CHAPTER 25

Crocodile Capture Methods used in the
Northern Territory of Australia

Bryan Walsh'
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\\-"l'll 1N any crocodilin management progranime,
aninitls will need w be caught and handled. This in
turn necessites the development of caprure and
lundling  technigues,  or the modilication ol
technigues already in use w suit local conditions. In
some cases, old and ried methods may simply be
improved by alicde innovative thinking o the part
of those using them

wWithin the Northern Terriwnry of Australii, croco
dile management and research requires the capuure
and handling of ot salvwster f Crocoados povosies)
and freslhweater (0 folwstontd) cronodiles The sizes
ol animals caughr rnge from 0 g hachlings to krge
adult male € porosies, which may exceed 750 kg
There are differences in wariness” between small
and large crovcodiles, and berween those tha have
Jearned” 1o wvoid man and those that have oot
There are alse sigoificant differences in habiva
approaching a crocodile exposed ar the edge of a
mudbank in an open, tdal river s completeh
different from approsiching the same sized oroc wlile
i o heavily vegenaed, shallow, freshwaner swanp.

This chapter briefly describes the Gipture and
bandling technigues used within the Northern Terri-
iy aned discusses some of the advantages andd dis-
advantages of each of them

CAPTURE TECHNIQUES

The majority of € porostes which need w be
caught are “‘problem’ animals, which have either
atacked stock, pets or people. or which have
immigrated o areas  thar for o managenment
purposes are designated as “crocodile free . These
animals are almost alwavs in areas exposed w the
influence of the rde, and i Darwin Harbour, for
example, high and low nide van vary by as much as 8
m. Tidal influence s a particulardy importin
parameter o ke ino consideration when
capturing crocodibes in the Northern Territory. AL
high tide the crocodiles are Frequently in amongst
the Nooded mangroves, whereas at low tide they are
wsualle in shallow water on the edge of exposed
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muclbanks. From the point ol view of setting, traps, J
trap set on the water's edge at low tde will be com
pletely submerged ar high tde. Few € jobuston
exist i ddal areas, however on cecisien they are

removed from “crocodile free” areis using the same
miethods, o addivion lirge numbers of € joluistontd
bave been caught for research purposes

Fie £ oCrocodiles wp o 1.2 v e ciughe T Tiaernad of they ablows
Wi Dasat oor ik i tes appessac e dem

Heded Ceatcliing

Animls of both spuecies up o abaout 1.2 m tonal
fengeh (T3 are often caught by hand. The derermin:
ing factor is normally whether or not the croe while
will allow the boar or airhoar (Fig. 1) o approach,
and whether or not the “carcher” can use one or both
hands, The ¢ joduestors archling harvest depencds
potatlly e hand catching,

Heigusaris

Harpooning bs preoned o he the muost cificient
peneral caprure method we use The muin acvintage
is thar croceodiles of both species berween Tand 5 m
L can be craghr with the same piece of apparatus, [
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Fige 2 Harpoons have prowed the most eificient capiure method
foor erocochiles wheich allemw o reasenalile close appeoach o

nuhit

addition, because the harpoon head is mounted on
the end of a 4 m long pole, it does not reguire the
close approach needed for hand cuching or even
noosing (Chabreck 19631 The equipment (Fig, 2)
consists of a small, ovlindrical harpoon head, as
described by Webb and Messel (1977, and some i
m of cord line. The key o is successful use, how-
ever, is a sturdy, solid harpoon pole, normally abour
4 m long.

