The latest additions to Australia’s dangerous snakes.

Introduction

Australia has often been regarded
as having the most dangerous snakes
in the world. The Inland Taipan, Oxy-
uranus microlepidotus has venom that
is 50 times more potent than the In-
dian Cobra Naja naja when mice are
used as test animals. There are some
25 to 32 species which are regarded
as dangerous to humans in Australia.
The number varies depending on the
taxonomy which is considered or dis-
regarded. Recently 2 additional taxa
have been included in our species list
bringing the totals to 27 to 34.

In 1996 Steve Wilson, E. Vander-
duys and A McManus were con-
ducting a reptile fauna survey of the
Torres Strait islands and were given
a preserved snake by Mr Manual
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Namoa, the acting Principle of the
Sabai Island State School. This snake
was a Papuan Black snake, Pseudechis
papuanus. It is now a specimen in the
Queensland Museum.

Saibai Island, located north of
Cape York Peninsula in the Top West-
ern Island group in the Torres Strait,
is a fairly large low-lying island and is
located only a few kilometers from
the Papua New Guinea coastline. It is
a low swampy mangrove island with-
grasslands and scattered pandanas
trees on higher ground which at its
highest point is about 2m above sea
level. There are approximately 450
humans living on the island the ma-
jority of whom are of Torres Strait
Islander origin the remainder being of
mostly of Papuan descent. Saibai Island
is the northern most part of Australia

Papua New Guinea

Queensland

and the only place in Australia where
you can see another country! When
Papua New Guinea became indepen-
dent in 1975, Saibai islanders voted to
remain Australian. Local villagers from
both countries travel between main-
land PNG and Saibai Island and trade
freely under an agreement between
Australia and Papua New Guinea. Ev-
ery day dozens of boats travel back-
wards and forwards between PNG
and Saibai Island.

Papuan black snake Pseudechis papuanus
Photo; David Williams



Some of the many shallow lagoons

Saibai islanders speak KKY (Kalaw
Kawaw Ya) although maost speak flu-
ent English and are well educated.
They trade with PNG, formely their
traditional enemies arising from the
Kiwai of the Fly River. Saibai Islanders
accepted Christianity in 1871 with the
arrival of the London Missionary So-
ciety who removed the sacred adti-
hibuia stone, which was venerated
because it protected locals from the
Kiwai,

Saibai Island is periodically flushed
by the sea during King tide and occas-
tionally tsunamis which have swept
across the Island causing devastation.
Also intermittent inundation of the
island by the sea caused by various
cyclonic events occur. The most re-
cent incident occurred in January
2006 where the sea swept through
the residential and lower areas of the
island. The Queensland weather bu-
reau believes the sea that encroaches
on low-lying islands in the Torres Strait
is due to repeated weather patterns,
which include increased cyclonic ac-
tivity experienced in the period from
1948 to 1976, having lain dormant for
almost a generafion.

The hunt is on

In July 1998, Peter Mirtschin,
Michael Kearney, John Weigel and
Mark Richmond visited Saibai Island
hoping to collect some wild Pap-

The first live Papuan black snake caught in
Australia held by Ben Hough.

uan black snakes. Despite extensive
searching none were found. In April
2006, in a joint Venom Supplies Pty
Ltd and Australian Venom Research
Unit (AVRU) exercise, Peter Mirtsch-
in, Ben Hough, David Millar, David
Williams, Roger Lowe and Simon Jen-
sen visited Saibai Island and despite
extremely wet conditions exacerbat-
ed by cyclonic activity to the south,
2 male specimens of Papuan black
snakes were caught and another large
black snake was seen.

All collecting activity was re-
stricted to around the township as
flooding prevented movement out
to other parts of the island. The
Papuan black snakes that we caught
were transferred to Venom Supplies

The Cane Toad Bufo marinus originated from South America. It was introduced into
Queensland by the Queensland Government from toads from Hawaii and is now a serious
threat to many native animals in Queensland and Papua New Guinea and is thought to be one
of the most important factors causing the decline of Papuan Black snakes in PNG.
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Pty Ltd laboratories in South Aus-
tralia where they are to be used for
venom extraction and if females can
be caught in future, a captive breed-
ing colony can be established where
offspring can be distributed to other
organizations as well.

