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Abstract 

In the Maralinga Tjarutja Lands, there have been numerous historic records of Nganamara 
(Malleefowl) and Nganamara signs; however no regular monitoring of Nganamara sites has occurred. 
A recent survey of animal tracks across the Maralinga Tjarutja lands found six locations with fresh 
Nganamara tjina (tracks), confirming the continued occurrence of Nganamara in the region. The 
habitat of these signs varied from dense mallee to open mulga woodland. Subsequently, a survey 
took place in August 2007, involving Anangu and ecologists, targeting known Nganamara mounds 
and searching areas for new Nganamara sites. The results of this survey are presented here, and will 
form the basis of future monitoring and management of Nganamara in the southern Alinytjara 
Wilurara Natural Resource Management region. This monitoring should be aligned with monitoring 
occurring in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Lands and in Western Australia.  

Background 

The Alinytjara Wilurara Natural Resource Management region in South Australia, which covers 26% 
of South Australia, is contiguous with the Western Australia border and stretches from the Northern 
Territory south to the Great Australian Bight (Figure 1). It encompasses the Anangu Pitjantjatjara 
Yankunytjatjara Lands, the Maralinga Tjarutja Lands, and Yalata Indigenous Protected Area, all 
Aboriginal managed lands. The region is one of the most intact and pristine wilderness areas in 
Australia, as most of the area has been untouched by the ravages of pastoralism and agriculture. As 
such, many important species of conservation significance still persist in the region, such as the 
Marsupial Mole Notoryctes typhlops, Tjakura (Great Desert Skink) Egernia kintorei; Princess Parrot 
Polytelis alexandrae, Sandhill Dunnart Sminthopsis psammophila and Nganamara (Malleefowl) 
Leipoa ocellata. 
 
Despite the vast tracks of contiguous and potentially suitable habitat across the arid zone, 
Nganamara numbers are thought to have declined markedly in central Australia since the onset of 
pastoralism and the spread of foxes. In the 1990s, surveys revealed that the species still occurred in 
the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Lands, and subsequent surveys have recorded numerous 
sites in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Lands. This suggested that the species could 
potentially occur sporadically across the vast landscape, primarily within the Great Victoria Desert 
bioregion. 
 
Historic records of Nganamara within the southern portion of the Alinytjara Wilurara  region (Maralinga 
Tjarutja Lands, Yumburra, Yellabinna and Yalata) are few in number, as summarised in Benshemesh 
(2007) and the Department for Environment and Heritage Biological Survey Database records (Figure 
1). The scarcity of Nganamara records in the southern Alinytjara Wilurara region is no doubt in part 
due to the low densities of Nganamara, the logistical difficulties involved in surveying for Nganamara 
and the lack of biological surveys conducted in the area. Furthermore, there is little  



 
 
Figure 1. Previously recorded Nganamara sightings in the southern Alinytjara Wilurara Natural 

Resource Management region, pre July 2007. 
 
recent information about the status of known Nganamara mounds / records within the region. 
Recently, however, Nganamara signs were detected at six locations in the Maralinga Tjarutja Lands, 
during an Animal Track survey of the Maralinga Tjarutja Lands designed to establish some ecological 
baseline data on the frequency of occurrence across the region of different native and non-native 
animals (Southgate et al. 2007). This indicated that Nganamara were still present in the region and 
that further information could be gathered on their status.  
 
In line with Action 10.1 of the National Malleefowl Recovery Plan (Benshemesh 2007), data on the 
distribution, abundance and habitat preferences of Nganamara in the remote areas of South Australia 
and Western Australia needs to form the basis of future monitoring and management at a number of 
intensities. While the density of Nganamara in these areas may be low, the enormous areas involved 
suggest that they may be of great importance for Nganamara conservation (Bellchambers 2007). 
 
Therefore, a survey for Nganamara was conducted for the southern portion of the Alinytjara Wilurara 
region. The primary aim of the survey was to establish known locations of Nganamara mounds to 
form the basis of future monitoring. This was deemed important and timely, because there is currently 
a considerable injection of funding for Natural Resource Management work in the Maralinga Tjarutja 
Lands, providing an opportunity for local community members to conduct Nganamara monitoring in 
the region. The basis of the 2007 survey was revisiting existing and reliable record locations (primarily 
recent records with high precision) from the Department for Environment and Heritage Biological 
Survey Database and areas where Nganamara tracks were recorded in the Animal Track survey. 
 
