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GARDENS FOR WILDLIFE 

IVEN THE CHANCE, native animals—be they reptiles, birds, amphibians, invertebrates or mammals—can 

thrive in suburban gardens provided they are safe from such dangers as cats and dogs and have food, 

water and shelter. Some native animals adjust to human disturbances better than others; some don’t 

at all. But a surprising number of species do well in suburban gardens and, by way of examp le, we’ll look at 

some of the species that either visit or live permanently on our small semirural property in Forrestdale.  

Reptiles 

The king’s skink (left) is a permanent resident; the Gould's monitor visits occasionally.  

Active only during the warmer months, king’s skinks are rarely encountered in bushland in Forrestdale. They 

seem to prefer to live around human habitation. In our backyard they shelter in stacks of timber or other 

backyard clutter or behind cupboards on the house verandah. They are often seen scuttling about on the 

verandas or basking in the morning sun and, as long as they don’t feel threatened, will get used to people and 

become quite tame. King’s skinks are feisty reptiles and will even tackle snakes that stray into their territory. 

     Western bobtails make frequent appearances in the warm weather and, apart from the enjoyment their 

presence brings, are good for controlling slugs and snails.  

     Bobtails are dormant in the colder months and 

during this time seek hideouts in the garden 

where they feel safe. We have accidentally found 

them hidden in such places as leaf litter under 

groundcover plants, under tin and in wood piles.   

     Bobtails and Gould's monitors, along with 

other species, are sadly vulnerable to vehicle 

strikes when they cross the roads or stop to soak 

up the warmth that roads provide.  

     But it’s at least reassuring to know that while 

in the sanctum of the garden they are safe from 

such harm.  
A bobtail having a drink on a hot day in March.     
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     Dugites and tiger snakes, venomous as they are, are not so 

welcome in the garden. But they are part of the natural ecosystem, so 

one just has to be alert to their presence. The abundance of frogs in 

the garden is undoubtedly a draw card for them.   

     Fence skinks (pictured right) are ubiquitous little reptiles and our 

garden has its fair share of them. Lively and agile, they climb the brick 

walls of the house with ease, often chasing one another or hunting for 

insects on the windowsills. Nooks and crannies in timber structures, 

cracks in logs and rocks are typical places where fence skinks like to 

hide. 

    Western bearded dragons aren’t often found in home gardens, but 

having discovered in late summer several baby dragons in our garden, it would seem that provided the garden 

has plenty of suitable plants and logs for shelter and rocks on which to bask—along with the all-important 

proximity to native woodland—there’s no reason these charming animals shouldn’t use the domestic garden 

environment to live in and 

breed.  

     It should be noted, 

however, that dogs and cats 

can be a serious threat to 

reptiles. Small animals such as 

bearded dragons are easy prey 

to a cat; dogs will attack and 

kill all types of reptile.  

     But it’s possible, indeed 

desirable, to train dogs not to 

harm wildlife. This can work 

both ways: a dog taught to 

leave wildlife alone will resist 

attacking, and thus being 

bitten by, venomous snakes.   
A baby bearded dragon basking on a rock in the front garden. 
 

Birds 
 

Grevilleas and other native (and exotic) nectar-producing flowers commonly planted in gardens favour nectar-

feeding birds such as the New Holland honeyeater, an assertive species that has adjusted well to manmade 

environments. Our garden is full of flowering plants that these 

birds like and so we have a large resident population of them— 

and they are very territorial. So much so that we’ve nicknamed 

them “bullybirds” because they often see off birds their own 

size and smaller, as well as much larger birds such as the two 

species of wattlebird.   

     Fortunately, most birds manage to cope with this, though 

we suspect that certain small easily intimidated birds such as 

western spinebills and scarlet robins are kept away from the 

garden by the New Holland honeyeaters which is possibly why 

we don’t see them as often as we might. But luckily our 

resident family of splendid fairy wrens, that nest and raise 

young in the garden each year, manage to deal with the bullies 

by simply diving into the nearest bush when chased.  
New Holland honeyeater 



Splendid fairy wrens (left) catching up on some mutual grooming, and a grey fantail about to have a bath. 
     
     It must be said that despite their bullying, New Hollands would be missed if they weren’t around, and they 

do have a use in the garden that benefits the other animals: they are keen “watchdogs”; when danger looms 

they quickly sound the alarm, sending the garden residents (chooks and bandicoots included) bolting for cover.  

