
A most maligned animal group, widely loathed, l i tt le
unders tood lnd  sur rounded by  nry ths  -Croc . rd i le '  l t rc
rep t i l cs  bu t  l i l .  sp iders ,  cn io l  low pub l ic  e . lecm.  be lnP
cred i ted  u i t l t  n rany  harmf t r l  lnd  unp lc lsan t  h rb i ts

So wrote Dr H. Robert Bustard, an authority on
crocodiles.

In his manv writ ings from which most of this article
is takcn, Dr 

-Bustard 
points out that crocodiles havc

a olace in naturc and are no more than master pre-

daiors that have already evolvcd a way of l i fe naking
them suprerne  in  thc i r  cho 'en  hab i ta t .  t  hey  r re

desccnded f rom preh is to r ic  rep l i les  c r l l cd  r t rcho 'aurs  -

ances t rJ l  a lso  tu  the  d inos iu r t ,  and :omr 'uhr t  l i kc

thcm in l ivins pattern. Crocodiles havc continued to

maintain the"s;ne l ife style for 170 rri l l ion years'

Likc most repti les, crocodiles do not thrive under

cool conditions.^ For this reason they are restricted
lo  lhe  t rop i \ ' s .  in  Aus t ra l ia  bc ing  found on l l  in  thc

nor lh .  occur r inJ  in  \  - \ l c r r l  Au : t r l l i r .  lhe  Nor thcrn
t".ri iotv. and dueensland. In wcsterr Australia they

are restiicted to th(] Kimbcrley Division.

Ir Australia therc are two species of crocodjle, the

Ft.rh*at.t or Johnstonc's Crocodile (Ctocctdylus iohn-
stoni) and the Saltwater or Estuarine Crocodile (Cro-

cotl,-lus porostrs). These two sPecies i l lustrate a l]ur'[-

6e i 'u r  bo in r '  uh ich  hure  b tcn  ccn l ra l  to  e \o lu t io r r

und c l i ' i r ibLr r ion  o f  the  c rocod i le  g loup.  1 .herc .  has

been a radiation or evolution in two maln dlrectlons'
namctv ,  r f 'e  L lcve lopmcnr  o f  lon ! - :nLru t "d  spcc ies  w i th

s lendcr  iaus  and o l  shor l - 'nou leJ .  b ro ld l l \ \ed  spcc lcs '

Thc  Aus t r r l i r  f re \hur te r  'pec ics  and the  e \Lur r r rnc

crocot l i le  l rc  reprcscn la l i \ cs  o l  lhese tuo  group lngs

i . tp . . r i i . f v .  The d i ' t r ibu t ion  o [  f reshwr te r  c rocod i lcs

is  usuu l l r  c lose ly  c i rcumscr ibed.  s incc  ' i l l lwa le r  lo rms

r  bar r i c i  lo  th i ' i r  d ispcrsa l  Hcr lce '  a rJ jaccn l  l re l ts

o f  the  uor ld  \epar i l led  h)  cvcn  a  n l r row i l rca  o l  <e l

r rv  f ro i .  e r , - r l ved  qu i te  d is r inc t  f reshur tc r  c rocod i lcs '

The saltwater crocodilcs on the otber hand, l ike

r "n l  . c "gog ing  -an in t r l s .  .hure  
hcen lb le  lo  d i ipc rse

end 'co lon iz i  o ther  .u i t i rb le  h r rb i t r t s .  Probab l5  no

crocodile has been as successful a1 this as tbe estuarlne

t " . . i . i  t i .  I ' L ) ! t ) \u \ t .  fh is  c rocoJ i l c  i s  u ide ly  d is -

r i ibu te , . l  in  As i i l  f ro rn  th .  lnd ian  iub-cont incn l  ccs t -

*utOt. unA cxtcnds soutllwards lhrough the..Malaj

r.ritt iuf" and lndonesia to northcrn Australia lt

5 i i ; ;  
" ; . " ; ;  

on  fa i r l v  smal l .  remote l l  p laced Pac i f i c

i r i .nOt  t t . , in9 .  fo r  in ' t i l ncc  be 'n  recurdcd l l  leas l

; ; ; - ;  i ; .  F l j i  t . l ,nd t .  uh ich  r re  t l rousrnds  ' ' . ' f  m i le '

f rom an1 subs tan t ic l  land-muss

The voung crocodilc begins l ife as onc of a batch oI

" "o t " i " i J  o i  ihc  moth . t  somiwhere  uhcre  they  u i l l

r i i " run  t r r . :  r i ' l  o f  bc ing  t loodcd b5  r i ' i ng  ua ter '

Some cr ,Jcod i les  ncs t  dur ing  h ip l t  water  lL rc ls  e i ther

in  o r  in tn rcd i l r t . l l  r f te r  thc  ' ' r le l - -  50me io l \e  In ls
p io l l .n i  uv  l r r l ing  the i r  eg ! '  in  n ts ls  nh ieh  thcr  cun-

l r * i -  in  no" r in : -g r r r : "  i< la ;d : '  tha t  r i sc  and f r l l  w i th

