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The Annual Conference 
 
The 30th Annual Conference of ASSAB kicked off on the evening of Thursday 24th 
April with the usual welcoming drunks drinks.  This function set the scene for the 
next couple of days regarding alcohol, as the booze was all free.  The next day, the 
conference was opened by Rob Heinsohn who had headed up the local organising 
committee.  In his opening remarks, Rob highlighted the contribution of the Centre 
for Visual Sciences ($ 3000) and the National Institute of Bioscience ($ 5000) in 
sponsoring the conference.  These contributions were used to subsidise student 
attendance, travel costs for Leigh Simmons and the social events. 
 
Rob then moved to the subject of creature comforts and pointed out that, while most 
of us had probably found the toilets close to the lecture theatre, there were others in 
other parts of the building.  He recommended that, in the case of a logjam, these other 
facilities should be sought out.  Poor bloke.  He was the last one in the room to realise 
what he had said and the conference was flush (!) with logjam jokes thereafter.  Rob 
also introduced the timing system to be used by session chairs.  These were a stuffed 
white-winged chough and an equally stuffed eclectus parrot. 
 
The scientific sessions then kicked off with a plenary lecture by Leigh Simmons from 
the University of Western Australia.  His talk “Testing models of postcopulatory 
sexual selection: lessons from the dung heap” introduced us to dung beetles.  In these 
little creatures, major males dig tunnels between the dung heap and their breeding 
chamber, in which they install a female.  While they are away up the tunnel gathering 
dung or fighting challengers, minor males dig side channels to gain access to the 
breeding chamber to carry out sneak matings.  The two lessons from the dung heap 
are that minor males spend heavily on their ejaculate to increase sperm 
competitiveness in sneak matings and that females use cryptic female choice. 
 
This was followed by a day of scientific talks punctuated by the usual bouts of 
foraging.  I’ll not give a detailed summary of all of the talks, since the abstracts are 
posted elsewhere on the site.  However, some highlights of the first day were: 
 

• Rebecca Bradford’s cheetah porn film 
• Clarissa House’s wish that she could freeze copulating dung beetles and 

cut them open just to see what was going “down there” 
• Luc Bussière’s assurance that he had left Canada before the SARS scare 
• Greg Johnton’s insights into scientific study in Israel along with his 

willingness to wager very valuable pieces of his anatomy 



• Margaret Hawkin’s excitement at the emergence of two platyus young 
from their burrow 

• Anne Wignall’s total aplomb, not only in presenting her talk, but also in 
handling the questions.  Anne is an honours student working with Marie 
Herberstein 

• the question to Jessica Stapley as to whether she had studied personality in 
males only or whether females simply have no personality 

 
At the end of the day, we were all forced onto two buses and whisked out to      
Yarralumla woolshed where we were treated to a jolly tasty nosh-up washed down 
with heaps more free booze.  Then, some musicians wandered in and made us all 
dance around in circles and lines in an unbelievably uncoordinated fashion and then 
the buses came back again and took us away before the booze ran out! 
 
The next morning kicked off with another plenary lecture by Mandyam Srinivasan 
“Small brains, smart minds: vision, navigation and ‘cognition’ in honeybees”.  Here, 
we were introduced to the AWBFF or All-Weather Bee Flight Facility, where some 
fascinating discoveries had been made.  We were introduced to the rules of landing 
used by bees in flight, which was a whole slide of equations that were dismissively 
described as “just simple calculus”.  However, we were assured that bees do not need 
to use calculus since they have been landing since before it was invented.  We were 
then introduced to the bee odometer and finally saw a beautiful video of a bee flying 
through a maze in which it had learnt that the green-marked path was the one to 
follow. 
 
The rest of the day was a repeat of the previous, with scientific sessions interspersed 
with eating.  Highlights of Day 2 were: 
 

• generally amazing stuff about bees (Ken Cheng, Judith Reinhard, Zhang 
Shaowu, Emily Baird) 

• Justin Marshall’s statement that behavioural ecologists have to stop using 
statistics – the stuff is just too dangerous in their hands 

• the noise of empty wine and beer bottles as Rob Heinsohn’s ute hit a speed 
hump (“Yeah, I’m gunna recycle ‘em”) 

• Rolf Beilharz’s statement that selection does not work on genes but on 
organisms 

 
There then followed the AGM, snippets of which appear below.  After this we all 
headed off for the conference dinner.  I had to dip my hand into my pocket for the 
first time as the beer had finally run out …although, where the leftovers from the 
night before ended up was not clearly explained.  Dinner was a banquet-style affair 
wherein the food just never seemed to stop coming.  This was punctuated by a bit of 
humour from after-dinner speaker Chris Boland who promised the assembly that, after 
coming to ASSAB conferences for six years, he would eventually join the Society. 
 
