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Hello all,

We know that the frequency of platypus sightings varies seasonally in both the Yarra River in Melbourne and the Queanbeyan River in Queanbeyan township.  But just how similar are the patterns in any given year?  The graph below summarises the average number of platypus seen (per visit to any given site) by Platypus Count participants from May 2009 through February 2010.  Information for the Queanbeyan was collected upstream of the weir located near the town centre, whereas information for the Yarra was obtained along the river’s middle reaches, from Templestowe upstream to Wonga Park. 
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Except for May 2009 (when the average frequency of platypus sightings was the same in both areas), platypus were consistently seen more often along the Queanbeyan River than the Yarra.  However, the general pattern of seasonal variation in the two water bodies is remarkably similar.  In both areas, platypus sightings reached a peak in winter and early spring, with animals seen most frequently in August.  The relative height of the two peaks is also much the same: along both rivers, platypus were observed about 5-6 times more often in the best month for viewing animals as compared to the worst month.
Based on my own experience, viewing conditions for platypus are roughly the same along the Queanbeyan and the Yarra’s middle reaches: the animals are about equally easy to spot from vantage points along the banks of both water bodies.  Assuming that this is true for other persons looking for platypus, differences in the number of animals seen in the two rivers is most readily explained as reflecting a difference in the number of platypus living there.  In practice, the average sightings rate for platypus along the middle reaches of the Yarra in the 10 month period was about 60% of the frequency recorded along the Queanbeyan.   
Those of you who have been involved with Platypus Count for some time will recall that two main factors have been suggested to contribute to the winter peak in platypus sightings recorded (in the case of the Yarra) each year since 2003:
(1) males are likely to become more active as the breeding season commences, and (2) both sexes may forage for longer hours (and possibly over longer distances) in order to cope with winter conditions.
Platypus are believed to mate in the wild from early August to early November in both Victoria and New South Wales.  Accordingly, there is no reason to expect that the scheduling of platypus breeding seasons near the ACT and Melbourne varies drastically.  Although Queanbeyan is located at a higher elevation, it’s also located farther north and almost certainly experiences more sunny days in winter.  Given that water temperatures tend to be much more stable than air temperatures, these three factors may largely cancel each other out as far as platypus are concerned.  According to the Australian Bureau of Meteorology, the average maximum daily air temperature in August at Queanbeyan (at an elevation of 580 metres) is 13.7oC, as compared to 14.4oC at Melbourne’s Tullamarine airport (at an elevation of 113 metres).
Along with water temperature, it is possible that platypus activity patterns may be partly determined by variation in water flow.  Many persons have mentioned over the years that they most often see a platypus when a river is running strongly after rain has fallen.  Intuitively, this makes sense: the animals may have to work longer hours to find enough to eat if fast-flowing water causes some of their food (mainly bottom-dwelling invertebrates) to be swept away – or causes bugs to hide to avoid being swept away!  Working longer hours is in turn expected to result in platypus becoming more diurnal and hence in people seeing them more often.
However, while stormwater run-off may certainly be important in influencing platypus activity patterns over short time frames, weather records suggest that it is unlikely to be the agent mainly driving a late winter peak in platypus activity in the Queanbeyan and Yarra Rivers.  Based on long-term data, the wettest months in both areas are typically October and November, with August actually qualifying as the third driest month of the year in Queanbeyan.  Over the 10 months summarised in the graph, the wettest months around Melbourne were November (104 mm of rain at Tullamarine) and September (71 mm).  Around Queanbeyan, the wettest month was February (133 mm of rain at Canberra airport) followed by December (76 mm).  By comparison, rainfall totals for August were just 41 mm (Melbourne) and 36 mm (Canberra).
In Platypus Count news elsewhere, the Bombala region of New South Wales continued to maintain its reputation last summer as an exceptionally good place to see the animals.  Along the Bombala River, Franz P. observed at least one platypus on each of the 13 occasions when he recorded how many animals were visible from the Monaro Highway bridge in Bombala township early in the morning – on three occasions, five animals were active.   Similarly, 2.4 platypus were seen on average by Charlie M. when he visited each of his nominated pools along Cambalong Creek, north-west of Bombala.  If you ever have the opportunity to spend time in this part of the world, be sure to check out the local waterways – it’s by no means uncommon to see one or more platypus swimming around happily right in the middle of the day.
Happy Platypus Counting!
AUSTRALIAN PLATYPUS CONSERVANCY

PO Box 22, Wiseleigh VIC 3885

Tel: (03) 5157 5568   Email: platypus.apc@westnet.com.au

The support of the following Platypus Count partners is gratefully acknowledged: City of Banyule, City of Manningham, Shire of Yarra Ranges, ACT Waterwatch, Upper Murray Landcare Network, Norske Skog and the EPA Victoria IES Program.
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