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This edition: Snakes, Platypuses, Sturt Dam Crossing, Themeda grass, Weather…. 

 

Snakes Alive! 
Rick Coyte, Peter Szell, 
Andrew Watson, 
 

uring the latter weeks of summer 
one of the regular workers in the 

southern part of the Gorge - Peter Szell - 
contacted Rick Coyte to say that he'd 
spotted a large brown snake while 
working and that he'd been able to get a 
picture of it. 
Apparently Peter nearly stepped on the 
snake, and before he could think about it, 
had made a reflex jump to avoid it. His 
story; 
“I saw the snake twice, on the way back 

to my car after my working bee I stopped 

to look at one of my past work of 

removing a thicket of dense olive bushes 

and found that it was used by foxes in 

the past and had 5 or 6 entry holes which 

I filled and blocked at the time. After I 

had stopped I looked down to my 

amazement there was the snake curled 

up sunning itself. I took some photos 

using my phone. I must have disturbed it 

and it uncoiled and wriggled off. It was 

close to 6 feet long. The following week 

it was there again so I went to my car 

and took my camera and went back it 

was still there and you have got the 

resulting photo. I then left it to enjoy the 

sunshine. I was a little amazed, having 

worked in that area for 4 years and never 

sighted a snake”. 
 

 
Peter Szell’s brown snake 

 
At a similar time Andrew Watson also 
had a snake encounter; 
“While working on the Blackwood South 

Bush for Life site a couple of months ago 

(not strictly FOSG work but closely 

related), I knelt down to pull some 

boneseed, heard a movement, looked to 

my left and found I was within a metre 

of a two metre long black snake. The 

morning shadows had disguised him 

well! He wasn’t going anywhere, but I 

did – quickly to my right! I took a couple 

of photos which should complement 

Peter Szell’s brown snake photo nicely”. 
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Andrew Watson’s black snake 

 

Platypus Sightings in 

Sturt River 
Rick Coyte 
 

he official view is that the platypus 
is extinct in the wild in South 

Australia, but despite this there have 
been several sightings reported in the 
Sturt River this year. The first was by 
Mark Parnell (Parliamentary Leader, SA 
Greens) while bushwalking on 5th 
February. In an email to Friends of Sturt 
Gorge he wrote: 
“Whilst out exploring the River Trail 

yesterday morning, I came across a 

platypus!  Never having seen one in the 

wild in SA before, I got quite excited…  I 

now understand that it may have been 

more significant than I realised. I figured 

that they were rare, but my sighting 

seems to have got people quite excited.” 
 

There was some conjecture that what he 
had seen might have been a native Water 
Rat or a tortoise. Despite this Mark 
expressed the view that he really had 
seen a platypus. In an email to President 
Amy Blaylock he wrote: 
“According to Cath Kemper (curator of 

mammals at the SA Museum) it is likely 

either a) a mistake or b) an escapee from 

Warrawong sanctuary. Apparently they 

are formally regarded as extinct in SA. 

Even the ones on KI were introduced. I 

still reckon I know what I saw, but it will 

probably require verification before it 

goes any further.” 

 
On the 8th Feb, in an attempt to obtain 
this verification, Donna Ferschl 
(DEWNR Park Ranger), Luke Price 
(Fauna Ecologist DEWNR), a trainee 
ranger, and Rick Coyte (FOSG) went 
down to the Sturt River to the location of 
Mark’s sighting to look for the platypus 
or a tortoise or whatever might be there. 
There was an unusual amount of water 
going down the creek for the time of 
year, and the relevant pool was deep and 
dark. Nothing of note was seen, apart 
from a number of Eastern Water Skinks, 
but in a likely spot on one bank Luke set 
up an infrared-activated camera to 
automatically photograph any critter that 
might pass under it. The camera was left 
there for a week or so, and photographed 
Water Rats and a few introduced Black 
Rats, but sadly no platypus. 
However, several months later, on 12th 
April there was a second sighting. Again 
it was in the Sturt River, but at quite a 
different location. This time it was Les 
Gray, one of our own members, who 
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made the sighting whilst doing some trail 
work. His email to a fellow member 
reads: 
"I stopped [work] for a drink at 10.10am 

