
Using apps for nature ID
While field guides and flips are great for looking up the species in our midst, a plethora of digital resources can also 
help us know what wild species we are living with. These are some of my favourite apps and web tools that might help 
your digital natives get linked in with Tasmanian natives. 

The Field Guide to Tasmanian Fauna, a TMAG app, has a great 
collection of species, each described with images and some 
with sounds. Birds, mammals, reptiles, fish, creepy crawlies and 
some marine critters are in there. It’s not yet comprehensive 
but it’s an amazing free resource. I particularly like to use it for 
identifying frogs, as most species have calls.

Birds are often a joy to watch, but it can be tricky to tell what 
they are. Morcombe's Birds of Australia (Google Play) or 
Morcombe & Stewart Guide (Apple) is a great resource, with 
informative content from the book and audio of the various 
calls. If you set your location to Tasmania, it filters the list to 
show only species living here, or if you go interstate…oh hang 
on, that’s not happening.

I definitely get value from the $30 cost, but there are free 
options, such as the Merlin Bird ID app by Cornell Lab. This 
one has a global reach, so requires a download for SE Australia. 
It has a nifty option where you can enter details of a sighting 
(location, approx. size, colour, in a tree or wading?), which will 
produce a short list of possible species, with photos. It also has 
many recordings of calls, from multiple contributors, displayed 
visually when they play.

It still amazes me how much information we can carry around 
in our pockets, as I experienced recently on a Land for Wildlife 
visit. I quickly brought up a diagram of a spotted pardalote nest 
from the Morcombe’s app, which helped illustrate why a couple 
of them were flittering in a tree in front of us as we sat between 
them and a little hole in the bank behind us.

Identifying plants can be tricky because of the greater number 
of species and the variation across their ranges. There is a 
good web tool produced by Greg Jordan at UTAS, called Key to 
Tasmanian Dicots www.utas.edu.au/dicotkey, designed as a 

key for working out plant species through a flow of questions 
about distinguishing features. This can be a bit hard to navigate 
if you don’t understand the botanical terms. I like to go straight 
to the list of genus, as I generally have an idea if I’m looking at 
an Acacia (wattle) or a Leptospermum (tea tree), and the list of 
species and photos help me zone in on the likely species. 

There are also a gazillion plant ID apps now, such as Plant Net 
ID, that utilise artificial intelligence and massive collections 
of digital photos. They have been strong for species in the 
northern hemisphere but will quickly improve with more local 
takeup. Based on similar technology, I often use Google Lens, 
which produces image search results from a photo. It is hit 
and miss but can be a quick step to suggest at least the family, 
helping out the ol’ human brain to remember, or refer to the 
dicot key to pin it down further.

— SHAUN THURSTANS, LFW CO-ORDINATOR
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Kelvedon Hills Photo: Andy Townsend

Spotted pardalote (Pardalotus punctatus). Photo: Peter Vaughan

http://www.utas.edu.au/dicotkey
http://tasland.org.au


Land for Wildlife people – Ali Dugand 

Ali Dugand is one of six volunteers doing LFW assessments around the state, and an agricultural project 
coordinator for Cradle Coast NRM. We caught up with her at a café in Ulverstone to find out a bit about her 
history and why she loves working on LFW. Here’s what she had to say.

I come from Kenya, where I lived on the equator.  
Coming here to the southern hemisphere it was very 
different culturally, politically and naturally. I had a 
childhood fascination with wildlife, but not so much  
the fluffy things, more the symbiotic relationships.  
As a youngster I already knew that this thing needed that 
and if you lose that, that also goes. I reckon I was destined 
to work with nature.

English foresters came out to Kenya to clear large tracts 
of land for forestry, and my father worked with a chap, 
Richard ‘St. Barbe’ Baker, who had a philosophy of ‘I 
take one out, I put three in’. His movement, Men of the 
Trees, is now an Australia-wide thing, and when I came to 
Australia – to WA – I worked with Men of the Trees to get 
my head around what could be done on farms to create 
wildlife corridors but still have a salinity benefit. I was 
seeing the habitat it created and restoring a bit  
of balance.

I had my first interaction with Land for Wildlife on the 
outskirts of Perth, on the fringe of agricultural land.  
My position was three days a week, funded by the Salinity 
Action Plan, as a mechanism to find out the salinity impact 
and to instil some environmental ethics into the farming 
sector. It was one of the most rewarding jobs I’ve done and 
it has had some really significant impact with farmers. You 
speak to farmers one-on-one and you get some really good 
conservation insights.

