
Above right and 
above: Fire In 

northern Australl• 15 
a different 

phenomenon to that 
in southern Australia. 

The hottest fire 
recorded at Kapalga 

was only one fifth the 
intensity of the Ash 
W ednesday fires in 
Southern Au.stnlia. 

Right: Australia's 

wet-dry tropics 

provides a refuge for 

spe.cies S.U(h as the 

magpie goose, the 

northern quoll and 

the partridge 

pigeon. CSIRO 

research at Kapalga 

has :uslned In the 

m ilnagcment of this 

unique region. 

8 ECOS 80 WI NTER 1995 

at Ka 



p a I g a 
Two decade' of l.'cologoc.11 r~"·arch 

drew to a close in Mav tno~ yNr 
when CSIRO'~ Div"ion of Wildlif~ 

and l:co logy <'<'•"<'d m.1n,o~ing K.lp,llg.l 
Research Stn tion on tlot• orth<•w 
Territory's Kaknd11 °ntionn l Park 

Kapalga has been •ll the forcfi'Onl of 
fehCarch for COf'lb('rVation mrln,1~Cmcnt in 
tl'opic .. l l Austl':tli~' ~i nce tb c~t,lbl i shrncn l 

by th,• d iv is ion in 1976. S l o<li ~h have 
focuM><'d on llw wild lift• nf K.1k1du'' 
wellands, the imp11cl of As ian w,1h.· r 
buff.1 lo, and recently fire, t h~ l'op Enu's 
mo~t cnntc.•ntiou ... l.mc.l·m.m.lt;t.'rTwn t ....... Ut._+, 

Lc~~ons learned .1t Kapa lg.l can bt• 
applied across the wet dry tropic< of 
Northern Australia - from the Kimberley 
ln Westl'rn Au•tralia to Quel.!nsland'> 

Atherton Tableland - a region 
rccugnbed wurld\,dde for it~ 

relatively pristine condotion. 
Aus trn lia's we t-dry tropics 

provides a refuge for spcde> such a; 

the magpie goose, the northern quoll 
a nd the part l'idge pigeon, whose 
gcogro~phic r.1ngc ha• contract~d due 
In cx t'"·n~ivc Ja n<.J dt!aring ~i1\CC 
European settlement. CSII{O cstablb hed 
Kopolga to conduct long-term tancls'""P<'· 
..,c:·Jie experiments ,,sa basis (or managing 
this unique region. 

Former officer-in-cha rgl' of Kapalga Or 
D•ck Braithwaite says scient ist" from 
CSII<O, land-management agencies, and 
univ~r...,ilic~ frOJn AustraJia and overseas 
hove conductt•d rt•scarch a t K.1palga, wilh 

UTtllfllll 
O UT.ut.PMI 

mu•·c ti'o ,1n 190 ,cit•n ti fic- l" ' blic.1tion, 
rt'Slliti ng fmm 130 Oll·,ill' ' tud ies. 

l'u comm~·n\Oft\tl• thcst• Jchicvcmcnls1 

a ptohllc I'Pt'n day w.t, lwltl ,, , Kapo lg,, in 
April. The <•vent w,, l.1unclwd by Fed~r.1l 
Minister for Primary lndu,tries and 
En.-q;y, Sl.'natOI' Btlb Collins, a former 
C'SIRO rt''".~rch officer, and one of the first 
to work at K.opall\a on tlw 1970:.. 

I he ,,r .. ·il kn0\\'1l ._,:-. Kapalg,, \\' aS 

origon.1lly part uf tlw l.md' nf tlw 
KurnbudJ 1.1nguagc group but it b thought 
that no Lradotoun.1l owner:. rem.un. The 
n._un,• K.lfMI~·' •~ ,, rcn~.tcrin,; of the 
Aborigio1.1l ' ( .. ob,,rlgu'. 

1\n 1\ngloc.1n Mo--•on O<<upoed 
Kap.llga for ,, le\\ m<lnth' .ll the turn of 
the <cnh or' , but the u~c of tht• art'•' b~ 
Europ(•;.n' \,,,...,not antcn!)J\l'. Between th~ 
tw<" world Wilt' lht.• ,lr('a \\ .1~ u~ed b\ 
buffalo hunter' o111d in 1976, KnpJlg.> "'·'~ 
set .1sidc by th~ fcdl•ral Co••t•rnnwnt for 
CSI RO rcscJTch . In 1984, Kapa lga wa< 
incorpnr.1tcd onto K.lkadu N.llion.ll P.uk 
~' p.ort n€ St.l)\<' 11, which w.b .1ddcd to the 
World llt"Tit,og<' L"t "' I \1117. 

