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The Bluebone’s Harem
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If one fish is the heart and soul of Broome it is the Bluebone.
These fish are so charismatic and abundant, the Pigram
brothers sing about them. Their official name is Blackspot
Tuskfish, but their bones are blue. They are renowned for their
colours and fighting abilities, and are the sweetest-tasting fish
in the Kimberley. They are also one of the smartest in the ocean;
they swim lazily along with their pectoral fins, not their tails,
and have become adept at using tools. Bluebone will pick up
shells with their extravagant tusks and go to a rock that’s just
the right anvil shape. They smash the shell against the rock,
crack it open and feast on the soft innards. If you are game, you
can snorkel around reefs in the Kimberley and find a smashing
stone surrounded by broken shells. In Broome they feast on little
pearl shells — probably why they are so tasty.
All Bluebone are born female and, at around 10 years of age,
some will become males. The female-to-male ratio can be as
high as 14:1. As this transition happens the green-yellow female
colouration changes to the sparkling blue we are used to seeing
in our eskies.
Big Bluebone are the fish equivalent of Playboy’s Hugh Hefner.
They are smart, good looking and old, and have a harem of
beautiful young ladies to look after. They have to guard their
patch of reef from wayward males whilst keeping their ladies
safe and content. Despite all the bright colours and aggressive
posturing, the fishy Hugh Hefner has one embarrassing flaw:
small testes. Hugh can only produce enough sperm for one or
two females per day. Given that the females spawn repeatedly
all wet season, Hugh is busy keeping up with them.
The ladies hang out together, go shopping for pearl shell and
crab, and don’t have to worry about unwanted advances as
Hugh is looking out for them. Even when they settle down at

night in a crack in the reef and wrap themselves in a protective
goo, Hugh is present. What happens if fisherfolk catch and
kill Hugh? The largest female in the harem will immediately
transition to male and a new Hugh takes centre stage.
Sounds like the perfect system: lots of females producing
lots of eggs for most of the wet season. If Hugh dies, a female
will take his place. However, fisheries regulations specify a
minimum legal length of 400mm. This is well below the size of
transition to male so, in heavily fished areas like Roebuck Bay,
the males may never attain old age and Hugh Hefner status.
Young males can never look after their harem as well as Hugh
and reproduction is impaired. More importantly, if larger fish
are constantly being killed, smaller females have to transition
to males early, resulting in a downward spiral of smaller, less
reproductive fish.
What is the best way of ensuring sustainable stocks of the
smartest, tastiest fish in the Kimberley? Maximum size limits to
protect the Hughs will not work; no one wants to throw back a
big Bluebone and these fish are susceptible to Barotrauma and
will probably die when caught from deeper than 10m. Shark
Bay and Ningaloo have seen stocks of Bluebone, and their
cousins, Baldchin Grouper, rebound with the introduction of
marine parks and sanctuary zones. If the new marine parks
in the Kimberley have enough sanctuary zones in the right
places, the tusky Hugh Hefners can forever guard their harem,
and Bluebone will once again be the most abundant fish in our
inshore reef systems.
- Jason Fowler

REPORT FROM

THE
CHAIR
G’day all —

Next year will be Environs Kimberley’s 20th anniversary, a reason to both celebrate
and take stock of EK’s position in our ever-changing world.
We’ve yet to decide where to hold the party but my vote is for a shady spot along the
Fitzroy River.
In the meantime, reflecting on the organisation’s health has already begun. In recent
months, we’ve spent increasing time considering how and where we will secure future
project funding.
This is in large part because of the cuts and a number of questionable changes that the
Abbott Government has made to environmental programs, and the post-2015 Budget
uncertainty as to what it will do next.
While we have enjoyed a number of years of steady growth, particularly with the
success of the Kimberley Nature Project’s securing of grants, and have moved office
and all that that entails, this funding cycle is drawing to an end and the programs
themselves have been terminated.
We have continued to explore ways to strengthen EK’s sustainability as a whole. Aside
from the environmental management activities, the organisation generates income
through events such as the Annual Art Auction and sources funding support from
the philanthropic and industry sectors for such activities as the running of energyefficiency events, and for environmental education, advocacy and campaigns.

