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impact on the environment?
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RSPCA Vet Olivia is changing 
the world one paw at a time.

This Australian native species has eluded people for centuries. We 
dive below the surface to discover what mysteries platypuses hide.
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The mysterious platypus



The mystery of the paradoxical

PLATYPUS
T he platypus has intrigued and 

baffled many people over the 
years. Their unique appear-

ance was originally thought to be a 
hoax. Naturalists in 1797 thought it 
was a number of different animals 
stitched together. A duck bill, beaver 
tail, otter body and webbed feet, but 
no stitching was found. Forward 200 
years and this magnificent creature 
is still a mystery to scientists.

The platypus (Ornithorhynchus 
anatinus) is solely unique to Australia, 
sharing one of only two families 
of monotremes, with the echidna 
(Tachyglossus aculeatus). They are 
a semi-aquatic, egg laying mammal, 
found in freshwater waterways from 
Tasmania, to Far North Queensland. 
They are commonly described as 
elusive or mysterious as people are 
eagerly trying to find one in the wild. 

A duck, an otter or perhaps 
a giant rat? This Australian 
native species has eluded 
people for centuries, and 
ecologists are only now just 
diving below the surface to 
discover what mysteries the 
platypus hide.Story: Tamielle Brunt & Photos: Doug Gimesy

Platypuses are  
found from 
Tasmania to Far 
North Queensland.

u
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A day in the life of a platypus ecologist
For a platypus ecologist, the excitement of the 
day starts at night. Platypuses are mostly active 
at night. They generally forage and move within 
waterways under the cover of darkness. 

Specialised nets are set up in the water in the 
afternoon and as darkness falls, the action begins. 
The nets are checked multiple times throughout 
the night for platypuses.

The first check of the night is filled with ex-
citement and anticipation! From the creek bank, 
the nets may move, indicating potential platypus 
activity. Under the light of head torches, ecologists 
check the nets for animals. Non-target species 
such as eels and fish can trick observers, especially 
when you’re hoping to find a platypus. But seeing 
the sleek brown fur shimmering in the light makes 
ecologists smile. Calico bags are at the ready to 
remove platypuses from the net. Any other animals 
caught are released straight back into the water-
way, and their presence recorded. 

Platypuses are handled by the thickness of their 
tails. It is safe to handle them this way as it doesn’t 

harm the platypus and also prevents ecologists 
encountering the venomous spurs that males have 
behind their hind leg. Once in the calico bag, the 
platypus is calmly placed on a foam pad to process 
its body characteristics: age, weight, sex, length 
and bill. After this, a microchip is also implanted 
for tracking and a small tissue sample is taken 
from the webbing of their hind foot.

The DNA from this tissue sample is analysed 
to determine their genetic relationship with other 
platypuses in the area and helps determine their 
‘genetic fitness’. The other measurements can help 
scientists identify the overall health of the popu-
lation and research specific population data such 
as abundance. This process lasts about 15 minutes 
and the platypus is then returned to the water. 

Two to three platypuses captured within a night 
is a good result. However, sometimes none will 
be captured. This is where repeat surveying is re-
quired to gain confidence in the data and numbers. 

The final check of the night gets ecologists out 
of bed before dawn. A quick coffee to wake up, and 
they’re back to the sites eagerly awaiting a final 
platypus! The nets are then packed up following 
the final check and ready for another survey. 

These three research methods allows detailed 
information to be collected on the species. This 
data enables specific management strategies to 

Conservation: platypuses and people 
Their elusiveness makes it difficult to determine 
how many there are in the wild and they have been 
‘upgraded’ to Near Threatened on the International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN). This 
is due to their dependence on freshwater water-
ways that are being impacted upon by human 
disturbances. Population declines and localised 
extinctions have been recorded and sadly there is 
the chance that extinction could be on the cards for 
the platypus in the not too distant future.

How they survive
Platypuses rely upon key features in their habitat 
to thrive and survive.

High, stable banks along a waterway are used 
for burrowing and nesting sites. Females can 
burrow up to 30 meters, therefore the stability of 
the earth from the roots of trees is important. Pool 
depth between one and five meters is favorable 
for effective foraging and courtship behaviour. 

