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General �nformat�on

The saltwater (or estuar�ne) crocod�le (Crocodylus porosus) 

belongs to the fam�ly Crocodyl�dae. It has a trop�cal 

d�str�but�on that extends to the north coast of Austral�a, 

where crocod�les �nhab�t coastal waters, estuar�es and 

freshwater lakes, �nland swamps and marshes (Webb et 

al. 1987).

Nat�onally protected spec�es

The saltwater crocod�le �s l�sted under Sect�on 248 of 

the EPBC Act and �s protected as a l�sted m�gratory and 

mar�ne spec�es. The saltwater crocod�le �s also l�sted on 

Append�x I of CITES �n all countr�es other than Austral�a, 

Papua New Gu�nea and Indones�a, where �t �s l�sted 

on Append�x II (Ross 1998). The Austral�an populat�on 

of Crocodylus porosus was transferred to Append�x II 

�n 1985 follow�ng a proposal (Webb et al. 1984) to 

pursue susta�nable use through ranch�ng, wh�ch a�ms 

to save w�ld populat�ons and the�r hab�tat by plac�ng 

a commerc�al value on w�ld stocks (Webb and Vardon 

1996). In 1994 the Austral�an populat�on was g�ven an 

unqual�fied Append�x II l�st�ng under CITES to allow the 

�ncent�ve-dr�ven conservat�on programme to extend 

beyond ranch�ng to l�m�ted w�ld harvest.

Saltwater crocodile. Photo: Robert Thorn, Department of the Environment, Heritage, Water and the Arts.
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Ecology of protected spec�es �n the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on

Saltwater crocodiles

Saltwater crocod�le spec�es range from Rockhampton 

�n Queensland (M�ller 1993; Tapl�n 1987) across the 

coastal areas of the Northern Terr�tory (McNamara and 

Wyre 1993; Webb et al. 1987) to K�ng Sound �n Western 

Austral�a (Burb�dge 1987; McNamara and Wyre 1993). 

Harvest�ng of crocod�les was common across northern 

Austral�a from the 1940s and caused drast�c decl�nes 

�n the w�ld populat�ons, prompt�ng protect�on of the 

spec�es �n the early 1970s, by wh�ch t�me less than five 

per cent of the or�g�nal populat�on rema�ned. By 1984, 

the Northern Terr�tory populat�on of saltwater crocod�les 

had �ncreased to 30–40 per cent of pre-harvest 

levels (Webb et al. 1984) and by 2000 was cons�dered 

completely recovered (Webb et al. 2000). S�nce the�r 

protect�on, numbers of saltwater crocod�les have grown 

substant�ally across northern Austral�a, and they now 

occur far �nland, �n areas where they have not been 

known to occur �n l�v�ng memory. 

Saltwater crocod�les mostly occur �n t�dal r�vers, coastal 

floodpla�ns and channels, b�llabongs and swamps up to 

150 km �nland from the coast, as well as far out to sea 

(Webb et al. 1983a; Webb et al. 1987). 

Stud�es have shown that saltwater crocod�les are 

opportun�st�c feeders us�ng act�ve hunt�ng or a s�t-and-

wa�t strategy (Cooper and Jenk�ns 1993). Immature 

saltwater crocod�les (under 180 cm total length) eat 

crustaceans, �nsects, l�zards, snakes, fish, b�rds and 

mammals, though the�r d�et var�es between seasons and 

depends on the body s�ze of the crocod�le (Taylor 1979). 

Larger crocod�les (over 2 m �n length) prey mostly mud 

crabs, b�rds, sea turtles, fish, fly�ng foxes, d�ngoes, cats, 

dogs, p�gs, buffalo, cattle, horses and humans (Webb and 

Manol�s 1989). Rocks and stones �ngested by crocod�les 

may funct�on as gastrol�ths and a�d d�gest�on, as well 

as serv�ng other funct�ons such as ballast (Webb and 

Manol�s 1989).

In the Northern Terr�tory, nest�ng of saltwater crocod�les 

occurs dur�ng the wet season (December–March), w�th 

a peak �n January and February. Courtsh�p occurs four 

to s�x weeks before nest�ng and cont�nues through the 

nest�ng per�od (Webb et al. 1987). Large males control a 

terr�tory through aggress�on and s�gnall�ng, and fert�l�se 

most reproduct�vely act�ve females w�th�n the�r range. 

Dur�ng court�ng, the females approach the males and an 

elaborate courtsh�p of sw�mm�ng together, body contact 

and rubb�ng follows (Gr�gg and Gans 1993).

Important areas for saltwater crocod�les 

�n the North Mar�ne Reg�on

Important s�tes for saltwater crocod�les �n or adjacent to 

the Reg�on �nclude:

Kakadu and adjoining rivers – �mportant area for crocod�le 

populat�ons and hab�tat d�vers�ty.

Southern Gulf of Carpentaria on the Norman and Bynoe Rivers 

– product�ve recru�t�ng reg�on.

Between Aurukun and Port Musgrave – product�ve recru�t�ng 

reg�on �n Queensland waters.

Port Musgrave north to Bamaga – product�ve recru�t�ng 

reg�on �n Queensland waters. 

Known �nteract�ons and threats

In Austral�a, threats to the saltwater crocod�le �nclude 

�nc�dental mortal�ty �n fish�ng nets and hab�tat 

destruct�on (Tapl�n 1987). In Arnhem Land, buffalos 

destroy crocod�le nest�ng wetland hab�tat by trampl�ng, 

thereby �ncreas�ng dra�nage and reduc�ng vegetat�on 

(Webb et al. 1984; 1987).
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