EK Art
Auction
Saturday 25th July 2015
EK’s Art Auction is the liveliest event
of the year, where you can sell
your work, pick up a Kimberley art
treasure, and support a good cause.
This year’s event will once again be
displaying some of the best artworks
the Kimberley has to offer, at the
central and professional location
of the Broome Convention Centre
(Frederick Street, next to Aarli Bar).
The night will also feature the music
of well-known local musicians,
delicious food and a well-stocked
bar, adding up to a great night for
everyone!
If you have an art piece you would like
to include in the auction please let us
know as soon as possible.

On this note, I’d like to thank Emma Belfield, a former staffer and rusted-on supporter,
who in 2014 volunteered to produce for us an invaluable funding options paper, which
has had a catalytic effect.
Emma’s paper contains an analysis of where our income-generating and fundraising
efforts have been most and least successful, suggests how we could be doing these
things better and makes many specific recommendations to keep us busy. We have
used it as a guide through a period of review and planning and, with a clear sense of
purpose, have embarked on a program of measures that I will report on once they have
begun to bear fruit.
Until next time, my best wishes,
Kate.
CONTACT
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thanks for helping us to
protect the Kimberley
environment
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and print all letters that are not obscene,
offensive or libellous. If you have a bone to
pick, pick it with us.

living
green

DIRECTOR’S REPORT

—PAINLESSLY

Great news: the end of coal in the Fitzroy Valley. The proposal by

More tips to improve the sustainability of
our daily lives without too much effort.

Rey Resources to mine coal near the Fitzroy River and ship it out
through Derby appears to have come to a conclusion. The EPA
has put the environmental impact assessment process on hold

Digiwaste

and Rey has relinquished its lease on the ‘export facility’ at the
Derby wharf. They did no fieldwork on coal during the quarter.

As we all know, the Earth is filling up with rubbish. I don’t just

Obviously the bleak outlook for coal prices is the major factor,

mean slag-heaps and tailings dams, but the effluent of affluence,

but the work done by EK and other groups and individuals

most notably, electronic throw-aways. As I know from the to-

shouldn’t be discounted. Our submission to the EPA as well as

me mostly incomprehensible ravings of Mark Fennell and his

the wider engagement we did asked many difficult questions that
would have taken a very expensive effort to answer. Unless there
is a truly miraculous recovery in coal prices, it’s highly unlikely

merry crew (‘Download this Show’), new electronic gadgets are
being produced at such a rate that municipal tips can’t keep up

this project will raise its ugly head again.

with the superseded versions dumped into our bins (not mine).

While that’s great news, the not-so-good news is that Sheffield

What many people seem unaware of is that such items can be

Resources has been granted preferred proponent status for a

recycled. What’s more, there is a whole industry of electronic

bulk handling facility and product storage area at Derby port.
Their target is heavy mineral sands and they have a lease of

recycling that employs many disabled people.

5,800km² on the Dampier Peninsula and to the east of Derby.

Our intrepid leader, Kate, has done research on the places in

Heavy mineral sands are obtained by strip mining – bulldozing

Broome that accept electronic items for recycling.

everything and digging a pit, using huge volumes of water. An
example is a mineral sands mine down south that occupied 115

Unwanted IT goods – computers, monitors, cables etc, – can

hectares and used 1.5 gigalitres (GL) per year. The whole of

be dropped off at Broome Betta Electrical in Short St, who put

Broome uses about 6 GL. I urge you check out Sheffield’s report

them onto a pallet bound for Perth.

to the ASX on 14th May, 2015, to get an understanding of what
they are planning (it’s on their website under ‘Investor Centre’
then ‘ASX announcements’: http://www.sheffieldresources.com.

Booths for last month’s mobile phones and their generations of
predecessors are located in the Broome Public Library and at

au/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/150514_Thunderbird-PFS.pdf)

the front of Shire administration building.

Back to some good news: the West Australian reported in May

Unfortunately, the only place to leave household batteries in

that Woodside had refused to build a supply base at James Price

Broome is at the waste management plant, aka the tip.