Crocodiles are approached a nighr in o boar wirh
aspotlight, and the harpoon head is jabbed ioo the
relatively soft skin of the neck. The barbs lock into
the skin and the crocodile is then “plaved” on the
line. It is then pulled into the side of the boat where
a noose is placed around the wop jaw before the jaws
are tied shut, and the crocodile is either hauled into
the boar or towed o land. The time wiken between
harpooning and securing an animal varies with irs
size, bur is around 5 minutes for animals up o 2 m
TL, 10 minuees for animals 2-3 m 1L and 20-30
minuees for animals 34 m T1L

With experience, people can become  very
efficient at harpooning crocodiles, Ware mdividuals
can sometimes be harpooned from a rapadly moving
boat or airboat, that approaches the crocodile o
speed with the spotlight switched off unnl the Tasr
minute. In such cases the wil rather than the neck
can he used ws 3 targer, and the 4 m approach
distance can be lengthened by spearing the pole i
the operator is sufficiently skilled. The main dis
achvantages of a harpoon are the small wounds i
credtes, the entanglement of harpoon lines in veg-
etited areas, the effects of strugeling on the larger
anvimals (see Sevmour @f e Chaprer 260, and the
need o avoid osteoderms in order for the barbs 1o
lock in under the skin

Frenpataineg
Traps are used o careh animals that are: oo wany

for other methods; too rge o liopooning; in
habitats where conventional methods of approach

cunnot be emploved {eg. mangrove, loaring veger.
i mars ) or, where the aim is o carch animals thae
ey meove into an arca bur thar are nor necessarih
there whon the g is set

Fige 4 Acstee] veagy e on Floxining (L UR [ vickil river

A rrap designed by the Conservation Commission
of the Northern Tervitory (Fig 3) s composed of
cvlindrical, steel mesh sections thar bolr rogether
{one section can be inserted into the other during
transport ). Thas wpe of rap is portable, cin be
extended or reduced in length, is durable, works
quire simply with a drop door arrangement and can
be crecred by one man, Crocodiles up o 4.5 m in
length have been caught in them. They can e used
in shallow water on the edge of non-tidal arcas, or
can be suspended on foats (Fig. 3) in tdal areas. The
floaits are constructed of 20 cm diameter by 5 m long
sections of PVC pipe, and bracing lines are used o
cnsure the traps rise and fall in the desired positon
The main disadvinrage of steel aps is that animals
can damage themselves while struggling

Fiee A A rogse bragy st up in asmal], sballow Backseter thug opened

all a deeperwaner billabong

Rope traps (Figo 41 as described by Webb and
Messel (1977) are uwsed when particularly lurge
crocodiles (=5 m TL) are w be caughi. The design
s relatively simple. bur they ke a considerahle




Because crocodilians are
ectotherms, regulation of body
temperature is achieved largely by
behavioural means. They bask

in the sun or seek shaded

areas, and move between the
water and land as necessary. But
in addition to their thermoregulator)
behaviours, there is a great

range of lesser known

behaviours associated with
territoriality, courtship, mating,
nesting and protection of the
young, which vary

between species.

Bewe: An American Alligator (Alligator
ms=cconpiensish, basking. The
-copen” posture is partly a territorial
but it also allows evaporative
2 across the palate, which efiects
B m2ze of heating of the head, (Ted Joanen)

Right: Courtship behaviour of the Mew
winea freshwater crocodile (Crocodyvlus "
novaeguinedel. The smaller female bt
continually indicates submission to the " .
male by lifting her snout. (leff Lang) s
nale by lifting her snout. {je B A,




y apparent that the incubation environment of
! !J' mi:‘f e'n !’nhr‘m‘z.r:'.rr}-' incubators, effects both

crocodilian egg,
Research into crocodilian

the sex and

embryology is proving bene ficial for both conservation and commercial
purposes, but in addition, there is a medical application. Research on
palate and jaw abnormalities in crocodilians is broadening our
understanding of human deformities such as cleft palate. ,"L",'H.E:Jr:n':'
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Fig. 5. A 3.2 m long Crocodfies porosis caughit in a mpe tragp

time o set up. The trap must be positioned in o
channel off the mainstream { or somewhere similar )
where the crocodile will enter the mouth of the trap
o get the bait rather than go around the side or back
A heavwy counterweight, usually a wee, must be
erected o close the mouth of the rap when the bair
is pulled. ldeally the rap 15 set up and lefr for 1-2
weeks betore being baited. We are not sure why, but
the largest, wary crocodiles seem o enter rope traps
much more easily than they dosteel raps. The main
disacvantage of rope traps is the fime required to ser
them up, and the main advantage is thar crocodiles
become wrapped up in the trap and rarcly hur
themselves (Fig. 3)

Baits used for traps depend somewhm on what is
available. The legs of buffalo and whole wild pigs are
often used in rope taps, whereas the most common
bair used for the steel traps is dead chickens, Choice
of bair is based largely on availabilive and™the two
most important cluracteristics of o good bait appeas
toy e smell and the tme iwill last before needing o
he chuanged.