I would like people to become aware of not so much the 
threatened species, because we hear a lot about them, but 
also the common species. If you put that same amount of 
effort into something that has a better chance, will that 
make more of a difference for the whole system? I would 
like to get people looking for trends in things that they 
already see on their farms or their lifestyle properties, and 
just keep notes, collect some data, do some citizen science. 
If you talk to a farmer about a robin or an orange-bellied 
parrot, they’re less likely to be interested than they are 
if I talk about a hawk that they see. And if we protect the 
hawks – which are ground-nesting and at risk from farming 
– it just builds a great discussion. Farmers call me up saying 
‘I’ve got a hawk down here in the corner, can you come 
check?’ and I do that and we have some food and a chat 
and build a real relationship.

Watch future issues for more information on the LFW team! 
Our other wonderful LFW volunteers are Dr Sally Bryant, 
Peter Voller, Todd Dudley, Simon Roberts and Daniel Sprod.
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Looking out for lizards 

When you think ‘Tasmanian fauna’, you probably don’t think lizards. There are only 18 species of lizard 
in Tasmania and 17 of them are skinks (and many of these species can, to the untrained eye, look almost 
identical). It’s not really surprising that Tasmania supports few reptiles – most species can only move around 
and hunt when the temperature is over 15 degrees Celsius, and for a lot of the year that simply isn’t the case in 
Tasmania. Many species have to go into torpor, a kind of hibernation, over winter. To cope with the cold, species 
that live in alpine areas all give birth to live young rather than eggs. 

One of the most-often seen of these skink species is the 
delicate skink (Lampropholis delicata), which is regularly 
spotted in suburban gardens. About 100mm long from 
nose to tail-tip, they are plain-looking, brown on top, and 
have a narrow black stripe that runs from the tip of the 
snout, through the eye, into a dark band on the upper 
sides. These skinks eat insects and lay eggs. They love a 
warm, rocky spot to bask in the sun (though a wooden 
deck or concrete path will do), and their numbers are often 
depleted by hunting cats. 

The exception to the run of skinks in Tasmania is the 
mountain dragon or mountain heath dragon (Rankinia 
diemensis). These feisty-looking little lizards are grey to 
dark brown with darker triangular patches that often 
form a zigzag pattern. They have a crest around their neck 
underneath the jaw, extending onto the back and a row of 
large spiny scales on either side of the tail behind the rear 
legs. Females are larger than males. 

Dragons mainly live and move on the ground, basking on 
the soil or leaf litter – if you disturb them, they’ll run into 
vegetation. They eat insects and don’t seem too fussy 
about which ones, though they are keen on ants. Mountain 
dragons breed in summer, then dig a burrow where they 
lay two to nine eggs. In Tasmania they are not considered 
vulnerable, but in the Grampians in Victoria, habitat loss 
has reduced their numbers such that they are considered 
critically endangered. Preserving their habitat here in 

Tasmania so they can eat, rest and breed is vital to their 
future. That habitat includes dry woodlands and heaths 
with access to open areas for sunning themselves – when 
predators approach they hide using camouflage. The 
dragons at Freycinet Peninsula are a particularly gorgeous 
example of this: they are pink, to camouflage on the 
distinctive granite. 

Southern snow skink (Niveoscincus microlepidotus). Photo: Peter Vaughan

White's skink (Egernia whitii). Photo: Tim Rudman

What’s on
LANDCARE CONFERENCE 
OCT 1-3, 2021

Landcare Tasmania is holding the 
Community Landcare conference in 
Launceston on October 1-3, ‘looking at what 
the heavy lifters of restoration have been 
able to achieve in Tasmania, Australia and 
worldwide …[sharing] the wins, losses and 
stories of the journey in caring for our land 
and waterways’. There will also be a dinner 
and field trips. For more information, visit 
landcaretas.org.au/conference2021
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Thanks for your feedback!
Thank you to everyone for the feedback you provided in the Land for Wildlife survey we ran last year. 

•  You enjoy our property visits: ‘Very good, we really 
enjoyed having someone come round to assess our 
property – it was so useful to see things that we 
wouldn’t otherwise have noticed!’. We enjoy these  
too, it is such a privilege and a joy to meet proactive 
nature lovers and help you identify and care for your 
fellow residents.

•  You value the newsletters: ‘Continue producing 
informative newsletters please!’ (We intend to,  
as you can see.)

•  You’d love to see more field days: ‘To meet other  
Land for Wildlife owners has been very useful.’  
We acknowledge these have been infrequent of late,  
but aim to schedule them in the future. 

We also got many suggestions for the future direction 
of the program, like recruiting volunteer property 
assessors, which is now done! (We have signed up six 
and they are all passionate superstars boosting the 
capacity, reach and diversity of the program – see an 
interview with Ali Dugand in this edition.) Collaborating 
with landholders in long-term monitoring is also in our 
sights, with a closer integration with our WildTracker 
program. Other suggestions, such as financial assistance 
and comprehensive web resources to help private land 
conservation, sound like good things to push for as we 
foster collaboration and funding opportunities into  
the future. 

This program will grow and evolve, so it’s great to have 
feedback from our LFW community.
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Vale of Belvoir Reserve. Photo: Heath Holden
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