Point, regardless of the Premier’s obsession with it. Despite this
the EPA is still assessing an LNG precinct there, at taxpayers’

If you know of any other places for recycling electronic

expense.

discards around Broome and elsewhere in the Kimberley,

The opportunities for tourism with Traditional Owners in the area

let Planet Ark know. This NGO provides information about

is unparalleled. There are middens, bush tucker, rare monsoon

places and services that recycle in your local area. Go to http://

vine thickets, dinosaur footprints (the largest in the world),
whales (world’s largest population) off the coast and ample

recyclingnearyou.com.au/ or 1300 733 712.

space for camping – all it needs is protection and a funded

For Broome, go to http://recyclingnearyou.com.au/council/

Indigenous Ranger programme, once Native Title is settled.

BroomeWA
There is a Facebook group with 350 members called Conscious
Consumers and Ethical Shoppers of Broome...Why not join
them?
P.S. Reading glasses may be recycled at local opticians and
at Kimberley Pharmacy Services on Saville Street, round the
back near Baby Coles, behind 18 Degrees. Not electronic, but
recyclable nonetheless. Ed.
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Good as it gets?
To hear our politicians going on, you’d think that Australia
was such a poor and debt-ridden country that all it should be
concerned about was to make more money so that we can
pay off our creditors. After that, in the Utopian future when
the books balance, we will be able to spend, spend, spend, for
the sake of ‘progress’. No one ever explains what it is we are
progressing towards. Terms like ‘growth’ and ‘wealth creation’
beg the same question. What for? And are we supposed to
go on like this forever, our country getting richer and richer at
the expense of Nature, its best-heeled citizens becoming ever
wealthier and the devil take the hindmost?
Seems to me we need a philosophy of progress: a vision
statement, if you like, and a ‘strategic plan’ to get us to
wherever it is our trusted leaders think (if indeed they do think)
we are going. Most organisations have vision statements and
strategic plans nowadays, heaven help us, but our government
doesn’t have one. Karl Marx had one: the classless society was
the vision, and class warfare the strategic plan. Well, we know
how that turned out, but I’d have thought by now we could have
come up with a better model.
In my youth I believed, naively, that one of the objectives of
economic growth was to ensure that everyone in a society
would reach a reasonable level of prosperity. Not all exactly
the same, of course — people make choices, some wise,
some foolish; some prefer to spend today, while others like
to accumulate wealth — but I never imagined we’d produce
a society with the extremes of wealth and poverty we have
become accustomed to. This is not a good model — it’s the
sort of model that led to Karl Marx’s class war.
The media are full of accounts of rich people fighting over
millions of inheritance dollars. A 17-year-old was recently
awarded $25 million by the courts after her father had left her
a measly $3 million, a fraction of what her siblings got. What
was the father thinking of, to leave all those millions to his few
heirs, who couldn’t conceivably need them? Think of the uses
that money could have been put to. Think of the environmental
movement in this time of need.
On a wider scale, when a society has attained the sort of
prosperity we have, I’d have thought we could turn our
attention to the poorer countries in Africa and Asia, instead of
keeping it all in the family. I’d have thought we could afford
to increase our aid budget, but it seems we are still too poor
to lend a hand to anyone worse off than we are. In contrast,
Denmark, once the recipient of aid, now has an aid budget
of over 1% of its GDP, followed by Norway,
Sweden, Luxemburg and the Netherlands, all of
which have topped 0.7% or 0.8% of GDP, while
Australia’s aid budget has dropped from 0.32
to 0.22 of ours — not a quarter of Denmark’s.
What is it with those Nordic countries? What is
it with us?
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MARKET STALL

EK NEEDS HELP —
on our market stall.
We need a hand to protect the Kimberley.
Can you spare two-and-a-half hours a month
for a good cause? We need volunteers to run
EK’s stall at the Broome Courthouse Markets,
or drive the market trailer.
Volunteering for a couple of hours a month on
EK’s stall is a great way to get to know what’s
happening in our region and help us inform
the community. It’s a social activity and lots
of fun. Anyone is welcome and training is
provided.
Volunteers work in pairs on the stall —
newcomers work with experienced hands —
you won’t be left on your own.
Volunteer drivers bring the trailer to the
market and help set up, then pick up the
trailer afterwards. It’s not a huge job, but
hugely important to us.
The stall runs from Easter to December each
year, and then there’s a holiday!
Please let Tess know at EK if you can help out.

