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The Spinifex Biodiversity project aims to enhance the understanding of biodiversity across the Great Victoria 

Desert by combining Anangu knowledge, cultural tracking, and scientific survey techniques. The traditional 

and historical knowledge of a range of species will be documented and surveying will be conducted for the 

Malleefowl (Nganamara), Sandhill Dunnart, and other threatened fauna. Data collected by Spinifex Land 

Management, including from the preceding 10 years, will be collated and managed in an appropriate 

database.  

The project commenced in May 2023, and during the first six months a range of information was collected 

and recorded, including records of several threatened fauna species. Training of Spinifex Rangers was 

completed, and several cultural field trips were conducted on country. The following six months is proposed 

to build on the information collected to date, by conducting similar methodology across a wider area. This 

report summarises the activities undertaken and results to date. 

 

2. Activities Undertaken 

Works completed to date include both a field ecology component and a spatial ecology component. 

2.1. Field Ecology 

Several on country field trips were conducted with the Spinifex Rangers in the first six months of the project. 

These comprised: 

1. June 2023: A community field survey across a large part of Spinifex country, with the use of a 

helicopter and several vehicles, taking people to remote areas and conducting fire training, 

deploying motion cameras, training in the use of cameras, Fulcrum (GIS mobile data collection 

software) training, and collecting opportunistic fauna records. Field ecology included one week 

deploying cameras within Sandhill Dunnart habitat, showing Anangu Sandhill Dunnart habitat, 

and training on how to set up and check cameras. Additionally, 16 cameras were collected from 

a previous deployment. 

2. September 2023: Two weeks spent deploying cameras within Sandhill Dunnart and Long-tailed 

Dunnart habitat, Nganamara walks, inspecting known Nganamara habitat and trialling a search 

using a drone. Searches for other threatened fauna including Warru (Black-footed Rock Wallaby), 

Brush-tailed Mulgara, and Striated Grasswren were conducted. Collection of cameras previously 

deployed. 

3. Ongoing smaller trips by Spinifex Rangers conducting camel shooting, deploying cameras, 

opportunistic records of other fauna.  

4. Collation and review of data including the review of motion camera images. 

A summary of works completed within the initial 6 months includes: 

• collection of traditional knowledge, including the collation of previous records 
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• purchase of equipment including: 

o 20 Motion Sensor Cameras 

o 19 SD Cards 

• on country visits by Spinifex Rangers both by helicopter and by vehicle 

• training in the use of survey and field equipment (firearms, 4WD, cameras, Fulcrum)   

• surveys for the Sandhill Dunnart by the deployment of 40 motion-activated cameras 

• surveys for Nganamara on foot and by using drones 

• surveys for a range of other fauna  

• feral animal control (e.g., camels and feral cats) 

 

Changes to Milestone #2 Activities 

The field ecology surveys conducted during September were originally proposed to be facilitated using a 

helicopter, however this has been pushed back to April / May 2024. This is due to Spinifex’s long-time 

Anthropologist recently committing to ‘handing back’ all the cultural heritage data he collected over the last 

25 years. This data includes locations of sites that will need to be visited to verify the name, location, etc. as 

well as information relating to the animals (and plants) that were present in the vicinity of the site (in the 

recording of traditional use of resources). To hand the data back, the anthropologist needs to develop a 

program to collate the data, make sense of it, and put it in a format that can be used with modern technology. 

This process will take about six months. Senior Rangers have suggested the required site visits for the 

‘handing back’ of cultural data be done in concert with visits to sites for the Spinifex Biodiversity Project as 

there will be information in the cultural heritage data that will help inform the biodiversity project. 

 

Due to the postponement of the helicopter, September field work was conducted using vehicles equipped to 

visit remote areas. 
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2.2. Spatial Ecology 

Spatial ecology data have been collected in the Great Victoria Desert by Spinifex Land Management for more 

than 13 years, by a range of people and varied methods. In the initial phase of the Spinifex Biodiversity 

Project, we have been working towards the following goals: 

• data familiarisation and liaison with current data/project managers – personnel that were 

familiar with the historical ecological data collected (and means of storage) have assisted in 

giving the data team an understanding of what has been collected and where/how it has been 

stored. 

