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Feather Fascination!
 with local Birdwatcher,
Jim Butler

– Jim

THE astonishing 
Australasian Darter 
(88cm) is a large 
nomadic water-
bird with a long 
snake-like neck and 
a spear-pointed, 
serrated and 
elongated bill with 
no external nostrils. 

Darters are 
occasionally seen 
swimming in water 
more than half a 
metre deep with 
only their heads and 
necks visible, but 
more often seen perched on a branch drying their wings. Darters dive from the 
water surface with barely a ripple and swim underwater for 30 meters or more 
in search of fish around submerged vegetation. Darters are stealthy foot-
propelled divers which spear fish with a swift strike of their sharp-pointed bills. 
When they surface, it’s only to get enough air for the next dive or to ingest 
impaled fish by flipping them head-first into their throat. Remarkably, they 
can also use thermals to soar gracefully to great heights in search of suitable 
water with fish.

The high-flying, air-breathing Darters have evolved to go underwater to 
prey on fish through morphological and physiological adaptations to diving. 
The efficiency of divers depends on their net buoyancy (+, -, 0) which is the 
difference between the upward force of buoyancy and the downward force 
of gravity. Buoyancy depends on the amount of air carried in plumage, bones 
and air-sacks. Swimming against a strong positive buoyancy during the 
downward phase of the dive and the all-important hunting phase means a 
large amount of oxygen is unavailable for prey searching and capturing. Try 
holding a balloon under water and you will experience the work a bird must 
do to stay submerged. 

Darters swim lower in the water than many other water-birds due to their 
morphologically reduced buoyancy—a result of wettable plumage, smaller 
air-sacs and denser bones. A unique structural characteristic of their feathers 
allows water to penetrate the plumage thus reducing air-induced buoyancy. 
Darters benefit greatly from wettable plumage but they suffer the cost of 
needing to dry their feathers afterwards (see photo).

The Australasian Darter

Contact Jim: beautifulbirds@y7mail.com
Digital Bird Guide: http://www.moggillcreek.org/

Image: Australasian Darter 
by Ed Frazer at Brookfield

A GUIDE DOG has the 
extraordinary task of helping someone 
who is blind or vision impaired 
navigate around obstacles and safely 
move from one location to another.

It takes a lot of hard work and 
around $35,000 to raise and train each 
guide dog, but there are practical 
ways you can help and be a part of this 
important and worthwhile process. 
One way is to become a puppy raiser. 

Puppy raisers have the opportunity 
to help change a person’s life forever. 
Regular volunteers are needed to 
care for puppies from the age of 8 
weeks until they are 15 to 18 months 
old when they are mature enough to 
begin formal training. 

As a puppy raiser, you will be 
responsible for socialising the puppy 
and helping to raise a confident, well-
mannered, young adult dog who is 
reading to undertake formal Guide 
Dog training. 

Canine Development staff will 
provide ongoing support to all puppy 
raisers and will see you regularly 
in classes to check on the puppy’s 
progress and give practical advice.

No prior experience is necessary to 
become a puppy raiser and raising a 
puppy should be fun and enjoyable for 
all the family. 

Prospective puppy raisers need to 

consider the following criteria:

•	 Guide Dog puppies require a primary 
adult carer to be responsible for 
their training and care, and who can 
be the main point of contact in the 
program.

•	 The puppies need exposure to 
busy conditions, traffic, shops and 
crowds on a regular basis. Puppies 
also need to be familiarised with car 
travel and public transport.

•	 Guide Dog puppies require a 
significant time commitment both 
in the home and out and about 
including feeding, training and 
general care.

•	 The puppies need a suitable area 
inside your home to live and sleep, 
as well as access to an appropriate 
outdoor toileting area.

Puppy raisers must also reside 
within the Brisbane City Council 
region or north of Brisbane to 
Caboolture, be able to commute 
weekly to puppy classes in the Guide 
Dog Breeding & Training Centre in 
Bald Hills, and be able to commute to 
the Bald Hills centre as required for vet 
visits, equipment or food pick-up, and 
events.

For further information or 
to register your interest, email  
admin@guidedogsqld.com.au

Do something great for yourself and change 
someone else’s life in the process

Paw-fectly 
Wonderful