Tess is available on (08) 9192 1922
or admin@environskimberley.org.au

The Ultimate
Journey to the Stars
Astronomy experiences for
anyone who has ever looked up
in the sky and wondered.
Astro Tours uses resources that will
be around for a very, very long time.
Stars are the ultimate recyclers.

www.astrotours.net
• Phone: 08 9193 5362
• Mobile: 0417 949 958
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Where did those little brown birds go?

?

In the west Kimberley a small, plain, brown bird, aptly named the Brown Honeyeater,
is probably the most common species sighted in urban birdbaths. In the mid-to-late
afternoon these birds love to bathe, splashing in and out of shallow baths several
times, then shaking and preening on nearby branches before continuing on their
search for food.
From April to August or September birdbaths are almost visitor-free. Only a few
faithful doves and Singing Honeyeaters hang around, unless you’ve got a yard full
of tall trees, when the species diversity will probably be a bit richer. So where do the
Brown Honeyeaters go, and why?
Several years of mist-netting research has revealed the answer, at least for Broome
birds. The Brown Honeyeaters from your yard head north 20 or so kilometres to
the wetlands at the margin of the Willie Creek saltmarsh. These wetlands comprise
a permanent freshwater area and pools of ephemeral brackish water. Nimalaica or
Nimalarrugun, as the wetland is known, is part of the Yawuru Conservation estate.
It’s listed as a Wetland of National Importance (the list can be found on the Dept. of
Environment website) for the unique combination of spring-fed habitat underlain by
a deep layer of black peat. And why do Brown Honeyeaters go there? To breed.
Each year, after the wet, the Melaleuca that fringe the saltmarsh flower, providing
a rich source of nectar for Brown Honeyeaters. Thousands flock there to claim a
nesting site and find a partner. It’s not possible to count them, but it sounds as if
there are thousands, as they sing very loudly, and each time I catch more Brown
Honeyeaters there in my mist nets than at any other site in Minyirr Park. I’ve held 40
mist-netting sessions at Nimalaica over the last 12 years and captured and banded
over 3,000 Brown Honeyeaters. This has produced some interesting data that I’m in
the process of publishing, confirming that the birds are there to breed.
When females are about to lay eggs, or while they incubate eggs in the nest, their
lower abdomen swells (to look like a waterbed). The activity peaks in May. From
June to August about half the birds caught are juveniles, and by September/October
it’s hard to find a Brown Honeyeater at the site. Blossoming is long over, chicks are
raised and birds disperse. The recapture of Nimalaica-banded birds at different
locations provides an idea of their dispersal. 42 adults and juveniles have been
recaptured at sites as far apart as Crab Creek, Broome Port and Barred Creek. Very
probably some go further, but no one is out there to recapture them. The fastest

CORRECTION AND APOLOGY
In the hastily-written last-minute note in
our March Newsletter, we congratulated
Steve and Karla (sic) on the birth of
their daughter. That should have read:
Congratulations to Steve and Carla on the
birth of their son. Apologies to Carla and
Lucca for getting them both wrong. Ed.

journey recorded was made by a juvenile male who moved 23.4 km from Nimalaica
to behind the Broome racecourse in 22 days, in August 2003. Sadly, mist-netting
can’t tell if this was done in one flight or by a short distance every day.
My observations suggest it’s the combination of flowering Melaleuca at the water’s
edge and fresh water for drinking and bathing that makes this site so popular. Open
wetlands without the safety of close trees to retreat to if a predator threatens are
not nearly so popular with many species besides Brown Honeyeaters. Whatever the
reason, Nimalaica is an important site for Broome birds and careful management is
required to ensure it remains available.
And here’s the take-home message: fear not, Brown Honeyeaters will return to your
birdbaths when the weather starts to warm up again.

