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Upcoming meeting
Tuesday, 17th June 2008
Genetics, Conservation and South-western
Australia Herpetofauna
Dan Edwards, School of Botany & Zoology,
ANU, is our guest speaker this month.
South-western Australia is a biodiversity hotspot
of global significance, for both its
endemic flora and fauna. The region
has also experienced high levels of
human disturbance over the last
150 years, leaving some ecosystems
completely destroyed and others
severely altered.
Sustainable conservation management
requires that species continue to evolve
and that genetic diversity is largely
protected. Yet up until recently there
has been a limited understanding of how fauna in
the region has evolved and the levels of genetic
diversity within and between species.
Frogs and reptiles in the south-west are among
the most diverse vertebrate groups, and Dan’s
work over the last 7 years has shown that climate
has played a major role in determining the levels
of genetic diversity and the shaping of evolution
of both reptiles and frogs in the region. She will
discuss what she has found, the animals she has
looked at, and the future for conservation of
South-western Australian herpetofauna in light of
the looming climate change crisis.
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Tidbinbilla
A fantastic achievement!,
see page 3.

Massive study of
Madagascar wildlife
leads to new conservation
roadmap
An interesting article forwarded to ACTHA
by one of its members, page 4.

ACTHA display at Tidbinbilla
Extravaganza
Margaret Ning reports on this recent event ,
page 5.

Young Shingle-back blues - Alert by
Jan Spate, Veterinarian
Three Shingle-back Lizards and several
young Eastern Blue-tongued Lizards have
presented with pneumonia and
complications from poor diet. Some advice
for owners of these reptiles is

ACTHA Reptile
Display at Hawker
Primary School
Fete,
Sunday 6 April 08
By Jake McAuliffe,
ACTHA Student Representative
For a couple of years ACTHA has done a
small display for Belconnen’s Hawker
Primary School fete with a few snakes
and lizards. There were 15 animals this
year with their 10 owners.
This year everybody that went in was
asked for a gold coin donation and we
raised over $500 for the school.
I talked to many of the students and was
amazed at how many of them actually
had a pet reptile. The kids loved
handling some of the animals.
It was also the first time that ACTHA has
ever displayed my Pink-tongued skink,
Cyclodomorphus gerrardii. This skink has a
bright blue tongue which fades with age.
We also had Greg Cover’s ‘Fingers’, a
great big carpet python which was great
to see and a huge hit with students and
only a little bit with some parents.

Editor’s Note
The April-May 08 ACTHA Newsletter
contained an article on Mitzy Pepper’s
talk ’Evolution of Geckos in the Pilbara
WA’.
I would like to highlight that a number of
the photos of Geckos which appeared in
the article were taken by Patrick Cullen,
from Western Australia.
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Northern Corroboree
Frog breeding success
at Tidbinbilla
April 2008
This article by Mandy Conway
As recently reported in the news, the first
ACT Northern Corroboree Frogs have been
bred at Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve.

Background
The early eighties saw much of the wild
population of the Northern Corroboree Frog
crash. In the last few years the culprit was
identified as the microscopic Chytrid fungus,
which eats away at the frog’s skin. This fungus
has affected frogs all over the world with some
species now extinct. Interestingly, some frog
species are susceptible and some are not.
The fungus is well entrenched in the
environment so hopes hinge on trying to breed
fungus resistant frogs. The problem was that
this tiny frog, living in the high hills of the ACT,
had never before been bred in captivity.
The Corroboree frog’s fragile habitat was one of
the hardest hit by the bush fires of 2003 where
80% of its breeding ground was wiped out by
fire.

Breeding success
The first eggs, from adults collected after the
fires in 2003, were recently uncovered after an
artificial breeding season was created in the
shipping containers which house the colony.
These frogs require cold, humid conditions to
breed.