As described by Webb and Messel (1977), radio
alarms with site-specific codes and a 30-41 km range,
are now in use so that traps do not need w be visited
until they have been sprung,. This greatly reduces the
mian-hours needed to check maps, it avoids the prob-
lem of scaring wary animals during checks, and i
means crocodiles can be removed soon after they
have been caugl,

Nets

When O fobustenti comgregate in discrete podols
during the drev season (Min-October ) (Webb of af
19831 fine nets are an efficient method of capture
(Fig, 6} These are generally loaing ners with a 6-8
cmostretched mesh side and o cord diameter less
thun 1 mm. Once nets have been set, they must e
checked regulurly {each 20-30 minutes) W remove
animals before they dreown. The principle upon
which the nets waork is thar they are fine and light,
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Fro 6, A Croeoefvlies jofmestosi henyg remnoved Trom o fine net

viving very linle resistance when crocodiles i
theme Heavy dure commercial fishing net has been
used o remove O porosis from small warerholes,
but unless especially made with excess mesh (Webh
and Messel 1977, they are not particularly effective.

Wiscelfeneons Methols

In 4 “one-off " sitwarion where o © porostes ook
up residence in a sewerage semling pond, it was im-
practical to ser a teap and the animal would noallow
irself o be approached for harpooning, I was event-
wally caughr by a method used o cach wary Ceafenennr
leativostrds in Argentina, A 10 cm long cattle bone with
a hole drilled in the centre and a line atached wus
inserted in a dead chicken, and this was hung over
the water. When the crocodile are the chicken, the
hone rwisted at right angles and prevented the line
coming out of the stomach; the crocodile was found
and  harpooned by following the line. On this
occaston the line was cut leaving the bone and a linle
cord o digest, however had the line been passed
through the bone and knowed well outside it, it may
have been possible o untie the knotand pull the line
our completely

Manv of the snare methods that have proven
successful in other countries have mer with linle
success  in the Norhern Territory,  principally
Because they are designed for use in non-tidal areas
The spring-loaded snare from Zimbabwe  (see
Hlutton o e, Chaper 24 and virions snout siares
have been ried, bur only with occasional success.
Modificarion and development of snares thar work
an the same principle, butwhich can be used inticdal
arens (eg on loating platforms) s progressing.
snares are poentilly cheap, easily erected, can be
mainained by one man and have proven very
successtul in other counries,
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HANDLING

For animals up to about 3.5 m T, 4 wet hessian
bag is wrapped around the head, covering the eves
and ears, and this appears to have a marked, calming
cffect. Currently no immobilizing drugs are used on
crocodiles up o this length, unless the animal
struggles unduly and is in danger of injuring itself, or
the handlers in which case Flaxedil is used. For ease
of transport, crocodiles are often tied to boards, in
which case the head-end is tilted upwards. Regard-
less of whether crocodiles are being transported in
boats or vehicles, or whether thev are tied 1o boards
or not, the head is tilted up or secured above the
general level of the body to prevent regurgitated bait
or other stomach contents from blocking the glottis,

In situations where large numbers of crocodiles
are caught at the one time, they are often tethered in
the water until they can be meuasured and marked or

packed for transport. Normally a sirong rope line is
run along the water's edge, and each crocodile has a
shorter tether line tied around the top jaw. The two
jaws arc then bound with cord. The individual tether
lines are then secured 1o the main tether rope with
about 30 ¢m tether length, and the crocodiles are
allowed to lie in the shallow water (where they
usually submerge) until required.
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