Stormwater and water pollution impact their food 
items. Stormwater can scour out bottom dwelling 
insects and pollution can upset their abundance. 
This can therefore can displace platypuses in the 
waterways in search of food. 

Protecting our platypus 
Sadly, the platypus has a lot of conflicting 
environmental factors impacting on its survival. 
Urbanisation and agriculture impact waterways 
through land clearing, increased stormwater runoff, 
declining water quality, modification of waterways 
and flow regimes, predation by dogs and foxes, litter 
entanglement and enclosed yabby traps. 

So how do we protect such an elusive species? 
How can we make sure they are safe guarded in the 
wild with so many pressures on their habitat? With 
the help of citizen science and a combination of 
methods, detailed information can be collected to 
help conserve this bizarre animal. 

Platypus research and tracking
The first report of the platypus was recorded back 
in 1798 and now modern technology allows us to 
track species easily and on the spot. Observational 
data has been collected manually for many years 
and uploaded to databases. New technology such 
as platypusSPOT is helping to modernise the 
tracking of platypuses with community sightings 
recorded. This information allows scientists to 
determine their distribution and identify any popu-
lation declines. 

However, just because you may not see platy-
puses, this doesn't mean they are not there. This is 
where the quick and efficient method of environ-
mental DNA (eDNA) is used. A water sample can 
be taken from a waterway and analysed for frag-
ments of platypus DNA. DNA is continually being 
sloughed off animals. Faeces, hair and skin cells 
mix within the water column and these fragments 
can be filtered out. This allows their presence and 
absence to be determined within a waterway. This 
method is an easy and effective way to monitor 
elusive species like the platypus. It doesn’t tell us 
population size, gender or age details of platypuses 
in the area, but live capture and marking surveys 
can collect this information.

When spotting platypuses, 
you may not see them, 

but this doesn’t mean that 
they’re not there.

Two to three platypuses 
captured within a night is 
a good result.

Ecologists Josh 
Griffiths and and 
Tamielle Brunt 
check fyke nets 
after a night of 
trapping. 

Photo: Paul Carracher / The Weekly Advertiser

PLATYPUS 101
Scientific name  
Ornithorhynchus 
anatinus.

Lifespan 
Around 20 years.

Weight  
Males 800 grams 
to 3kg, females 600 
grams to 1.7 kg.

Size 
Males 40 to 63 cm, 
females 37 to 55cm.

IUCN Status 
Near threatened.

Diet  
Insect larva, shrimp 
and crustaceans, 
worms, molluscs. 

Reproduction 
Female and males  
do not mate until 2 
years of age. Females 
lay 1 to 3 eggs. 
Gestation period is 
around 21 days. 

1) Platypus researcher Josh Griffiths weighing a 
platypus. 2) A juvenile male platypus being re-
leased back into the water after processing.  
3) A platypus being measured to record its general  
health as part of a population monitoring survey.  

A tissue sample is taken from the platypus for 
investigation into population genetic health. 1
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be developed to conserve this iconic Australian into 
the future.  Protecting platypus habitats will also 
enhance the biodiversity of freshwater ecosystems. 

A call to end platypus death traps
Trapped underwater, frantically looking for an 
escape, all while slowly drowning. This can happen 
to our iconic platypus due to people fishing for just 
a few yabbies. 

Enclosed yabby traps, such as Opera House 
Nets (OHN), can be death traps not only for platy-
puses, but also Rakali (Australia’s otter equivalent), 
water birds and turtles. They drown within minutes 
of entering these nets as there is no escape. 

Although illegal in many public waterways in 
Australia, many people don’t know or understand 
the regulations and the risks that these nets can 
pose. In Queensland for example, OHN are illegal 
to use east of the Gore Highway/Great Dividing 
Range, however it appears that they are sometimes 
still illegally used, resulting in the drowning deaths 
of platypuses and other air-breathing species. Even 
legal use has consequences for wildlife outside the 
platypus range. 

When used (and often abandoned) in a waterway 
these traps can also ‘ghost fish’ — which means 
they keep trapping animals for days, weeks or 
months. For example, in Queensland a single OHN 
was found near Caboolture which had trapped and 
drowned 7 platypuses. The net had clearly been 
in the water for a long period of time as only the 
skulls and bones were left. Experts believe that 
what we find only represents a small portion of the 
total number of deaths occurring, as many go unre-
corded throughout the vast platypus range. 