Dr Murray Evans, Senior Ecologist, Department
of Territory and Municipal Services, said about
20% of the captive adult females each produced
an average of 20 eggs. Two hundred eggs have
been collected in this first breeding season and
with just 200 frogs estimated to be left in the
wild…
These frogs have a specialised breeding cycle in
which the males create nests in sphagnum moss
where the female lays eggs that develop into
mature tadpoles without being submersed in
water. The tadpoles are triggered to hatch when
the eggs are eventually covered in water during
the wet season.
To save the frog, scientists had to step in and
save the moss bogs where it lives. Techniques
included laying shadecloth over the more
sensitive areas which has enabled the
sphagnum moss to recover.
Moss bogs have been brought back from the
brink and now it’s the frog’s turn.
The frog preservation program has now
reached an important landmark. After waiting
patiently for 4 years for the frogs to mature,
they have now bred for the first time anywhere
in the world. There is now a program where the
recovery of these frogs is achievable. Sufficient
numbers can be bred to re-establish wild
populations and for those populations to
hopefully develop their own resistance to the
Chytrid fungus.
Their future is now looking a lot brighter.
Congratulations to the team, including our very
own Rob Jansen, Tidbinbilla Wildlife Officer
and ACTHA member.
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Massive study of
Madagascar wildlife
leads to new
conservation roadmap

was used next to identify which regions are
most vital for saving the greatest number of
species. Species that have experienced a
proportionally larger loss of habitat due to
deforestation were given top priority in the
resulting conservation plan because they are at
greater risk of extinction.

April 2008
Adapted from materials provided by the
University of California - Berkeley

The team's work demonstrates that relying on a
single group of species for a conservation plan
does not provide adequate protection for other
species groups.

Source: http://www.sciencedaily.com/
releases/2008/04/080410140535.htm
Madagascar, an island nation located about 200
miles off the coast of eastern Africa, has been
isolated from other land masses for over
160 million years. The country contains an
extremely high number of endemic species;
plants and animals that cannot be found
anywhere else on Earth. Nearly 13,000 species
of plants and vertebrate animals are found
exclusively on Madagascar.
An international team of researchers has
developed a remarkable new roadmap for
finding and protecting the best remaining
holdouts for thousands of rare species that live
only in Madagascar, considered one of the most
significant biodiversity hot spots in the world.
In their conservation plan, the researchers, led
by conservation biologists at the University of
California, Berkeley, not only included lemurs
but also species of ants, butterflies, frogs, geckos
and plants.
Altogether, more than 2,300 species were
included in the analysis. Centralizing and
analyzing the sheer quantity of data available to
develop a map of conservation priorities
provided an unprecedented analytical
challenge. The results are described in the
2008 April 11 issue of the journal Science.
First, a massive team of researchers collected
highly detailed data to learn the exact location
of thousands of animal and plant species across
the island. The researchers then used software
specifically developed for this project, in
collaboration with a computer science
researcher at AT&T, to estimate the complete
range of each species. A separate optimization
software, customized for this project by
researchers at Finland's Helsinki University,
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"Preserving biodiversity in the midst of
tremendous pressures, such as habitat
destruction and global warming, is one of
humanity's greatest environmental challenges
in the 21st century," said Ms Kremen, who
worked on this project with New York-based
Wildlife Conservation Society, where she is an
associate conservationist. "Conservation
planning has historically focused on protecting
one species or one group of species at a time,
but in our race to beat species extinction, that
one-taxon approach is not going to be quick
enough."
For their analysis, the researchers also utilized
decades worth of field data painstakingly
collected throughout Madagascar by intrepid
biologists.
"Simply identifying the species on the island
and determining where they are located is very
difficult," said Ms Kremen. "The terrain is
rough, there are few roads, and we often had to
hike
30 kilometres to get to the field site. Once there,
we'd live for months in a tent under a tarp,
enduring leeches and torrential rainfalls, eating
rice and beans, to document the range of animal
and plant species in a specific area. This is truly
hard-won data."
The researchers noted that similarly rich
sources of data exist in other parts of the world,
and that their method of analysis could be
easily transferred to other high priority regions
for conservation.
NB Summarised by Editor