The core objectives of the survey were to: 

1. Determine the status of previously recorded Nganamara nest mounds in the southern parts of 
the Alinytjara Wilurara Natural Resource Management region, in particular Yellabinna, 
Yumbarra, Tallaringa and Mamungari Conservation Parks and Maralinga Tjarutja Lands, 

2. Locate new Nganamara nest mounds in the southern parts of the Alinytjara Wilurara Natural 
Resource Management region, in particular Yellabinna, Yumbarra, Tallaringa and Mumungari 
Conservation Parks and Maralinga Tjarutja Lands, 



3. Establish monitoring of located Nganamara nest mounds in accordance with National 
Nganamara Recovery guidelines, 

4. Engage Anangu consultants, in particular from Yalata and Oak Valley, in the searching and 
monitoring of Nganamara nest mounds. 

 
The following report discusses the methods and results of the survey, and the monitoring  and 
management requirements for Nganamara in the southern Alinytjara Wilurara Natural Resource 
Management region, as reported in detail in Bellchambers (2007) and Ward & Clarke (2007). The 
Nganamara survey was conducted in August 2007 by Ardeotis Biological Consultants (Keith 
Bellchambers) and Desert Wildlife Services (Rachel Paltridge), organised by the Department for 
Environment and Heritage Aboriginal Lands Regional Ecologists and funded through the Department 
for Environment and Heritage and the Alinytjara Wilurara Natural Resource Management Board. 
Ardeotis arranged the survey for Nganamara mounds, while the primary role of Desert Wildlife 
Services was to facilitate Anangu employment in the survey. A detailed scientific report (Bellchambers 
2007) and a plain language document and summary of Anangu involvement (Paltridge et al. 2007) is 
available from the Department for Environment and Heritage.  

Survey methods and results 

 
A database of previous records of Nganamara from the survey area was compiled to provide a 
starting point on which to base search effort. These records included nest mound locations, sightings 
of birds and observations of the Nganamarasô characteristic tracks. Records were sourced from 
Department for Environment and Heritage biological databases, Birds Australia Atlas database, and 
previous surveys in the area such as Greenslade et al. (1986), Southgate et al. (2007) and Robinson 
et al. (1990). 
 
Given the size of the area of interest and the probable sparse nature of the distribution an d 
abundance of the species within it, the process of creating a database of known locations enabled the 
decision to be made to concentrate survey effort on the accessible portions of the Yellabinna, 
Yumbarra, Tallaringa and Mamungari Conservation Parks and Maralinga Tjarutja Lands. 
 
Previous observations from the survey area were relocated with a GPS. Most of these sites were re -
visited and searched during this survey. In addition, new sites where nest mound, sightings of birds, 
observations of the Nganamarasô characteristic tracks and opportune sites in suitable habitat were 
also searched during this current survey. Some of these sites were located during opportune 
searches in suitable habitat whereas others were located while slowly driving along roads and  tracks 
in the area. 
 
The general search protocol was to spend 1 hour actively searching at a site for any sign of 
Nganamara. The effort involved in this active searching varied from 2 man-hours for most sites up to 
8-10 man-hours when Anangu consultants from Oak Valley were on site. These searches involved 
walked random transects or up and back transects through an area of at least 500m by 500m around 
a central point. 
 
When nest mounds were located, a set of standardised data were collected, as outlined in  the 
National Nganamara Monitoring Manual (Natural Heritage Trust National Malleefowl Monitoring 
Project 2007). A photopoint was also established for future reference. An area of at least 500m by 
500m around each mound was also searched in an effort to locate other mounds that may be nearby 
or other sign of Nganamara. Nganamara Monitoring Grids (Gillam 2005, 2007) were not set up at any 
mounds located during this survey due to the remoteness of the area and the sparse nature of the 
distribution and abundance of the species within it. 
 
When Nganamara or their tracks were located, an area of at least 500m by 500m around each 
sighting was searched or tracks were followed wherever possible in an effort to locate nest mounds 
that may be nearby or other sign of Nganamara. 
 
In addition to the sites where Nganamara had been recorded during this or previous surveys, a 
number of opportune sites in suitable habitat were searched during this survey. An area of at least 



500m by 500m around each point was searched for an hour in an effort to locate nest mounds or any 
other sign of Nganamara. 

Major Results of Nganamara Survey 

A total of 53 sites were assessed for the presence of Nganamara during this current survey, including 
11 of 28 previously recorded Nganamara sites, and an additional 42 new sites (Figure 2).  
 
