
THE GREAT ECHIDNA EXPEDITION—VOYAGING INTO THE UNKNOWN TO SAFEGUARD OUR UNIQUE WILDLIFE 

 

Long considered to be restricted to the steamy rainforests of New Guinea, a single 

specimen of the enigmatic long-beaked echidna was collected on an isolated West 

Kimberley mountain in 1901.  We will mount a major expedition to discover whether 

this ancient creature still inhabits Australia, using helicopters to access islands, 

explore river catchments and search rainforest pockets in the Kimberley plateau that 

have never been visited by scientists.  With a team of experienced wildlife ecologists 

from FAUNA RA, motion-triggered cameras and a specially-trained sniffer-dog, we 

will gather critical data from the West Kimberley to establish ecological baselines 

prior to cane toads arriving.  As well as training and engagement opportunities for 

volunteers and local communities, we will post regular updates from the field, 

sharing discoveries and communicating directly with people around the world. 
 

The long-beaked echidna in Australia 

Long-beaked echidnas once lived in Australia—they appear in our fossil record and feature in ancient rock 

paintings—but were presumed to have become extinct along with other megafauna around ten thousand years 

ago.  Recently, however, a specimen in the Natural History Museum, London was 

rediscovered—the skin and skull of a single long-beaked echidna collected near 

Mt Anderson in 1901.  Through careful analysis and historic detective work, it is 

clear that this is not a case of mistaken identity or switched labels, but concrete 

evidence that long-beaked echidnas were roaming around north-western 

Australia in the early 20th century.  This raises the intriguing question—are they 

still there?  The Miriwoong Gadjerong and several other indigenous communities 

in the Kimberley still recognize two echidnas, the short-beaked echidna found 

Australia-wide, and “the other one”.  There have been no comprehensive wildlife 

surveys in many parts of the Kimberley and, to date, no targeted searches for 

long-beaked echidnas anywhere in Australia.  Rather than capturing animals, we will install motion-triggered 

cameras in isolated rainforests and on islands accessible only by helicopter, and use a specially-trained sniffer 

dog to search for echidnas and their droppings, and thus collect DNA samples to confirm identification. 
 

The Kimberley—frontier of discovery 

With its complex rocky coastline and 2633 charted islands, impenetrable networks of gorges, rainforests 

surrounded by steep cliffs, and vast areas of roadless wilderness, the Kimberley is one of the least explored 

regions on Earth.  While it might seem improbable that a 15 kilogram mammal could persist undetected, the 

rediscovery of Night Parrots demonstrates that it is possible.  In the comparatively well-studied east 

Kimberley, major discoveries are occurring with remarkable frequency.  A new species of rock wallaby was 

described in 2015 by David Taggart and colleagues, scaly-tailed possums were photographed by Simon 

Clulow and colleagues within walking distance of the popular tourist resort ‘El Questro’ over a century since 

they were last recorded in the region, and the Barrett brothers just described over 100 new plant species 

(including 13 wattles).  While long-beaked echidnas are the main expedition priority, our experienced team 

will conduct comprehensive surveys for other animals and plants, search for species and populations new to 

science, and collect herbarium specimens and genetic samples for further comparative study and analysis. 



The team 

Prof David M Watson is an ecologist with an international research profile and experience conducting 

fieldwork in remote areas, including the Iwokrama forest in southern Guyana.  As expedition leader, Dave will 

oversee all scientific aspects of the trips, emphasising safety, animal welfare and data quality. 

Dr David Taggart is a senior researcher with extensive experience conducting biodiversity surveys with 

particular expertise in Australian mammals.  He will coordinate wildlife surveys, deploy motion-triggered 

cameras, prioritize areas for targeted searches and compile information from historic records. 

Dr Simon Clulow is a herpetologist with practical experience working throughout the Kimberleys.  He will 

coordinate expedition logistics and lead field surveys for reptiles and amphibians. 

Dr Judy Dunlop is a mammal ecologist with extensive experience in north-western Australia.  She will 

coordinate permits, lead field surveys for mammals and assist with reporting on expedition findings. 

Mr Adrian Burton is a biologist and science journalist with an international profile and expertise in the long-

beaked echidna story.  He will coordinate expedition communications and assist with fauna surveys. 

Dr Jim Shields is an ecologist, wilderness guide and experienced dog-trainer, specializing in training dogs to 

detect native Australian mammals.  He will lead sniffer-dog surveys for echidnas and assist with bird surveys. 

Ms Cecilia Myers from Dunkeld Pastoral Company is a significant landholder in the Kimberleys with a 

background in wildlife conservation.  She will liaise with local communities and assist with mammal surveys. 
 

Timeline 

In September 2017, a three week field-trip will be conducted by the team, assisted by several volunteers.  In 

addition to consulting with traditional owners, we will establish two base camps in the west Kimberley, install 

motion-triggered cameras and select potential sites for comprehensive surveys.  After a brief trip in the early 

dry season of 2018 to recover cameras, confirm survey locations, organize helicopters and food drops, the main 

expedition will be conducted in September–November 2018, with teams of scientists and volunteers radiating 

out from both base camps.  Presently, cane toads are within 200 km of this region (and already breeding in the 

East Kimberley), so conducting these surveys before these toxic invaders arrive is a key priority. 
 

Communications strategy 

Although formal results of this expedition will be published in a series of peer-reviewed journal articles, we 

will communicate discoveries as they happen via social media and live-streaming from the field.  In addition 

to regular updates, interactive sessions with school groups will be conducted, using the expedition to highlight 

the fragility of the Kimberley region and emphasise how much remains unknown within the region.  As well 

as engaging the wider community with the wonder of scientific exploration and discovery, these media will be 

used to collaborate with expert zoologists, botanists and anthropologists remotely, maximising the scientific 

value of the expedition to scholars worldwide. 
 

Budget 

The overall budget for the main expedition and preparatory field trips is $130,000.  Air travel (commercial 

flights to the region and chartered helicopters for travelling within the Kimberley) account for half of these 

costs.  All team members are donating their time and expertise.  Most of the required equipment is in hand, 

but some additional motion-triggered cameras will be purchased to be left in the region for ongoing 

monitoring.  A 10% administration fee is included that will assist FAUNA Research Alliance in publicising the 

expedition and assisting with volunteer placement and travel logistics. All donations large and small accepted! 

https://faunaresearchalliance.com/make-a-donation/ 