Jan Lewis
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For information about local plants and weeds,
and landscaping your garden, go to our website: skipas.wordpress.com or contact skipas@
environskimberley.org.au to find out about our
upcoming activities.

skipas@environskimberley.org.au

All things SKIPA
Kylie Weatherall and Ayesha Moss
SKIPA has taken part in lots of projects over the last few
months, some of which were working towards finalising our
Community Environment Grant. The grant supported two
SKIPA/Environs Kimberley trips to Kooljaman Wilderness Camp
to work with the Kooljaman Staff and the Bardi Jawi Oorany
Rangers, looking after the Monsoon Vine Thicket in the heart
of the camp. I’m sure we’ve already bragged enough about
the view and the lovely snorkelling and swimming volunteers
got to enjoy in their down time. We hope to continue this
project into the future, so keep your eyes and ears open for
the next opportunity to jump on board.
The grant also allowed us to work with Indigenous ranger
groups in Broome, by expanding our cooperative weeding
project within Minyirr Park’s Monsoon Vine Thicket (see
accompanying article). We’ve also been working on a
Monsoon Vine Thicket plant identification guide. That’s all we
can say for now, but stay tuned for more details on when it
becomes available.
Another great initiative funded by this grant was an
information evening SKIPA and Environs Kimberley organised
for Gardeners and Landscapers on Weeds in Broome. Beau
Bibby, an experienced Kimberley weeder, SKIPA member
and Kimberley Training Institute (KTI) lecturer, described
common weeds seen in and around Broome, and treatment

SKIPA receives funding through Community Environment
Grant (Federal Government), a DPaW Community Grant and
is supported by Environs Kimberley through Kimberley Nature
Project, which is funded by Rangelands NRM and Targeted Area
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Grant (Federal Government)

methods and strategies. He also facilitated conversations
around practical weeding experiences. The presentation kept
the gardeners’ attention for over two hours. With or without
funding, SKIPA aims to host such an event annually to provide
a gardeners’ forum for discussion and learning about weeds
in Broome.
Have you noticed the new meeting room at the back of
Lotteries House? SKIPA was asked if we could plant a native
garden to finish it off. Using a few trailer loads of mulch,
muscles from our SKIPA volunteers and SKIPA plants grown
at the KTI nursery, we put in about 20 seedlings including
Ebonywood (Diospyros ferrea), Melaleuca bracteata, Grevillea
agrifolia and G.dryandrii and Acacia hilliana.
We’ve also been active in the Botanic Park at Waranyari
Estate (Broome North), which features six different Kimberley
ecosystems. SKIPA has been advising on the representative
habitats, design and planting, and now park maintenance
and the development of interpretative signage. The six
ecosystems represented are: Riverine Forest, Savannah
Woodland, Rainforest, Laterite Plateau, Rocky Range and Vine
Thicket. The signs will be complete and in place by the end of
June; don’t forget to go and take a look for yourself.
But wait, there’s more. We have still had time to hold our
weekly meets at various locations around Broome. We have
been planting, watering and weeding at the Minyirr Park site,
mulching along the Gubinge Road tree planting, and weeding
and planting at Burdekin’s native verge garden. Busy!

Tackling Neems
and Coffee Bush
in Minyirr Park
Ayesha Moss

During the 2014–2015 wet season, Nyamba Buru Yawuru (NBY), the state
Department of Parks and Wildlife (DPaW), Society for Kimberley Indigenous
Plants and Animals (SKIPA) and Environs Kimberley came together to knock
Neems (Azadirachta indica) in Minyirr Park Monsoon Vine Thicket (MVT) on the
head.
Neems, originally from India, were first planted in Broome along roads to provide
greenery and shade, and help reduce mosquitos by means of their natural
insecticide properties. The tree has since thrived to become a recognised pest
across most of the Kimberley. The seeds are prolific and spread by dropping to
the ground, washing away through drains or being eaten and passed out by birds
and mammals. The wood is termite-resistant and a strong competitor with local
Kimberley plants, displacing the slower-growing natives.
MVTs are fragmented rainforests that contain roughly 25% of all the plant species
found in the Kimberley. They are an important refuge for birds and animals, and
provide Aboriginal people with a wealth of bush tucker and medicinal plants.
Minyirr Park contains over 60 hectares of MVT, part of a greater network of
vine thickets throughout the Dampier Peninsula. The Monsoon Vine Thickets
of the Dampier Peninsula have been classified as Threatened and Vulnerable
ecosystems by the Western Australian Government and are federally listed as
endangered.
Minyirr Park is under a joint management agreement by the Shire of Broome,
the WA Department of Parks and Wildlife and Nyamba Buru Yawuru. In addition,
the Society for Kimberley Indigenous Plants and Animals (SKIPA) manages a
small site within the park where members remove weeds, revegetate and mulch
to suppress weeds and conserve water to promote growth of native seedlings.
SKIPA members visit their site about once a month to make sure it’s healthy and
happy.

