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This edition: Fish, snakes, skinks, weather…. 

 

 Fish and Fishing in 

the Sturt River 

Les Gray 
here were probably around 12 species 
of native fish in the streams draining 

the plains and the western side of the 
Mount Lofty Ranges before European 
settlement.  However, since that time the 
number and distribution of native species 
has declined dramatically due to habitat 
degradation and competition from 
introduced aquatic species. 

The number of native fish species found 
in the Sturt River before European 
settlement is unknown, and its conversion 
downstream from Darlington to a concrete 
lined channel during the late 1960’s led to 
the demise of those that were there.  
Following this action, the natives 
disappeared and introduced species that 
are more tolerant of the transformed 
conditions had the river to themselves.  I 
expect that Galaxiids, along with other 
native species that move between marine 
and freshwater environments, would have 
been common in the Sturt River.  I once 
caught a Lamprey, an odd-looking native 
eel-like creature that migrates from the 
sea into freshwater streams to breed, near 
Sturt Road.  However, the various man-

made barriers in place nowadays mean 
that these and all other native migratory 
species have disappeared. 

While walking along the River Trail I’ve 
seen Rainbow Trout and met recreational 
fishers who have successful caught them.  
During the early 1960’s I saw fishers 
catching Redfin, another introduced 
species, in the Bedford Park area and I 
expect they are still present today.  
However, it’s interesting to contemplate if 
perhaps there might still be populations of 
native fish surviving in the gorge and the 
upper reaches of the Sturt River. 

Introduced species 

Rainbow Trout (Oncorhynchus 

mykiss) are native to coastal drainages of 
western North America and northern 
Siberia. 

 
Rainbow Trout 

Introduced to Australia in the 1890’s, 
there are some self-sustaining populations 
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in eastern Australia but occurrences in 
South Australia are a result of the release 
of hatchery-reared fingerlings.  
Fingerlings are relatively cheap to 
purchase and I presume some recreational 
fishers occasionally buy and release them 
in the Sturt River.  The impact of 
predation by this fish on native species, 
especially of the family Galaxiidae, has 
been severe in Australian waterways.  The 
Brown Trout (Salmo trutta) has had 
similar impacts on native fish species but 
is not as popular for stocking.   

Redfin Perch (Perca fluviatilis) are 
native to Eurasia and were introduced to 
Australia in the 1860’s.  

 
Redfin Perch 

They are now widespread in the cooler 
waters of southern Australia.  This species 
is a voracious feeder, consuming 
crustaceans, molluscs, smaller Redfin and 
other fish species.  It has impacted 
severely on native fish stocks in 
Australian waterways.  They were in the 
Sturt River in the 1960’s and are probably 
still present today. 

Mosquito Fish (Gambusia holbrooki) is 
a small species, commonly at 20 – 40mm, 
introduced from Central America in the 
1920’s as an aquarium fish and soon 

released Australia-wide under the 
misguided belief that they would control 
mosquito populations. 

 
Mosquito Fish 

It is considered a serious pest species and 
now dominates many Australian 
freshwater habitats.  Mosquito Fish are 
usually easy to spot as they swim about in 
small schools.  I haven’t seen them in the 
Sturt River although they are known to 
occur in many streams from the Torrens 
south to the Finniss.  

Native species 

There are 40 species of Galaxiids found in 
Australia and if there are any native fish 
species still present in the Sturt River they 
are most likely to be of the family 
Galaxiidae.  They are characterised by a 
slender, scaleless, elongated body with a 
single dorsal fin. 

Although I haven’t seen them in the Sturt 
River, two species have been found during 
recent fish surveys occurring a short 
distance to the north in the upper reaches 
of Brown Hill Creek, and I’ve seen them 
in the Field River to the south.  The most 
common is Galaxias maculatus 

(sometimes referred to as the Common 
Jollytail or Native Trout), which possibly 
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has the widest natural distribution of any 
freshwater fish in the world, extending 
from Australia and New Zealand to South 
America. 

 
Galaxias maculatus 

Its maximum size is 19cm, but is usually 
grows to around 10cm. 