• data collation and data cleaning/tidying – historical data have been, and continue to be, collated, 

validated, and standardised with the aim of compiling all data in a single location/software 

system.   

• database and/or data storage construction and development – some preliminary investigations 

have been made into a range of data management systems.  A chosen system will need to, at 

least: 

o be compatible with all spatial data types collected (primarily point records and 

photographs in this instance, but may also include information in the form of track or 

polygon data, or oral histories); 

o ensure that users enter base data for each record (e.g. date, location, data type etc.) or, 

ideally, apply these fields automatically; 

o allow easy integration between field personnel (both trained and untrained) and the 

backend database.  The team is mindful of the balance between the need for scientific 

rigour and standards and a system that can be embraced easily by on-ground personnel; 

o be functional in the field for periods without data connection (i.e. away from WiFi or 

internet networks); 

o enable multiple users to be on the system at any one time; 

o be adjustable and mouldable to changing field needs; 

o enable the export of data to be done in the simplest manner possible; 

o allow the export of all data in a form that could be readily transferable to an alternative 

system, should the need arise (i.e. to ensure future-proofing); and 

o if possible, allow field users to view simple summaries of data collected and/or 

interrogate the database with a minimum of technical expertise. 

Given the discussions and initial investigations, it appears that the mobile data collection platform ‘Fulcrum’ 

developed by Spatial Networks, Inc., is a very strong candidate and is likely to meet all the above 

requirements. It has been previously (and continues to be) used by Pila Nguru and appears to also be used 

for the collection of ecological information and geospatial mapping by a range of other organisations. 
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3. Field Survey Results 

A wide range of fauna was recorded throughout the region. Several threatened species were located and 

feral animals noted, particularly Camels. Anangu also gained experience in the use of field equipment and 

familiarity in the habitats supporting threatened fauna.  

Nganamara is well known to Spinifex Rangers, as are its distinctive tracks and mounds. Two known areas 

were visited, and while old mounds and excavations were observed, no recent evidence of Nganamara was 

recorded. A range of species were also recorded on camera. The Sandhill Dunnart was not recorded however 

many cameras remain deployed in the field or are yet to be reviewed. Appendix 1 indicates the species 

recorded on camera. 

Table 1 indicates the three species of conservation significance which were recorded. A full list of fauna 

species recorded on motion sensor cameras is provided in Appendix 1. 

Table 1: Summary of Species of Conservation Significance Located 

Common 
Name 

Species 
Name 

Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 
(WA) Status 

EPBC Act 
(Cwlth) 
Status 

Certainty Notes 

Malleefowl 
(Nganamara) 

Leipoa 
ocellata 

Vulnerable Vulnerable Known or 
Likely to 

occur 

One old mound 
revisited, with no 
recent activity 

Brush-tailed 
Mulgara 
(Murtja) 

Dasycercus 
blythi 

Priority 4: Rare, Near 
Threatened & other 
species in need of 
monitoring 

Not Listed May Occur Three active burrows 
recorded, and the 
species recorded on 
camera at one of 
these burrows 

Striated 
Grasswren 

Amytornis 
striatus 

Priority 4: Rare, Near 
Threatened & other 
species in need of 
monitoring 

Not Listed Known or 
Likely to 

occur 

One breeding pair 
and one chick 
observed within 
long-unburnt 
spinifex grassland on 
the Lost Sands track 

 

Opportunistic records were taken of a range of fauna, including birds, reptiles, and mammals. Several feral 

cat scats were collected from a remote part of the northern Spinifex area and since this area has not been 

surveyed before, the scats are proposed to be sent to a specialist to identify the prey remains within the scats 

