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The duck-billed platypus (Ornithorhynchus anatinus) is one of the world's most unique and
fascinating mammals, endemic to eastern Australia. Its unusual combination of features—a
duck-like bill, beaver-like tail, and otter-like feet—sets it apart in the animal kingdom.
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4+ Al Summary

The document provides a biological overview of the Duck-Billed Platypus
(Ornithorhynchus anatinus), a unique, semi-aquatic mammal endemic to eastern
Australia and one of only five extant species of egg-laying mammals (Monotremata).

Key facts include:

e Physical Characteristics: It has a streamlined body, thick, waterproof fur, a
rubbery bill used for electroreception, a beaver-like tail for fat storage and
propulsion, and webbed feet. Males possess a venomous spur on each hind
ankle.

e Habitat and Diet: It inhabits freshwater environments (rivers, streams,
billabongs) and rests in burrows called "holts." It is a carnivore, primarily feeding
on aquatic invertebrates like insect larvae and shrimp, foraging nocturnally and
crepuscularly using electroreceptors.

e Life Cycle: It is largely solitary, with mating occurring between August and
October. Females lay 1 to 3 soft-shelled eggs, which they incubate for about 10
days. The young, called puggles, feed on milk secreted through pores and
remain in the burrow for 3 to 4 months. The average lifespan is around 12 years.

e Conservation Status: The International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) currently lists the platypus as Near Threatened due to significant
population declines. Major threats include habitat degradation, water pollution,



drought and climate change, introduced predators, and entanglement in fishing
gear.

e Cultural Significance: It is a recognizable Australian faunal emblem, features in
Indigenous Australian Dreaming stories, and initially posed a scientific marvel to
European researchers.

Classification and Physical Characteristics

The Duck-Billed Platypus (Ornithorhynchus anatinus) holds a unique and highly significant
position in the mammalian family tree, primarily because it is a member of the ancient and
enigmatic order Monotremata. This classification is the cornerstone of its biological
singularity: the platypus is one of only five extant species of egg-laying mammals, a
characteristic that sets the monotremes apart from the vast majority of mammals, which
are either marsupials (pouched mammals) or placentals (true mammals).

This small order, which also includes the four species of echidna (or spiny anteaters),
represents a lineage that diverged from other mammals approximately 166 million years
ago. While they possess key mammalian features such as hair, the production of milk for
their young (though secreted through pores rather than nipples), and a single lower jaw
bone, their reproductive method is distinctly reptilian or avian. The platypus female lays
soft-shelled, leathery eggs—typically one or two—which she incubates, often by curling
around them in a burrow. This fascinating blend of characteristics solidifies the platypus's
status not only as a living fossil but also as a crucial study subject for understanding the
evolution of the Mammailia class.

Classification

Common Name Duck-Billed Platypus
Kingdom Animalia

Phylum Chordata

Class Mammalia

Order Monotremata

Family Ornithorhynchidae

Genus Ornithorhynchus




Common Name Duck-Billed Platypus

Species O. anatinus

Physical Characteristics

The platypus has a streamlined body covered in thick, waterproof fur, typically dark brown
on the back and tan or gray on the underside.

e Bill: A rubbery, sensitive bill, used to detect prey via electroreception.

e Tail: A broad, flattened tail used for fat storage and propulsion while swimming.

e Feet: Webbed feet for swimming; the webbing can be retracted when the animal
walks on land.

e Size: Males are larger than females, typically measuring about 50 cm from bill to tail
and weighing up to 2.4 kg.

e Venom: Male platypuses possess a venomous spur on each hind ankle, used in
defense or territorial disputes during the breeding season. The venom is not fatal to
humans but can cause severe pain.

Habitat and Diet

The Duck-Billed Platypus (Ornithorhynchus anatinus) exhibits a distinctive lifestyle as a
semi-aquatic mammal, intimately tied to freshwater environments. These unique
monotremes predominantly inhabit rivers, streams, and billabongs throughout eastern
Australia, including Tasmania. Their survival is intrinsically linked to the health of these
aquatic systems, which provide them with both their primary foraging grounds and secure
den sites. Platypuses demonstrate remarkable adaptability to various freshwater conditions,
from fast-flowing highland streams to slow-moving lowland rivers, provided the water is
clear and the banks offer suitable material for burrow construction. Their reliance on these
specific habitats underscores their vulnerability to environmental changes, particularly
those affecting water quality and flow.

