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WATER RAT/RAKALI 

BUNDANT BEFORE EUROPEAN SETTLEMENT, the water rat has long since disappeared from Forrestdale. Probably one of 

the last individuals to be seen in the district was a sighting back in the early 1960s by David James who saw what 

was undoubtedly a water rat in James Drain—a drain on the western side of Lake Forrestdale dug by horse and 

scoop in the early 1900s to drain agricultural land. In his early teens at the time and not yet fully conversant with native 

fauna, David thought the cat-size animal swimming strongly against the current was an otter.   

     During and prior to the early 1960s, Lake Forrestdale was deep and held water most of the year. There was also a 

connection between the lake and the Wungong River (before the Wungong Dam was built) and water rats would have 

been able to navigate between the two water bodies.  

     The lake is now dry for many months of the year and no longer suitable for water rats, which rely on permanent water 

for survival. But where habitat is favourable, they still persist in parts of the Perth region. 

     Scarce, secretive and mostly nocturnal, the water rat is rarely seen and little understood. So let’s take a closer look at 

this elusive native rodent and get to know it a little better.  

 

What’s in a name? 
To most people, the word “rat” has negative connotations. An animal, native or otherwise, called a rat is considered 

vermin and viewed with contempt—usually with dire consequences for the animal. 

     But regardless of the unflattering name, there is little resemblance between the semi-aquatic native water rat and the 

introduced pest species—the black rat (Rattus rattus), or brown rat (Rattus norvegicus)—that cause humans so much 

displeasure.  

     So to answer to the question, "what's in a name?” Quite a lot in fact. That’s why an alternative name for the water rat 

was deemed a good idea.   

  

Rakali 
The water rat got its “new” name back in the 1990s. Not only was it considered fitting for native animals to have 

Indigenous names, but it was also believed that the name change would lift the image of this distinctive species that, in 

behaviour if not in looks, closely resembles an otter.   

     The name chosen was rakali. It is one of many Aboriginal names for the water rat and has its origins in the Murray 

Darling Basin. Western Australian Aborigines also have names for this species: moytj,   ngurju and wanip wanip being but 

a few.   

  

Distribution and habitat 
The rakali is found in all Australian states and territories, New Guinea and many off-shore islands. It inhabits permanent 

wetlands: rivers and streams, swamps, lakes and estuaries and can tolerate both fresh and brackish water. 

 

Description 
With a body length of up to 39 centimetres, the rakali is Australia’s largest native rodent. The colour of its fur varies across 

its range. In the eastern states and Tasmania its upperparts are generally grey or grey-brown, but typically paler than its 

counterparts in the west, which have correspondingly dark grey or black fur. The underparts range from golden yellow in 

Victorian and Tasmanian populations to cream or white in Western Australia. The tail, which is darker and relatively thick 

and muscular at the base, is not usually as long as the body and tapers to a white tip that itself varies in length. The rakali 

has short limbs and large, partially webbed hind feet which are well adapted for swimming, the forefeet are smaller and 

are used to regulate direction in the water. The tail acts as a rudder.   
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Diet 
Rakalis are almost entirely carnivorous and feed on a range of aquatic and terrestrial animals including molluscs, fish, 

crustaceans, invertebrates, frogs, birds and small reptiles. They typically eat their prey at preferred feed stations, on a 

rock or log or the like, and the accretion of discarded inedible parts is known as a midden.  

A rakali at a midden.                                                                                                                                  

 

Breeding 
In favourable conditions a female rakali can produce five litters in a season, but in most cases one or two litters are 

produced, usually in spring and summer. Litter size ranges from 1-4. The nest chamber can be either at the end of a 

burrow excavated in a river bank or inside a hollow log, or alternatively, where banks and logs are absent, a nest of leaves 

is built in a sheltered spot.  

  

Conservation status 
Abundant in the early days of settlement, the rakali was prized for its soft, thick waterproof pelt and was killed in 

significant numbers. It is now protected under the Wildlife Conservation Act, and although listed on the IUCN Red List of 

Threatened Species as ‘Least Concern’ overall, in many parts of its range it has suffered major declines—WA particularly.   

    Aside from the initial toll brought about by the fur trade, the causes are many. They include drying climate; habitat 

destruction; salinization; bushfires; pollution; predation by introduced species and, last but not least, drowning in yabby 

or marron traps.   

  

Protecting the rakali 
With an ever-increasing human population and the attendant issues, solutions to these problems are challenging. But one 

problem needing direct attention is the sale and use of enclosed yabby and marron traps, such as opera house traps 

(pictured below), which are responsible for the deaths of countless numbers of aquatic and semi-aquatic native animals. 



Lured by food items within the 

traps, animals enter and cannot 

find their way out. So they 

drown. And the point often 

overlooked is that reported 

fatalities are a small fraction of 

the total number of wildlife 

deaths caused by these traps. 