(likely to detect a range of locally occurring fauna). Spinifex rangers also located several old nests constructed 

by the Lesser Stick-nest Rat (Tjualpi) and old scats attributable to the Warru (Black-footed Rock Wallaby). 
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Figure 1: Map of Deployed Camera Locations. Green locations indicate that the camera has been collected, 
while orange locations indicate the camera is still in the field. 
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Figures 2 & 3: Camera establishment with Spinifex Rangers 

 

Figures 4 & 5: Camera establishment with Spinifex Rangers (continued)   

Figures 6 & 7: Examples of species recorded on camera: Feral Cats 
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Figures 8 & 9: Examples of species recorded on camera: Sand Goanna; Red Fox  

Figures 10 & 11: Examples of species recorded on camera: Camel; Western Grey Kangaroo  
 

Brush tailer muFigures 12 & 13: Examples of species recorded on camera: Grey Butcherbird; Thorny Devil 

Figures 14, 15 & 16: Examples of species recorded on camera: Spinifex Hopping Mouse; Brush-tailed Mulgara. 
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Figures 17 & 18: Sandhill Dunnart habitat; Old, inactive Malleefowl mound  

Figures 19 & 20: Example of a Lesser Stick-nest Rat (Tjualpi) Nest found by the rangers; the floor of a cave 
covered with Macropod scats including Warru. 
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4. Future Works 

4.1. Field Ecology  

The following activities are proposed for the next six months: 

- Data from 20 cameras collected during September 2023 will be reviewed. 

- Additional cameras will be deployed within habitat potentially supporting conservation significant 

fauna, particularly the Sandhill Dunnart.  

- Cameras installed in remote parts of the northern Spinifex area during September 2023 are to be 

collected and reviewed.  

- Further searches for Nganamara and other threatened fauna will be undertaken.  

Feral Cat scats collected during September are proposed to be sent to Scats About for analysis and prey 

identification. Macropod scats collected during the September trip are also proposed to be genetically 

analysed for species identification (sent to Curtin University).   

 

4.2. Spatial Ecology 

The first phase of data collation assimilation will be continued, and this information will be migrated into 

the chosen data management system. This will then be followed by the development of specific analysis 

goals (especially in relation to Nganamara, Sandhill Dunnarts, and other threatened fauna) and then the 

commencement of data exploration/summaries/analysis. This may be a useful guide to field operations. 

Importantly, the field-based interface to the data management system will be refined and trialled to allow 

for direct input of any future information into the database. 
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5. Expenditure Summary 

The timing of the first payment (received in May 2023) did not align with planned field activities and 

availability of ecologists to enable expenditure in the 2022-23FY. As such, Pila Nguru proposed to carry these 

funds forward into the 2023-24 FY and allocate according to budget figures in Table 2.  

This change (and the related updates to milestones) was approved by Dr Garry Middle on 17th September 

2023. The below table also includes Total and YTD expenditures.  The approved (amended) FY 2023/24 

budget with current YTD expenditure has not been included in this report. Pila Nguru recently switched to 

new accountants and has noted that some costs for this project have not been attributed correctly, with 

corrections yet to be actioned. 

Table 2 also displays expenditure versus budget for the project to-date. 

 

Table 2: Project expenditure against budget (since beginning of project) 

2023 - 24 Budget   

 Budget  
 Total Project 

Expenditure to Date   

 
INCOME      

Unexpended Bought Forward      

Grants Income  $                160,000.00   $                  80,000.00   

Unexpended Carried Forward  $                  80,000.00     

TOTAL INCOME  $                240,000.00   $                  80,000.00   

       

EXPENSES      

WAGES TOTAL  $                109,900.00   $                  30,253.64   

Wages - Spatial Ecologist  $                  43,900.00   $                    3,500.00   

Wages - Field Ecologist  $                  66,000.00   $                  26,753.64   

ON-COSTS TOTAL  $                  18,900.00   $                               -     

On-costs - Other  $                  18,900.00     

OPERATIONAL TOTAL  $                111,200.00   $                  13,917.49   

Administration   $                  11,200.00   $                  10,033.32   

Operations  $                100,000.00   $                    3,884.17   

TOTAL EXPENSES  $                240,000.00   $                  44,171.13   

Total expenses (check)      

SURPLUS/(DEFICIT)  $                               -     $                  35,828.87   
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6. Deliverables Summary 

Table 4 outlines progress against deliverables for Milestones 1 and 2. Overall, the project is on-track with 

regular communication between Pila Nguru and GVDBT representatives enabling budget and deliverables to 

be adapted as required. 