today and was aware of a lot of 

movement and rustling in the fronds 

that hang in the water of that large palm 

tree diagonally opposite the large fallen 

gum. I thought a duck must have 

become entangled and kept watching 

and then about 15 seconds later a large 

platypus came slowly swimming across 

on the surface to my side of the pool near 

the gum from the palm and then went 

under the overhanging blackberries on 

my side! I was amazed!!!. It was 

definitely a platypus and a large adult 

specimen, the water was shallow and 

clear and I was able to observe it for 

about 20 seconds. I then watched and 

waited for around 10 mins but it did not 

re-appear. I have seen platypus before in 

the wild and this was definitely one and 

not a mutant water rat - I had a very 

clear unobstructed close view of it. Send 

this on to whoever you may think is 

interested. I don’t care if they think I 

must have been on the turps, I know 

what I saw. There’s at least one platypus 

in Sturt River!" 
 
Wondering later how a platypus got into 
Sturt River, Les wrote: 
"The only official introduction to SA was 

in Rocky River on KI in the 1920s. I 

worked in the research section of the 

Fisheries Department for 28 years and 

was involved in collecting a couple from 

KI using fine mesh gill nets about 30+ 

years ago for a bloke at Willunga Hill for 

a private wildlife park but don’t know 

what ever happened to them (they didn’t 

go back to KI). He became seriously ill 

and the project was cancelled soon 

after.” (According to John Wamsley the 
pond in which those animals were placed 
was unsuitable, and animals didn’t last 
more than a few weeks). 
Les’s past experience with platypuses 
makes him a well-qualified witness, so 
his sighting adds weight and credibility 
to the first reported sighting by Mark 
Parnell in February.  Several of us have 
subsequently checked the location, and it 
is true that, as Les said, he would have 
been very close, with a clear view. 
As for where the platypuses came from, 
apart from Kangaroo Island the only 
other place in South Australia where they 
are known to have been successfully 
reintroduced is Warrawong Sanctuary 
(now defunct) where they are known to 
have been breeding, and probably are 
still doing so. John Wamsley, founder 
and former owner of Warrawong 
Sanctuary, said that three to four young 
platypuses leave Warrawong each year. 
Platypuses tend to be solitary and 
territorial, and once a platypus has 
established itself in a pool or section of a 
river it will drive out any others that 
attempt to enter. Once progeny are able 
to fend for themselves, they too are 
driven out and must find a pool of their 
own. Although a fox, dog, and cat-proof 
fence encloses Warrawong, John says 
that young platypuses can fit through the 
mesh. Apparently on Kangaroo Island, in 
their search for new habitat young 
platypuses have been found up to twelve 
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kilometres from water. Foxes like to eat 
platypuses, so the loss rate at this time 
may be fairly high. However at least 
some platypuses must have reached and 
occupied pools, dams and creeks near 
Warrawong. That means that platypuses 
escaping Warrawong in subsequent years 
would have had to look further afield, 
and so on in each following year. 
Warrawong is in the Onkaparinga 
catchment, which is divided from the 
Sturt River catchment by Longwood 
Road ridge. For a platypus to get to the 
upper reaches of a creek that feeds into 
the Sturt River, it would have to get from 
Warrawong to Heathfield, up slope and 
across the Longwood Road ridge, and 
down the other side, a distance of about 
five kilometres. This distance is well 
within their capabilities. But would 
platypuses climb uphill, and cross 
Longwood Road? According to Les’s 
research platypuses have been known to 
leave a stream and move overland around 
substantial waterfalls, which means 
negotiating significant slopes. Les adds 
that: 
“Platypuses are often killed while 

crossing roads in Tasmania. In fact there 

are roadside platypus-crossing warning 

signs in that state, and I’ve had one 

scamper across the road in front of me 

while driving near Strahan on the west 

coast.”  