Most go undiscovered or 

unreported and so the real toll is 

never known.     

     Positive steps, however, are 

being taken. In Western 

Australia, Victoria, Tasmania and 

parts of New South Wales the 

use of enclosed marron and 

yabby traps is now illegal, and 

many retailers have withdrawn them from sale.  

     But because these popular, inexpensive traps can still be purchased at some retail outlets and through online sites, 

and are still widely used across the country, legally or illegally, legislation banning their sale and possession is needed for 

the problem to be resolved.  

     Once achieved, it would help not only rakalis, but also other species including turtles, diving birds, and, in the eastern 

states, platypuses.    

     In the meantime, members of the public can do much by keeping an eye out for these traps in rivers, streams and other 

wetlands and reporting sightings to Parks and Wildlife officers who are obliged to remove them. 
 

Taken in the summer of 2006 when the drain was dry, this photo shows the spot near Commercial Road where David saw the rakali 

all those years ago. Back in the 1960s the water in the drain would reach a depth of over a metre, flowing strongly towards the 

lake, the shores of which in the wet season would reach Commercial Road. Over the years the lake has greatly receded and it and 

the drain are now dry for around seven months of the year. 

 

https://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/1113/3212/products/Heavy_Duty_Yabbie_Opera_House_Net_fishing_1024x1024.jpg?v=1457070700


The RED FOX in Forrestdale Nature Reserves 
 

INCE THE RED FOX (Vulpes vulpes) was introduced into Australia for sport in the early 1870s, it has spread over much 

of the mainland (excluding the far north), with dire consequences for wildlife. Its spread has largely coincided with 

that of the introduced European rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus) which has also caused untold environmental harm. 

     In Australia, the adaptable fox can live in a range of environments, from cities and suburbs to remote regions 

uninhabited by humans. It is abundant in the suburbs of Perth, in the hills and on the Swan Coastal Plain, living on a wide 

variety of prey, native and exotic.   

     Similarly, in the nature reserves of Forrestdale, foxes are plentiful. The animals themselves may not often be seen, 

owing to their stealthy and mostly nocturnal lifestyle, but their presence is revealed by their numerous tracks on the 

sandy trails and firebreaks.  

     While the diet of this formidable predator certainly includes rabbits, also plentiful in the reserves, a substantial amount 

of animals taken would be native species—invertebrates and amphibians, birds, reptiles and small mammals.  

 

Foxes in Anstey-Keane Nature Reserve. 

 

Fox predation on black swan cygnets—Forrestdale Lake  
Since 2009, the cygnet rescue at Forrestdale Lake has been an almost annual event, taking place when the lake is nearly 

dry and the flightless cygnets, abandoned by their parents, stand little chance of survival.  

     Most years the lake dries before Christmas, but because of the high 2018 winter rainfall, it held water until mid-January 

this year and when the lake was starting to dry there were approximately seventy cygnets in need of rescue.  

     When conducting a rescue, timing is critical. The water in the lake needs to be sufficiently shallow and away from the 

rushes to facilitate a muster. But neither can it be too shallow, because by then foxes will have started killing the cygnets 

and once this happens cygnet numbers plummet rapidly over the next few days until all cygnets are gone.    

     Also at this time, many cygnets walk away from the lake to try to escape the foxes and to search for water elsewhere. 

But this is perilous too. Besides risking death from heat stress and dehydration, and negotiating busy roads, the cygnets 

still remain vulnerable to fox attack.  

     When organising a rescue, much is involved and the task is carried out by the Parks and Wildlife Service of the DBCA. 

Forty or more rescuers including Parks and Wildlife staff and volunteers need to be available and notified; health and 

safety requirements must be addressed, and much more. This of course takes time and so a major rescue can’t happen 

at short notice. 

     This year, the rescue was scheduled for January 15. But the scale of fox predation took everyone by surprise and by 

January 14, no live cygnets remained on the lake, just their carcases. So the rescue had to be cancelled. 
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A fox patrols the dry lake (6am 17.1.2019) looking for prey, but the last of the cygnets have gone by now—most taken by foxes.  
 

Cygnets not yet able to fly are easy targets for foxes. Happily, these particular cygnets were saved during the 2013 rescue operation. 
 

The Friends of Forrestdale would like to thank Parks and Wildlife Service District Operations Officer, Brian Inglis, for his 

time and hard work organising the Jan 2019 rescue—and for all his efforts in previous years coordinating successful rescue 

operations. 

 

 
Rescuers encircle the lake before moving in on the cygnets during the 2014 rescue. 



PETROL STORAGE at FORRESTDALE LAKE DURING WORLD WAR II - by David James  
 

ITH GOVERNMENT RECORDS of the period hard to find, this is an account of wartime fuel storage at Forrestdale 

Lake, based on the memories of my father, Fred James, who lived next to Forrestdale Lake from 1940 to 2016. 