Buffalo controversy 

Stud ic> ,lt Kap.o lfl·' ini ti.11ly f<)Cusscd on 
the wildlife of K.1k.1d 11'> f.onHmo; w••tlJml,, 
i ncluJin,~; th~ imp,1Ct of lhc f('r~l A, i,on 
Wa ter lluff,,lo, /Jollwlus bubnlis. Buffa lo 
were in t rodn('<•d intu Au,tr,l loa from 
Indonesia la>t century, and by llw early 
1980s there wNc an c~tion.ltcd 250 ()()(I 
>prc.lJ acro-. the Top Cnd's wctlands. 

l lw dfcch of buff,llo on the 
c-nvirtHlll\l~nt w~rc Olh.C highly 
controvC'rsoal. :,11111~ P<'Opi<.' Jr)\u~d tiMt 
th~ar hil4h tll·n .... ihc' Wl"rl· t.1.101.1~ing tlw 
n.•giun· ... wt.•tltUld' with tr .. ul~. \\ ,1llow..., and 
~wim chttnnd .... . 1nd bv breaktng down 
river lcv·cc .... ttllowin~ 'ahnt~ '' atf!r ullo 
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fn~hw;, h•r w,•ll.mth. "nd lilhn~ .trtS\.., nf P·' J"lt•th.•r~ for\·~l. O ltwrs 

believed the huff~ lo', omp.KI w ,,, m'ogmfoc.lnl 1\n '''perimcnl lo 
lesl U1e effect ol buff~lo on the''"' onmmcnl "•'' clt•.HI\• ntoeckd 

Aft~r pn•hmm.lr) '-''cJu..,un.• tn.1J,, ·' huff.\lo fenct• wJ' erL->('ted 
~crcK< Kap.•lga in l'l!\1 l hi'- t•nahk•d ,.,.,,, gr.ut•d by huff.1lo In 
IX' compared wioh thc>-.•lr<•m "hich tht•y " 't•rc ,.,cluckd 

Tht' ~tudic> o ffered lht• unly "'~rinwntal ._., idcnce of the 
cf£ecl:. of buffalo on ,-,:o'~'lcm' of the Top Cnd The\ showed 
!hill .lllhuugh lhc buf£.110 had .1 d\'lrinwnl.ll dfo._'<l <>ll wctl.1nd 
h.1hatat-., tht•n.• h.1d bt-t•n nu In-.-. ,)( "'P'' u•,, .lnd Uu.• l'Cth~ ... tem 

recon•red rapodl\• after buU.llo wt•r,• rt'""" , ... 1. 
Bulf.1lo r.><co~rch "'" completed on 1'11!6 <\llh lhc animals' 

renlO\.JI frum 1\. .lp.ll~,\ Hl .t t curJ.ult e w1th the" nahunal 
Brucclln~~-. .mtf luh(.•r<,:ulo ... l.., I· r.tdlr.ttwn ( Jmp .. u~u. 

Research heats up 

n,.. '"''' lllolJI)r ph •• ,(' nf rt'W.lr\ h .11 t-..op.olg.l 1\ ··~ tlw Fore 
E'Xpcriment. hrL'" ,1r(' ('\traordmarily cumnum in thl· drv "c'"1~on, 
and mosl cltl·1il bv hum01n .... Burninf, , .... c.uri('tl ou l tor .1 , •• 1rictv of 
reason~ •nc lud ang propcrl) Pl'tl t ~ction ~ m,ln<l~t:men l of 

cmb<'rv .thmt .u·'-'•''· 11npr<WII1).; pf•..,tu rt.'"' tor l"L1ltll' pnldul'lion~ Jnd 
l.mtf .. nMnrt~l'lllt•nt hy Ahorlgitm11.1 n<l<•w•wr .... 

Tht rC'OU i t j, thal the 'l.t1Vo1nn,, ... t ll'l' hurnl 0 11 oH'l'rngt• CVl'1'}' 

lW<) ou t ol three yea<', ~nd uftt'll ,11\ on o,, Ji y. 11 ;,. th i> h ig h 
frcquencv tha t make• fi o·c in tropoc,ll 1\uoto·,, lo,\ ,, diHcrcnt 
ph~nomPnnn fl'nm t1Miu\ h·n'lrh.,or.1h.• .\nd .trid 1.nnt::-t. 