In summary, despite foxes and man-
made obstacles, it is possible that 
platypuses escaping Warrawong could 
reach the Sturt River. 
However, it’s worth noting that the vast 
majority of species introductions and 
trans-locations in Australia occur with a 

high degree of human involvement. So it 
has been suggested that someone may 
have poached platypuses from Kangaroo 
Island, and later released them into the 
Sturt River. But although that is a 
possibility, given what we know about 
platypus behaviour as discussed above, 
and their presence and behaviour at 
Warrawong, it seems more likely that 
any platypus in Sturt River originated 
from there. 
 

 
John Wamsley’s article on platypuses in the 

‘Weekender Herald’ 
 
Because Warrawong is in the 
Onkaparinga catchment, if a platypus 
escaped Warrawong it would seem more 
likely for it to find Aldgate Creek, Leslie 
Creek, or even the upper reaches of Scott 
Creek, all of which are much closer than 
Sturt Creek. Each of these creek systems 
drain into the Onkaparinga River and 
Mount Bold Reservoir, so there being at 
least one platypus in Sturt River, it seems 
very likely that they are in the 
Onkaparinga also. Perhaps they are, but 
so far no one has noticed? 
The two sightings in Sturt River 
discussed above were a fair distance 
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apart; the first downstream from the 
Flood Control Dam and the second well 
upstream of it, so it seems likely there are 
at least two platypuses - or perhaps more 
than two? On Thursday 4th May there 
was some discussion on talk-back radio 
about platypus sightings, initially 
reported as being in a southern hills 
creek, but later identified as Sturt Creek. 
The likelihood of these animals being 
escapees from Warrawong was also 
discussed. All this brought to light 
another reported sighting, this time 
apparently by an SES person while on a 
job in Coromandel Valley (no details 
available). 
Another question that has been raised is 
that even given the presence of some 
platypuses in Sturt River, would they be 
able to survive there long term? Would 
Sturt River provide suitable habitat, and 
are the animals likely to survive 
predation by foxes? On the question of 
habitat, according to Les’s research, 
“The preferred platypus habitat is a 

permanent stream with reasonably solid 

earth banks, consolidated by the roots of 

vegetation which also provides 

overhanging shade and cover.  The 

stream would ideally be shallow, slow 

flowing, with logs, twigs, tree roots, 

aquatic plants, and a gravel and shingle 

or cobble bottom.  It should also support 

a healthy population of aquatic 

invertebrates such as snails, insect 

larvae, shrimps, and yabbies for food.” 

There are stretches of Sturt River that do 
more or less fit this description, except 
that it’s not really a “permanent stream”. 
In a dry summer or time of drought, flow 

can cease, and the river bed is mostly dry, 
though some rock pools here and there 
usually retain water for a longer period. 
However the platypuses on Kangaroo 
Island do manage to survive dry 
summers and drought. It is reported that 
Rocky River can dry up completely at 
such times, but when the rains do finally 
come, there is a platypus in every pool. It 
is not clear how they manage to do this, 
but presumably they have the means of 
hibernating in their burrows when 
necessary. Sturt River, however does 
have two places where the water can be 
considered permanent, namely the Flood 
Control Dam, and should platypuses go 
far enough down river, the wetlands at 
Darlington. 
As for whether any platypuses in Sturt 
River would survive predation by foxes 
that remains to be seen. But there may 
well be implications for what the Friends 
of Sturt Gorge do about thick patches of 
blackberries and other weed species, 
including ash trees on the river bank. In 
the absence of thick native vegetation, 
wholesale removal of such weeds may 
not be in the best interests of platypuses, 
or for that matter, any bandicoots that 
may be present. We need to develop a 
suitable strategy / policy on this. 
In conclusion, it is worth noting that from 
time to time there have been ‘platypus’ 
sightings in the Torrens and other 
streams, but on being checked out the 
animals have turned out to be the native 
Water Rat. Les says “I know what I saw”, 
and those who know Les believe his 
account, but others may well be 
sceptical. What is needed is some good 
photographs. To that end Luke Price 
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(DEWNR ecologist) again set up some 
strategically located cameras to 
automatically photograph any critter that 
might pass in front of them, but so far 
without success. 
So any time you are going walking down 
by the river, make sure you take a camera 
or your mobile, and should you be lucky 
enough to see a platypus, remember to 
take a photo! 
 

