Easter Bilby’s Friends — Information Sheet

Desert Adapters — plants and animals

‘Belle and Bea’s Beautiful New Home’ is a
children’s storybook set in the north-west corner
of New South Wales. This information sheet is

one of a series and introduces some of the plants
and other animals that interact with the heroes of
the story.

Introduction

Sturt National Park is semi-arid desert, characterised by hot and
dry conditions — with low rainfall (averaging less than 300 mm/
year) and significant temperature variations between day and
night (it can be extremely hot in the daytime and near freezing
at night).

Despite the challenges of these hot and dry conditions, desert
habitats are full of life - full of plants, animals and insects that
are especially adapted to live in the harsh desert conditions.
Plants survive by having drought tolerance features (like
reducing water loss through size, thickness and/or shape of
their leaves, or having deep taproots to find water) or drought
avoidance strategies (like germinating immediately after rain
and completing their lifecycle in a few weeks before soils dry
out). Many animals survive in deserts by living underground
or resting in burrows during the heat of the day (they are
nocturnal) or by having low water requirements (getting all the
moisture they need from their food).

In addition to the heroes of our story (Belle and Bea, Bearded
Dragon, Mistletoebird and Dusky Hopping Mouse), the
illustrations also introduce some other desert animals and
plants. Did you spot them? This information sheet provides
some information on the ‘support cast’and their adaptation to
life in the desert.

Greater Stick-Nest Rat

The Greater Stick-Nest Ratis a
unique Australian rodent known e
for its nesting behaviour. Itis a

nocturnal desert dweller, about
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the same size as a small rabbit
and is a herbivore (it eats plant
leaves and fruits). It builds large,
communal nests made of interwoven sticks, stones and other
materials (using their urine to stick the nest together) that
may be 1 m high by 1.5 m wide. The nest helps protect it from

predators and extreme desert temperatures. Due to habitat
destruction by rabbits (and other causes) and predation by
invasive pests, the Greater Stick-Nest Rat became extinct on the
Australian mainland by around the 1930s and only survived on
key island habitats (where there were no invasive predators).
From these island safe havens Greater Stick-Nest Rats have since
been reintroduced to some mainland safe havens like Wild
Deserts and Arid Recovery.

Scientific name - Leporillus conditor

Other names — House-building Rat, Franklin Island Rat,
Wopilkara

Common Knob-
tailed Gecko

The gecko in the story is
a Common Knob-tailed
Gecko, from the arid
interior of Australia. Itis a
medium-sized lizard with
a short, flattened tail that ends in a distinctive knob. A nocturnal
ground-dweller, it shelters in burrows (their own or belonging to
other animals) during the day and stalks its prey (mostly insects
like grasshoppers and beetles, or spiders, scorpions, centipedes
and even other small geckoes) at night. Burrowing, nocturnal
activity and the fact they can store water in their tail (and other
tissues) help it survive in the desert extremes. Their main threats
are localised habitat destruction by livestock, land clearing and
habitat degradation by rabbits.

Scientific name - Nephrus levis

Other names - Three-lined Knob-tailed Gecko, Smooth Knob-
tailed Gecko, llichiljera, (Knob-tailed Geckos are also known as
Barking Geckos)

Sleepy Lizard

The Sleepy Lizard is the bulkiest
of the blue-tongue lizard family,
with a very wide head, short tail
and large, rough scales all over.
Itis a widespread and relatively
common species that eats a
variety of both plant and animal
material. To survive in arid environments, the Sleepy Lizard
seeks shade in the heat of the day (including in burrows) and
basks in cooler conditions to regulate its body temperature.
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Also, its kidneys are efficient at concentrating waste to reduce
water loss. They are prey (food) for a range of native predators
(including birds like brown falcons and kookaburras, and a
range of snakes) as well as being taken by invasive pests like
feral cats and foxes.

Scientific name - Tiliqua rugosa

Other names - Shingleback Lizard/Skink, Bobtail, Stumpy-
tailed Lizard, 2-headed Lizard

Emu

An iconic Australian species,
which is on the Australian
coat of arms, the Emu is
well known and easily
recognised. It is Australia’s
tallest bird (third tallest in
the world), flightless and
can be found over much

of the Australian mainland.
Individuals are mobile and can range over large distances; they
are fast on two legs and can even swim across rivers. Emus are
omnivores, foraging on a variety of plants (especially seeds)

and insects and can go for weeks without eating. They drink
infrequently but take in large amounts of fresh water when they
can. These factors (eating, drinking and mobility) along with its
special double-layered feathers (insulation) help Emus adapt

to arid conditions. The Emu is a common species, but threats
remain, particularly egg predation by other animals (particularly
invasive species), roadkill and habitat fragmentation and
degradation.