     And the source of the danger? Usually it comes in the form of the brown goshawk or the collared 

sparrowhawk—both formidable hunters.                                                                                                                                                                                                              

A juvenile brown goshawk spent time in late summer hunting for prey in the garden.                                                                                           

Magpies and willie wagtails are familiar visitors to suburban gardens and have adapted better than most birds to a changed 

environment. This willie wagtail had a nest nearby and wasn’t at all keen on the magpie’s presence.  



Frogs 
 

Several species of frog occur in the Perth area, each with its own individual beauty and charm and, given the 

right conditions, will live happily in the suburban garden making a delightful addition to the garden’s melange 

of native fauna.  

L-r: Slender tree frog, western banjo frog, motorbike frog and moaning frog. 
 

     To encourage frogs into the garden, a good plan is to install a frog pond. Ours is a fibreglass pond 2.5 x 1.5 

metres x 60cm deep, filled with rainwater and made frog-friendly by the addition of suitable aquatic plants that 

provide habitat and help to oxygenate the water. Frogs also like a branch or two protruding from the water on 

which to sit and rest.  

     Native fish are also a good addition to the pond. We purchased two local species for our pond: western 

minnow and western pygmy perch; both occur naturally in the rivers and streams of the Perth region. These 

two fish species are ideal for a frog pond because they control mosquitoes and, unlike goldfish, koi and 

gambusia (mosquitofish), do not eat frogs’ eggs or tadpoles. Plenty of plants in the pond, providing food and 

cover, are essential for the welfare of the fish.  

     Once the pond is to the frogs’ liking, they will breed in it 

and before long the water will be teeming with tadpoles, 

which feed on the algae clinging to the sides of the pond and 

to the leaves of the aquatic plants. The fish will breed too, 

and tadpoles and fish will happily coexist.   

     We have recorded five species of frog (including the 

squelching froglet) in our garden, the most abundant being 

the motorbike frog—so named because its call resembles 

the sound of a distant motorbike changing gear. The other 

three are pictured above. 

     Frogs rest during the day and motorbike frogs can be 

found all over the garden hiding from predators (snakes, 

king’s skinks, racehorse goannas) in all sorts of nooks and 

crannies, often in the most surprising places including 

watering can spouts, gumboots and high up in crevices of the 

palm trees. When night falls the frogs emerge to go hunting. 

They’ll hop around the garden catching arthropods, their 

main source of food, but will catch and eat smaller frogs too. 

     Banjo and moaning frogs are seen in our garden less 

often than the other species, but once the rains start in 

autumn, moaning frogs begin to call—a repeated, mournful 

drawn-out moaning, which continues most nights for a few 

short weeks each year. 

     Slender tree frogs like to hide by day in the strappy leafed 

plants in the garden. Early morning, while the air is still cool, 

is the best time to see these delightful little frogs, which 

occur only in the southwest of WA.                
Motorbike frogs at the frog pond basking on a canna leaf. 



Insects 
 

The many introduced pest insects that cause problems in gardens can often give the good ones a bad name, 

but there are so many remarkable native insects to be found, most entirely harmless, that give the garden an 

extra element of interest and wonder.  

     The first to come to mind are the butterflies. Monarchs, lesser wanderers 

and painted lady butterflies are some of the species likely to visit suburban 

gardens. But there are also the smaller, less obvious, species belonging to the 

families commonly known as the “blues” and “skippers”. Two skippers 

(pictured left) that have visited our garden are the western grass-dart (top), 

the larvae of which feed on various native and introduced grasses; and the 

orange palm-dart, native to the east coast of Australia but accidentally 

introduced to WA many years ago. This is a female (males are mainly orange); 

the larvae of this species feed on ornamental palm leaves, hence the name. 

     Moving on to native bees, of which three or four species have been 

observed in our 

garden. Some are 

tiny and can easily 

go unnoticed, but 

the blue-banded 

bee (right), about 

the size of a 

honeybee, is more conspicuous. This beautiful bee, 

with its large pale green eyes and striking blue and 

black abdominal bands, is active in the warmer 

months and regularly frequents both native and 

exotic flowers. Here it is seen visiting a buddleia.  

     Another noticeable bee, slightly smaller than the 

blue-banded, is the leaf-cutter bee which favours the 

young leaves of roses (and certain other plants) from which the female cuts circular or elliptical pieces to 

construct her brood cells. We never manage to grow roses successfully (because of the heat, not the bees), 

however, the bushes do at least produce young tender leaves that the bees can't resist. So we keep our six or 

so rose plants solely for the benefit of these captivating insects.  

