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lntroduction

Ar r. r.l ' h'< n'te- heer eoa.ced

2.  r "v i rg  rhe mo5l  ddngeroJs s.d le-

in the world. The Inland Ta pan Oxy-

uronus microlepidotus has venom that

s 50 t mes more potent than the n

dian Cobra Nojo najo when mice are

used as test animals. There are some

25 to 32 spec es which are regarded

as cdnge'o-s To h' n ats n A-strdli..
T-e ru-ber  r 'ares deperd i .g  on -he

.cr .o1onywl^ ich : ,  o^. ide-ed o dr .
regarded. Recently 2 addltlona taxa

have been included rn our species lst

br nging the totals to )7 to 34.

Ir ro9o Srev" Wlso-r E. Va.lde-

duys and A lYclYanus were con-
ducting a reptile fauna survey of the
Torres Strait sands and were gven

a preserved snake by Mr lYanual

N" 'noa,  t fe  acr i rg  Prnc ipe o '  -he

S"oa ls lard Sla le Schoo.  T l - is  sra.e

was a Papuan Black snake, Pseudechls

po1uanus. lL  rs  now a 5Dec men i " l  Lhe

Queens and [Yuseum,

Saibai lsland, located north of

Cape York Pen nsu a in the Top West

ern lsand group in the Torres Stralt,

is a fuir y arge low ying island and is

located only a few ki ometers from

the Papua New Gu nea coast ne. lt ts

a low swampy mangrove lsland with-
grass ands and scattered pandanas

trees on hgher ground which at ts

highest po nt is about 2m above sea

evel. There are approximate y 450

humans lving on the island the ma-
jority of whom are of Torres Strat
ls ancer orig r- .re -en'airde' be r^g o'

most y ofPapuan descent. Saibai lsland

ls the northern most part ofAustra a

and the only place in Austral a where

yo l  ( dn  see  a ' l o l he t  coL ln .  , i  Whe  I

Papua New Guinea became indePen-

dent n 1975, Saibai islanders voted to

remain Australian, Loca v ilagers from

borr counLries travel belween nair--

land PNG and Sa bai lsland and trade

freely under an agreement between

Austral a and Papua New Guinea. Ev

e / ca/ oozen> o'boals travel bact

wards and forwards between PNG

and Saibar lsland.
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The hunt is on

In July 1998, Peter lYirtschin,
lYichael Kearney John Weigel and
Mark Richmond visited Saibai lsland
hoprng to co lect some wild Pap-

The first ve PapLran blac< sna<e calrght n
Austra a held by Ben Hough.

uan back snakes. Despite e*rens ve
sea'chir g no^e were found. lr^ Ap'
2006, n a joint Venom Supp es Pty
Ltd and Austra lan Venom Research
I lnit /AVR[ l\ ere-r <c Pe-er Y r-<ch-

n, Ben Hough, David f4il an Dav d
Will ams, Roger Lowe and Simon Jen
sen visited Sa bai lsland and despite
e crremely wel cordilions exace'bat
p d  h v  c v r o r r  r . - \ , t v  l o  l h e  . o u l h ,

2 male specimens of Papuan black
snakes were caught and another large
black snake was seen.

,A1l collecting act vlty was re-
stricted to around the townsh p as
flood ng prevented movement out
-n o-her rrr-< o' tf.c islar-d. The

'  ' '  _ '  r o h rI  a P u e ) t  u  . \

were transferred to Venom Supp ies

Sa bai islanders speak KKY (Kalaw

Kawaw Ya) although most speak flu
ent Eng|sh and are we I educated.
They trade with PNG, formely the r
tradtonal enemies arsng from the
Kiwa of the Fly River: Saiba lslanders
266cpred Christ,aniry r^ B7l wirh rhe
arrval ofthe London lt4iss onary So-
ciety who removed the sacred adtr-
hibuia stone, which was venerated
because t protected locals from the
Kiwa.

Saibai lsland is period cally flushed
by the sea during King tide and occas-
tiona ly tsunamis which have swept
across the lsland causing devastat on,
Also ntermittent inundation of the
islard by Lhe seo caLsed by vdroJS

cyclonic events occun The most re-
cent incident occurred in January
2006 where the sea swept through
the residential and lower areas ofthe
island. The Queensland weather bu-
reau be ieves the sea that encroaches
on low-lying islands in the Torres Strait
is due to repeated weather patterns,
which include increased cyclonic ac-
tivity exper enced in the perod from
1948 ta 1976, having lain dormant for
almost a generation.

The Cane Toad Bufo mar nlrs orig nated from South Amerca. lt was lntroduced into

Queens and by the Queens and Government from toads from Hawa and s now a set ious
threat to many native an mals in Queens and and Papua New Gu nea and s thought to be one

ofthe most mportant factors caus ng the dec ne of Papuan Black snakes in PNG

Some ofthe many shallow lagoons
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Papuan black snake Pseudechls popuonus (above) Saibai h and scutel/otus conni



Pty Ltd laboratories n South Aus-
tralla where they are to be used for
venom extract on and f females can
be caught in future, a captive breed-
ing colony can be estab ished where
offspring can be d stnbuted to other
organ zations as wel .

