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This edition: Platypus, Skinks, Plants, Birds, Weather....

They’re around here
Somewhere!
Les Gray

I’Ve been a long-time fan of political
cartoonist Jon Kudelka, whose work
appears regularly in the national press.
During a recent trip to Tasmania
(Kudelka’s home state), I came across a
book he had recently produced, ‘Hobart
by Kudelka’, a collection of cartoons
depicting the humorous side of everyday
life and events in and around Hobart. A
set of very funny prints accompany the
book, and one of these, ‘Platypus
Hunters’, made me laugh; it immediately
reminding me of experiences in the Sturt
River.

There are quite a few healthy populations
of platypuses in Tasmania, and other parts
of Australia, but as anyone who has
visited a spot where they were guaranteed
of seeing one will tell you, it can still be a
very frustrating exercise if you have little
or no patience. Anyhow, I decided to do
a localised version of Kudelka’s cartoon
to share with newsletter readers. I
completely acknowledge his original idea
and hope he doesn’t mind.

If you want to check out ‘Hobart by
Kudelka’, or look at Kudelka’s cartoons
and prints, go to www.kudelka.com.au.

Have you seen a
Cunningham’s skink?
Les Gray

During the very early 1960s, I often
assisted a friend of mine who was

into herpetology - especially skinks - on
visits to the Sturt Gorge to collect
Cunningham’s Skinks (Egernia
cunninghami). While most of the larger
South Australian skink species that occur
in the Mount Lofty Ranges are reasonably
common if you know where to look, the
only place we ever found Cunningham’s


http://www.kudelka.com.au/

skinks was in Sturt Gorge, and even then
they weren’t very common.

The species is named in honour of Alan
Cunningham; explorer and botanist, who
collected the first specimen in the Blue
Mountains. They can be found from
southern Queensland to western Victoria,
with an outlying population in South
Australia where it is restricted to the
Mount Lofty Ranges and Fleurieu
Peninsula. They are protected in all states
and listed as endangered in South
Australia.

Cunningham’s Skink is a prickly lizard,
usually around 25 — 30cm in length and
thought to live over 20 years of age in the
wild. It has a long tail with keeled scales
along its dorsal surface from the back of
the neck down to the tip of the pointed tail.
Each scale ends in a sharp, rigid point,
especially on the tail. The legs are quite
short, requiring the lizard to slide on its
belly when it moves around, but it is still
an incredibly fast mover when threatened.
Its colour can vary from dark brown and
reddish to a jet black with distinctive
scattered patches of paler scales. The
southern populations are darker and
strongly patterned.

When we were looking for Cunningham’s
Skinks we soon realised that they were
very particular about their habitat
requirements. They are usually found
around large rock outcrops, where they
shelter in deep cracks or under large slabs
of rock, a common feature in the Sturt
Gorge. These sun-loving skinks spend a
great deal of time basking in the open
adjacent to their home crevice.

When threatened, they quickly flee to the
nearest crevice where they inhale air so
that their bodies swell up and their spines
anchor them firmly in their refuge slot. I
can attest that trying to remove a stubborn
Cunningham’s Skink from this position is
practically impossible, and should you
extract one be careful as they have quite a
bite.

These omnivorous lizards feed on a
variety of invertebrates such as insects,
snails and slugs as well as vegetation such
as flowers, berries, green shoots and
leaves. Adult Cunningham’s Skinks are
mainly vegetarians while the juveniles are
mostly insect eaters.

Despite remaining within the same range
and not often dispersing, genetic studies
have shown that Cunningham’s Skinks
can identify close relatives and always
choose unrelated partners. This species is
highly monogamous with most males



fathering only one litter. Female
Cunningham’s Skinks produce between 4
and 6 live young in late summer and these
offspring will usually hang around the
parents for several years forming quite
close family groups.

Soon after joining the ‘Friends of Sturt
Gorge’ a couple of years ago, I asked Rick
Coyte if he had seen or knew of anyone
who had seen a Cunningham’s Skink in
the Gorge. I hadn’t visited the Gorge for
more than 50 years and was curious to
know the current status of the skink. I
thought he would say that he had seen
them and that they were still around, but
quite unexpectedly he said that despite
even a recent reptile survey, he had never
seen one and they hadn’t been recorded
there for some time. So had the Sturt
Gorge sub-population succumbed to
environmental threats and disappeared?

Then one very pleasant day in March
2017, while engaged in some trail
maintenance at the eastern end of the
Park, I looked up to see an adult
Cunningham’s Skink sunning itself on a
rock about 6 metres ahead. It spotted me
about the same time, did a quick turn and
quickly disappeared into a slot in the cliff
face a few metres away. 1 was able to
locate its hiding place after a brief search
and was amazed to see not one but two
adult skinks in the darkness of the deep
slot; a male and female I would suggest.
They were moving about slowly, but soon
inflated themselves as a precautionary
measure against any threat I may have
posed.