Table 4: Summary for Milestones 1 and 2 

 Date Deliverable Status / Notes 

M
ile

st
o

n
e 

1
 

28th 
April 
2023 

Signed contract 
Deliverable Met - Agreement signed 27th April 
2023 

Demonstrated agreement or signed 
contract with the nominated 
ecologist/ecologists 

Deliverable Met -  
16th May 2023 (Spatial Ecologist) 
21st May 2023 (Field Ecologist)  

M
ile

st
o

n
e 

2
 

30th 
October 

2023 

Invoice from helicopter service 
provider 

Deliverable Delayed - Postponed to Milestone 3 
(29th April 2024). Agreed by Garry Middle on 
17th August 2023. 

Brief progress report outlining: 
- progress made in the first 6 
months 
- plan for the second 6 months 
- expenditure and expenditure 
compared to budget 

Deliverable Met - Provided in this report.  

Brief presentation/discussion on the 
progress report to the Trust (if 
requested by the Trust) 

Deliverable on track to be Met – Presentations 
via Teams scheduled for November 21st.   

7. Summary 

The Spinifex Biodiversity Project has been set up to improve the understanding of biodiversity in the Great 

Victoria Desert by integrating Anangu traditional knowledge and scientific techniques. In the Spinifex 

Biodiversity Projects’ initial six months, various field ecology activities were conducted; including community 

field surveys, camera deployments, training sessions, and feral animal control. Simultaneously, the Project’s 

spatial ecologist continues to work on data management and database development in order to collate and 

consolidate data into a suitable database.   

Some of the project’s key scheduled activities (particularly helicopter surveys scheduled for September 2023) 

have been postposed into April/May 2024 in order to allow for this work to be done in conjunction with the 

return of key data from Spinifex’s long-time anthropologist. These amendments have been agreed with the 

Trust to move to Milestone 3. Meanwhile, spatial and field ecology work will to continue for the next six 

months.  
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Appendix 1. All fauna species recorded on motion-sensor cameras. 

Common Name Species Name 
Number of Cameras 
Recorded  

Spinifex Hopping Mouse Notomys alexis 5 

Sandy Inland Mouse Pseudomys hermannsburgensis 8 

Desert Mouse Pseudomys desertor 1 

House Mouse Mus musculus 1 

Little Long-tailed Dunnart Sminthopsis dolichura 1 

Hairy-footed Dunnart Sminthopsis hirtipes 1 

Dunnart Species Sminthopsis sp.  1 

Brush-tailed Mulgara* Dasycercus blythii 1 

Ningaui Ningaui sp.  2 

Western Grey Kangaroo Macropus fuliginosus 5 

Camel Camelus dromedarius 4 

Fox Vulpes vulpes 3 

Feral Cat Felis catus 3 

Dingo Canis familiaris 3 

Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus 1 

Thorny Devil Moloch horridus 1 

Sand Goanna Varanus gouldii 2 

Knob-tailed Gecko Nephrurus laevissimus 2 

Crested Bellbird Oreoica gutturalis 3 

Yellow-throated Miner Manorina flavigula 1 

Little Button-quail Turnix velox 1 

Grey Butcherbird Cracticus torquatus 1 

Australian Owlet Nightjar Aegotheles cristatus 1 

Crow Corbus sp. 4 

Pied Butcherbird Cracticus nigrogularis 1 

Black-faced Woodswallow Artimus cinerius 1 

Willie Wagtail Rhipidura leucophrys 1 
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