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General information

The saltwater (or estuarine) crocodile (Crocodylus porosus)
belongs to the family Crocodylidae. It has a tropical
distribution that extends to the north coast of Australia,
where crocodiles inhabit coastal waters, estuaries and
freshwater lakes, inland swamps and marshes (Webb et

al. 1987).

Nationally protected species

The saltwater crocodile is listed under Section 248 of
the EPBC Act and is protected as a listed migratory and
marine species. The saltwater crocodile is also listed on
Appendix | of CITES in all countries other than Australia,
Papua New Guinea and Indonesia, where it is listed
on Appendix Il (Ross 1998). The Australian population
of Crocodylus porosus was transferred to Appendix I
in 1985 following a proposal (Webb et al. 1984) to
pursue sustainable use through ranching, which aims
to save wild populations and their habitat by placing
a commercial value on wild stocks (Webb and Vardon
1996). In 1994 the Australian population was given an
unqualified Appendix Il listing under CITES to allow the
incentive-driven conservation programme to extend

beyond ranching to limited wild harvest.
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Ecology of protected species in the
North Marine Region

Saltwater crocodiles

Saltwater crocodile species range from Rockhampton
in Queensland (Miller 1993; Taplin 1987) across the
coastal areas of the Northern Territory (McNamara and
Wyre 1993; Webb et al. 1987) to King Sound in Western
Australia (Burbidge 1987; McNamara and Wyre 1993).

Harvesting of crocodiles was common across northern
Australia from the 1940s and caused drastic declines
in the wild populations, prompting protection of the
species in the early 1970s, by which time less than five
per cent of the original population remained. By 1984,
the Northern Territory population of saltwater crocodiles
had increased to 30—40 per cent of pre-harvest
levels (Webb et al. 1984) and by 2000 was considered
completely recovered (Webb et al. 2000). Since their
protection, numbers of saltwater crocodiles have grown
substantially across northern Australia, and they now
occur far inland, in areas where they have not been

known to occur in living memory.

Saltwater crocodiles mostly occur in tidal rivers, coastal
floodplains and channels, billabongs and swamps up to
150 km inland from the coast, as well as far out to sea
(Webb et al. 1983a; Webb et al. 1987).

Studies have shown that saltwater crocodiles are
opportunistic feeders using active hunting or a sit-and-
wait strategy (Cooper and Jenkins 1993). Immature
saltwater crocodiles (under 180 cm total length) eat
crustaceans, insects, lizards, snakes, fish, birds and
mammals, though their diet varies between seasons and
depends on the body size of the crocodile (Taylor 1979).
Larger crocodiles (over 2m in Iength) prey mostly mud
crabs, birds, sea turtles, fish, flying foxes, dingoes, cats,
dogs, pigs, buffalo, cattle, horses and humans (Webb and
Manolis 1989). Rocks and stones ingested by crocodiles
may function as gastroliths and aid digestion, as well
as serving other functions such as ballast (Webb and

Manolis 1989).

In the Northern Territory, nesting of saltwater crocodiles
occurs during the wet season (December—March), with
a peak in January and February. Courtship occurs four
to six weeks before nesting and continues through the
nesting period (Webb et al. 1987). Large males control a
territory through aggression and signalling, and fertilise

most reproductively active females within their range.

During courting, the females approach the males and an
elaborate courtship of swimming together, body contact

and rubbing follows (Grigg and Gans 1993).

Important areas for saltwater crocodiles

in the North Marine Region

Important sites for saltwater crocodiles in or adjacent to

the Region include:

Kakadu and adjoining rivers — important area for crocodile

populations and habitat diversity.

Southern Gulf of Carpentaria on the Norman and Bynoe Rivers

— productive recruiting region.

Between Aurukun and Port Musgrave — productive recruiting

region in Queensland waters.

Port Musgrave north to Bamaga — productive recruiting

region in Queensland waters.

Known interactions and threats

In Australia, threats to the saltwater crocodile include
incidental mortality in fishing nets and habitat
destruction (Taplin 1987). In Arnhem Land, buffalos
destroy crocodile nesting wetland habitat by trampling,
thereby increasing drainage and reducing vegetation

(Webb et al. 1984; 1987).
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