
 

The 2004 Annual Conference 
 
The 31st Annual Conference was held 
at the Adelaide Zoo from the 15th to 
the 18th of April.  The first event on the 
programme was the welcome reception, 
which was reached by finding the 
secret entrance to the zoo in the dark.  
Once this entrance had been breached, 
there it was – that familiar, pungent 
smell of a zoo. 
 
The gathered conference participants 
represented a mixture of the familiar 
and the unfamiliar, since this was not a 
normal ASSAB conference but a joint 
meeting with the Australian Evolution 
Society.  Our genial host, Greg 
Johnston was there to greet us all with 
good humour, good food and beer that 
you tip upside down before you open it. 
 
Once that was out of the way and the 
next day dawned, the conference 
kicked off in earnest.  The opening 
address and welcome was given by 
Associate Professor Rob Morrison of 
Flinders University and President of 
the Royal Zoological Society.  There 
followed the usual housekeeping 
announcements, with log-jam jokes 
now keeping a low profile. 
 
The first plenary speaker was Marlene 
Zuk from the University of California, 
Riverside, but currently in Australia at 
the University of WA.  Her talk was on 
gender bias in research and she 
presented the following rather 
disturbing information. 
 

- A survey of physiology 
journals on the study of subjects other 
than sex showed an overwhelming 
choice of males as the experimental 
subjects.  A phone call to suppliers of 
rats and mice indicated that males are 
not cheaper, so this appears to be a real 
bias. 
 

 
- In human research, the “norm” 

is a 70kg man; everything else seems 
to be a variation on this, even women. 

 
- When schoolchildren were 

asked to draw a scientist, 92% drew a 
man. 
 

- Early work on extra-pair 
copulations branded the females as 
either victims or as promiscuous rather 
than as behaving normally.  There is 
even a paper in Nature that classified 
the offspring of such couplings as 
illegitimate! 
 
Marlene concluded that we should 
study human behaviour in its own right 
rather than look for justification in the 
animal kingdom and that we should 
not taint studies of animal behaviour 
with our own shortsightedness. 
 
The rest of the morning was taken up 
with contributed papers, some random 
highlights of which were 
 

- Ben Bravery’s paper on 
signalling in bower birds, 
where the birds’ reaction to 
removal of decoration from the 
bower was studied 

 
- the study of complexity of 

mating systems and cognitive 
ability in waterfowl by Patrick-
Jean Guay 

 
- Katherine Barry’s paper on 

female praying mantis who 
chose to eat their mate or not 
depending on their nutritional 
status. 

 
A few more random highlights of the 
afternoon sessions were 
 



 

- the study of signals that have 
largely neglected – movement 
by Richard Peters 

 
- the use of the “waddle-ometer 

on sleepy lizards to show that 
they bolt (relatively) from 
shelter at sub-optimal body 
temperatures during periods of 
rain in reponse to transient 
opportunities for food and 
water 

 
- Anne Göth’s presentation about 

incubation temperature and sex 
ratio in brush turkeys, the data 
from which support Aboriginal 
knowledge that in hot years 
there are few males and in cold 
years very few females 

 
- Jack da Silva’s presentation on 

the anomalous path of the left 
recurrent laryngeal nerve in 
mammals.  He apologised that 
it had nothing to do with 
animal behaviour, but it was 
fascinating anyway. 

 
The evening then saw us head off to 
the conference dinner on the banks of  
Torrens Lake.  This was preceded by a 
leisurely cruise on the Lake where we 
enjoyed pre-dinner drinks and canapés. 
 
The following morning saw our 
plenary speaker, Mats Olsson 
introduced by Greg Johnston.  Greg 
introduced him as the Professor of 
Ecology and Biology at the University 
of Wollongong, adding that this is a 
pretty big title for such a grotty little 
man.  Despite this introduction, Mats 
then went on to tell us why the 
Swedish sand lizard makes a good 
model species when we ask questions 
relating to evolutionary biology. 
 

The rest of the day was then taken up 
with contributed papers punctuated by 
the poster session.  Highlights were 
 

- Ajay Narendra’s presentation 
on Central Australian Desert 
ants, also known as racehorse 
ants since they can move at 
17cm/sec showing that they can 
use landmarks for navigation 

 
- Emily Baird’s presentation 

giving yet more information on 
how bees land on objects 

 
- Jochen Zeil’s video of a 

satellite fly depositing her larva 
on the prey of a solitary wasp 
and his presentation on their 
stealth mechanism 

 
- the presentation by Clare 

Browne on the use of dogs to 
detect New Zealand reptiles, 
where she explained that, 
where humans have five 
million olfactory receptirs, 
dogs have 220 million. 

 
I can’t quite remember what we did 
that evening, but I am sure it was 
interesting. 
 
The next morning David Paton from 
the School of Earth and Environmental 
Sciences at Adelaide University gave 
the first plenary talk of the day.  He 
described how clearing of the Mount 
Lofty Ranges had resulted in a serious 
decline in bird numbers due to habitat 
destruction.  Simplistic conservation 
efforts would simply be a matter of 
sticking trees in the ground.  However, 
the current problem is the fact that 
most reserves of remnant vegetation 
flower during winter and spring, 
resulting in a lack of summer and 
autumn food resources.  Using basic 
knowledge like this, conservation can 



 

proceed aimed at restoring at least the 
basics of the desired habitat. 
 