     The Japanese bombing of Broome and German activity off the coast of WA (1941/42) meant there was a 

real likelihood of Perth also being attacked. This required relocating precious fuel from the petrol tanks at Fremantle 

Harbor by rail to a safer, yet convenient, place that would be hidden from sight.   

     The chosen site was banksia woodland on Government land at Forrestdale Lake (then called Lake Jandakot) in the 

planned suburb of Forrestdale. It was near the railway line, which was in operation from 1907 to 1964 between Armadale 

and Fremantle, in the area between Armadale Road (where the railway line used to be) to south of Broome Street.  

     Fred recalled the fuel came out from Fremantle by train to the Forrestdale siding on rail tankers. (A plaque 

commemorating the siding site is situated along the Armadale Road footpath just west of Wirin Road.) Using Chinese 

labour, the fuel was pumped into 44-gallon drums and taken by truck along gravel roads built for this purpose (refer to 

map) into the banksia woodland. Here the fuel drums were stored under the trees. 

     Fred said that during the war the army patrolled the area and maintained a checkpoint at Weld Street that local 

residents had to contend with—petrol was a scarce commodity then and had to be protected from theft. 

     At the end of the war the fuel was returned to Fremantle the same way as it came.  

     The trains which ran through Forrestdale, not only carried fuel during the war but also served local residents in many 

ways. The daily mail came by train to the Forrestdale store via Armadale. Milk and eggs from local farms were taken to 

Fremantle, as well as firewood cut from native banksia woodland. For a period of time, several local children attended 

schools in Fremantle and travelled there by train. By the time the railway closed in 1964, the roads in the area were much 

improved and road transport took over. 

     I clearly remember those old gravel roads that were used to transport the fuel; today only a trace of them remains in 

the banksia woodland south of Broome Street. I also remember the last trains that came through Forrestdale and, on the 

odd occasion, walking the eight kilometers home along the railway line from the Armadale Primary School.     

 

I would like to acknowledge the staff at the State Records Office of WA, and Birtwistle Local Studies Library in Armadale for providing detailed maps 

of that period. Reference: First Stage South by Daphne Popham – 1980, City of Armadale. 
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UNLAWFUL ACTIVITY in ANSTEY-KEANE DAMPLAND (Bush Forever Site 342) 

 
BUSE OF NATURE RESERVES by joyriders and people dumping rubbish has been a problem for years and, regrettably, 
the situation is getting worse. During a recent walk in Anstey-Keane, Friends of Forrestdale members saw evidence 
of extensive joyriding activity. In addition, trailer loads of rubbish are being dumped, often on top of native 

vegetation, which consequently gets smothered and dies. Rubbish dumped in nature reserves also creates serious 
pollution issues. 

     Offenders are entering the 
reserve from several points. Chiefly 
through the unfenced and privately 
owned blocks, Lots 67 and 171 Skeet 
Road, which still await government 
acquisition. (These main points of 
entry into the reserve are indicated 
with red arrows on the map.) 
     As a Swan Coastal Plain 
conservation reserve, Anstey-Keane 
is irreplaceable. It is richly biodiverse 
and filled with natural interest and 
wonder.  
     If cared for properly it can bring 
immeasurable benefits not only in 
relation to conservation and the 
protection of native species, but also 
to the community as a whole where 
people can engage in a positive way 
with nature. It can also be a valued 
source of study and learning for 
students in the district's many 
schools.  

     Witnessing the continuous abuse and neglect of this precious reserve is extremely distressing and the Friends of 
Forrestdale recently called on the local Member for Jandakot, Yaz Mubarakai, and agencies responsible for its care to do 
all they can to address this deplorable situation.  

     Since our correspondence 
with Mr Mubarakai, Planning 
Minister Saffioti’s office has 
advised that the 
government’s ultimate 
objective for Bush Forever 
342 is for all Lots contained 
within it to be amalgamated 
and managed by the DBCA.  
     To this end the WAPC has 
confirmed that Lots 67 and 
171 have been nominated in 
the draft 2019/20 acquisition 
budget and once acquired, 
their boundaries will be 
secured. 
     This is welcome news, as 
these two private blocks 
have long been the obstacle 
to implementing secure 
fencing and signage and 
ultimate management of the 
reserve as a whole.  
 

Rubbish dumped in the currently privately owned Lot 171 Skeet Road. 
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One of the points where unauthorised vehicles gain access to Lot 67 and the rest of the Bush Forever site. 

The effects of hoon activity in this valuable conservation estate. Regrettably, this behaviour will continue until the last two private 

blocks have been acquired by government and the whole of the Bush Forever boundary is effectively secured. 
 
 
Friends of Forrestdale                                (Excluding image of opera house trap) photos and drawing of rakali © Bryony Fremlin 