Habitat

They are found in rivers, streams, and freshwater lakes throughout eastern Australia, from
Queensland to Tasmania. They spend most of their time in the water or resting in burrows,
known as "holts," dug into the riverbanks. These burrows can be simple resting places or
complex nesting chambers. The main burrow entrance is often hidden under a log or root
system near the water's edge at a location like @ Place .



Diet

The platypus is a carnivore that feeds on aquatic invertebrates. It forages underwater,
closing its eyes, ears, and nostrils, relying entirely on the electroreceptors and touch
receptors in its bill.

e Primary Prey: Insect larvae, freshwater shrimp, worms, and yabbies (freshwater
crayfish).
e Foraging Time: Primarily nocturnal and crepuscular (active at dawn and dusk).

Behavior and Life Cycle

The Duck-Billed Platypus (Ornithorhynchus anatinus) exhibits a predominantly solitary
lifestyle throughout the majority of the year. This characteristic is a defining aspect of its
behavioral ecology, as individuals typically maintain separate home ranges and avoid direct
interaction with conspecifics. Their solitary nature is thought to minimize competition for
resources, such as aquatic invertebrates and suitable nesting burrows, within their riverine
and lake habitats. Direct social contact is generally limited to the ephemeral period of the
breeding season, which serves as the crucial exception to their otherwise isolated
existence. During this time, which typically occurs annually, males and females seek each
other out for the purpose of mating, after which the individuals resume their independent
lives.

Behavior

e Electroreception: The platypus's unique ability to detect the weak electrical fields
generated by the muscle contractions of its prey is crucial for underwater hunting.

e Locomotion: They swim using a synchronized paddling motion of their front feet,
while the tail and hind feet act as rudders. On land, they walk with a sprawling gait.

Life Cycle

e Mating: The breeding season typically occurs between August and October.

e Gestation and Laying: After a gestation period, the female lays 1 to 3 soft-shelled
eggs in a nesting burrow.

e Incubation: The eggs are incubated for approximately 10 days, with the mother
typically curling around them to provide warmth.

e Nursing: The young, called puggles, hatch and feed on milk secreted through pores
on the mother's abdomen, as monotremes lack nipples. Puggles remain in the
burrow for 3 to 4 months before emerging.

e Lifespan: The average lifespan in the wild is estimated to be around 12 years, though
some individuals may live longer.



Conservation Status and Threats

The conservation status of the platypus has been a matter of ongoing assessment, and
there is ongoing debate on whether they are going extinct or not.

Conservation Status

The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) currently lists the duck-billed
platypus as Near Threatened. This is primarily due to significant population declines across

its range.
Threats
The platypus faces several threats, largely related to human activity and environmental
change.
Threat Description
Habitat Degradation Land clearing and riverbank erosion destroy

burrows and foraging grounds.

Water Pollution

Runoff from agriculture and urban areas can
contaminate freshwater systems.

Drought and Climate Change

Reduced water flow and prolonged droughts
decrease habitat availability and prey
populations.

Introduced Predators

The European red fox and domestic dogs pose a
threat to platypuses.

Entanglement

Platypuses can become entangled and drown in
abandoned fishing nets or yabby traps.

Cultural Significance

The platypus holds a significant place in both Indigenous Australian culture and modern

Australian identity.

e Indigenous Stories: The platypus features in various Dreaming stories, often
explaining its unique form as a hybrid of a duck and a water rat.

e National Symbol: The platypus is a recognizable Australian faunal emblem. It
appears on the reverse side of the Australian 20 cent coin.



e Scientific Marvel: The platypus initially baffled European scientists who debated its
classification, with some initially thinking the animal was a hoax stitched together by
an illusionist. Its discovery helped shape early understanding of mammalian
evolution.

https://www.wildlifeopedia.org/hello/profiles/platypus
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