ihe wateL. The"eituarinc crocodile constructs its nests

Shing Heritaee

in fresh water swamps or on thc banks of rivers,
usually abovc flood lcvel. Howevet, many nests are
dcstroyed by sudden floods after heavy rain Othcrs,
o f  uh ich  thc  Aus t r t l ian  f reshuater  spec ie .  i s  i ln  cx -
anrp l , .  t re ' t  dur ing  rhc  d11 .eason.  l l y ine  th t i r  eggs
in  sant lb lnks .  Thc  loung o l  the  Ia t tc r  spec ies  mus l
emerge before the water-ievels risc at the start of the
next Jrct season. Emergence is usually t imed so that
the rising flood-waters scrve to disperse the recantly-
h r tchc . l  iour rs ,  uh ich  uou l , . l  be  er t ren te ly  vu lnerab le
i l  lhcy  $ere  i l l  cooped up  in  5mr l l  d15-scason poo ls .
When they hatch. baby crocodiles arre quite tiny, a
total length, including the tail, or around 23 cm being
usual, alihough of course. thcrc arc species dilTerenccs.
Thcv are extrcmely vulncrablc to a wholc host of pre-
dators, including many fish, birds, repti les, and nram-
mals which larger crocodiles themselves eat.

Although juvenile crocodiies have many cnemies,
without n;an'to clisturb the balance crocodiles would
alwavs be lumcrous. This is because thcy are long-
lived animals and require only a very low lcvel of sur-
vival among thcir progeny to oflset natural losses.

All crocodiles are senti-aquatic, and show adapta-
tions to their way of l i fe. Thc eyes and nostri ls (see
the accompanying photos) are placed well up on-top
of tbe heid so init tne crocodile can swin or f loat
u i th  on lv  the  e \cs  and no . t r i l s  expuscd Thcre  is  u
t lesh l  f l i p  r t  the  brck  o l  thc  mouth  wh ich  cu t i  o f l
the ihrorit so that crocodiles can open their mouths
under  \  i l l e r  u i thont  d rown ing .  The re l r  f cc t  a re
uebbed rnL l  lhe  t i r i l ,  thu  main  or ; : r t r  o f  p fopu ls ion .
i .  f la t i cncr l  l rLera l l l  t . r  mcke a  po$er lu l  p rdd le .  When
swi rnming.  a l l  fou ;  l imb.  a re  to lded br ick  a l r - rnp .  the
body. Clocodilcs' jaws arc well equipped with sharp
teeth to hold the prey. This is particularly important
with slippery prey such as fish, which forms an impor-
tant parf of the diet of all species at lcast during part
of their l i fe.

Crocodiles, l ike other repti lcs, grow throughout l i fe,
old is svnonvmous witb larce. Lct us take an example
from ihe Australian estuarine species. Although
females very rarely exceed 4.2m. nlales certainly- grow
to at least 6.1 m. Scxual maturity in temales is
reachcd at between 1.8 m and 2.1 n The old male
crocodile is king within his tcrritoly or "station". ln
tcnitorial battlei thc young males may be kil led with-
out havina a cltartce to breed, breeding being the pre-
rogative of t lte "station" owning crocodiles

CrocodiLes ate carnivorcs and as they grow their
diet changes from insects, t iny l ish and frogs at birth,
to crustacaa, largcr f ish, thcn other rcpti les and birds
and in large individuals, mammals usually come to
make up a large part of the diet.

They l ike fresh prcy, and eat it at once. The idea
that they keep food in undc|water lairs unti l i t is
rotten is a myth.

Continued on page l5
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FRESHWATER OR''JOHNSTONE'S" CROCODILE
Crocodylus johnstoni

Description. Snout narrow, smooth without ridgcs;
19 teeth normally, on each side of the upper jaw, 15 on
the lower; a post-occipital shield of scutes and a nuchal
shield. The upper surface is brown, sides mottled, and
ventral surface whitish. Attains 2-3 m.

Food. Any creature largc enough to swallow, but
preference is shown for frogs, giant shrimps, crayfish,
small lish. and insects and sniders. In some dissected

specimens have been iound the remains of water rats,
young C. johnstoni, and goannas.

Reproduction. Durirg August and Scptember thc
female, with her hind feet, scoops an ovoid hollow
measuring about 15 cm by 30 cm, and 46 cm deep, in a
high firm sandbank close to the water. She deposits from
Lu e l r  e  to  lwenty - [our  wh i te  hard-she l l cd  eggs  and corers
them with sand.

SATTWATER OR ESTUARINE CROCODILE
Crocodylus porosus

Description. Snout comparatively broad. A ridgc
extends from each eye to the premaxil la; normally 17
teeth on cach side of the upper jaw, 15 on each sidc of
the lower jaw. A shield of nuchal shields present but
rarely any post-occipital scutes. Dorsal surfacc variable
from blackish to mottled brown ancl yellow, ventral
surface whil ish to yellow.

Food. Principally fish and crabs in salt water.
and 1ish, crayfish, and water rats in fresh water.
Examination of the stomach contents of over three
hundred Esturine Crocodiles, yielded fish, birds, tuflles,
turtle-cggs, smaller crocodilcs, snakes and wallabics.

Reprocluction. It was prcviously assumed that all
Estuarine Crocodiles made their way to fresh water
to breed, and returned to salt watcr every dry season.
Actually they wil l breed wherever the banks are suit-
able along the salt-water rivers, usually away from the
mouth.

Throughout the wet season to early in the dry sea-
son, between October and May, the female deposits
from forty to eighty or morc hard-shelled eggs, mea-
suring up to 8 cm in length, or a hard bank well
protected by river scrub. Thc eggs incubate in a nest
mound of leaf mould roughly 2 m across by 46 cm
deep.
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