 
Platypus article from the ‘Hills Messenger’ 

 
Thanks to Les Gray for his account and 
researching the information, and to John 
Wamsley for sharing his knowledge of 
platypuses and his experience with them 
at Warrawong. 
 

 

Platypus article from the ‘Weekender Herald’ 
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Sturt Dam Wall 

Crossing 
Parliamentary Update 
 

n the Legislative Council on the 11th 
May 2017, Mark Parnell asked the 

Minister for Sustainability, Environment 
and Conservation, and Water a question 
about Sturt Gorge Recreation Park. 

The Hon. M.C. Parnell: “Over the last 

year or so, a good deal of work has been 

done building new walking and 

mountain bike trails in the Sturt Gorge 

Recreation Park. However, there is one 

remaining missing link, and that is a 

pedestrian crossing over the Sturt River 

at the site of the massive flood control 

dam. If members are not familiar with 

this, it is one of the largest structures in 

Adelaide that most people have never 

seen. It is difficult to gauge its height but 

it must be 50 or more metres in height, 

made in 1965. It is a monumental 

structure. 

The public have access to both sides of 

the dam; in fact, there is a public 

footpath accessible to the public that 

goes to the spillway in the centre, but 

what is missing is a pedestrian crossing 

of the last 20 or 30 metres. At this 

section of the Sturt River there is no road 

crossing between Blacks Road in 

Coromandel Valley and down near 

Flinders University at South Road which 

is eight, maybe even 10 kilometres. 

There is no way of crossing it. There is a 

20 metre gap. 

I note that the advantage of filling that 

gap would be that the two halves, if you 

like, of Sturt Gorge Recreation Park 

would be joined. The suburbs of 

Flagstaff Hill and Bellevue Heights 

would be joined. It would be a superb 

sea-to-summit route because it is 

popular. I know the minister is fond of 

bushwalking, but you can actually walk 

from the gulf to the top of Mount Lofty 

through bushland and through 

recreation parks most of the way, if not 

for this missing link. 

The final bit of information is that I note 

that the management plan for the Sturt 

Gorge Recreation Park includes as one 

of its strategies continued negotiations 

with SA Water, who own the dam, for 

public access across the dam wall. 

My question to the minister is: what 

consideration has been given to this 

important project which has been called 

for not only in the government's own 

management plan for the park but also 

by the Friends of Sturt Gorge Recreation 

Park?” 

On 20th June 2017 the following reply 
was provided - 

Hon I Hunter MLC: 

“I have been advised that: 

SA Water manages and maintains the 

Sturt River Flood Control Dam as part of 

its four hectare landholding which is 
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bounded on all sides by the Sturt Gorge 

Recreation Park. 

SA Water has worked very closely with 

the Department of Environment, Water 

and Natural Resources (DEWNR) on the 

development and implementation of 

the Sturt Gorge Recreation Park 

Management Plan (2008) including 

providing public access to the dam wall 

since 2007. This access has proven to be 

very popular amongst local residents 

and bushwalkers. 

SA Water and DEWNR have recognised 

the benefits of an adequate crossing of 

the gorge at Sturt Gorge Recreation 

Park to both SA Water’s operational 

business as well as the visitor experience 

at the park. The two organisations have 

been working on improving the gorge 

crossing and are seeking advice on 

potential engineering solutions to 

bridge the spillway. 

