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BRIEF COMMUNICATION

A MAJOR RANGE EXTENSION AND NEW ECOLOGICAL DATA ON
OXYURANUS MICROLEPIDOTUS (REPTILIA: ELAPIDAE)

The Inland Taipan (Quywrcons micrdepidomus )y is o arge
elapid snake endeinic o Australia. Considering hoth venom
ity nnd average venon yicld per bite. (0 atieroleprdons
15 the world's most dangerous snake'. Despite its size and
pedical and scientific significance, the stilus and distribution
ol this snake, have been difficalt W ascertain. Aler being
described in 1879, (L mreroleprcons was not lound agam until
1974 Following irs rediscovery, it has been recorded Irom
the vhannel country of the Cooper Creek and Georging und
Diamanting Rivers of soulbi-wesiern Queensland and north-
eastern South Australis®. € micelepidionmy is a rarely seen
suhe because most of its life 15 spem in . burrows’

In April 1992, 4 Lirge elapid was collecied on the Coober
Pedy 1o William Creek Road (2990375, 1353903°E) (Fig. 1)
hy ol contractor JedT Boland . He recogrused that the siahe
was different from the Western Brown ( Pseudonaja mechalis)
and Mulpa Snake ( Pseudechis westralis) with Which he was
very fumiliar Jert Boland subsequently collected a sloughed
skin from the Moon Plain (28°52'S, 134°50'E) (Fig. 1) and
sent hath the specimen and the slough o the author,
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* 0. mitrolepidotus localities

Fig, | New reconds of Oeywranus microlepidalny o (he
Coober Pedy region,

The dorsal seales of the specimen were unrformly durk
brown with the head nearly black. The specinien and the
slough had 23 mid-body scale rows and i single anil scale
These characieristics enabled the snake und (he slough Lo be
confidently iwentified us O micvdepidons . The scalation of
the Coober Pedy specimen closely malched that or Q
wiferelepidotis specmens from Moomba except that rather
than the lower primary lemporal scale extending o the hp
between the Sth and 6ih Tabials, this scale had fused with the
Gth labial in the Coober Pedy specimen. [nspection of other
specimens in the South Australian Museum indicates that the
status of the lower primary temporul scale s considerably
plastic m (1 microlepidons

(0 mivrolepidomes can be Turther distinguished Trom the
sympatric, amd highly variable P oawchaliy in having a longer
head, smudler and more numerous nuchal seales, a pronounced
canthus and plain venteal scales as distinet from spotted vor
dirk edged ventral scales in £ mechalis, Inaddition, most
I nuchalis from within the minge of the € microlepidons
eshibit irregular hlack spots or black crossbands, whereas
these bands were absent from the Coober Pedy and Moomba
spectmens ol e O microlepidots.

u the wimer of 1992, two nad-killed €. microlepidats
wert found on the Coober Pedy (0 Mt Barey Road (2R234'S,
134954/, 28933°S, 134955'E [SAM R404n64]), a live
specimen wis sighted vn the Dinge Fence four kilomenes
south of the prginal locality (29%05°S, 135%03E) und a further
specimen was killed ot Tam Cut Hill (29°00°S, [34%45'E)
in Coober Pedy (Fig. 1). A lurther road killed specimen was
Incated on the Coober Pedy 10 Mt Barry Road (289578,
134°47'E  [SAM  R42484)) 0 September 1993 South
Australian Muscui recoids are denoted by the prefix SAM,
On September 6, 1993 3 live (0 srerolepidotis wis caplured
by left Boland on the Moon Plaa, adiacent 1o the Breakiways
Reserve. The following week a road killed specimen (2Y%00°S,
135°)0°E) was collected approximatel y 40 ki east of Coober
Pedy.

