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Twitchathon
In early November I entered a Twitchathon with three friends. Like all “-athons”  the purpose was to raise money; in this instance for bird research and conservation. We set out to see 160 species in the 24 hours and came in right on target. Next year we hope to do even better. If you want a list of what we saw and where just let me know.

Lesser Sand Plover, Banded and Flagged
ADVANCE \d41/12/03, on the mud of the Cairns Esplanade Maria and I saw a Banded and Flagged Lesser Sand Plover, Charadius mongolus. White flag on the left tibia and blue on the tarsus. Metal band on the right tibia. The bird was in good health and behaving normally. This bird was caught while having a feeding stop in Taiwan on one of its flights between Australia and Siberia. The info from Taiwan was, ’ADVANCE \d4These birds were flagged at Southern Tatu Estuary, Changhua, approximate co-ordinates 24deg 10min S, 120deg 26min E, which uses the flags combination White/Blue on left leg, sometime since 2000. The resighting was a distance of approximately 5326 km, with a bearing of 146 degrees from the marking location.’
Blue-faced Parrot-Finches
These birds are proving elusive this year. There have been a number of sightings at Rose Gums and the escarpment country. While they are showing at Mt Lewis they are not proving very reliable.
Waders at Tinaburra

Lake Tinaroo has been at record lows. This has changed the patterns of bird sightings there. I have seen up to three Little Curlew, five Greenshank, four Marsh Sandpiper and 22 Australian Pratincole at various times. 
The ducks have not been there in the usual high numbers but all species we normally see are present. Only two Pink-eared Ducks and a single pair of Cotton Pigmy-goose are being seen at the moment. The Great Crested Grebes seem to have moved to Lake Eacham.






Tree-Kangaroos Named
Following on from a few suggestions I have given names to the Lumholtz’s Tree-Kangaroos which we regularly see. The old female often seen within 50 metres of the gate is Grandma. She has a rather large young at heel at the moment. Grandma’s daughter which has taken over the corner of her mother’s territory at the junction of the track and main road is Dorothy. Her young has been seen crossing the road; not a good idea if it wants to grow up! Opposite Grandma lives another old female with a grizzled appearance; she is known as Bear for obvious reasons and with affection for a girl I once knew. At the jump up is the territory of Jill and her young male offspring, Jack. The dominant male is now known as Rex.

We are finding that Rex is a lot more tolerant of the young than we would expect from zoo studies and this is being borne out by the research of others as well. He is still rather timid of our approach despite showing signs of becoming habituated.

Recent Sightings
October and November set new records for tree-kangaroos with multiple sightings the rule. The young Striped Possum which we were seeing frequently has not been sighted since late November. For some time the number of Green Ringtails we are seeing has risen from about two to more than three per tour. Lots of geckoes, white-kneed crickets and fire-flies have been adding to the excitement.
Green Possum Mating
On 04/01/04, at about 8 pm , along with 10 guests I observed a most interesting session involving three Green Ringtails, one female two adult males. The copulations were neither violent nor accompanied by the gentle foreplay that I had previously observed. 
ADVANCE \d4
We first saw a single Green Ringtail (GR) clinging to an almost vertical vine about 8 metres off the ground in a curled position with the tail also curled but not between the animal and the branch as they do when in their defensive position. As I went to move off, one of my guests spotted a second animal coming down another branch of the same vine. This animal was smaller but obviously an adult male; large testes clearly visible. The male approached the first animal and placed its forepaws on its back. At this point the first one moved a little up the vine, showing a red and distended cloaca. The male first moved to follow but came down the vine about a metre and up the branch it had descended for about 60 cm, leaving it a bit over a metre from the female. It returned to this spot twice after approaching the female and apparently sniffing at the base of her tail. On the third approach he forced his head between the branch and the base of her tail. At this point she moved her front legs forward to a position where she was in what would have been a normal orientation if she was to move off up the vine. He quickly mounted her and we observed copulation which involved rapid pelvic thrusts on his part and inactivity on hers. What large curved penises they have for such a small possum. I estimate the length of the event at about 10 seconds. She then moved up the vine and onto an almost horizontal branch. He followed, stopping about 30 cm short of her.

After about 40 seconds of inactivity we were again about to move off (we still had not seen a tree-kangaroo that evening) when we and the male became aware of the presence of a second male coming down the same vine as the first male had entered the scene but on an adjacent branch. This would indicate that they had not both followed a scent trail laid on the vine. This male was smaller and more grey than the first male and probably about two thirds of the weight of the female. The first male hurried down the vine at remarkable speed for a GR and met the intruder as it began to climb. There was obvious hostility but it is hard to say what this was except for the headlong rush towards each other and some occasional exaggerated movements of the front limbs. Both animals remained silent as did the female for the whole period of observation. The second male retreated to the position which the first male had taken up after sniffing the female at the first observed contact.

The first male then climbed up to the female, his penis became partially extended and he made a desultory attempt to copulate. The female tucked her lower body to the left and he climbed over her and on for another metre and a half.

The second male then approached quickly and attempted to mate. Whether this occurred on not we could not say but doubt it. The first male then rushed back, over the female and into the second male which then turned  tail and ran down the vine for about 2 metres . At this point the smaller of the males turned and collided with the first as it rushed down. The second male fell from the vine but caught another and scrambled up and headed straight back to the female which had come down the vine a metre. The first male had climbed over her and was about 3.5 metres from the female. The second male climbed around the female and then turned down. Copulation clearly occurred. The female moved the front part of her body from side to side for about four seconds. Copulation lasted about fifteen seconds or a little longer. The female turned afterwards and climbed up onto the same horizontal branch that she had been on before. She was followed by the second male so that all animals were within a two and a half metre span.

Afterwards we watched for another half minute before heading off. When we returned about 30 minutes later the two males were chasing each other around on the other side of the track which could have been reached through the canopy.

