage the aquarium
or harm itself, so on the foUowing day it was
released into the ocean, unharmed.

The turtle weighed approximately 500 lb., was
about 5+ feet long and measured 8 feet across from
f f i h h a r  i ^  f r  i h h a r

Leathery or Luth Turtle (PhotograFh by courtesy South
West Times)

Leathery or Luth Turtles are only very
occasional visitors to our coast, although they are
the most widely distributed of all turtles. They are
placed in a family of their own, for unlike al1
other marine turtles their carapace consists of
many small plates embedded in a tough leathery
skin and the backbone is not fi.rmly attached to
the carapace. The Leathery Turtle is second only
in repti l ian size to the Estuarine Crocodile, and
grows to a length of more than 8 feet with a
weight exceeding 1,500 lb. Seven prominent
ridges extend along its back and flve along its
beUy. The limbs are powerful clawless fl ippers,
the front pair much longer than the rear. It is
mainly a f,sh eating turtle, and the throat is
l ined with long spines to help hold its prey.
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