ACTHA Display at
Tidbinbilla
Extravaganza
Sunday 13 April 08
This article by Margaret Ning
ACTHA held a small display at the Tidbinbilla
Extravaganza where seven members displayed
five animals.
Our tent attracted its normal impressive number
of visitors - probably being the most visited tent
on the ground! We used our newly
commissioned collapsible enclosures – and very
attractive display items they are. We also used
Peter Child’s special display trailer which has to
be seen to be
believed. A special
thank you goes to
Peter for allowing us
to use it.
Our group was
looked after very
well. We were
supplied with a
marquis, a couple of
tables, half a dozen
chairs and half a
dozen hay bales, all
of which were set up
as a strategic display
which could cope with the potential crowds. We
made an additional request for newspaper for use
as improvised substrate in the enclosures, and
some of the hay was also used for this purpose.
As per normal, it was a real team effort as we
worked out where and how to set the displays up
to best present the relatively small
number of animals. Things generally
went smoothly though with the
occasional hiccough….. Phil
conscientiously part filled a container
with water for the animals, and left it
tilted on the ground as it had a hole in
the bottom, but it was inadvertently
emptied by an equally conscientious
person placing it squarely on the ground
in a tidying up effort! That was a light
moment! Dodging the emu droppings
was another.

Once again we were lucky with the weather,
when it finally decided which way to go. First up,
the day was drizzly, then it fined up for our
arrival and set-up around 10am, sprinkled on us
a couple of times, but then generally shone on us
for the rest of the time after about 11.30am. We
finished at 3pm,
before it had
cooled down too
much.
It was all
happening!
ACTION buses
ferried people all
day from the
official car park
areas to where all
the action was. In
addition to our
tent, food stalls
sold coffee, gelato,
small Dutch pancakes and sausage sizzle items.
There were a couple of tents with conservationminded groups spreading their message, the
Great Aussie Bush Show used puppet education
to entertain the kids, some kids were face
painted, there was good music and dancing,
feathery high-pitched colourful stilted bird
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people paraded around and made some kids
cry but made many others laugh, some visitors
kicked a football around and European Wasps
made an appearance and visited the soft drink
cans!
We handed out our ACTHA brochures and
received a few expressions of interest in our
Association’s activities. These displays are
always fun occasions and we use them to
impart our message re both the conservation
and information side of herpetology as well as
the caring/husbandry side of it.
Our thanks go to all our volunteers for their
help as it cannot be done without them. Perhaps
you’d like to help next time we have a display
somewhere...

A double-tailed snake with no head or a very clever photo?!

Enclosures

Young Shingle-back
blues - alert by Vet

All Blue-tongued lizard keepers will be familiar
with the ‘warm’, ‘basking’ and ’cool’ aspects of
an enclosure. The material the enclosure is built
from, as well as the overall size of the enclosure,
will play an important part in maintaining
optimum temperatures for your lizard.

Dr Jan Spate, Hall ACT, May 2008
Article by Mandy Conway
To date, 3 very young pet Shingle-back and
several young Eastern Blue-tongued lizards
have presented with chronic Pneumonia, poor
body condition, and one with mouth abscesses.
A common denominator in all cases was the
husbandry, or more precisely the enclosure setup, along with dietary factors.

The ‘warm’ end commonly has a
thermostatically controlled heat mat
underneath one-third to half of the enclosure.
The temperature should be a consistent 23°C to
26°C for the young, up to three year old,
Shingle-back or Eastern Blue-tongued lizard. A
basking down-light positioned to shine just off
the heat mat (center stage) is recommended in

This article endeavors to provide readers with
information to prevent a similar occurrence
with any young pet blue-tongues they own.
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daylight hours. Around 30°C directly under the
basking lamp is ideal for most blue-tongues.

to their little lizard for 3 weeks. It died from
pneumonia and severe malnutrition. The owner’s
enclosure set-up didn’t help the situation.

The area that is the ‘cool’ end is often too cold. An
enclosure can register an ambient air temperature
of just 12°C in a household room in winter
overnight.

The following advice has been sourced from
several reptile breeders and keepers who are
members of the two Canberra reptile groups,
ACTHA and MARK (Monaro Amphibian and
Reptile Keepers group). Anyone can go to
meetings and meet experienced keepers to seek
advice and learn about these wonderful creatures.

