
IA baby echidna conserves its energy 
A very y o u n g ech idna nest les 
in t h e w a r m t h of its m o t h e r ' s 
p o u c h , b u t after a per iod of 
s o m e w h e r e be tween 50 a n d 
80 days i t gets too b ig . 
A t th is age , t h e little ech idna 
is still far too small t o fend 
for itself, a n d i t still depends 
on its m o t h e r ' s milk for food. 
So t h e m o t h e r echidna leaves 
he r y o u n g in a b u r r o w in t h e 
g r o u n d a n d comes back a n d 
feeds i t n o w a n d t h e n . 

N o b o d y knows h o w long a 
y o u n g e c h i d n a can go b e 
tween feeds, b u t D r M e r v y n 
Griffiths of t h e C S I R O D i v i 
sion of Wildlife Resea rch 

-came across one t h a t survived 
16 days wi thou t food or 
wa te r—a very long t i m e 

i n d e e d for t h e suckl ing y o u n g 
of a m a m m a l . I t achieved 
th is b y d r o p p i n g its b o d y 
t e m p e r a t u r e a n d becoming 
to rp id , in m u c h t h e same 
way as m a n y small m a m m a l s 
h ibe rna t e . 

D r Griffiths found this ou t 
b y a lucky coincidence. A 
C a n b e r r a res iden t ou t r a b b i t 
ing on a nea rby p rope r ty d u g 
ou t a very smal l echidna 
f rom wha t appeared t o be a 
rabb i t b reed ing s top late one 
Oc tober . H e h a n d e d t h e l i t t le 
animal over to D r Griffiths, 
w h o r e t u r n e d it to t h e s top . 
Unfor tuna te ly th is h a d been 
badly damaged b y t h e d ig
g ing , so h e h a d to make some 
repai rs . H e observed t h e 

ech idna for t h e next 16 days , 
taking i t ou t of its b u r r o w for 
weighing a n d t h e t e m p e r a t u r e 
checking only . 

By compar ing it w i t h 
similar young ones t h a t h e 
h a d rea red in t h e labora tory , 
D r Griffiths conc luded t h a t 
it was a suckl ing recent ly 
d r o p p e d f rom its m o t h e r ' s 
pouch . I t was well ha i red , 
h a d very shor t sp ines , a n d 
was incapable of mov ing 
ab o u t a n d feeding itself. 

O n t h e first day i t we ighed 
474 g rams , a n d t h e t e m p e r a 
t u r e of i ts cloaca—its c o m 
b i n e d a n u s , water out le t , a n d 
reproduc t ive passage— was 
2 8 . 5 ° C . I t h a d d u g itself a 
litt le b u r r o w d o w n w a r d s 
f rom t h e s top , a n d was ab o u t 
30 c m u n d e r g r o u n d . 

By day 4 , i t h a d b e c o m e 
to rp id , a n d its cloacal t e m 
p e r a t u r e h a d d r o p p e d t o 
1 2 . 8 ° . Howeve r , on t h e 6 t h 
day it h a d apparen t ly spon 
taneous ly a roused i tself a n d 
its cloacal t e m p e r a t u r e h a d 
r isen to 2 7 . 2 ° . O n b o t h days 
t h e s u r r o u n d i n g soil t e m 
p e r a t u r e h a d b e e n 1 2 . 8 ° . 

After this t h e l i t t le animal 
b e c a m e to rp id again, i ts 
cloacal t e m p e r a t u r e r e m a i n 
i n g in t h e r ange of 1 2 . 8 . 1 4 ° . 

O n t h e 17th day D r 
Griffiths r e m o v e d i t f rom 
t h e b u r r o w a n d w a r m e d i t 
u p . I t accep ted mi lk , w h i c h 
i t d rank f rom a spoon . 

D u r i n g t h e 16 days of 
observat ions its b o d y weight 
h a d d r o p p e d f rom 474 g rams 
to 410 g rams . Da i ly records 
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A young, echidna. 

of i t s b o d y we igh t sugges ted 
t h a t i ts m o t h e r h a d n o t fed 
i t t h r o u g h o u t t h e per iod . Ye t 
i t still seemed n o n e t h e 
worse for wear . 
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