The presence of Nganamara was detected at 20 sites during this current survey. Nest mounds were 
located at 8 sites, tracks were located at 11 sites and birds were observed at 5 sites. Several sites 
had a combination of Nganamara sign. 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Sites where Nganamara were searched for in August 2007 survey in the southern Alinytjara 

Wilurara Natural Resource Management region. 

 

 
The status and location of the 8 nest mounds located during this survey are summarised in Table 1 
and Figure 3.  Two nest mounds were known prior to this  



 
 
Figure 3. Location of all known mounds (including active, inactive and mounds of unknown status) 

and sites with Nganamara tracks in the southern Alinytjara Wilurara Natural Resource Management 
region, January 2008.  
 

 
current survey with the other 6 being located during this survey. Only 1 of the mounds was active at 
the time of the survey with birds raking litter into the nest in preparation for egg laying at a later date. 
Another mound had been active over the past couple of years (Robert Sleep pers. comm. - 
Department for Environment and Heritage Ceduna senior ranger), but inactive in this survey, whilst 
another had newly built into a spoil heap but inactive. The remaining mounds had not been in use for 
some time. One mound was located as a result of information from an Anangu  
 



Table 1. List of sightings recorded in this 2007 Nganamara survey in MT Lands. 

Sighting Comments 
Mound 

AWMF 1 

New mound, not previously used. Low open mallee over shrubs with Spinifex groundcover. 

Sandy soil. Tall dunes and narrow swales. 

Mound 

AWMF 2 

Inactive, used for past 2 years. Low open mixed species mallee over shrubs with Spinifex 

and annual grasses. Sandy soil. Tall dunes and narrow swales. Old fire scar area. 

Mound 

AWMF 3 

Inactive, not used for >2 years. Low open mixed species mallee over shrubs with Spinifex 

and annual grasses. Sandy soil. Tall dunes and narrow swales. Old fire scar area. 

Mound 

AWMF 4 

Active, being prepared for use. Open mixed species Acacia shrubland with few emergent 

mallee over annual grasses. Sandy soil. Complex dunes. 

Mound 

AWMF 5 

Inactive, not used for 5 years. Low open mixed species mallee over sparse shrubs with 

Spinifex groundcover. Sandy soil. Low dunes and broad swales. 

Mound 

AWMF 6 

Inactive, not used for >5 years. Low open mixed species mallee over sparse shrubs with 

Spinifex groundcover. Sandy soil. Low dunes and broad swales. 

Mound 

AWMF 7 

Inactive, not used for >5 years. Tall Mulga shrubland over shrubs within open woodland 

vegetation. Hard red soil. Broad plain. 

Mound 

AWMF 8 

Inactive, not used for >5 years. Low open mixed species mallee over sparse shrubs with 

Spinifex groundcover. Hard sandy soil. Low dunes and broad swales. 

 Tracks 1 day old. 1 bird. Low open mixed species mallee over shrubs with Spinifex groundcover. 

Sandy soil. Tall dunes and narrow swales. Old fire scar area. 

Tracks 1 day old. 1 bird. Low open mixed species mallee over shrubs with Spinifex groundcover. 

Sandy soil. Tall dunes and narrow swales. 

Tracks 1 day old. 1 bird. Open mixed species shrubland with few emergent mallee over annual 

grasses. Sandy soil. Broad plain.  

Tracks 1 day old. 2 birds. Associated with AWMF 4 and recent sightings nearby. Open mixed 

species Acacia shrubland with few emergent mallee over annual grasses. Sandy soil. 

Complex dunes. 

Tracks 1 week old. 1 bird. Tracks also recently observed in area. Low open mixed species mallee 

over shrubs with Spinifex groundcover. Hard sandy soil. Broad plain. 

Tracks Today up to 1 week old. 2 birds. Bird sighted today and bird and tracks also recently 

observed in area. Low open mixed species mallee over shrubs with Spinifex groundcover. 

Hard sandy soil. Broad plain. 

Tracks 1 week old. 1 bird. Low open mixed species mallee over sparse shrubs with Spinifex 

groundcover. Sandy soil. Low dunes and broad swales. 

Tracks Today up to 1 week old. 2 birds. Low open mixed species mallee over sparse shrubs with 

Spinifex groundcover. Sandy soil. Low dunes and broad swales. 

Tracks 1 week old. 1 bird. Low open mixed species mallee over sparse shrubs with Spinifex 

groundcover. Sandy soil. Low dunes and broad swales. 

Tracks Today up to 1 week old. 2 birds. Associated with AWMF 7 and sightings today. Tall Mulga 

shrubland over shrubs within open woodland vegetation. Hard red soil. Broad plain. 

