
D u r i n g a land resources 
survey o f S o u t h Australia, 
t w o CSIRO scientists were 
intr igued by a great number 

o

f c o n s p i c u o u s whi te 
patches o n Landsat satellite 
images o f the southern 
fringes o f the Nul l a rbor 
Plain. T h e patches ended 
sharply at a straight l ine 
mark ing the loca t ion o f a 
ve rmin -p roo f f ence . 

W h e n the scientists — D r 
Ernst Löff le r and M r Chr is 
Margu le s , o f the D i v i s i o n o f 
L a n d U s e Resea rch — flew 
over the area and then set 
foot o n it they found the 
explanat ion. E a c h patch o n 
the satellite images 
co r re sponded to the bare 

g round o f a w o m b a t c o l o n y . 

T h e animals were identif ied 

as Lasiorhinus latifrons — the 

A digitally enhanced Landsat picture o f the Nullarbor 
Plain

.
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hairy-nosed w o m b a t — a 
spec ies that o c c u r s in large 
number s o n the Nul la rbor 
Plain. 

W i t h its thick legs and 
s trong c l aws , the hairy-nosed 
w o m b a t is a power fu l d igger . 
T h e areas o f bare g round are 
a result o f the animal ' s 
bu r rowing and m o u n d -
bu i ld ing . 

T h e w o m b a t s l ive in 
c o l o n i e s con ta in ing , usually, 
be tween 10 and 30 warrens. 
T h e c o l o n i e s vary in extent 
f rom tens o f metres to as 
m u c h as 1 k i lomet re . E a c h 
warren con ta ins 10—15 
bur rows o n average and 
forms a dist inct m o u n d , 
r is ing u p to a metre above its 
sur roundings . 

Individual warrens are t o o 
small to be seen f rom space , 
but unusual ly small c o l o n i e s 
o f three or four appear as a 
s ingle whi te pic ture e lement , 
and b igger c o l o n i e s are 
proport ionately larger. Areas 
a round the c o l o n i e s are 
denuded o f vegeta t ion and 

f rom 900 k m u p l o o k paler 
than vegetated g round . 

T h e w o m b a t is supposedly 
a grass-eater, but the present 
observat ions g ive support to 
c l a ims by graziers that it eats 
desert shrubs t o o . 

N o t surprisingly, graziers 
and conservat ionis ts v i e w 
the animal differently. 
Graziers say that g r o w i n g 
w o m b a t n u m b e r s are 
threatening the viabili ty o f 
their enterprise. 
Conservat ionis ts argue that 
the species faces e n o u g h 
envi ronmenta l pressures 
already wi thou t adding 
h u m a n oppos i t i on . 

M o r e data are needed , and 
the research pair be l ieve that 
Landsat pictures l end 
themselves we l l to assess ing 
the effects o f w o m b a t s o n the 
land. M o n i t o r i n g the extent 
o f the w o m b a t s ' range c o u l d 
a lso be d o n e this way. 

R e c e n t Landsa t p ic tures , 
to c o m p a r e wi th the or iginal 
(1972) wombat - revea l ing 
shots , are not yet available in 
the right form. ( T h e pictures 
require c o m p u t e r 
e n h a n c e m e n t to s h o w detail 
— a specia l ized task.) 
Never the less , the CSIRO 
workers got the impress ion 
f rom a r econna i s sance flight 
over the area in 1976 that, 
for better or w o r s e , w o m b a t 
n u m b e r s had increased 
significantly. 
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Signs of wombats 
from space 