The hive specimien was captured in the rain warh a strong
wind blowing und o recorded 1omperature at Coober Pedy
ol only 15°C. This snake was unilorinly black on the doisal
surface with i white, unmurked ventral surface. One month
alter its capture the snake sloughed. revealing o yellowish
belly and a dark brown dorsal surface with black edees 1o
some seales producmg a slieght herring -bone pattem . The head
remained o glossy black colour following the slough

The O microlepidots trom Caober Pedy region were aboul
500 kin from rthe nearest known O microdepidones locality
il Goyder Lagoon, in norfh-gistern South Ausiraliv. The
Cooher Pedy population of € mticrolepidetus 15 separated
from that of the channel country by the huge salina of Lake
Evre and the dunefields of the Simpson Desert. The discovery
ol O mierolepiddones near Coober Pedy is highly signitican
as I represents the firse known cecurrence of the species near
a considerable populavon centre and wlso mises the possibility
of o much more expanded range than previvusly recognised
tor this impontant simake
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The Couber Pedy specimens of O wicmlepdfoms were
hound from April Seplember, Interestingly, the Goyder Lagoon
popufation of O mecrolepideiuy b been  rocorded
predominantly in Maich and Apeli? whereas Covacevich’
repans thar 0. wperoleptdoms voly enerpes fur 2-3 weeks
in bt winler-early spring. Alihough Covacevich’ indicalos
thart (2 b epidinis are predominantly active oa still days,
Mirtsihin® collecued several mdividaals on windy days. The
caprue of the specunen near the Hreaknways Reserve o g
cold. wet, windy day indicates (hat these suakes gy be
cacolntered at any me throdghout gusimn, winfer and
spring. CU mrcrpleprddoius are posxibly alsa uchve wn cracks
and mainmial holes during the warner months but sr¢ i
recorded beciuse Ihey do ot need @ come [0 the surlace
0 hask.

O miceelvpicodus reconds ooy the Coober Pedy region
were loundd in two ditferent habiats. Five ol the reconds were
from cracking eypseous soils. Four of these reconds were from
A Bovrgze e of gy psediis sonds know as e Moon Plasn. These
scnls support little or no perennial vegetatuon. Cover and
species diversity of annmal vegetation viny  dramatically
depending on the season. The dominant, albsil sparse,
vepetanon dunng Odober 1992 conssted  of - Atriples
sponglasa, Sulsola kall, Helipterum floribundum, Iaolaena
lepieliepis. Aralridella nasiirtivm and the grasses Enneagogon
prdvpdiyitns,  Paenicumr  decompogifum,  dvisfrde
anthoxanthowdes, Astrebla pectinae, Eragrosies vedfolie and
Ediehyin. Vegetanon cover was preatest n e smoll yon-on
areas in the undulating plain, These low lying areas were also
the most Beavily crscked.

Twuo other recopds were Trom gibber counlry domimaled
ny the Oodnadatta Saltbush Ariplex nupumnifarta. Other
commin plams meluded Scleroluena mrivai,  Atriple
sponpiosa,  Sarcastema and  Saelsola kalt. Small gilga
depressions within this habitar comained cracking eloy amd
were vegetaled with several grass and diisy species.

Che plans country around Coober Pedy w very
heemgencous and the two babaais described above olten o
o insiie with the gibber more common on hugh ground and
the gypseous soils usually in low bying country, Therelore
snakes. m this reglon may depend apon, or preter, etther hatvial
and yet be recorded crossing between areas of fviured luabitst.

The cracking gypseous soil habitat 15 very similar 1o the
preferred habitar dﬁcrlhm‘ for €. microfepidpmes at Chfton
Hills, South Austradia® and 10 Queenstand® although Ihe y
haye also heen reconded from gibber plains and sand dunes’
These eracking plains therefore appeat 0 be the key habilal
for the O mecrolepidons. The cracking gypseius phims are
quire widespread near the south-west margin of the Lake Byre
Basoamd are oflen assoonted with cun ofC 2ones Toon Dieak-
away country. These plains are often inter-connectd by creeks
wlieh possibly also pawvide appropriate habwar,

Interesuingly the Moon Plain and sucrounding gy pseous
resions were nol wdentihied as potential spes e 02
microlepideins based o climatc indices”. Habaar and
Biological indices, ruther than climatic variables ey (herclon:
be more important than climate in determining the range of
(2 microlepidoms,