Given that SA Water is planning 

unrelated dam upgrade works at the 

site in the short to medium term, both 

agencies have agreed to work together 

on the design of the crossing as part of 

the broader dam upgrade works. This 

will maximise efficiencies and limit any 

potential duplication and conflicting 

requirements. As with all works of this 

nature, any alterations to the dam wall 

will need to meet rigorous engineering 

standards to ensure the safety of users, 

the ongoing stability of the wall and 

maintaining flood capacity.” 

Themeda triandra 
Andrew Goldie 
 

hemeda triandra – commonly 
referred to as Kangaroo Grass – is a 

perennial tussock grass which grows 
happily in most environments and soils. 
It was the dominant grass over much of 
southern Australia at the time of colonial 
settlement, but was generally out-
competed by introduced pasture grasses 
once colonial farming practices were 
established. 
One factor was its poor recovery from 
heavy grazing by introduced stock 
species, especially in more temperate 
latitudes. Another factor appears to be 
that regeneration from seed was 
accelerated by the fire regime of 
Aboriginal peoples, and retarded in the 
absence of this stimulus. 
 

 
Themeda triandra – near Magpie Creek ruins 

 
Themeda is still widely distributed 
across the mainland and Tasmania, 
particularly in grassland and open 
woodland locations.  In the Sturt Gorge 
tussocks occur sporadically along creek 
lines, on exposed hillsides, on rock 
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ledges and beneath trees or shrubs (even 
olives!), but I’ve noticed that the most 
vigorous clusters are generally found 
where the tree canopy is sparse or open 
(see the photograph above). 
The flowering period is from December 
to February, i.e. summer rather than 
spring.  The large, bronze-coloured 
spikelets (picture below) set this grass 
apart from the other native grasses in the 
Gorge which tend to have blonde/pale 
inflorescences. 
Themeda’s awns (the top-most “spike” 
in the picture) are from 4 to 7 cm long 
and remain attached to their seeds when 
they fall. 
 

 
 
According to research by the Australian 
National Botanic Gardens approximately 
2 in 3 seeds will be infertile, and viable 
seed can have a dormancy period of up to 
12 months. This confirms my own 
observations of Themeda’s poor rate of 
natural regeneration when compared 
with other grasses commonly found in 
the Gorge, such as Spear Grass 

(Austrostipa spp.) and Wallaby Grass 
(Rytidosperma spp.).  
However, it’s not all bad news because 
Themeda tussocks are extraordinarily 
hardy if undisturbed by stock and tend to 
crowd out all other introduced grasses, 
whether annuals or perennials. 
In grasslands, especially where cool-
burns aren’t a viable option, mid-level 
slashing in spring has a double benefit 
because it stimulates summer growth in 
Themeda while reducing the amount of 
seed produced by spring-flowering weed 
grasses. 
For more information about Themeda – 
including its use in your garden – I 
recommend an extremely informative 
article by an intern at the Australian 
National Botanic Gardens at: 
http://www.anbg.gov.au/gnp/interns-
2004/themeda-triandra.html. 
 

Weather in the Gorge 
Andrew Watson 
 

eather conditions in the Sturt 
Gorge over the past 6 months 

have taken an ‘about face’ from those of 
the previous six, which were 
extraordinarily wet and windy. Apart 
from a severe thunderstorm on the 19th 
January, conditions have been unusually 
benign and dry, particularly during June. 
The Craigburn Farm rain gauge (on the 
eastern fringe of the Gorge) has recorded 
215 millimetres of rain to the end of 
June, which is well behind the average 
of 298 millimetres. January and 
February have been the only months 
where rainfall has been above average. 

W 

http://www.anbg.gov.au/gnp/interns-2004/themeda-triandra.html
http://www.anbg.gov.au/gnp/interns-2004/themeda-triandra.html
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All other months have been drier than 
normal, June being exceptional, with 
only 12 millimetres falling, when we 
usually receive 90! 