Other snakes seen during the
2006 visit were Black Whip snhakes
Demansia vestigiata, Water Pythons
Liasis fuscus and a small dead Man-
grove Snake Myron richardsonii was
found in the island supermarket cold
room.

In 2005 Samuel Gibia, a resident
of Saibai Island, killed a snake near the
Saibai State School and it was sent
to the Queensland Museum. It was
identified as a Papuan Taipan Oxyura-
nus scutellatus canni. In neither our
1998 and 2006 visits no Papuan tai-
pans were seen probably due to the
extremely dry conditions in 1998 and
extremely wet conditions in 2006.

Conservation

To consider the future conserva-
tion of Papuan black snakes, there
are some threats that need careful
consideration on Saibai Island. Hu-
man activity by the local inhabitants
is concentrated around the township
which has minimal if any affect on
snake numbers.

There are a few local produce
gardens scattered around the west-
ern end of the island but these are
very small. There is also occasional
deer shooting but this is positive be-
cause of the control it imposes on the
feral deer population

There are 2 serious threats to
the future existence of Papuan black
snakes on Saibai Island.

Papuan black snakes are thought
to be in decline in PNG and the main
causative factor suggested has been
the cane toad and habitat destruc-
tion. The existence of Papuan Black
Snakes on Saibai Island and the likeli-
hood of it occurring on Boigu Island
could provide the species with a
stronghold for survival should it not
eventually evolve to co-exist with the
Cane Toad Bufo marinus in PNG as
has apparently occurred in red bellied
black snakes, Pseudechis porphyriacus,
in mainland Queensland. Despite the
reliance of red bellied black snakes on
amphibians in the northern parts of
their range, they appear to be toler-
ating the invasion by cane toads by
adapting with a reduction in mouth
gape size and a steady increase in
body length with time since exposure
to the toads. Cane toads are one of
the most serious threats to reptiles
and other native fauna, especially
the Papuan black snake so the inad-
vertent release of them from either
PNG or the from mainland Australia
would be a disaster

Cane toads occur in neighboring
PNG (only about 3 km away) and
local PNG villagers visit Saibai Island
every day with their produce to sell.
There is an AQIS presence on Saibai
Island but it is impossible to control
the number and frequency of these
visits.

There is an agreement in place
between PNG and Australia to allow
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local PNG/Torres Strait islanders di-
rect access either way. An education
program on the dangers of cane toad
introduction would be a good strat-
egy and is urgently needed. The resi-
dent AQIS officers could be a good
conduit for this program.

Much of the food and materials
used by Saibai Island residents is im-
ported from Cairns.

This is also a possible avenue for
entry to Saibai Island by cane toads.
Cane toads would also present haz-
ards for domestic pet dogs and small
children who may not appreciate the
toxic hazard of handling or playing
with them.

The second most serious threat to
the existence of Papuan black snakes
on Saibai Island and indeed the sur-
vival of the island itself is permanent
inundation of the island by the sea
due to global warming. This is a real
and imminent threat.

Collecting of the occasional snake
or those killed by the residents of
Saibai Island is probably a negligible
threat to their populations.

Both feral cats and feral dogs oc-
cur on Saibai Island. There is probably
some overlap of food preferences of
these animals with large elapid snakes.
It would therefore be expected that
these feral predators do pose signifi-
cant competition. Any efforts to re-
duce or eradicate these feral animals
would be helpful to the snakes con-
tinued survival,

Conclusion
Both visits to Saibai Island re-
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quired substantial organization both
logistically and with government ap-
provals. It 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 facilities to
house the snakes in South Australia
and the relocation permits. We sup-
port these entirely. We had a most
difficult time wading through all the
bureaucratic requirements of the
Queensland National Parks & Wildlife
Service (QPWS). They initially didn’t
even recognize that Pseudechis pap-
uanus and Oxyuranus scutellatus canni
as part of their reptile fauna despite
having granted permits for one of the
species in the past and there was a
published actount of the Papuan
black snake occurrence since 1996
(Wilson, 1996) and that there were 2
records of Papuan taipan, one in the
Queensland Museum (from 2005)
and one in the Australian Museum
(from 1975). It took some fairly force-
ful negotiation to bring them round
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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 risks
we have identified are well managed
and that the widely acknowledged
archaic and ineffective bureaucratic
processes be revised to reflect the
needs of reptiles, the community and
not the department.
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