Tracks 1 day old. 2 birds. Open mixed species Acacia shrubland with few emergent mallee over 

annual grasses. Sandy soil. Complex dunes. 

Birds Seen last week. 2 birds. Associated with AWMF 4. Open mixed species Acacia shrubland 

with few emergent mallee over annual grasses. Sandy soil. Complex dunes. 

Birds Seen last week. 2 birds. Low open mixed species mallee over shrubs with Spinifex 

groundcover. Hard sandy soil. Broad plain. 

Birds Today. 1 bird. Tracks of 2 birds sighted today and bird and tracks also recently observed in 

area. Low open mixed species mallee over shrubs with Spinifex groundcover. Hard sandy 

soil. Broad plain. 

Birds Seen 2 months ago. 1 bird. Low open mixed species mallee over sparse shrubs with Spinifex 

groundcover. Sandy soil. Low dunes and broad swales. 

Birds Today. 2 birds. Associated with AWMF 7. Tall Mulga shrubland over shrubs within open 

woodland vegetation. Hard red soil. Broad plain. 
 



 
 
consultant who indicated that she had visited it approximately 5 years ago and removed 12 eggs from 
it (Brown pers. comm.). It appeared not to have been used since that time. Most mounds were located 
in low open mallee over shrubs with spinifex groundcover on sandy soil in dune and swale systems, 
however mounds were found in a variety of vegetation types and land systems. 
 
The 11 locations at which Nganamara tracks were observed during this survey are summarised in 
Table 1 and their locations are shown in Figure 3. Observed track patterns varied from single  birds 
foraging over large areas where tracks could be followed for several kilometres over the terrain to 
relatively small, high use areas by several birds, associated with nest mounds or feeding habitat. 
None of the sites where tracks were observed during this survey were associated with previous 
observations of Nganamara from the survey area. 

 
The 5 locations at which Nganamara were recorded during this survey are summarised in Table 1 and 
their locations are shown in Figure 3. Two of the observations were made while on the field survey 
and the other three were recent reports from locals familiar with the species. Two of these reports 
were from the Oak Valley store truck driver who frequently travels through the area and the other 
reported sighting was made by the Land Management Officer for Maralinga Tjarutja based in the Oak 
Valley community (Dodd pers. comm.).  
 
The single bird observed during the survey was quietly feeding amongst low shrubs and in the litter 
under low mallee. There were numerous tracks of 2 birds in the area and a bird had previously been 
sighted in the area (Ashton pers. comm., Joseph and Pedler pers. comm.). The pair of birds observed 
during the survey was quietly feeding amongst thick litter under tall Mulga shrubland and were close  
to an inactive mound. There were numerous tracks of 2 birds and feeding sign in the area.  None of 
the sites where Nganamara were observed during this survey were associated with previous 
observations of Nganamara from the survey area. 
 
In summary, 53 sites were assessed for the presence of Nganamara during this survey. 20 sites had 
some sign (nest mound, tracks or sighting) and 33 sites had no sign of Nganamara. When combining 
old sighting with new sightings, there are now a total of 44 sites within the search area from the 
southern part of the Alinytjara Wilurara Natural Resource Management region at which Nganamara 
have been recorded. 

 
Distribution 

 
The results obtained from this survey confirm that the Nganamara is widespread but at very low 
densities in the southern part of the Alinytjara Wilurara Natural Resource Management region. The 
number of sites at which Nganamara have been recorded in the survey area was nearly doubled at 
the completion of this survey, however, there are still less than 50 sites at which the species has been 
recorded. 

 
Nganamara observations from the region have been recorded by explorers, amateur ornithologists, 
site specific biological surveys, track surveys and this current survey yet little is known about the 
species away from the few areas that can be accessed. It is assumed that the species is also 
widespread but at very low densities in those enormous areas of country away from the road and 
track system. Given the size of the area, there does not need to be a high density of  birds for there to 
be a potentially large population of Nganamara in the region.  
 
The historical database combined with the results of this and other recent fauna surveys in the region 
indicate that, while the Nganamara is distributed widely throughout the region, its abundance in the 
region is highest in the south and around the Maralinga area. There are fewer records from the Vokes 
Hill Corner and Anne Beadell Highway section of the region and then another grouping of records in 
the north-west of the state in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Lands. 
 
It is not known if this reflects survey effort or is a measure of habitat preferences by the Nganamara. 
The results of this current survey and previous observations indicate that the species utilises a 
number of habitat types but the south of the region is dominated by low open mixed species mallee 
over shrubs with spinifex groundcover with sandy soil on dunes and swales. Farther north in the 