Despite the social events of the previous evening, the morning of the final day was 
well attended with all comers looking astoundingly bright eyed.  The whole morning 
was devoted to scientific talks, the highlights of which were: 
 



• Anne Gaskett’s obvious glee at the fact that male St Andrew’s Cross 
spiders are eaten after copulation 

• Andrew Cockburn leading the whole conference in the singing of “Happy 
Birthday” to Bob Wong at the end of his paper 

• Sharon Downes taking the whole logjam thing to its pinnacle 
 
Justin Marshall, Chair of the final session brought it to a close and also went on to 
declare the conference a “success, despite the logjam of information” (told you it 
didn’t stop).  He then asked us to join him in acknowledging the efforts of the 
organising committee, which we all did. 
 
Rob Heinsohn then called on Jessica Stapley and Bob Wong to present the hotly-
contested awards to various conference participants.  The following awards were 
presented. 
 

• the speak-no-evil monkey for the participant asking the most questions, 
presented to 

….. Jochen Zeil 
 

• the good fairy wings for coming to the fore with aid in the form of the Mac 
for many of the presentations 

….. Chris Evans 
 

• the mad dog award for behaviour above the call of duty, presented for 
racing out during the conference to do field work 

…. Luc Bussière 
 

• for the most noteworthy comment, something about wagering his sinister 
Jatz cracker, or words to that effect 

… Greg Johnston 
 

• the dingle-berry award for a number of acts, among them being man 
enough to wear a silver bangle to the conference, introducing us to the new 
word “retrices “ and for his spectacular bush dancing repertoire, stolen 
from lemurs on Madagascar which looks great in treetops but not so great 
on the ground 

… Raoul Mulder 
 

• the budgie award for the speaker who used the first question from the floor 
to show the two remaining slides for which there was no time during his 
talk and which had no bearing on the question 

… Justin Marshall 
 
 

• there were three contenders and fierce competition for the final award.  
Andrew Cockburn’s behaviour on the dance floor had not gone unnoticed, 
not only for its grace but also its capacity for preventing anyone nearby 
from participating.  Leigh Simmons was a contender, nominated by Bob 
Wong for his excellent Frank Spencer impersonation.  However, when 
Anne Goldizen told Bob that it was no imitation, he decided to drop the 



nomination, considering that he is coming to the end of his PhD.  
Eventually, the winner was Sharon Downes for her dress sense, described 
by Bob as what is worn by “poor little kids who live around mountains of 
rubbish.”  However, he assured her, by next year’s conference such garb 
would be in vogue. 

 

Student Awards 
 
These were presented by Andrew Cockburn, who congratulated all students for the 
high standard of their presentations.  He added that Honours students are not supposed 
to be able to talk so competently.  The awards were: 
 
Honourable mention:  Adam Leavesley (ANU), whose playback study 

provided evidence for an increase in the number of elements of an 
avian alarm call with increasing degree of danger. 

 
Second: Clarissa House (University of Western Australia) for her paper on male  

genital morphology and fertilisation success in dung beetles. 
 
First: Emily Baird (ANU) for her work on the regulation of flight speed in 

honeybees. 
 
The conference was closed by Greg Johnston, who thanked everyone involved in the 
organisation of the conference, wished all a safe return home and said that he looks 
forward to seeing us all in Adelaide next year. 
 

Snippets from the AGM 
 

The Logo Competition 
 
This has stalled over the past 12 months, mainly because nobody took up the running 
to coordinate it.  The meeting decided that I should be the one to drive this.  Stay 
tuned for details. 
 

ASSAB 2004 
 
For the first time that I can remember, we had a BID for next year’s conference.  This 
came from Greg Johnston, who even had a slide of the proposed venue and of the 
organisers.  Briefly …. 
 

• The conference will be held 16-18 April 2004, and will be hosted by the 
Royal Zoological Society of South Australia in the Lyrebird Conference 
Centre at Adelaide Zoo. 

 
 

• The organising committee members are: 



  
Dr Greg Johnston, Senior Research Scientist, Royal Zoological Society of SA 
Dr Sonia Kleindorfer, Lecturer, School of Biological Sciences, Flinders University 
Dr Paul Dal Fabbro, Lecturer, Psychology Dept, University of Adelaide 
Mr Clive Watts, Senior Lecturer, Biology, University of South Australia 
Associate Professor Chris Daniels, Director of "Biocity: The centre for Urban 
Habitats", University of Adelaide. 
  

• "Biocity: The Centre for Urban Habitats" will sponsor a symposium on 
behaviour in urban habitats as part of ASSAB 2004. (There will be a 
similar urban-themed symposium at the Ecological Society of Australia 
meeting in Adelaide in November 2004). 

 
• Greg has an in-principle agreement from Professor Michael Bull (Editor of 

Austral Ecology) that papers from these two meetings will be considered 
for publication of a special urban ecology edition of Austral Ecology in 
2005. 

 

Membership 
 
We now have 178 members. 
 

New ASSAB Committee 
 
President     …. Rob Heinsohn 
Vice President    ….. Greg Johnston 
Treasurer            …. Marie Herberstein  
Secretary    …. Bob Kilgour 
Public Officer     …. Sharon Downes 
Councillors    …. Kevin Stafford (he will be surprised) (he was!) 
     …. Rebecca Bradford 
     …. Jochen Zeil 