SKIPA is an enthusiastic group of
Broome-based naturalists who
meet weekly to undertake a variety
of activities such as nursery work,
cultivating Kimberley plant species
and landcare (working on the invasive
species at Minyirr Park), as well
as regular field trips. Everyone is
welcome to join.
If you would like to become a
member email:
skipas@environskimberley.org.au
or phone Environs Kimberley.

Last year, SKIPA received a Community Environment Grant to protect and
manage the Monsoon Vine Thickets of the Dampier Peninsula. With funds from
this grant and in-kind support from Environs Kimberley, the weeding project was
initiated. With help and in-kind support from DPaW, Yawuru Rangers and the NBY
Country Managers, the multi-organisational team went out to map and kill the
offending Neem and Coffee Bush trees within Minyirr Park. The groups worked
together to map, chainsaw and kill many mature weeds between November 2014
and March 2015.
Coffee Bush (Leucaena leucocephala) has established a healthy population in
Minyirr Park, and a suite of smaller shrubs, herbs and climbers contributes to the
weed problem.
Broome residents and visitors are fortunate to have Minyirr Park on their
doorstep. Everyone is welcome to enjoy this special environment, and if we all
did our bit to look after it, we could keep Minyirr Park in better condition for
the future. Anyone is welcome to help out, particularly people who use the park
regularly. It can be as easy as pulling out a few weedy seedlings or vines on your
daily run, walk or jog. And don’t forget your own backyard; try to keep weeds
under control there too. You could join SKIPA to get a plenitude of benefits such
as learning about Monsoon Vine Thickets, how to grow natives, seed propagation
and which weed is which. It’s an opportunity to socialise and contribute to a
greener Broome.
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Kimberley Nature Project

Limestone MVTS
Steve Reynolds, Kimberley Nature Project

Last week Kylie and Steve from KNP were out surveying Monsoon Vine Thicket
(MVT) patches in the rugged Devonian limestone ranges of Bunuba country,
otherwise known as the Oscar and Napier Ranges. This was the third trip so far and
we were joined by two Bunuba Rangers, Rory Williams and Elaine Marr.
On this trip we focussed on patches between Windjana Gorge and Tunnel Creek.
These patches are a kind of remnant dry rainforest, found in shaded and fireprotected sites where they are able to persist in the seasonally dry environment
of the Kimberley. We were able to record a number of annual species that were
still green after the wet season, prior to turning brown and crusty and becoming
unidentifiable. We also noted several plant species at what appears to be the
southern limit of their distribution; the patches gradually peter out and there are
fewer rainforest species further inland as rainfall decreases.
We are working on the species list for the MVTs and continue to be confused by the
vines (they are not called vine thickets for nothing!). We are growing more familiar
with this Priority Ecological Community (PEC), as listed by the WA Department of
Parks and Wildlife, and the flora and fauna and unusual topography of the ranges in
general. The Rangers were keen to get their field herbarium going, and have started
a plant press book with specimens of the trees and shrubs in the area. We have
been recording birds and other animals as we go, and are working towards helping
to create a Bunuba Bush Book, complete with language names and biocultural
information.
More on this unique vegetation community later, but in the meantime I thought I
would present a little piece inspired by the field notebook:

Lunch stop in Bunuba limestone country.
Old station homestead. Abandoned.
Car parked strategically in the shade.
Spinyhead Sida all around (where once was green grass, carefully
tended).

Kimberley
Tongue-twisters
Intermediate level:
Breeding Broome Beeeaters bore bending
burrows in the brown
ground.
Brown Honeyeaters
browse briskly in the brittle
Breynia bush.

Advanced:
Brilliant breeding Broome
Bee-eaters blaze brightly
before burrowing in the
burnt brown ground.

