ECHIDNAS

I discovered the kindling stack in my wood shed spread across the floor one July evening. As |
generally keep the wood shed door closed it was a mystery as to what had happened here. On
entering the shed the next day | found the reason. An echidna was crossing the floor from the wood
pile. | left the door open and it was gone that evening. Echidnas turn up in all sorts of places. | have
a pile of bark mulch in which an echidna has burrowed for 2 consecutive winters. | had several bags
of stable manure which I had mulched and stored in an open shed area. On spreading one bag onto
the vegetable garden | discovered a lump — an echidna!

Ex the stable manure venture with
# spines raised!

5y Echidnas often roam the area

2 adjacent to my house and in the
adjacent bush however they are not
S0 easy to spot in the bush as they
will partially burrow into the ground
and form themselves into a ball on
hearing someone approaching and
remain very still which can make
them difficult to detect. However it
is easy to spot where they have been
as they leave shallow diggings where they search for food. These diggings are 10 to 20 cm deep by
20 to 30 cm wide, generally with a distinctive indent at the bottom where their beak has pushed into
the ground.

Their defence mechanism is the cream coloured spines on their back which generally lie flat on
their body but are raised when they sense danger. These spines are actually modified hair made of
material similar to our finger nails. They are quite sharp and deter the majority of would be
predators. The male also has a spur on each hind foot and although the spur has a venom gland this
gland is not functional. It possibly was when they roamed with the dinosaurs.

The echidna is an egg laying mammal. They and the platypus are the only egg laying mammals in
the world. There are 2 species of echidna. A long-beaked species which is confined to the highlands
of New Guinea and the short-beaked species which lives in Australia and New Guinea. They are



relatively common right across Australia but as they do not like the heat they are often only mobile
at night during the warmer periods and in northern Australia.

.\ This is my corner of the verandah!!
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The echidna is normally a solitary animal
.\ however during the breeding season,
June to September, it is possible to see
several males following a female, an
“Echidna Train”, which may last up to 3
weeks before one male triumphs and
mates. At the beginning of the breeding
season the female develops a small pouch
and 22 days after mating a single egg is
produced into the pouch.10 days later the
young echidna, using a temporary tooth
on its muzzle, breaks the egg shell to
start its life in the world. It remains in the mothers pouch for 6 to 8 weeks at which time its spines
start to develop. The young feed solely on its mother's milk until it leaves the nursery burrow. The
female milk glands are like pads within the pouch which the young lick or suckle on. They do not
have nipples as do other mammals. Young echidnas stay in the nursery burrow for up to 12 months
before venturing into the outside world. Whilst in the burrow they are fed by the mother who
returns every 5 to 10 days.

The echidna is equipped with very strong, long claws to allow it dig in soil, rotting logs and termite
mounds. Its general diet is ants and termites but they also eat grubs, larvae and worms. It is
equipped with a long, 15 cm, thin tongue which is covered with sticky mucous. By flicking the
tongue amongst its prey's nest the prey stick to the tongue and is retrieved into the echidna's mouth
where it is crushed between the tongue and the bottom of the mouth before being swallowed. Large
grubs are squashed with their beak and then licked up. Due to the manner in which they feed
echidnas consume a large amount of dirt which makes their droppings easily definable.

Some interesting facts:

e Avyoung echidna is called a puggle

e Puggles are about 1.5 cm long when the leave the egg
Echidnas are very good swimmers and is often used as an escape mechanism from a
predator
Echidnas start breeding at about 6 years of age and only every 3 to 7 years after that
An “Echidna Train” of up to 11 echidnas has been recorded.
Echidnas grow up to 50 cm long
Echidnas are territorial and live within an area of 40 to 70 hectares.
The echidna lifespan is 10 to 15 years in the wild. However they have been recorded as
living to 45 years.
Echidnas do not have any teeth
Echidnas are able to fast for several weeks in areas where food is scarce
Echidnas do not have external ears only 2 small slits on each side of their head
Echidnas have an excellent sense of smell which assists then when foraging for food



e Echidnas are found in forests, grasslands, shrublands, rocky outcrops and agricultural land.
¢ Echidnas have an extra long claw on each of their hind feet which is used for grooming
e Fossilised remains indicate that echidnas were around at least 100 million years ago.

Nesting in the bark mulch.

As the above demonstrates the
echidna is a very unique animal
and it has few natural predators. It
is known that goannas will eat

* them and snakes will invade
burrows and eat the young if their
splnes are not very developed.

introduced
predators which we
need to control,
these are domestic
and feral cats, dogs
and foxes. We also
need to ensure we
do not destroy their food sources such as termite mounds,
ants nests, rotting logs, bush litter or damage their
burrows. They certainly do not have any road sense so if you
see one on the road move it into the bush or adjacent paddock. Desplte their sharp spines they can
be easily lifted using heavy duty gloves or a cloth such as a towel or jumper. Be careful not to drop
them as their beak can be easily broken.

What are your experiences with echidnas? Let us know and we will share it in the next article.

Goanna follow up

Leon Trembath advised that in 35 years at Madalya, on the Jack river, his first sighting of a goanna
in his area was on Black Saturday around 150 m from his home and 1 year and 1 day later, at the
same spot was his second sighting. He noted that there are no above ground termite nests in the area
and hence the lack of nesting facilities may be a reason for their infrequency in his area.

David MacAulay provided an answer as to where goannas go in the winter time. He sighted 2
goannas in a hayshed, atop the hay bales close to the iron roof which was providing warmth from
the sun. Their eyes were open but they did move from their location.

Landcare is about protecting and restoring our environment to allow all forms of nature (fauna and flora) to survive in
harmony and balance. | do not claim to be an expert on Flora and Fauna but have based this article on my own
experiences and readings on the subject.

So as part of the Bingi Landcare newsletter, with each publication, | aim to contribute an article on a species of either
fauna or flora which is indigenous to our area to stimulate interest in our native flora and fauna.

In addition | also invite everyone to forward their own experiences and photographs so these can be shared with other
members by including them in the newsletter.

Your contributions can be emailed direct to me at jd@incitegraphics.com.au or to Kaye Proudley at
katbingi@harboursat.com.au

(Author John McClumpha, Hedley Range Road, November 2011)