Recreational fishing in the Sturt 

River 

It is certainly legal to fish in some South 
Australian national parks and 
conservation parks and there are no 
references specifically relating to fish or 
fishing in the National Parks and Wildlife 
Act 1972.  Recreational fishing is actively 
managed in South Australia by the 
Department of Primary Industries and 
Resources SA and any regulations relating 
to fishing activity, size and bag limits for 
various species, even in our national 
parks, is covered by the Fisheries Act 
2007 and Regulations. 

Obviously the Yabbie (Cherax 

destructor) is a crustacean and not a fish, 
but I have included them as they are 
common in the Sturt River and are the 
only native freshwater species targeted by 
recreational fishers.  Fish traps designed 
for the taking of yabbies (including the 
popular opera house nets) do not need to 

be registered but must be buoyed and 
tagged correctly.  An unattended trap set 
from the shore must have a tag showing 
the name and address of the owner.  The 
maximum number of traps per fisher is 
three. 

 
Yabbie trap 

Always check on the size and bag limit of 
the species you are targeting before going 
fishing. 

A Close Encounter of 

the Scaly Kind 

Les Gray 
lthough the following did not take 
place in the Gorge, it may be of 

interest to readers who have come across 
snakes while walking along the Sturt 
River.  It relates to an incident 
experienced near Burnside during April, 
and the subsequent enquiry and images 
that I sent to the information officer at the 
SA Museum as a result. 

On a cool morning in mid-April while 
three of us were walking on the Davenport 
Track above Burnside on our way to 
Waterfall Gully, we saw a snake around 
1.5 metres long sunning itself ahead on 
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the fire track.  The sun had only been over 
the hill for around 30 minutes.  We were 
less than a metre from it and it moved 
slowly off the track into the dry grass 
alongside.  After moving about 3 metres 
away it turned and headed slowly back 
towards us on the track. 

I stepped into the grass and took a photo 
of it, and when I later looked at it on the 
computer I could see a skink in the bottom 
left quarter.  I didn’t see it at the time of 
taking the photograph - perhaps the snake 
may have been after it? I was just 
concentrating on getting a shot of the 
snake. 

 
Brown snake and skink 

The snake continued to move slowly 
towards me (or possibly the skink next to 
me?).  Anyhow, I stood my ground.  At 
times it opened its mouth wide and 
sometimes flattened its neck and body.   It 
didn’t seem aggressive, but when it was 
about a foot or so from me I decided to 

step out of the grass and back onto the fire 
track.  It then turned 180 degrees and 
moved slowly away from the track and we 
continued on our way to Waterfall Gully. 

The snake we thought may have been a 
black snake, although it didn’t appear to 
have a red-belly and seemed much darker 
than a brown snake.  My question (to the 
Museum) was ‘what type of snake do you 
think it was, and the skink, and is this 
normal behaviour for a snake?  We 
thought it would have quickly taken off 
when we first approached but it turned 
and came back towards us.  I’d be 
interested in your thoughts.’ The response 
from James Smith, Information Officer at 
the Museum’s Discovery Centre was as 
follows; 

‘Dear Les 

Thanks for your enquiry.  The animal was 
a brown snake.  The final shot shows the 
colour, also the quite angular head and 
relatively large eye were the identifying 
features.  Brown snakes can flatten when 
alarmed, and you appear to have been a 
bit scary from the snake’s point of view. 
The lizard was a Straight-browed Skink 
(Ctenotus spaldingi; previously known as 
a Striped Skink, Ctenotus robustus).  
Interesting that the snake must have been 
after the lizard and the lizard has frozen 
to avoid being noticed by the snake.  

Hopefully that covers your enquiry.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

Snake head 

Skink 
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Weather in the Gorge 
Andrew Watson 
 

eather conditions in the Sturt 
Gorge over the recent three 

months have thankfully moved from the 
extended warm and dry period we had 
through early autumn to a period of cool 
and relatively wet conditions. After an 
abnormally warm and dry April, the 
temperatures through May and June 
have been close to normal, and rainfall 
has been well above average. The rain 
has been a blessing for the Gorge, with 
the vegetation now looking healthy and 
most of the creeks and rivers flowing. 
Total rainfall for the past three months is 
now above the average and we are only 
about 30 mm short of the average for the 
year to the end of June. Soils, which 
were particularly dry by the end of April, 
are now moist to a good depth. 

