
N e a r o n e o f the ski resorts in 
K o s c i u s k o Na t i ona l Park, 
t w o w o m b a t s regularly c o m e 
' o n air'. E a c h carries a 
c o u p l e o f radio transmitters 
— o n e o n a shoulder harness 
and the o ther implanted in 
the a b d o m e n . 

Every 6 m o n t h s , D r 
G r a h a m B r o w n o f the CSIRO 
D i v i s i o n o f Wi ld l i f e 
R e s e a r c h leads a 2 -week-
l o n g exped i t i on u p the 
moun ta ins to hear the latest 
broadcasts . T u n i n g their 
receiver to 27 M H z and 
i g n o r i n g o c c a s i o n a l 
interference f rom N e w 
Z e a l a n d and the Un i t ed 
States o f A m e r i c a , n o t to 
m e n t i o n a great deal o f 
c o s m i c n o i s e , the scientists 
loca te the w o m b a t s and 
analyse their s ignals . 

T h e backpack transmitter 
emi ts c o n t i n u o u s tones 
that carry in format ion about 
the animal ' s m o v e m e n t s 
and pu l se rate, as w e l l as the 
air temperature. ' B e e p s ' 
f rom the abdomina l 
transmitter tell scientists the 
animal ' s b o d y temperature. 

T h e s e t ransmiss ions , 
w h i c h of ten c o m e f rom 
unde rg round , cont r ibute to a 
study o f the w o m b a t ' s 
behav iour and temperature 
regula t ion at different 
seasons . T h e researchers 
particularly want to 
understand the impor t ance 
o f the bu r row. T h e w o m b a t 
is , after all , o n e o f the largest 
animals in the w o r l d to 
excavate an unde rg round 
h o m e . 

T h e indiv iduals under 
study stay i n their bur rows 

A mobile radio station: this wombat is broadcasting physiological information. 

unti l late af ternoon. T h e y 

then c o m e ou t to graze, even 

in the foules t winter 

weather . A t abou t m i d n i g h t 

they return to their bur rows . 

B e l o w g round , a w o m b a t ' s 

b o d y temperature gradually 

d rops by s o m e 2 • 5 ° - 3 ° C . 

T h e pu lse s l o w s , t o o . W h e n 

the an imal surfaces for f o o d , 

its temperature r ises again to 

abou t 3 7 ° C , and the heart 

rate increases . 

Mar ry ing the in format ion 

they have r ece ived by radio 

w i t h measuremen t s o f air 

and so i l temperatures b e l o w 

g r o u n d , the scientists 

c o n c l u d e that a lpine 

w o m b a t s d o no t make 

bu r rows to e scape blizzards 

so m u c h as to avoid the 

hottest s u m m e r weather. 

Tempera tu re s above 3 5 ° C 

put p h y s i o l o g i c a l stress o n 

the an imals ; their bu r rows 

never b e c o m e that hot . 

S o m e other spec ies b e i n g 

s tudied by the D i v i s i o n 

o f Wi ld l i f e R e s e a r c h carry 

transmitters s imply so that 

scientists c a n f ind individual 

an imals , espec ia l ly in 

p h y s i o l o g i c a l invest igat ions 

in to the f o o d and water 
needs o f var ious spec ies . 
T h e s e projec ts h i n g e o n 
success fu l recapture o f the 
individuals under study. 

T o e q u i p an ech idna for 
t ransmiss ion , the scientists 
sn ip away a f e w qu i l l s , then 
g l u e a transmitter to the 
e x p o s e d hairs and qu i l l 
s tumps. G o a n n a s ' 
transmitters are st i tched to a 
harness, w h i c h is g l u e d to 
the base o f the tail. 

I n t ime, b o t h these spec ies 
w i l l shed their transmitters 
by mou l t , so the researchers 
mus t in tervene before the 
equ ipmen t is lost . 

T a s m a n i a n devi l s and 
tammar wal labies a l so carry 
transmitters i n p h y s i o l o g i c a l 
projec ts . 

T h e transmitters c o m e 
f rom the w o r k s h o p s o f t w o o f 
the D i v i s i o n ' s staff, M r 
K e i t h N e w g r a i n and M r L e n 
T a y l o r , w h o des ign and 
cons t ruc t a variety o f m o d e l s 
for different j o b s . 

M r N e w g r a i n m a d e the 
transmitters used in l oca t ing 
animals for recapture, 
d e v e l o p i n g the aerial f rom 

o n e des igned by N A S A 
for t racking creatures by 
satellite. F o r ech idnas he 
c h o s e a h i g h f requency (403 
M H z , in the U H F range) , 
so that a smal l aerial w o u l d 
suff ice. A l t h o u g h the 
transmitter is n o b igge r than 
a m a t c h b o x , the aerial is 
bui l t in to it. 

T h e f requency u sed in M r 
T a y l o r ' s w o m b a t 
transmitters g ives g o o d 
results over short d is tances , 
but no t w i th far-roaming 
animals or near p e o p l e w i th 
C B radios . 

H i s latest m o d e l , w h i c h 
w i l l enable researchers to 
m o n i t o r the p h y s i o l o g y 
o f kangaroos in arid areas, 
transmits over e ight 
channe l s at 150 M H z , a 
f requency that br ings little 
interference. A t g r o u n d 
level , the s ignals c a n b e 
detec ted u p to 10 k m away. 

By at taching an 'activity 
d e v i c e ' to the an imal ' s l eg , 
scientists w i l l even be able 
to tell whe ther a kangaroo is 
s tanding, ly ing , s tepping, 
o r h o p p i n g . 
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