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Newsletter of the Friends of the Western Swamp Tortoise 

Twenty years of advocacy and education 
The Friends of the Western Swamp Tortoise recently 

celebrated its 20th anniversary with a barbecue at 

Whiteman Park on May 18th. 

From a foundation group of about 40 people in 

2004, the group has grown to a global 

membership of over 600. It seems there are 

turtle lovers all over the world! Some of our founder members attended to share a beautiful cake made by 

Alan Levett, which featured mini chocolate tortoises climbing up the side, leaving shards of chocolate to 

represent their discarded eggshells. Very appropriate, as this is the time of the year when real ‘westies’ are 

hatching. Even the chocolate mud was realistic! 

We reminisced about how far we have come, and our many milestones along the way. We have been 

fortunate to attract some wonderful sponsors, whose donations have helped scientists to purchase much 

needed tracking equipment, and assist the Perth Zoo and our Education Team in several projects. Along the 

way, we have commissioned a sculpture in the grounds of the Margaret River Chocolate Factory in the 

Swan Valley, collaborated on many artistic and fundraising activities, and spread our message to thousands 

of school children. We’ve even published a book by our current Vice Chairperson Cathy Levett, and donated 

copies to the libraries of all the schools the Education Committee visits. Best of all, we’ve released over 800 

captive-bred juvenile tortoises into the wild, in partnership with the Western Swamp Tortoise Recovery 

Team. It is wonderful to see the expression on the face of a child who will remember that special ‘westie’ 

moment forever.  

As is important in this digital age, we have transitioned from largely hard copy newsletters and magazines 

to e-news, allowing us to keep our ever-increasing membership up to date on all activities. We still produce 

this glossy newsletter, distributed at venues around the Swan Valley. 

Visit our website www.westernswamptortoise.com.au for more information and take a moment to visit the 

Gallery to see the cutest little tortoise in the world! 

Above: Cutting the anniversary cake.   
Right: Some of the founding members in 2004. 



Zoology club raises money for tortoises 

The UWA Zoology Club hosted a very 

successful quiz night on April 23rd. A great 

time was had by all, and over $1400 raised to 

support a good cause: the Western Swamp 

Tortoise, the most endangered reptile in 

Australia. All of the profit from this event will 

be donated to the Friends group, to support 

our efforts to aid in the rehabilitation and 

recovery of this species. Many thanks to the 

students and organisers. 

 

 

 

 

Congratulations to Dr Gerald Kuchling (see below left at MRCC) who was 

honoured with an Order of Australia in the 2024 Australia Day Awards, for his work on conservation of 

the Western Swamp Tortoise.  In the 1970s, Gerald had his first experience with the western swamp 

tortoise, when examining its type specimen which was collected in 1839. After a PhD on the control of 

reproduction of Hermann’s tortoise, and turtle and tortoise field work in Madagascar, Gerald came to the 

University of WA in 1987. He has been involved with western swamp turtle conservation ever since, setting 

up the successful breeding operation at Perth Zoo in the late 1980s and then as principal investigator of the 

Western Swamp Turtle Recovery team. For over a decade Gerald has been based at the Department of 

Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions and he also works for various NGOs internationally as turtle 

conservation consultant, including in Madagascar, China, and South-East Asian countries. 

 

Local Swan Valley business donates again to the Friends 
The Friends group gratefully accepted a donation of $5000 from our valued sponsor Margaret River 

Chocolate Company on 17 May, which coincided with the company’s 25th anniversary, and attended the 

launch of the new book Chokka and Swampy's Wetland Rescue written by the company’s owners. Funds 

from the sale of their western swamp tortoise chocolates was handed to Chairperson, Jan Bant, who 

thanked the MRCC for its ongoing support. 