Running water from the tap, from the tank.
Grader driver left the generator running.
Horses ambling and eating, some with ribs showing.
A screeching flock of Corellas,

Dozens of dainty dashing
doves daringly dust down
daily.

Brolgas trumpeting nearby,
Whistling Kite down at the billabong.
We wait for the heat to subside.
SJ
This project is managed by
Environs Kimberley, through
funding from the Australian
Government and Rangelands NRM
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Thanks to Steve Reynolds.

The problem with rare species:

Crab Creek Road Bilbies

The Greater Bilby (Macrotis lagotis) is a nationally threatened mammal that has already lost its family
members, the extinct Lesser and Pig-footed Bilby species. Great declines in range have occurred because of
foxes, rabbits, and cats, and habitat change via development, land clearing and ‘wrong way fire’.
The problem with rare species is that they are rarely seen.
The problem with a semi-nomadic rare species like the bilby
is that an area may contain no bilbies at a given point in time,
yet be an integral patch of habitat in their long-term seasonal
foraging.
When environmental impact assessments were done for
the new 400 ha Broome Highway/Crab Creek Rd Industrial
development, only a few old bilby burrows were found.
The development process therefore continued under the
assumption that it wasn’t important bilby habitat, and did not
need to be assessed by the Federal Department of Environment
under the EPBC Act.
Many locals will tell you they have always seen bilbies in that
area, on that stretch of highway, in that patch of bush. Indeed,
bilbies have been officially sighted there in 1998, 2009 and now
2015.
They were spotted by Broome Bird Observatory staff and a
Board member in March and April this year. After hearing
about this, EK staff members Neil Hamaguchi, Ayesha Moss and
I headed out to see what we could find. It didn’t take long to find
distinctive bilby tracks on Crab Creek Road; it didn’t take long
to follow these tracks into the adjacent woodland and find ten
fresh burrows; it didn’t take much searching to find their fresh
diggings and scats every morning, and it only took one motionactivated camera to capture a photo.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t taking the bulldozers long to clear
similar patches of habitat less than 500 metres away. We asked
for Landcorp to cease clearing until a more thorough survey
could be done. Although two environmental surveys had been

done in the area (2010 and 2014) and an ecologist was present
for the clearing, we felt the historic and current occupancy
suggested that the area was more important than first thought,
and therefore needed further investigation and different
environmental management.
Landcorp continued the clearing and development. Fortunately,
through our own and others’ efforts, the case is now to be
investigated by the Federal Department of Environment.
Since then we have done survey work nearby with Country
Managers from Nyamba Buru Yawuru, Rangers from
Department of Parks and Wildlife and staff from Broome Bird
Observatory. Despite thorough searching, we found no other
fresh sign of bilbies in the area, indicating that some of the
most suitable bilby habitat is the area to be cleared.
This story is very common with environmental impact
assessments. Rare species are hard to find, but contracts are
often awarded to the cheaper tenderers who spend less time
searching. Little of the Kimberley’s ecology is documented, yet
companies rely mainly on scientists from down south rather
than ask the locals.
This story could get worse. Today, we can call for the Federal
Government to investigate. In future, when EPBC powers are
handed over to the States, WA government departments would
be responsible for assessing the WA government development
body Landcorp.
- Malcolm Lindsay
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Big changes to water law in W.A.
Our water laws are being overhauled. This year the WA Government gave the
go-ahead to the Department of Water (DoW) to draft the new Water Resources
Management Bill. The new Bill would replace six outdated Acts, including the
100-year-old Rights in Water and Irrigation Act.
The good news: the new legislation would be geared towards modern water demands
and processes, such as managed aquifer recharge. It would bring WA into line with
other Australian states, and fulfil WA’s 2006 Council of Australian Governments
(COAG) commitment to national water reform.
The concerning news: details of the draft are unlikely to be exposed to public scrutiny
before the Bill hits parliament. A 2013 summary of the proposed changes, ‘Securing
our Water Future’, is available, but lacks detail. Public comments on the paper raised
numerous questions.
For example:
•

When the six Acts are consolidated, what will be kept and what will be discarded?

