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see if tile grid surveys on the Victorian 
Volcanic Plains could be incorporated 
into their seasonal survey program. In 
consultation with members of the GFNC, 
some with over 50 years conducting 
surveys for grassland fauna, we decided 
upon 10 tile grids (50 roof tiles per grid) 
at three sites. Two sites are located 
around Teesdale and one at Mount 
Mercer, Victoria. 

Continued on page 2
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Striped Legless  
  Lizard Survey – 2016
The Striped Legless Lizard Delma impar 
is an iconic species of the Victorian 
Volcanic Plains grasslands. It is under 
threat due to habitat loss with the 
current available habitat (the critically 
endangered Plains Grassy Woodland and 
Plains Grassland) estimated at less than 
5 % of its historical extent with less than 
1 % considered to be good condition.  

The Corangamite CMA started a small 
fauna survey project in 2016 as a 
component of the broader Biofund 
and Victorian Volcanic Plains remnant 
protection programs. This project was 
designed to target Striped Legless 
Lizard (SLL). This was a pilot study 
to investigate the feasibility of using 
both CCMA and volunteer expertise 
and time to conduct the surveys. The 
CCMA approached the Geelong Field 
Naturalists Club (GFNC) Fauna Group to 
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Eastern Three-lined Skink  
(Bassiana duppereyi)

Little Whip Snake  
(Rhinoplocephalus flagellum)
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Survey was conducted based on 
the Survey guidelines for Australia’s 
threatened reptiles.  Tiles were put out 
in winter to allow them to bed into the 
grassland vegetation. Eight surveys 
were then conducted by CCMA staff and 
GFNC volunteers between September 
and December 2016. 

Five reptile and three frog species 
were recorded over the survey period 
including; Three-lined Skink, Blue-
tongued Lizard, Little Whip Snake, 
Lowland Copperhead, Tiger Snake, 
Striped Marsh Frog, Spotted Marsh Frog 
and Common Froglet. 

The survey results indicate that 
both native reptile and frog species 
are utilising these remnant sites. 
Unfortunately no Striped Legless Lizards 
were recorded. The surveys were not 
able to be applied across the three 
sites of this size to determine whether 
Striped Legless Lizard was present or 
absent (according to the guidelines) 
as this would require a much greater 
survey effort. These surveys were 
‘opportunistic’ in recording grassland 
fauna and a valuable opportunity in 
terms of community and landholder 
engagement. Feedback from the three 

landholders has been positive in terms 
of their awareness of native fauna 
species present on their properties, 
particularly those small, cryptic 
species that would otherwise be rarely 
encountered and difficult to identify 
without experience. The CCMA is 
encouraged by the outcomes of this pilot 
as a feasible compliment to large scale 
remnant protection programs to raise 
community and landholder awareness 
of the more cryptic inhabitants of native 
grasslands. It also provides further 
evidence as to the value of remnant 
protection to contracted landholder and 
community groups and promotes greater 
community awareness of these large 
scale remnant protection programs.

The CCMA is grateful to all of the 
landholders involved and the GFNC 
volunteers for their assistance to 
conduct this valuable work. 

Geelong Field Naturalist Club (GFNC) volunteers (from left); Guy Dutson,  
Trevor Pescott, Barry Lingham, Lance Brigge and Helen Schofield at Teesdale.

Principal investigator Trevor Pescott (GFNC) inspecting the tile grids.

Spotted Marsh Frog Limnodynastes 
tasmaniensis recorded during surveys.
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You are invited to register your interest 
to undertake biodiversity projects on 
the Victorian Volcanic Plains in the 
Corangamite Catchment Management 
region, through funding provided by 
the Australian Government’s National 
Landcare Programme.

Corangamite Victorian Volcanic Plains 

Biodiversity Grants
Eligible projects include:

• Remnant vegetation management

• Threatened species habitat 
protection

• Protection of natural wetlands

• Encouraging regeneration around 
remnant paddock trees

• Awareness raising activities

• Community engagement and/or 
educational activities

If you have a project in mind and 
would like to find out more, visit the 
Corangamite CMA webpage  
www.ccma.vic.gov.au;  
or contact Rob Bone at  
robert.bone@ccma.vic.gov.au  
or 03 5232 9100. 

Expressions of interest for eligible projects 
will be received throughout 2017.