Above left: FoWST Chair Jan Bant (L) receives cheque from Martin Black, accompanied by Dr Gerald Kuchling. 
Above right: The cover of the delightful new children’s book. 

https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?vanity=uwazoologyclub&set=a.762888326043341
https://chocolatefactory.com.au/
https://chocolatefactory.com.au/


 Tortoise found near Northcliffe 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In January 2024 Northcliffe wildlife carer Pauline Hewitt was excited to discover a Western Swamp Tortoise, 

far from his original release site at Meelup in southwest. It was one of the 2018 assisted colonisation trial 

cohort, many of which lost their radio trackers when the adhesive failed. It was taken to Perth Zoo for a 

checkup, where it was discovered to have a healed break in the shell, implying it had possibly been struck 

by a car at some stage.  

"It had grown quite a bit since its release five years earlier," said Dr Gerald Kuchling from DBCA. 

"It was originally released as a juvenile with about 120 grams in 2018, and when it was received it was 

180g." 

The tortoise is now healthy and will be re-released sometime in the future. 

Welcome to the Young Yarkin team 
An enthusiastic group met for the first official meeting of the Western Swamp Tortoise Youth Team (ages 8 

– 16) the Young Yarkins*, on 24 March 2024. They discussed the aims of the group, and under the 

guidance of Friends committee member Claire decided on a name and logo for their group. They are keen to 

help us, especially the Education Team, and assisted us at the Flavours of The Swan event. We look forward 

to working with this group to spread word about the Western Swamp Tortoise among their peers. * Yarkin is 
the Noongar name for the WST.  

Like a presentation for your school or group? 

If you know of a school or community group that would like us to come and 

talk please contact Jan on 0408 024 800 or Cathy via 

westernswamptortoise@yahoo.com.au.  

At schools we include an exciting free games session for the younger children. 

Where are they now? 
(Mookaroo; Jun-Jul): The tortoises enter swamps once there is a couple of 

centimetres of water in them. They only live in non-perennial (temporary) 

shallow swamps with a clay base, where much of the surrounding land is 

predominantly sand. They sense the time has come to leave their 

aestivation* places and begin to feed on small crustaceans and insect larva 

to build up their body mass. *Aestivation is a kind of torpid state like hibernation, only 

the tortoises do it during the hot dry summer. 

Right:  a tortoise feeds in a shallow swamp. 

Above, left: Committee member Tanya at the release; right, a released tortoise—both at Meelup, 2018. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-01-07/endangered-western-swamp-tortoise-found-near-northcliffe-wa/103283034?fbclid=IwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTEAAR0eR0RTooJab63uCkJQD7AzY6nUe7MJCxn3F8kmgDAP9ivgHrE1W_hSHYc_aem_AUcV6yx2_S7BNIWnTKynhp16KGm-YAW-M4uKVCEvClWeteHR2n7_L9rKDs


For further information on any of the group’s activities, contact Jan on 

9344 2872 or 0408024800 

Email: westernswamptortoise@yahoo.com.au 

check out the website https://westernswamptortoise.com.au 

or find us on Facebook www.facebook.com/FriendsOfTheWesternSwampTortoise/ where we usually post 

the very latest news. 

 

Committee: Jan Bant, Chair; Cathy Levett, Vice-chair; Bob Height, Treasurer; Jemma Simpson, Secretary; 

Tanya Marwood, newsletter editor; Claire Brooks, social media editor. Education sub-committee: Jan Bant, 

Cathy Levett, Hannah Anderson. Youth Committee Coordinators: Cathy Levett & Claire Brooks. 

You can help save an endangered species, right on your doorstep! 
 

Membership of the Friends is FREE and we have lots of great 

activities, including behind-the-scenes zoo visits 

and tortoise release days. 

 
 

Join us to help save the tortoise…  
because EXTINCTION SUCKS! 

Our current sponsors and recovery partners include: 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
...as well as Tronox, Boral, the University of Western Australia, Curtin University and Adelaide Zoo. 

https://westernswamptortoise.com.au/
http://www.facebook.com/FriendsOfTheWesternSwampTortoise/