D\-~~rih• the widl•,pn:-.1d u ... t.• u( firl', hltll· '' t..nown .1bout 1h 
ccoloj.:ocal df<·rh. tn lhe l,ll <' l ')l;l), till' IJi""'"" nf Woldlifl' & 
Ecolo~y lacl..lctl lhi< i"'"' b\ t..,l.lhh-h ong 111l' world ', larg<'<l lire 
"'perinll'nl (more lh.lll 200 '<Jllolr<' kolnmclf<'' 111 ''"') al K.1palga 

Tlw '''P<'rlln<•nl ... nwtl In tth·ntH:y lhe opt11na l fire 
mana~t·ment pr.JCiic<• tor thL• cnn'l'n atu>n ol lop 1-nd t'<'O')''Icm~ 
by ~~king ClO'h'Cr ... t(l Clth.~li(ln' 'UCh •''' 
• llo'' do difft'<l' lll firt.., mtlu<•nn• .mim.ll' frctm in-t'CI~ '"eh ~' 
olOls, lo large predator.. '"eh,,, tlmgn• ..... ' 
• Dtl f1r~ ulCrC.lC.C o.,(lJ) t.-.fO'otl(lO ,1n..J k•'"' of nutncnts1 

• Do fin."' I.-He tn the dr) '"ot~•'"-Ul \HI\\ crl foR"'l tu gr._L, ... I.trh..l? 
• How can rar.._• 'Pt'('l(...., bt.• pruh'( h~l h~ fnt.• m.m.tg\•nu,•nt ? 

• 1\re I! res in the lop lnd omp<>rl.lnt contribulo" 10 ohe 
Cro.."Cnhou~ crtect? 

f,pcrimcntal burning .H K.1p.ll);•' '' ,,, conducted f<>r fh c 
\ e.lr~. (u1t~hm~ l,bt \ l"."lr, .1nJ 'Cit.llltl:,h .. lrc no._., .. 1nah ~•n); the 
d.1t.1 <nlh•t·tt•d A r!'pnrt un till' pn>JL'd ,lntl oh fondong' woll 
fC'atun.· in ,1 tuhiH' j ... ,u~.· uf I c , ... 

What now for Kapalga? 

l'ht• dh•bion h,l' r('iin<JIIl'lwd ''' rol.- .11 K.lpJig.o in orde r lo 
cxpi1nd its studic;-" •l<."rO''- norlht·rn t\ut-t i·,,Ji,, ,,s p.•rt o£ the n~w 
Coopcr~tivc Rc<cMch Centre i(lr <;tl't.t illilble lkvt•lopmcnl of 
Tropicc'll Sav,,nni"' . 

The ccn lrc, ha"cd nl Do11'wln'.,. Norllwrn l c..•rl'ilory University, 
draws IO)\cthcr 12 orgMl i~.•tlons from the N I, We<olcm Australi~ 
and Qu~cn;.l and. 11 i, funded fnr , ... "''' }'<'MS with $16 mi llion 
from Uw h~dt'r.11 l.nvt•nll'lll}nt. cll1d ._., dl hdp l.1nd m .. ll'l.lAl"r~ m 
A u-,1 r;tli.t' , I rnpir ,, I "'·"· .u111.1 tu pu r'ut.• l'colnw" .111 y · o.,u!-.l.l m.lb).._, 
dl'\ l'lupml'nl )~,ut• ... 't" h ""' J'M'Ia')r,lll ... m, tnun ... m, lr.aditinn~JI 
Abori~rna l land-u-..c, COI\.,.er'\ r, LIOil ,1nd ll"'lnm~ \~Ill LX' c.,ludiNL 

The future nf K~p.1lga wo ll lw dcud~d ln the Au~tralian 
\Jalurt• Cnll't'n .llum ,\);L'll< 1 , tlw lllolllolgL•r uf Katl.ldu \J~tiunal 
Par'-.. Urailhwaitt.• "'Y' C'lll~(_) fl<lpl\' In...._ .... f....lp.llt;·' l ontmut.• ,,., .1 
research ~t41tion . ·~itp.liJ.:il i ... unilJll'-'~ I hen· i' n<l other rc'<.'"arch 
f;~cilih like 11 in 1\u,tr,\li,\, <>r mtk<.'ll, the world.' hc "'Y~ 

Barbara McKaigr 
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Resear<h ort vulnerable mammals, such as the northern b ro wn bandl<oot 

indicates a complex relationship with fire. CSIRO W ildlife and Ecology 

t~chnkian Gus Wanganeen worJ(e.d with 12 mammal spccJes for more than 

six years as part of the Kapalga Fire Experiment. 

CSIRO Division of W ildlife & Ecology Chief. Or Br i•n W •lkcr (left) 

presented Federal Minister for Primary lndustties and Energy and a former 

CSIRO employee on Kapalga, Senator Bob Collins, with a photogroph. at 

the Kapal~ Open Day. The photo, which wos taken in 1976, is of Sen>tor 

Collins and other researchers working on Kapalga.•s noodplalns. 

The first landsupe·scale expcrin•ent conducted by CSIRO on Kapal~ wu 

to assess the effects of feral Asian W ater Buffalo on the Top End 

environment. 