Temperatures in April were above 
normal by 20C, but since then the 
monthly maxima have been close to 
average. Minima have been near 
average, albeit the sequence of very cold 
nights from 18th to 25th of June, when a 
strong high pressure system brought 
light winds and clear skies. Some deep 
frosts were seen in the valleys! 

Less than 10 mm of rain fell during 
April, but with the season breaking 
strongly at the beginning of May, more 
than 100 mm was recorded in both May 
and June. 

 

 

 

 

Whilst the predominant feature of the 
weather pattern has been high pressure 
systems, lows and their associated fronts 
have visited regularly enough since early 
May and with sufficient intensity to 
deliver periods of good rainfall. A 
couple of events during June were 
particularly notable, with large, slow-
moving rainbands delivering continuous 
rain over many hours. Approaching 
fronts linked with moisture fed from the 
Indian Ocean to create major rain 
systems. It has been a long time since 
we’ve seen that kind of weather system! 

 

With the rainfall of June being a 
welcome follow up to the early May 
break, the question now on many lips is 
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Near average rainfall, April to 

June 

 

 
Slightly above average 

temperatures, April to June 
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whether the next few months will 
continue so positively. With the sun still 
low in the sky and daylight hours short 
for a while yet we can be guaranteed 
some further cold days and nights. That 
is supported by the outlook for the next 
three months indicative of near normal 
temperatures. As we move into late 
winter the days become steadily longer 
and the frequency of warmer days will 
naturally rise. 

 

The likelihood of an El Nino event has 
waned over recent times, which is good 
news. Unfortunately sea surface 
temperature patterns in the Indian Ocean 
have reverted to a situation which works 
against wet conditions. The upshot is that 
the weather pattern will most likely 
continue in a similar vein to that of June, 
with strong, slow-moving high pressure 
cells being the most prevalent influence. 
That means low pressure and fronts will 
impact infrequently and rainfall over the 
next few months will most probably be 
below normal. However, the departure 
from average is unlikely to be really 
significant, so there is still some 
optimism for further useful rainfall 

events through the remainder of winter 
and into spring. 

 

With the past two months being so 
productive for rainfall, and the prospect 
of some more useful rainfall events 
during July and August, the Gorge is 
nicely primed for a springtime rapid 
growth period. With water flowing in 
most water courses and dams 
replenished, so we can look forward to 
enjoying working in a healthy and 
invigorating environment over the next 
few months. 

An Interesting 

Weather Event 

Andrew Watson 
 

n event the Gorge hadn’t 
experienced for a long time occurred 

during the early hours of the 12th June. A 
broad, slow-moving rainband from north-
western parts of the state peaked in its 
development over Adelaide, producing 
around 12 hours of continuous, moderate 
rain. A frontal system in the Bight had 
interacted with a moisture feed from the 

 
Near average maximum 

temperatures, July to September 

 

 
Below average rainfall expected, 

July to September 
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Indian Ocean to produce a long overdue 
cloud band which extended from the 
Kimberley region. The Gorge received a 
solid drenching, with more than 50 mm 
recorded. The rain commenced with 
lightning and claps of thunder which 
woke people from their early morning 
slumber. The steady, soaking rain was a 
godsend with many people concerned 
with the dry start to the month. 

 
Weather radar image showing accumulated 
rainfall in the 24 hours to 9 am on 12th June. 

 

 



 

Weather Summary: April to June 
 

 

 

Month  Apr May June Total  

Rainfall (mm)  8.0 113.6 102.4 224.0 

Average  34.6 76.2 84.1 194.9 

     

Max Temp (0C)  24.8 18.9 16.3 20.0 

Average  22.8 19.0 16.1 19.3 

     

Wind Spd (km/h) 21 21 19 20.3 

Average  19 18 17 18.0 

Rainfall data from Craigburn Farm, temperatures from Kent Town, wind (3pm) from Adelaide Airport 

 

Newsletter Editor ; Andrew Watson 