In late 2016, the Corangamite 
Catchment Management Authority 
initiated a project to locate populations 
of two threatened native fish species 
in the Lake Corangamite Catchment; 
the Yarra Pygmy Perch (Photo 6) and 
the River Blackfish (Photo 3). The Yarra 
Pygmy Perch Nannoperca obscura is 
a small bodied native species found 
in slow flowing streams, lakes and 
wetlands with dense submerged aquatic 
vegetation across the Victorian Volcanic 
Plains (VVP).  The Yarra Pygmy Perch 
is under threat of extinction primarily 
due to loss of habitat and predation by 
introduced species such as Redfin, Trout 
and Mosquito Fish. Predicted climate 

Threatened Fish Fauna 
          Lake Corangamite Catchmentof the  

1. Bank electrofishing for Yarra Pygmy Perch in the Woady Yaloak River (Woady 
Yaloak Catchment Group community event). 

2. Boat electrofishing, Browns Waterholes.



change scenarios will further impact 
upon this species with reduced water 
availability. River Blackfish, particularly 
lowland populations across the VVP are 
also considered under threat by fish 
ecologists. In the Lake Corangamite 
catchment in particular, this species has 
only been recorded from one isolated 
location in the Kuruc-a-ruc Creek with 
any frequency in the past few decades. 

The CCMA engaged a team of aquatic 
ecologists to identify potential habitat 
refuges in the region using aerial 
imagery and groundwater data. Survey 
was conducted at the end of summer 
as the only remaining habitat would 
then be within these spring fed refuge 
pools. We used a combination of boat 
and bank mounted electrofishing 
equipment (Photos 1 and 2) to 
momentarily stun the fish. These were 
identified and then released.

Survey was conducted at 19 sites. 
Yarra Pygmy Perch were confirmed 
at three historical sites and recorded 
at eight new sites. New records 
for the species were recorded 
from the Kuruc-a-ruc, Mundy Gully 
and Naringhal Creek catchments. 
Interestingly, Yarra Pygmy Perch 
recorded from the Mundy Gully, 
Kuruc-a-ruc, Gnarkeet Creek systems 
appear to be hybridising with closely 

3. River Blackfish, Kuruc-a-ruc.            
Continued on page 6

4. Community event, Gnarkeet Ck. 



6. Yarra Pygmy Perch, Gnarkeet Creek.

5. Southern (top) and Yarra (bottom)

related Southern Pygmy Perch  
(Photo 5) in these catchments.  
This is a rare occurrence for 
these species. Investigations into 
hybridisation of these two species in 
South Australia noted;

“a sharp increase in the incidence 
of hybrids, likely due to prolonged 
drought and/or climate change eroding 
reproductive isolating barriers within a 
small habitat (Hammer 2009).”

Fin clips were taken from a number 
of individuals at each site for genetic 
analysis to determine the degree of 
hybridisation in the population. These 
sites may provide an insight into the 
response of closely related species to 
climate change and has implications 
for threatened species conservation 
management across the bioregion. 

River Blackfish were only recorded 
from one site, a large farm dam on the 
Kuruc-a-ruc Creek. The site where the 
species was last recorded was dry at 
the time of survey. The conclusion is 
that River Blackfish may be restricted 
to this one dam in the entire Lake 
Corangamite catchment. Negotiations 
are currently underway with this 
landholder to determine the most 
appropriate management to sustain the 
species at this site. 

Numerous private landholders consented 
to survey being conducted on their 
properties and was largely coordinated 
by Landcare staff from the Lismore 
Land Protection Group and Woady 
Yaloak Catchment Groups. To all of these 
participants we are grateful for their 
support to conduct this valuable work. 

...Continued from page 5



There are unknowns when it comes to the Grassland Earless 
Dragon, being a shy species that has been difficult to study. 
It is believed that they are able to reproduce the year they 
are born, and may only reproduce once in its lifetime. Studies 
have indicated that the species may enter torpor during cold 
seasons, but if weather is warm enough they will remain active 
year round.

And it is not known if it still survives in Victoria.

Once found through much of Victoria, New South Wales and 
the ACT, many things have gone against this small dragon. 
Loss of habitat, introduced plant and animal species and 
changes in fire regime may have all played a part in the decline 
of this species, to the point where only small populations are 
left. What is known is that the Grassland Earless Dragon is on 
the brink of extinction.