Scientific name - Dromaius novaehollandiae

Other names — Ratite (a name for all flightless birds), Dinawan/
Thinawan

Wild Parsnip

Wild Parsnip is an annual forb

up to 80 cm high with blue or
white flowers. It is most abundant
in wet winters and springs,

when it grows on sandhills and
often in association with Mulga
communities. The common name
parsnip comes from the thick
pale taproot of the plant, helps
with moisture conservation. Its
seeds can lie dormant in the soil awaiting the next rains.

Scientific name - Trachymene glaucifolia

Other names - Blue Parsnip, Native Carrot, Australian Parsnip

Tangled Mulla Mulla

A species of perennial
herb endemic to
Australia, with hairy
stems and leaves (which
reduce moisture loss),
egg-shaped leaves

and spherical or oval
spikes of white flowers.
Seasonally common, it
grows on sand-dunes
and stony plains in south-west Queensland, north-west NSW,
north-east SA, southern parts of NT and across into WA. The P in
its scientific name is silent; i.e. pronounced tile-otus.

Scientific name - Ptilotus latifolius
Other names — White Foxtail

Related species — There are a number of Ptilotus species,
generally known as Foxtails or Pussytails

Low Bluebush

Low Bluebush is a crucial drought-
tolerant plant in many desert
ecosystemes. It is a high protein food
source for many herbivores (including
livestock) and the fruits are eaten by
native birds and animals, including
bilbies. As well as providing a food
source, Low Bluebush stabilises the
soil with its deep water-seeking

root system and provides shelter for a range of native birds
and reptiles. Low Bluebush and its many relatives (e.g. Pearl
Bluebush, Bladder Saltbush etc.) are collectively referred to as
Chenopods and are recognised for their drought and salinity
tolerance, partly due to the very fine hairs that coat their leaves
that give them a powdery feel and reduce water loss.

Scientific name - Maireana astrotricha
Other names - Southern Bluebush, Grey Bluebush

Related species — There are about 300 Chenopod species in
Australia

Woollybutt

Woollybutt is an important
perennial grass species native to
Australia. It is a major understorey
species in mulga savannah lands
but is also found in other red,
sandy soils in central Australian
arid habitats. Its seeds are edible
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(but small) and the grass leaves are palatable to a range of
herbivores, including native animals, rabbits and livestock. The
grass butts (and rhizomes underground) help the grass survive
extreme dry periods and are important in reducing soil erosion
in times of drought or when the grass has been overgrazed.

Scientific name- Eragrostis eriopoda
Other names - Lovegrass, Naked Woollybutt, Neverfail

Related species — There are a number of Eragrostic species,
generally known as Lovegrasses

Spiny Fan-flower

Spiny Fan-flower
is a hardy, spiny
Australian

shrub valued

for its ecological
and medicinal
properties. It has
delicate white and
yellow fan-shaped
flowers and oval, purple berries that provide food and habitat
for a range of local wildlife (especially birds). Its leaves are dark
green with a waxy surface, which helps prevent moisture loss, a
feature critical for survival in arid environments.

Scientific name- Scaevola spinescens

Other names - Prickly Fan-flower, Currant Bush, Maroon Bush,
Poontoo, Fan Bush

Related species — There are a number of Scaevola species
known as Fan-flowers

Cut-leaf Goodenia

Related to the Fan-flowers, Cut-leaf
Goodenia is a species of flowering plant
that is endemic to Australia. It is a widely
distributed, perennial or annual herb

with wavy or toothed leaves (that reduce
moisture loss) and yellow flowers. It grows
in a sandy soils and low gravelly ridges and
hillslopes in a wide range of vegetation
types, in the drier inland parts of central
Australia. It responds quickly to rain at any
time of the year.
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Scientific name — Goodenia cycloptera
Other names- Serrated Goodenia

Related species — There are a number of Goodenia species in
Australia.

Sturt’s desert pea

Sturt’s Desert Pea is a visually
striking, iconic wildflower that is
widespread in the arid parts of
Australia and is the floral emblem
of South Australia. Growing in

red, sandy or loamy soils in mulga
woodlands (often after good rains)
it is a prostrate annual or short-lived
perennial plant with spectacular
red (sometimes white) petals with
adark’boss’ (a bulbous glossy

black or deep maroon swelling) at the base of the uppermost
petal making it instantly recognisable. It has a deep taproot and
fine hairs on its leaves which help conserve moisture in arid
environments.