This was followed by a symposium on 
urban habitats.  Chris Daniels from 
BIOCITY: Centre for Urban Habitats 
introduced the symposium.  In this 
introduction, he stated that 1.1 million 
of South Australia’s 1.3 million people 
live within 50km of the city’s centre. 
 
The first paper was presented by 
Darryl Jones, who further emphasised 
our urban nature where 88% of 
Australians live in Sydney, Melbourne 
or Brisbane.  His presentation was on 
feeding by humans of Australian native 
birds, which tend to be large 
omnivores rather than small granivores 
which make up the majority of native 
birds in the Northern Hemisphere.  In 
the Northern Hemisphere, wildlife 
agencies are opposed to humans 
feeding birds mainly due to problems 
of dependency. However, Darryl found 
no evidence of dependency in 
Australian magpies. 
 
Emma Crossfield’s study of magpie 
larks at Adelaide airport showed that 
the practice of mowing the grass close 
to the runways in the interest of safety 
leads to an increase in the incidence of 
bird strikes.  Her conclusion was that 
grass left at a length of 20 cm was 
much less attractive to these birds than 
grass cut to 5cm. 
 
This was followed by Michelle 
Lemon’s presentation on the effects of 
power boat (recreational, commercial 
and military) approaches on bottlenose 
dolphins in Jervis Bay.   
 
Amanda Kobelt started her 
presentation on suburban dogs in 
backyards by explaining that 40% of 
Australian households have a dog and 
that these dogs spend an average of 
74% of their time inactive.  Her study 

on the underlying cause of problem 
behaviour is most likely a result of the 
owner-dog relationship than the 
physical characteristics of the yard or 
the presence of a companion dog. 
 
The final paper, presented by Dror 
Ben-Ami showed that, of the 
mammalian species that were once 
endemic in his study site on the urban 
fringe, only the swamp wallaby had 
managed to persist.  His study showed 
that the reason for this is that the 
swamp wallaby is a habitat generalist, 
able to adapt to a variety of habitat. 
 
The afternoon plenary talk was given 
by Michael Bull from Flinders 
University.  He was introduced by 
Greg Johnston as being best known for 
“his work on parasympatric boundaries 
of, well, just about every bloody thing 
really”.  Michael’s talk introduced us 
to the lives of the sleepy lizard, the 
gidgee skink, the land mullet and the 
square-eye, in particular their social 
lives.  These four species show a high 
degree of social organisation as do 
three others of the total of 10 species 
so far studied.  Social organisation is 
not common in lizards or, in fact, in 
reptiles in general.  The postulation is 
that parasite load is the main driving 
factor. 
 
In the final session of contributed 
papers, the most dramatic was that 
given by Carla Litchfield on the 
consumption of gorillas, chimpanzees 
and bonobos in Africa.  This is causing 
these species to become dangerously 
close to extinction as well causing 
human health problems.  One of the 
main problems is human contact 
through tourism and research resulting 
in the habituation of these animals to 
humans rendering them easy prey.  
Many people are now questioning 
whether we should be in such close 
contact with them at all. 



 

 
After the final session of contributed 
papers, the conference was closed by 
Greg Johnston.  Greg acknowledged 
the contribution of Paul del Fabbro, 
Sonia Kleindorfer, Clive Watts and 
Carla Litchfield.  He particularly 
acknowledged Clive Daniels from 
BIOCITY along with the donation of 
$5000 towards the organisation of the 
conference. 
 
Greg then called on Sonia Kleindorfer 
to present the student prizes.  The 
ASSAB Student Prize was awarded to 
Ajay Narendra for his paper on 
navigation in the Australian desert ant.  
The AES Student Prize was awarded to 
Stephanie Hazlitt for her paper on 
relatedness in a colony of brush-tailed 
rock wallabies.  The Poster Prize was 
awarded to Katie Robinson for her 
work on strategies to prevent sperm 
mixing in St Andrew’s Cross spiders.  
A special commendation was given to 
Anne Gaskett for her “enthusiastic” 
presentation on orchids that trick 
insects into believing that they are 
sexually receptive females. 
 
The conference was then closed and a 
huge crowd (NOT!) assembled for the 
AGM.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Snippets from the AGM 
 
There is not much to report from the 
AGM, as it was poorly supported by 
the conference attendees.  Highlights 
were 
 

- we made a profit last year, 
largely due to the profit made 
from the conference held at 
Macquarie University 

 
- The following motion was 

passed: “That the Society make 
$500 available as a student 
grant for animal behaviour 
research to be administered by 
the Committee or a subset of 
the Committee”.   

 
The following Office Bearers were 
elected 
 
President:  Greg Johnston 
Vice President:  Ed Minot 
Secretary:  Bob Kilgour 
Treasurer:  Paul del Fabbro 
Public Officer:  Jochen Zeil 
Councillors:  Kevin Stafford, Phil 
Taylor and Pauleen Bennett. 
 
 


