Signals from another world. The language of lizards

Dr. Richard Peters of the Australian National University spoke about the language of lizards on the 16th October in the second last lecture in the Hilltop to Backfence series organised by Friends of Mount Majura. He began with an over view of how animals communicate with displays of colour, sound or movement. One of the most well known is the fearsome face presented by a frill necked lizard when threatened by a predator. 

Scientists study movement-based animal communication by observing them in the field, experimenting with live animals in a controlled environment, using video footage, 3D animations and sometimes robotics. 

Richard then spoke about his research passion, the communication of Jacky lizards. These lizards of south-eastern Australia commonly grow up to 30 centimetres long, 2/3 of this length being the tail. Their main predators are other larger lizards and birds, especially kookaburras. Jacky lizards climb trees as well as foraging for food on the ground. The males are territorial and have a regular sequence of tail flicking patterns to assert their dominance. The submissive display is shorter, a simple rotating of an arm before scurrying away. The behaviour varies with environmental conditions. For example, on a windy day with a lot of plant movement, the tail flicking goes for longer, to ensure it is recognized.

Photos and video footage were most effective in illustrating Richard’s information.

In the final lecture in the series on 29th November, Susan Trost and Jerry Olsen will talk about Southern Boobook Owls in the Canberra region. It goes from 7.30 to 9pm at the Blue Gum School Friends Lounge, Hackett shops.
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