I went back to the site of their crevice on
a number of occasions after that first

sighting and saw them out basking in the
sun, but they always shot back inside
when they saw me approaching.

During the following May, Rick and I
visited the site to take a few photographs
and conduct a survey of all the other
suitably similar outcrops along that reach
of the Sturt River to see if we could find
other Cunningham’s Skinks, but all to no
avail. We found plenty of likely sites, and
I found old scats in one overhang, but no
more skinks.

I continued to visit the skinks in June, but
during July the winter grasses returned
and eventually covered the entrance to
their crevice. It was during this month
that they disappeared. Perhaps they had
fallen prey to some predatory species,
were poached by someone who like me
had also spotted them, or just left on their
own accord to find another home. I have
gone back to the site on a few occasions
during the last summer, but they haven’t
returned and I couldn’t find them in the
immediate vicinity.

I would suggest that Cunningham’s Skink
can certainly be regarded as rare species
in the Sturt Gorge, but I won’t be
surprised if there are no other sightings in
the future. There may still be remnant
populations in the more inaccessible parts
of the Gorge where I used to search for
them in the early 1960’s or in other
suitable habitats yet to be discovered. So
if you are walking in the rockier parts of
Sturt Gorge, keep an eye out for this fast
spiky lizard, and let Rick or myself know
if you see one; we look forward to hearing
from you.




Drosera whittakeri
Andrew Goldie

he scented sundew — also known as

Whittaker’s sundew — is native to
South Australia and is most commonly
found throughout the Mt Lofty Ranges
and Fleurieu Peninsula, favouring open
damp sites in forest, heath or woodland.

Drosera in flower

This Drosera flowers during the winter
months and into spring, and the pure white
flower on a single stalk above the rosette
of flat, spoon-shaped leaves is a ready
visual clue.

The small, sticky hairs on its leaves can
trap small insects which, as they
decompose, provide nutrients — especially
nitrogen for the plant. Below the leaf
rosette is a small red tuber which can
sustain the plant over dry seasons.

The plant can be grown successfully from
seed, and appears to have an extremely
high germination rate. However, as it is
not an endangered species, it can safely be
left to propagate without interference.

This species was named after Joseph
Whittaker - a botanist active in South
Australia in the earliest days of the colony
- and was among 300 or so specimens of

native vegetation collected by him
between 1839 and 1840 from Adelaide
and the southern Mount Lofty Ranges.

The genus name — drosera derives from
the Greek word for dew and refers to the
distinctive glistening secretions on the
leaf hairs.

River flat revegetation
Rick Coyte, Les Gray

uring the last few years, a number of

working bees have been spent
clearing the river flat at the bottom of
Parrianna track of ash and olive trees and
all the other wusual suspects for a
revegetation project.

Some of the 200 plantings

Two working bees led by Rick Coyte were
conducted last month to completely
replant the flat with 200 various native
trees, shrubs and grasses, including river
red gum, Blackwood wattle, and kangaroo
apple. So if you’re down that way and
walking through that area, check out their
progress.




What Plant is this?

Albert Kuster

Ibert saw this plant near the Sturt

River just downstream of the trash
rack, in an area where Onkaparinga
Council contractors have cleared a lot of
ash trees. Can you identify it? If so, please
let us know.

species thrive better if planning includes
environmental reserves (like the Sturt
Gorge), rather than backyards. For the full
text of this interesting article, click on the
link below and look for ‘Humans v Birds’
on the web page;
https://www.theguardian.com/environme
nt/2018/may/31/all

Focus on Flora
Books still available

Perhaps reference to the terrific ‘Focus
on Flora> book might help the
identification! Andrew Goldie still holds
two copies of the book which was featured
in the April 2018 newsletter. They can be
purchased at the members' price of $30
each.

Humans v Birds
Roger Mathers

A Melbourne bird survey suggests
that poorly managed urban growth

squeezes biodiversity. The survey
supports research suggesting native

Weather in the Gorge

Andrew Watson

eather conditions in the Sturt

Gorge over the past 3 months
have continued in the same vein as the
previous quarter in being drier and
warmer than normal . The Craigburn
Farm rain gauge recorded 160
millimetres through the April to June
period, which is only about 75% of the
average. Each month had below average
rainfall, although May was close to
normal.

The relatively dry conditions were
coupled with higher than normal
temperatures, due mainly to an
exceptionally warm April. Temperatures
in May and June were close to normal,
but the anomaly in April was a massive
4°C! The noticeably cold conditions in
late June were balanced by an
abnormally warm spell early in the
month.