It may not have felt like it lately, but the 
period from January to June has been 
warmer than normal overall, with 
maximum temperatures about a degree 
higher than average. Monthly 
temperatures measured at the Weather 
Bureau’s observing site in Kent Town 
show that maxima in January, March 
and June were well above normal. 

The lack of rainfall has meant that soil 
moisture in the Gorge is currently lower 
than normal for this time of year with 
flows in creeks notably lower than it 
should be. The good news is that there 
hasn’t yet been any further erosion of 
river banks and tracks to exacerbate the 
ravages of 2016. 

And if you’ve noticed the recent lack of 
wind, you’re right. Wind speed statistics 
from Adelaide Airport (for 3 pm) show 
that whilst January to May saw close to 
normal ‘windiness’, June was notably 
calmer than average – by about 30%. 

The table on page 12 compares the 
rainfall, temperatures and wind speed 
for the past 6 months with the average. 

The longer term forecast issued by the 
Bureau indicates there is high 
confidence that the weather will in 
general remain warmer and drier than 
normal for the next three months at least. 
If there is a positive, the signal is not 
quite as strong as it has been, with the 
implication being that the exceptionally 
dry period we have seen through June is 

unlikely to continue to be as extreme 
through July and August. The long 
dominance of strong high pressure 
systems has been broken down over 
recently, coincident with a return to a 
more traditional winter weather pattern. 
For the shorter term at least, it means we 
are likely to see more regular windy 
westerlies and accompanying rain-
bearing weather systems. Against that, it 
appears unlikely that the winter-type 
weather conditions will extend well into 
spring as they did last year 

 

 

Below average rainfall for January to June  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above average maximum temperatures 
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35% chance of exceeding average rainfall for 
July to September 

 

 

 

 

 

65% chance of higher than average maximum 
temperatures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo Gallery 
 

 
Bob and Albert on the winch 

 

 
Dennis planting on a steep grade 

 

 
Work on the controversial new track near 

Horner’s Bridge 
 



 

Summary of weather in Sturt Gorge 
 

 Month  Jan  Feb  Mar  Apr  May  Jun  Total   

Rain (mm)  53.0  31.0  23.2  48.0  47.6  12.2  215.0 

Average   26.7 23.0  32.9  51.2  74.2  90.0  298.1  

        

Max Temp (0C)  30.7  28.7  29.3  23.3  19.2  17.0  24.7  

Average  29.4  29.5  26.5  22.7  19.0  16.1  23.9  

        

Wind Spd (km/h) 21 22  22 19 17  12 18.8  

Average  23  22  21  19  18 17  20.0  

Rainfall data from Craigburn Farm. Temperature data from Kent Town. Wind data from Adelaide 
Airport 

The table shows that over the past six months, the Gorge is more than 80 mm short of the 
normal rainfall to the end of June. June has been the stand-out month, with less than 15% 
of normal rainfall. Surprisingly January has been the wettest month so far! Daytime 
temperatures have been almost 10C warmer than usual, with March most notable, being 
almost 30C higher than the average. It has been less windy than normal, with June again 
the most notable, being 30% calmer than the average.

 

 

A classic example of a cumulonimbus cloud developed over the Adelaide Hills on the 
afternoon of 2nd March. Very hot conditions combined with moisture at low levels of the 
atmosphere to 
create an unstable 
air mass. Rapid 
ascent of this air 
mass over the Hills 
caused 
condensation of 
water vapour into 
water droplets, 
with the result 
being an 
impressive 
‘thunderhead’ 
extending to 
around 10,000 metres elevation. The cloud rose to the top of the troposphere (the weather 
layer) where it spread into a typical ‘anvil’ shape. Although it looked very impressive the 
storm produced only a few rumbles of thunder and some short-lived moderate showers. 
 