I'he eastern populston of 0 micralepidone feeds
exlensively on the Lomg-haired Ral (Rartus sellosisimes ) with
which its ecology and distnbunon have been inextricably
linked” The cvolution of 4 large size, 4 mpid Snap-release
hite and extremely potent venovm in € nsucrolepidones 15

believed 1o D g response 10 e predation on s whins
can detend themselves by brmg savigely'  ITherefore,
puarticular cmphasis wits placed  on searching o R,
villosisima of olbes soblar sered omirmals i tie Conlyes
Pedy region, W predict the polential mange of (3
mic rodepidons,

Field surveys were condicted dunng 19921993 wn crack ing
clay regions adjacent withe O meerlepidons reconds un My
Barry, Anna Creek, Billo Kalina and Stwan Creek Sustons
(o ascertan whwther € microlepidony, or their prey species,
occopred o more extensive range, The strdciug edture of the
vracked gypseons saul localmies was rhe diversity of manimals
and paucity of reptiles. OO particular nole was the presence
of Plains Rurs (Fsedudonivs austealisy. Although B ellisisime
reathied the Coabier Pedy eegion m 97374 (). Bokind . K.
Greenfield pers, comm. i they do not appear o inhabit the
peion moanally apd were nol recorded in Uiy survey: P
ahistralis, Porrests mice {daggading forvestn), Desen Mioo
(Pseudomys  deseviory, House Mice (Muy domestis,
Papeadent  Prampgales  (Flanivale  pidfesiiy and - Danprsnte
(Srnthopsis prderoura, S, crassicatdon) wete ocaled over
a wde range, Mavmal densities were hlghﬂ in e u.n.lultg
gypseous 50ils than 1 pther habituts in the regmn While
the advll €8 wiicrodepreloiys proBably leed predomminamtly op
F wtastralls, L. porvest and the occasional bind, jovenile snikes
could feed om £ gilesi and M. daresticus

Because eight conflimed reeords now eXist front diffesenl
Jocahities, il suspicions that the specimens represented
snakes that were urnficially tanslocated Trom their ovginal
rinee can probubly be discounted . However, it is nod known
whether  this apparent range expansion is o recenl
phenomenon, faclimed by mobiliy of the ponh easiem
populalion, or whether O icrefepidoms leve occupied the
plains amuid Coober Pedy for a long perind | Consideiing
the dependence on the R, villosisemuy in the channel country,
a porennal scenatio v e e €0 miceelopidonn 1ollinsed
this rsls Fromm north-eastern South Austrdia through o Coober
Pedy daring the it plaghe of 176 1 s ondikely, boweves,
that €L mre rofepidots could have expanded 1 range by over
S kme duning the conse of & single i plagoe. & mioee
feasible: explamabion & that € mjcrolepidofie: ive alwiys
inhabited the gypseous pluins aroiund the south western margin
of the Luke Evee bwan bui the sparscocss of the hunian
populanon combmed with the predominantly undergnmmd
Babit of the snake lave accounted lor e paucity of teeords,
These sume factors probably explain why €0 piceolepidons
cluded discovery in the Birdsville pepion for so long, Increased
snitke nurmbers 4 & result of Lirge mammal populations which
have 1esponded 0 good seasons, combined awith iocmeased
vigilance and awareness of local residents probably explain
why the € micradepidonds wis discovered o the region n
1992, A continued imerest in this species is predicied o result
In the discaovery ol €8 miceadepidedus ower a brogader rasge
in cricky gypseous cotmitry to the sooth and west of Lake
Eyre.

This paper s dedieated w Jefl Boland whose miterest and
awareness resulled inthe discovery of € rrcrolepidons nes
Coaber Pedy. Thinks also o 0 Mick and Ben Evans, Greg
Staghouer, Peter Pasley, Bee Mussared, Kathering Moseby,
Steve and Tonia Green, John Fewster and Zoc Bowen for
ansistanee with field work and w Marck Huchinson, leanene
Covacevich and Peter Mirtsehin for help in thy preparation
of this paper, Frank Badman assisted with plunt identification.
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