•

Why has DoW never established the independent advisory committee, the Water
Resources Council, as required by the Water Agency Powers Act 1984? At present,
the Minister must get advice from a WRC before establishing statutory water
plans. Why does the new Bill remove this requirement?

•

DoW did create an industry-dominated Stakeholder Reference Group to gain
feedback on the reform. Why was there no Indigenous organisation, and only one
environmental organisation, in this Reference Group?

•

How will the new Bill handle petroleum and mining industry impacts on water?

•

Is there any risk to water posed by the proposed new ‘simplified’ water licencing
or 40-year water licences? (Current maximum licence duration is 10 years).

•

How will WA fund the reforms, when cost recovery from big corporate water
users is against the State’s policy?

•

Can we be sure that the statutory allocation plans are based on the best science
and information?

•

How will the Bill deal with the policy areas that were not yet developed in the
2013 paper, for example, injection of water into aquifers?

There are many more questions. DoW does not plan to release a response document
addressing them. Minister Mia Davies’s office says that it ‘has taken feedback into
account in developing policy positions’.
The DoW will continue to talk to ‘key stakeholders, including industry, mining and
agriculture, as the Bill and supporting regulations are drafted’. The timeline for the
Bill’s drafting has not been made public.
With the Senate voting to axe the National Water Commission earlier this month,
there’s no independent Federal agency overseeing this reform. We need our water to
be sustainable into the future. Let’s hope the Water Resources Bill is up to the task.
Read public submissions here: http://www.water.wa.gov.au/Future+water/
Water+reform/Public+submissions/default.aspx#1
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Appreciating
Nature: Under

the Microscope

Grazing Ants

On a recent walk in Minyirr Park I couldn’t help noticing an upright shrub that had
a pink flower with a maroon centre. This plant (Gossypium australe) is a member
of the Hibiscus family (Malvaceae), and is sometimes known as Native Cotton. It
has grey-green leaves with prominent veins, and is reasonably common around
Broome.
Of most interest for me were the meat ants (Iridomyrmex sanguineus?) crawling
over the flowers and stems (see photo). On closer inspection, these ants seemed to
be attracted to specific parts of the plant, in this case the base of the flowers.
When I looked closely I observed what looked like three little red graze marks on
each flower base. And indeed, the bases were being grazed by the ants.
The particular structures that the ants were attracted to are a form of ‘extrafloral
nectary’. They are known from various plants and provide a source of
nourishment for predatory insects (usually ants). On different plants these glands
may exist on the leaf itself, the petiole (leaf stalk), the stem, or elsewhere.
It is thought that extrafloral nectaries evolved to entice ants onto plants as a
protection from herbivorous insects, and in some instances from herbivorous
mammals. The ants are like the plant’s bodyguards, defending the leaves and buds
from pests. Presumably these are mostly organisms like caterpillars and aphids,
which either eat the leaves or suck the vital fluids (phloem) from the plant. So the
plant is using the ants as a protective device, much as people in Broome seem to
use dogs to protect their backyards.
One question this raises is whether the ants also stop the pollinators. Plants need
pollinators to procreate, so it wouldn’t serve if the ants were overly defensive. It
might be that the ants only patrol the stems, leaves and flower bases, but do not
enter the flowers themselves.
Another question that we might consider is whether insecticides are compatible
with this kind of biocontrol. Spraying chemicals around may disrupt the beneficial
effects of these natural defenders, since all insects are killed, not just the ‘bad’
ones. On the flipside, we have the example of green ants, which have been used
successfully to control pests in cashew plantations, completely eliminating the
need for nasty chemicals.
These types of species interactions are what make ecosystems work. This
particular case of plant and ant we would describe as a mutualism, as it is a
symbiotic relationship in which both species benefit. Interactions are going on all
the time in nature, in the pindan and the Monsoon Vine Thickets, in the dunes and
in the mangroves, and even in our gardens.
SJ
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SUPPORTING US HAS
NEVER BEEN EASIER
More members and friends are choosing to give an
automatic monthly donation to EK. This means you don’t
have to think about it and we have the security of knowing
how much you want to give us through the year.
You can provide a monthly donation through our website.
Please ring Christine if you have any queries on (08) 9192 1922.
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