Due to the risks that these types of traps pose 
to air breathing animals such as the platypus, the 
Victorian Government recently announced that 

from July 2019, OHNs will be banned in all public 
and private waters throughout Victoria. They also 
announced a ‘swap out scheme’ to safer nets to 
help get these death traps out of the market.  n

HOW CAN YOU HELP
l Talk to retailers
If you go into a fishing/outdoor store, ask if they 
sell enclosed yabby traps such as opera house 
nets, and if the answer is yes, explain the issue 
to them and then ask them if there is a good 
reason they won’t stop? 

l Engage with those who make policy
Sign the Queensland Alliance for Platypus petition 
at chn.ge/2KavPWN. Contact your local or state 
politicians, and ask them to support a change in 
regulations to ban the sale, ownership and use of 
enclosed yabby traps. The minister responsible for 
fishery regulations in Queensland is the Honorable 
Mark Furner (agricultural@ministerial.qld.gov.au).
 
l Spread the word 
Many people are unaware of the regulations or 
the risks that these nets pose, so please spread 
the word. If you find an enclosed yabby trap 
being used illegally, immediately report this to 
Fishwatch (Queensland only) on  1800 017 116. 

l Become a Citizen Scientist!
You can become a citizen scientist and help safe 
guard the platypuses within your local area! 
Download the platypusSPOT app or record 
sightings on platypusspot.org. 

A researcher  
examines the 

 dead bodies of 
three platypusus 

drowned in  
an enclosed  
yabby trap.

Female platypuses 
don’t have nipples like 
other mammals, they 

exude milk from pores on 
their abdomen. A protein in 

their milk can also derive 
new antibiotics.

Healthy Dog Treats
When our dogs put on their puppy eyes and beg for a treat, most of us find it hard 

to say no. But just like many human snacks, many dog treats are not exactly healthy. 
Luckily, there are more and more healthy alternatives available.

Pig's Ears are a popular treat because  
most dogs love them and they're long lasting. 

Unfortunately, they're also very high in fat, making 
them the canine equivalent of a fast food value meal.

Rawhide bones are another popular  
treat for dogs that love to chew. However, 

rawhide can be hard to digest, and can 
lead to blockages if a dog eats too 
much of it. If large pieces are swal-
lowed, this can also lead to choking.

There are more and more natural 
chews on the market that are easier 
to digest. (Whimzee Chews, various 

sizes and shapes, from $5.99)

Dehydrated chicken is much leaner and better for our dogs' 
waistlines. While not as long-lasting as a pig's ear, these can be 
added to a treat dispensing toy to increase their entertainment 
value. (Golden Bone Bakery Chicken Crunches, from $14)

Highly processed dog treats 
smell delicious to our dogs (as 
pizza and burgers do to us), but 
can contain salt, preservatives, 
and other unhealthy additives.

Lean, dried lamb lung treats are a healthier alternitive. 
They can easily be broken into pieces, making them per-

fect for filling treat enrichment toys. (Golden Bone Bakery 
Lamb Crunchies, also available for cats, from $7.95)

These treats are great to 
use in training, as they can 

be broken up into small 
pieces. They are also made 

from natural ingredients and 
available in lamb, veni-

son and beef. (Ziwi Good 
Dog treats, from $8.95)

How to pick 
healthier treats 
for your dog 
(and cat, too!)

� Avoid additives 
like salt, sugar, 
preservatives, and 
artifical flavours

� Avoid un-
specified “meat 
by-products”

� For colourful 
treats, check that 
food colouring, 
not dye, was used

� Avoid treats high 
in fat such as pork 
or marrow bones

� Buy Australian 
made treats that 
are higher in qual-
ity than imported 
products

Only the males 
have venomous spurs  

behind their hind leg. The 
painful venom has similar 
characteristics to snake 

venom. The venom proper-
ties have been researched 

to help make a type II 
diabetes cure and pain 

killers. 

As platypus 
forage for their 

food, they collect 
items within their 
cheek pouches. 

The platypus 
tail stores fat 
and is a basic 
indicator of 

health.

Platypus 
close their eyes 

and ears when diving. 
They forage with their 
bill which has electrore-
ceptor pores running 
from the tip to their 

frontal shield.
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