Oll^e snal.es seen dur,ng rre
2005 v slt were Black Whtp snakes
Demonsia vestigtato, Water Pythons
Llcs,s fusrus ard a smo'. dead Yan-
grove Snake Myron richardsonii was
found in the sland supermarket cotd
room,

ln 2005 Sar-uel G bia, a .es cerL
ofSaibai sland, ki ed a snake nearthe
Sabai State Schoo and t was sent
to the Queensland fluseum, lt was
identified as a Papuan Taipan Oxyuro-
nus scutei/otus conni. In neither our
1998 and 7046 visits no Papuan tal-
pa.s were seer^ p'ob.bly due to Lhe
extremely dry condttions in l99B and
e"1'en-e ,/.wer cordrLiors i^ 7006.

Conservation

To consider the future conserva
ton of Papuan black snakes, there
are some threats that need carefu
conslderat on on Satbai lsland. Hu-
man activity by the local inhabtants
s concen- 'a ted aro l rd rhe owrsh p
which has mintmal f any affect on
snaKe numDers.

There are a few local produce
gardens scdLLered around -he west-
ern end of the island but these are
very small, There ls also occas onal
deer shooting but this is positive be-
carse ofthe conLrol r mposes on -re
feral deer populat on.

There are 2 serious threats to
the future existence of Papuan blacl<
sna<es on Sa bai sland.

Papuan blac< snakes are thought
to be in decline in PNG and the marn
causative factor suggested has been
the cane toad and habitat destruc-
tion. The ex stence of Papuan Black
Snakes on Sa bai lsland and the lirerr-
hood of it occurring on Bogu lsland
could provide the species with a
strongho d for surviva should it not
evenrral 7 evolve Lo co-e> ist wrh -\e
Care load Bulo marinus ir DNG as
has apparently occurred n red be lied
black snakes, Pseudechls porphynocus,

n mainland Queensland. Despite the
rel ance ofred bel ied black snakes on
amphibians in the northern parts of
l l_eir . . tnoe her .rne:r to 5c -orer

ating the invasion by cane toads by
adapting with a reduct on in mouth
gape sze and a steady increase tn
body length wth tlme since exposure
to the toads. Cane toads are one of
l^e mosr serior s thr ea ts to rept les
and othe.  nal ive 'ar .a ,  especal ly
rhe Paprar black snake so ll^e nad
vertent release of them from either
PNG or the from ma nland Austrarra
w o u l d b e a d s a s t e r .

Care roads occ: -  i r  ne ighborrng
PNG (only about 3 km away) and
local PNG villagers vis t Saiba lsland
every day with their produce to sett.
There is an AQIS presence on Saibai
lsland but t rs impossrble to control
the number and frequency of these
visits,

There s an agreement in place
between PNG and Australia to allow

local PNG/Torres Strait slanders di-
rect access either way, An educat on
program on the dangers of cane toad
lntroduction would be a good strat
egy and is urgen- y needed. The resi-
dent AQIS officers couid be a good
condu t for this program,

f4uch of the food and materials
used by Saibai lsland residents rs m-
ported from Cairns,

Th . is al.o a .o.si\ e .ven'.e foT
entry to Saibai lsland by cane toads.
Cane toads would also present haz-
ards for domest c pet dogs and smal
chidren who may not appreciate the
toxic hazard of handl ng or playing
wth them,

The second most serious threat to
the existence of Papuan black snakes
on Sabai lsland and indeed the sur-
viva of the island itself is permanent
lnundation of the island by the sea
dre ro globai war"1r^g. Th,s is a rea
and imminent threat.

Collect ng ofthe occasional snake
or those killed by the residents of
Saibal lsland is probably a negligible
threat to their popu atlons.

Both fbra cats and feral dogs oc-
crr on Sarbai lslar^d. There.s probab y
sorne overap of food preferences of
these animals with arge e apid snakes.
It would therefore be expected that
these fural predators do pose signifi-
cant competition. Any e{flcrts to re-
duce or eradicate these feral animals
would be helpful to the snal<es con-
tinued survival.

Conclusion

Both visrts to Saibai lsland re-
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quired substantial organization both
logistically and with government ap-
provals. lt has cost well over $25,000
so far to mount the most recent
visit. We received excellent assistance
from the local Saibai lsland Coun-
cil and their Councilors and officers
and the local community, We also
received smooth processing of all
the Australian Quarantine Inspec-
tion Service (AQIS) permits required
both for local quarantine fac lities to
house the snakes in South AusLral'a
and the relocation permlts. We sup-
port these entirely, We had a most
difficult time wading through al the
bureaucratic requirements of the

Queensland National Park & Wildlife
Service (QPWS). They initially didn t
even recognize that Pseudechrs pdp-
uonus and O,.yuronus scute//dtus canni
as part of their reptile fauna despite
having granted permits for one ofthe
species in the past and there was a
published actount of the Papuan
black snake occurrence since 1995
(\Nilson, 1995) and that there were 2
records of Papuan taipan, one in the

Queensland Museum (from 2005)
and one in the Australian |4useum
(from 1975). lt took some fairly force-
ful negotiation to bring them round

but 50% of the cost so far has been
incurred complying with their system.
We are still arguing about the condi-
tions they have attached to the Per-
mit, We believe that QPWS need to
work with us to ensure that the risk
we have identified are well managed
and that the widely acknowledged
archaic and rneffective bureaucratic
processes be revised to reflect the
needs of reptiles, the community and
not the department,
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