Whilst an adult lizard may cope with this, a baby
or juvenile lizard, who needs to keep eating and
moving around, will lose their appetite and/or
succumb to pneumonia.

Some routine suggestions

In this author’s experience, with 5 breeding adults,
Shingle-backs will seek the coldest end of their
enclosure in the coolest months: a high mortality
factor in the wild. If allowed, they will ALWAYS
bury themselves in the outside area, in -°C and
quickly suffer respiratory complaints. My adults
are therefore contained in a restricted outdoor
enclosure at a constant 8°C whilst hibernating.

 Feed between noon and early evening after the
lizard has basked. Lizards will typically seek out
warmth emitting from below, especially heat
mats, after feeds.
 Feed very young lizards daily, 2-3 mouthfuls, if
relatively active. Slightly less frequently for
juveniles who tend to eat more at one sitting.

A very young Shingle-back or Eastern bluetongued lizard will often try to do the same in an
inside enclosure. Remember, the rate of mortality
is very high in cold regions.

 Note who eats what. One lizard may bully the
other and eat their portion too.

So, the cooler end should be no less than an
ambient 21 - 23°C. Placing a blue, red or Night/heat
light over the coolest end of the tank should help
maintain this temperature.
Result: The cool end is 23°C. It’s cooler than the
warm end. It provides a temperature gradient
within the enclosure and allows your blue-tongues
to eat, digest and not catch a cold.

Food suggestions
Natural foods like bait-free snails, baby mice, and
flowers and leaves like dandelions and clover are
always popular.
Over winter, try small amounts of roo mince mixed
with fresh vegies like grated carrots, bok choy,
parsley, etc and fruit like grated apple, pear, grapes
and strawberries.

Tip: Ensure glass enclosures are placed on a
structure that keeps the tank 1m above ground
level. This helps avoid the cold floor area of a
room. Placing a layer of foam under the enclosure
will also help.

It is very important to add Calcium and Vitamin
supplements to a lizard’s diet, especially a young
lizard. ACTHA member Peter Child, Reptiles Inc,
is more than happy to discuss supplements and
diet with owners, as is Jan Spate.

Feeding
Several lizards have presented with dietary
deficiency symptoms such as mouth abscesses in
one Shingle-back, emaciation in another, and poor
body condition in several other lizards. One
Eastern-blue tongue was grossly overweight and
three times the size it should have been for its age.
It had scale stretch marks!
Lizard owners had sought advice from several
sources, including pet shops and the Internet, and
unfortunately advice not only differed but was
contradictory and incorrect. Example: “feed your
newborn baby Shingle-back raw egg yolk, some
bok choy and a little mince…” The owner fed this
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 If shedding, a lizard may drink a lot but not
want to eat. Keep an eye on the shedding lizard
and make sure the process doesn’t take longer
than 4 or 5 days as quick weight loss may occur
if they’re active.

Some Web sites worth looking at:
http://frogs.org.au/
www.aussiereptilekeeper.com
www.mark.org.au
http://www3.environment.nsw.gov.au/pdfs/hygiene_protocol_snakes.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/healthypets/animals/reptiles.htm
http://www.tams.act.gov.au/live/environment/native_plants_and_animals/
licensing_of_plants_and_animals/reptile_policy
Members might like to check this site from time to time to read about recent research into
reptiles and amphibians:
http://www.sciencedaily.com/news/plants_animals/frogs_and_reptiles/

Snakes Alive! 2008 promotional video, available on YouTube
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cMqurvsslvc

Editor’s Note

ACT Herpetological Association Profile
ACTHA aims to promote the study and conservation of reptiles and
amphibians, and to foster a positive community attitude towards this much
maligned group of animals. Our members encompass a broad cross-section
of the community. Amateur and professional herpetologists are joined by
interested members of the public in learning more about our local frogs,
snakes, lizards and turtles, as well as other herpetofauna from Australia
and around the world.
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The Editor takes full responsibility
for summaries of presentations by
Guest Speakers at ACTHA
Meetings, article write-ups and
editing of other contributions. The
views expressed by contributors
and authors are not necessarily
those of ACTHA.
Please feel free to contact the Editor
with any queries.