As a result, the dragon is listed as one of Zoos Victoria’s 21 
priority species that need assistance to avoid disappearing 
completely. For several of these species, one of the big threats 
to their survival is no one knowing that they exist or that they 
are in trouble. 

It could be a case of out of sight, out of mind for this species. 
The last confirmed recording of the dragon in Victoria was 
at Little River in 1969, with reports of sightings continuing 
until the 1990s. Camera surveys conducted in recent years 

The search for 
    dragons

throughout Victoria have failed to uncover any evidence of 
the Grassland Earless Dragon. In spite of a lack of results, 
many grassland patches remain that could be home to this 
Critically Endangered species, giving hope that the dragon 
may still survive in Victoria, just out of sight. Given they 
are only 15-20 cm long, with colourations that help blend 
into the grasslands, they would be easy to miss unless you 
know what you’re looking for. So we shouldn’t stop looking, 
and additional camera surveys will be used in the future to 
continue the search.

Zoos Victoria and the Corangamite Catchment Management 
Authority (CCMA) are calling on communities to find out 
more about this amazing species and to keep an eye out for 
it throughout western Victoria. We have had great success 
working with schools on a variety of projects with endangered 
species so the initial stages of the Grassland Earless Dragon 
community project has been opened up for schools to be 
involved in.

16 schools throughout the CCMA region registered to 
be involved and have since received a Dragonsearch kit; 
containing “Missing” posters, information on the dragon, 
ideas and materials such as masks and badges to create 
items and events that can be held at the school or within the 

Photo: Living in the grasslands and lacking ear openings, the Grassland Earless Dragon is well named. Credit: Peter Robertson

Continued on page 8



This newsletter is supported by the Corangamite 
CMA, through funding from the Australian 
Government’s National Landcare Programme

VVP Research and 
Development 
Forum
The Corangamite CMA will host its 
5th VVP Research and Development 
Forum at Federation University 
Australia, Ballarat on Wednesday the 
21st of June. The forum presents the 
latest in research and development 
across to the Victorian Volcanic 
Plains bioregion. 

This year’s collection of topics will 
include wind farm and geoscience 
significance, new archaeological 
challenges to the complexity of south 
west Victorian Aboriginal history, 
current and future risks of cropping 
wetlands in Victoria, matching genes 
with future climates, and restoration 
of wetlands assisting in the recovery 
of threatened species.  

Natural resource managers, 
landholders and community members 
are welcome to attend this free event. 
For more information, please go to 
the Corangamite CMA website: www.
ccma.vic.gov.au or RSVP to Jess Lill at 
Jess.lill@ccma.vic.gov.au. This event is 
supported by the Corangamite CMA, 
through funding from the Australian 
Governments National Landcare 
Programme.  

...Continued from page 6.

community. Students and teachers 
have been equipped with materials and 
information to make the dragon better 
known within the community, and to ask 
members of the public to keep an eye 
out in case they see a dragon, or know 
of any suitable grassland habitat where 
dragons may survive.

Finding the Grassland Earless Dragon 
is not something that can do alone. The 
more eyes on the lookout, the possibility 
of re-discovering a species grows, and 
it has happened before. Earlier this year, 
the Cropan’s boa was rediscovered in 
Brazil for the first time in 64 years after a 
program asking community members to 
be on the lookout for the animal had been 
running for a number of years. And closer 
to home, in April several populations of 
the Slater’s skink, thought to be extinct, 
were discovered in central Australia. 

So keep an eye out for a Dragonsearch 
“Missing poster” at the milk bar or 
schoolchildren in dragon masks at the 
supermarket with their parents. Because 
with Grassland Earless Dragons on your 
mind next time you step outside, who 
knows, you might help rediscover one of 
Australia’s most endangered reptiles. 

You can report any possible dragon 
sightings, or suggest habitat for future 
surveying by visiting the website  
zoo.org.au/dragonsearch. 

Pete Lancaster 
Community Conservation Campaigner 
Zoos Victoria. 
plancaster@zoo.org.au

Photo: Grassland habitat preferred by the dragon includes open grasslands, with 
native species such as wallaby and tussock grasses, as well as rocks.  
Image: Zoos Victoria.

Missing: Zoos Victoria and 
Corangamite Catchment 
Management Authority are working 
together to involve the community 
in the search for the missing 
Grassland Earless Dragon.


