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Palaeo-poo: data from rat scats.
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AMS dating has allowed a detailed study of the stratigraphy of stick-nest rat (Leporillus spp.)
middens. The results of multiple dates on apparently the same layers of the middens show that
the taphonomy of the midden is complex.

Nevertheless, the information recovered from this source is an exciting addition to
understanding arid ecosystems Information about the local and regional vegetation, possible
CO2-induced changes in stomata, distribution of mammals and their predator-prey relations
has been recovered from the middens.

Palaeoecological information coming from the arid zone has been limited but this source
provides a breakthrough in providing direct and detailed ecological information. This helps
contextualise the late Holocene increase in arid zone archaeological site visibility. It
emphasises the pattern of arid zone mammal losses. It provides important corroborating
evidence to other palaeoecological records.

These are a series of rather optimistic statements. They are characteristic of the promises
stick-nest rat midden workers have published to date. It is time to reflect on what stick-nest
rat middens have actually contributed to our undertstanding. I will consider the problems we
are resolving and the ones we have not yet approached. This might suggest how stick-nest rat
middens can be used in future.

The papers which promised stick-nest rat middens might revolutionise palynology in the arid
zone started in 1983 (Green et al. 1983) and after a slow start these promises have proliferated
in the 1990s (Head 1992 & 1993, Pearson & Dodson 1993 & 1995, Pearson 1994, 1995 &
1996, McCarthy 1994, McCarthy et al. in press, Head et al., in press). We still have not
matched the achievements of the North Americans who have used packrat middens for similar
research (Betancourt et al. 1990).

This tardiness in producing results from the middens is related to the ecological variability of
the environments being recorded, the nature of pollen analysis itself and taphonomic questions.
We do know the deposits are datable using radiocarbon, that pollen and macrofossils are well-
preserved in the deposit but that there are some serious problems in providing ecological
information from stick-nest rat middens.
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