Scientific name - Swainsona formosa
Other names - Sturt Pea

Related species — There are many related native pea-flowers in
Australia, but Sturt’s Desert Pea is the star of the group!

Button Grass

Button Grass is a common
native summer-growing
grass that is considered
avaluable plantin arid
areas but often considered
aweed in agricultural
settings. Itis a slender,
sprawling grass with
distinctive finger-like seed
heads. A bonus for seed
eating animals and birds, it is able to produce vast amounts of
seeds very quickly in response to heavy and prolonged rains.
These features (free-seeding and fast germination) and its tufted
base help it adapt to arid environments.

Scientific name - Dactylocenium radulans

Other names - Finger Grass

Common Bottlewasher

The Common Bottlewasher is a
small, tufted grass that can be

either an annual or perennial plant.
It is widespread across the arid

and semi-arid areas of Australia,
preferring sandy soils. It is regarded
as a valuable grazing plant for a
range of herbivores (including native




animals, rabbits and livestock) because it is highly palatable
and regenerates quickly after rain at all times of the year. Rapid
germination and regeneration are its key adaptations to desert
life. The common name Bottlewasher comes from the shape of
the flower head, which looks like the brush used to clean out
bottles.

Scientific name - Enneapogon avenaceus

Other names - Jointed Bottlewashers, Oat Nineawn, Ridge
Grass

Related species - there are a number of Enneapogon species
known as Bottlewashers

Desert rattlepod

A striking-looking plant, Desert
Rattlepods are perennial herbs or soft-
wooded shrubs that can grow up to

2 m high (more usually 1 m), preferring s
sandy or loamy soils. The flowers are
yellow, often with purple markings
and are great habitat for a variety of
pollinators like bees and butterflies. It
has a series of underground roots that can persist in dry times
and from which it can regenerate after rains. The common name
Rattlepod is derived from the fact that the seeds become loose
in the pod as they mature and rattle when the pod is shaken.

Scientific name - Crotalaria eremaea
Other names - Bluebush Pea, Loose-Flowered Rattlepod

Related species — There are a number of Crotalaria species
known as Rattlepods

Poached Egg Daisy

This is an iconic Australian
desert wildflower, found
abundantly on sand plains §&
and dunefields across
Central Australia when
seasonal conditions are
good. Each individual
plantis a short-lived plant (8 weeks) but new plants will keep
germinating and growing while conditions are right. This short
life cycle and seeds that can persist in the soil over dry periods

(and then rapidly germinate when rains come) is this plant’s way
of surviving in arid environments. The common name is derived
from the poached egg-like appearance of its white flower and
yellow centre. It is named after the explorer John McDougall
Stuart (see scientific name).

Scientific name - Polycalymma stuartii

Other names — Ham and Eggs Daisy, Fried Egg Plant, Bachelor’s
Buttons

Easter Bilby A

In‘Belle and Bea'’s Beautiful New
Home Easter Bilby escorts young
bilbies Belle and Bea to their new
home - a safe haven in the desert
where wild European rabbits

and feral predators have been
removed and are kept out of the
area by a specially constructed
fence. Although the threats from rabbits and feral predators
have been removed, the landscape has not yet recovered from
the damage done by rabbit grazing.

Belle and Bea help their new friends - the animals that already
live in the (now) safe haven — and make their new home
beautiful. They do this by the way they dig and forage for

food. Bilbies are soil engineers whose digging and foraging
encourages seeds to germinate — unlike the way that rabbits
dig and forage for food, which tends to overgraze and degrade
the landscape. The removal of feral predators also means that
Belle and Bea and their friends can be safe and welcome more
friends to their new home in the future.

Easter Bilby and Friends are all affected by rabbits and other
pressures including predation and loss of habitat. They want
their homes, their food and their friends back. People are the
key to environmental recovery.

More information on the people and organisations helping
Easter Bilby’s Friends can be found on the Easter Bilby’s Friends
website www.easterbilbysfriends.com.au.

More information about Rabbit-Free Australia

Foundation for Rabbit-Free Australia Inc.

Email: admin@rabbitfreeaustralia.org.au
Web: www.rabbitfreeaustralia.org.au

Social media: Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.

ABN: 96 353 157 496
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