A leaf-cutter bee seen here cutting a piece from a rose leaf; she does this extremely quickly, then flies away with it to her 

underground burrow where the piece of leaf, along with several others, will be used to construct a brood cell. 



        Returning for a moment to butterflies; an 

occurrence worth a mention is the fleeting visit we 

had one day in April 2017 from a large, striking black 

butterfly, so unlike any local species that it had us 

consulting our butterfly books as soon as we saw it. It 

turned out to be a male citrus or orchard swallowtail 

butterfly native to the eastern states. How it got to 

our garden we do not know but we did read that a 

small colony of these butterflies has been established 

in Albany. It is so named because the larvae feed (not 

exclusively) on the leaves of all types of citrus. Our 

butterfly flitted around the house several times, 

settling now and again on hibiscus flowers, then all 

too soon it was gone and we never saw it again.  

     Of course bees and butterflies aren’t the only 

insects that visit home gardens. All sorts of interesting 

species could turn up at any time. Below are just two 

that we have seen recently in our garden. 

     The first is a beefly, photographed in the front 

garden feeding on the nectar of alyssum flowers. This 

is a particularly attractive species with its coppery 

eyes, decorative wings and russet and white bands on 

its abdomen.   

     There are many local species of beefly and they 

come in a range of sizes; some minute, others large. 

They are encountered mainly in bushland where they 

feed on the nectar of wildflowers.                                                                                                    

A praying mantis, forelegs poised, waits in ambush for an unwary insect to come to the cosmos flower. For several days it remained 

on the plant, only moving to a new flower when the one it was on withered and died. 



Mammals 
 

Bats are probably the most plentiful native mammals still to occur around Perth, but being nocturnal and 

secretive they are difficult to see and therefore go largely unnoticed. We know we have bats in the 

neighbourhood as we see them flying at dusk, but without equipment to record their echolocation calls it is 

hard to tell which species they are, out of the nine or so known to occur around Perth. 

     The number of other native mammal species found in Perth gardens has sadly diminished over time. Human 

population pressure resulting in burgeoning housing developments and urban sprawl extirpates habitat and 

wildlife. Dogs, cats, habitat loss and too many roads and fences all contribute to the decline of native mammals 

in urban areas.  

     But in some neighbourhoods, where there is still open space and scope for gardens, one native marsupial 

still holds its own: the southern brown bandicoot (also known as quenda) can be found in many gardens around 

Perth, particularly in the southern suburbs.  

     We too are lucky to share our garden with bandicoots, and we do our best to encourage them to stay. 

     To feel safe, bandicoots need undisturbed areas of dense vegetation to hide in and to make their nests.  Our 

garden has no shortage of such areas and we try to leave them as undisturbed as possible.  

     Equally, with the welfare of the bandicoots and other garden wildlife in mind, we avoid the use of toxic 

chemicals, including snail baits, on the property.  

     The bandicoots in our garden spend much time digging in the 

lawn and flower beds for their natural food such as roots and 

tubers, insects and their larvae and earthworms; and by doing so, 

play an important role in cultivating and aerating the soil. They 

particularly like the damp friable soil in the herb garden, often 

leaving the patch so dug over it looks more like rabbits were the 

culprits.  

     Our bandicoots, of which we have up to eight or ten at any one 

time, are more active during the day and at twilight. The garden is 

never without females with young in their pouches, and there is always the arrival of new babies, which run 

around the garden, in and out of cover, and dig in the soil for food.   

      As with other native animals, bandicoots are vulnerable to habitat loss, predator attack (dogs, cats, foxes) 

and road strikes. Backyard swimming pools are also a death trap for bandicoots. Another problem is that 

bandicoots are sometimes mistaken for feral rats and accordingly trapped or poisoned.  

     So it’s remarkable that despite the challenges, these wild animals survive and in many cases thrive in the 

suburbs. And how lucky we are that 

they do.                                                                                   

     The diversity of native animals that 

could potentially share our gardens 

confirms the importance of adopting 

conservation measures around our 

homes and in our communities; not 

just in our precious nature reserves.  

     Managed sensitively, gardens can 

be important environments for 

wildlife, and the actions we take where 

we live can make a big difference in 

safeguarding local species.                                                                            
 

 

A baby bandicoot pauses for the camera before continuing to dig in the flower bed.  
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