All months were windier than normal,
most particularly in April and May,
when the wind speed was about 15%
stronger than average.


https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/may/31/all
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/may/31/all

The low rainfall has kept soil moisture in
the Gorge at lower levels than normal for
this time of year. There has of course
been sufficient rain to refresh the general
vegetation and to get the annual grasses
growing, but it is clear when digging the
soil that much more moisture is needed
before the warmer days of spring come
along and evapotranspiration increases.
A good number of significant rainfall
events are needed to saturate the soil,
which in a normal year happens around
the end of August.

Unfortunately the weather outlook for
the Gorge for the next three months
doesn’t favour a heavy rainfall scenario.
The likely outcome is for a continuation
of the weather pattern similar to what
we’ve seen over the past 3 months. A
predominance of strong, slow moving
high pressure systems is expected,
punctuated only sporadically by low
pressure systems and cold fronts.
Sustained periods of rain-bearing
westerly winds seem unlikely, with the
unusually lengthy spells of dry weather
expected to continue.

Below average rainfall for April
to June in the Gorge

Above average maximum
temperatures, April to June

30
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40% chance of exceeding average
rainfall, July to September

65% chance of exceeding average
maximum temperatures, July to
September

Whilst the broad-scale atmospheric
circulation is still in a ‘neutral’ phase,
abnormally high pressure is expected to
continue to prevail over most of the
Australian continent, so much of the
eastern part of Australia will most likely



continue to see lower than normal
rainfall.

The highs suppress cloud, and with more
sunshine and fewer incursions of cold
air, daytime temperatures are likely to be
above average. Regular clear skies
coupled with light winds will continue to
be a recipe for very cold night and frosts,
so those plants that are frost-sensitive
take note!

There will of course be a number of days
of rain and wind, so warm clothing on
working bees will still be needed for a
while yet. July is traditionally the coldest
and wettest month, but with rainfall
down by almost 40% for the year so far,
the prospect of the dry winter continuing
does not auger well for the
replenishment of soil moisture or water
courses and storages. Much will depend
on the timing of the rain events. If the
rain falls at regular intervals and 1is
sufficient to maintain reasonable soil
moisture, the health of the Gorge might
be sufficiently well restored prior to the
rapid warming and drying that will come
as we move into spring. So let’s hope the
rain Gods smile on us!

The table on page 8 below provides a
summary of weather conditions in Sturt
Gorge over the past three months.

Jeffrey Newchurch
Presentation

Liz Sawyer

effrey Newchurch is a Kaurna Nation
Cultural Heritage Association

Representative. Jeffrey is a Kaurna Man
and a respected Elder.

On the 21 March 2018 the Kaurna people
were recognized as Native Title Holders
for lands around Adelaide. The
Judgement confers Native Title Rights to
17 parcels of land from Lower Light to
Myponga.

Katrina Karlapina Power with Jeffrey
Newchurch

Jeffrey will give a presentation in August
where he will talk of his relationship to the
Sturt Gorge. We have studied the native
vegetation, geological elements and
colonial habitation but our Kaurna
knowledge of the area is minimal.

Please join us for a most important
evening followed by a light supper. All
are welcome, including people who are
not members. The details are ;

Date : 21% August 2018
Time : 7.30 pm

Venue : Bellevue Heights Primary
School, Main Hall



April to June Weather Summary

Month Apr May Jun Total
Rainfall (mm) 31.8 66.8 61.2 | 159.8
Average 49.9 73.7 82.9 | 206.5

Max Temp (°C) 26.6 18.5 15.9 20.3

Average 22.8 19.0 16.1 19.3
Wind Spd (km/h) | 22 21 18 20.3
Average 19 18 17 18.0

Rainfall data from Craigburn Farm, temperatures from Kent Town, wind (3pm) from Adelaide Airport

An Interesting Weather Event

he sting in the tale of

the wintery week of
weather mid-June came in
the form of a strong low
pressure system and
accompanying cold front
which whipped through the
Gorge on the evening of 14™
June. Strong northwest
winds ahead of the front
buffeted the Gorge during
the day, with heavy showers
and hail falling as the front
moved through. Wind gusts
to 82 km/h were recorded at

Mount Crawford. The low pressure system and cold front which brought the showers
Unfortunately rainfall totals and strong winds to the Gorge on the 14" June
were not high because the Source : Bureau of Meteorology

front was narrow and
rapidly moving. The Craigburn Farm rain gauge received 12 mm of rain with the system,
most of which fell in a 10 minute period around 5.00 pm!




Photo Gallery

A working bee on the river flat adjacent to Parrianna track, 7t June. It was a follow-on from the
working bee on 28" May. An additional 80 plants were put in, complete with staked tree-guards,
making a total of 200! (photos courtesy Rick Coyte)

The painted-over graffiti on the Magpie Creek ruin (photo courtesy Andrew Goldie)




