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Fossils

galore

But police snap at dealer s heels

Like dinosaurs waking from
a long sleep, the fossil
trade is looking for a new

le  :oflife froma NSW
find, Terry Ingram writes.

t the instigation of the
Department of
Environment and
. Heritage, federal police
have raided the homes and
~ shops of a leading fossil dealer,
taking back-ups of the hard disk of
his computer and boxes that include
crushed dinosaur shells, he claims.
~ However, the trade in fossils is
expected to become a little more
relaxed with the description
completed — and about to be
published — of the latest of two
major fossil finds in outback NSW.
Top Kapitany, of Melbourne’s
- Crystal World, said federal police
descended on his Melbourne
properties and took away material
ove~ ~everal hours on March 4,
aid that nothing was hidden,
everything was accountable for,
properly described, above board and
appropnat;ely Scmrced He suspected
competition in the international
trade was responsible for the swoop.
The target presumably was
Argentinian and possibly Chinese
dinosaur eggs. He sourced much of
his stock from international fossil
fairs such as one he attended in
Tucson, Arizona, this month. One
egghe had consigned, fully
described, for export had been
seized by Customs just before his
departure for the fair, he said.
Asked about the raid, the
department said it did not comment
on Australian Federal Police affairs.
The federal police advised that it did
not comment on procedural matters.
However, previous raids in
Western Australia netted dinosaur

Afossil fish on display at Canowindra’s Age of Fishes Museum.

eggs that Australia was evidently
intent on repatriating to their sources.

Kapitany also had an application
for the export of a NSW fish fossil
blocked last year.

The blocking of the export
brought home the difficulties
encountered by dealers and
collectors of fossils, particularly
given the huge ﬁnds made in NSW.

Theroads around Cowra and
Canowindra are paved with rare —
and valuable — fossil fishes.

Apart from the normal municipal
restrictions about digging up the
highway, however, fossicking with a

pickaxe may not be as rewardmg 5,

it may seem,

The trade in fossils — espec:ally

internationally — is heavﬂy
restricted. The industry is earnestly -
awaiting publication of a well- = ™
advanced scientific paper

".explain the fossil-paved roads..

describing a new fossil fish find
from a rural quarry, which may

" The 2004 annual repott of the
Department of Environment and
Heritage brought the development
to light in revealing that an
application to exporta *‘phyllolepid
fish fossil’’ from the Cowra site was
refused during the year,

While it did not name him,
Kapitany confirmed that he made
the application and was
disappointed with the result,

The export had been embargoed
pending publication of a report
fully describing the find.

He said the delay had been
unnecessarily long and the large

. number of specimens discovered at

the site should ease objections to

“the export applications,

Many of the fossil fish in

circulation literally fell off the back
of trucks or escaped before the

~quarry was fenced off. However,
- overseas fossil f:
- 'wait only a little longer, -

ciers will have to

Alex Ritchie, of the Austral:an

| Museum, who made this, the second
- of his great Australian fossil fish site

finds in 1993, recently completed a
sclen{:.ﬁc paper on the strange,
armoured fishes found at the site, It
should go to press within months,
The Cowra find, near Ritchie’s
first project, has the potential to lift .
the whole area to a World Heritage
site and may also be a big earner for

- eco-tourism in central-western

NSW, he says.

Ritchie found the site after 20
years of searching.

With huge community help, he
excavated the site and recovered 60
to 70 tonnes of rock containing 3700
fossil fish, some of them up to
1.6 metres long, :

Canowindra now hasa unique
regional tourism attraction — its
Age of Fishes Museum —
displaying the most important of

‘these finds,

The second site, near Cowra,

. "complements the first by providing
" ‘ahands-on experience in which -

anyone, young or old, can dig real
fossils under sc:enufic supervision,
Ritchie points out.

Although a few complete
phyllolepid fish fossils had earlier
been found in Victoria and
Scotland, the new Cowra site is
unique and contains hundreds of
complete specimens, ranging in size
from babies to adults.

‘When his report has been
published, Ritchie will recommend
export permits, but only after every
specimen has been checked by
scientists to confirm that it does not
belong to a form new to science.

Such finds must remain in
Australia, preferably in a state
museum, he says.



