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DISCLAIMER  

 
The following document contains guidelines, for the care of Northern Nailtail Wallabies 
(Onychogalea unguifera) in captivity based on scientific research of wild animals and 
experience of captive husbandry. The author of the following guidelines and cannot be, and 
are not, legally, financially or in any other way, responsible for the application of techniques 
described within this document. When undertaking any procedures or techniques outlined 
in this document, it is up to individual workers to assess the unique circumstances of their 
situation, apply common sense, and subsequently apply any procedures or techniques at 
their own risk. In all cases, the reader of this document are cautioned not to use this 
handbook as an exact step-by-step guide, but rather as a starting reference point for further 
work. 
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OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY RISKS  

 
The O.unguifera hazardous or dangerous classification towards humans is categorised as 
low risk: innocuous.  Even though they are flighty, timid creatures it is always essential to 
practice safety procedures when dealing with any animal. Company Standard Operating 
Procedures should always be followed.  The use of PPE (personal protection equipment) 
such as covered boots, long pants, gloves and hand disinfectants plus correct maintenance, 
cleaning and hygiene help avoid harm to keepers. 
 
The O.unguifera has large claws that can cause gauging and scratches and has powerful hind 
legs, it is best to avoid contact with its legs and feet.  They also have exceptionally long front 
upper and lower teeth that can cause nasty bites, they do not go out of their way to bite but 
when in a stressful situation this can be known to happen.  Medical attention such as 
general first aid should be administered if a bite, scratch or bruising occurs. 
 
O.unguifera are not particularly aggressive towards each other but will grunt and forearm 
slap each other at feeding time and are known to do this to other macropod species in 
mixed enclosures but this rarely results in injuries.   
 
The only time the males aggressively fight each other is when a new male is introduced into 
the enclosure or when oestrous females are present, the males usually rear up at each 
other, grunt, forearm box and bite taking chunks of fur from the neck, tail or hind legs.  The 
safety risks are low but eye scratching and unattended wounds can lead to medical 
problems.  This behaviour can be prevented by housing more females than males, castration 
and provision of refuge shelters, grass tussock hides and squats.  
 
Young joey females should also be watched carefully when finally out of the pouch; males 
show high sexual interest in the new female and can crush or even kill the young female if 

trying to mate. (Pers.comm. - A.Engstrom)  
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1 Introduction 
Onychogalea unguifera is a species of macropod of the genus Onychogalea found in 
Australia. The scientific definition Onychogalea (nail/keratin- helmet like armor) unguifera 
(claw- to bear) is derived from the spear shaped keratin nail- horn found on the end of the 
tail, unique in all three Onychogalea species.  
 
Regional representation of the genus 

¶ Tropical northern: Northern Nailtail Wallaby (Onychogalea unguifera) ς Common 

¶ East/south ς eastern: Bridled Nailtail Wallaby (Onychogalea fraenata) ς Endangered 

¶ South ς western: Crescent Nailtail Wallaby (Onychogalea lunata) ς Extinct. 
 

The O.unguifera is a smaller to medium sized wallaby, has a little head and neck compaired 
to its body size and has one of the longest tails amongst other wallabies, it is unique in many 
other ways;  Macropods can be classified by their teeth, in grades such as Browser, 
Intermediate browser- grazer, and Grazer.  The Onychogalea is the only Australian wallaby 
genus classified as a True Grazer (TG) whom feed predominately on grasses, the other TG 
are six species of large Kangaroo. - (H.Tyndale ςBiscoe) 
 All of the TG share similar curved tooth row designed for fine shearing. (See figure 7) 
 
O.unguifera may be a TG, but grass is not the main diet, they are very specialist feeders 
grazing mainly on herbs, succulents, vines and fruits.  This diet determines the habitat of the 
O.unguifera, depending on suitable herb cover. It is a solitary animal but can be seen in 
groups of up to 4 when feeding.  It is crepuscular in its feeding patterns (dawn and dusk) and 
chooses to rest in grass scrapes during the day. 
 
The O.unguifera is a charming animal; they are pretty, cutely odd looking and unusual 
bringing delight to onlookers.  They make an amusing animal to house in any captive 
collection; they are extremely inquisitive and will flourish when given adequate enrichment 
spending long periods of time investigating, they astound observers with their amazing 
grunting vocalizations and are comical to see when running with their arms extended in a 
hugging motion while their tail curves upward. 
 
Unfortunately not many institutions in Australia house these animals, in the wild they are 
extremely timid and flighty and with their solitary social behaviour can be hard to observe, 
but given the correct exhibit design, environment and husbandry needs they can be an asset 
to any collection.  Handraised or imprinted animals have proven to be easily conditioned, 
seek human interaction and are affectionate.  The lack of time given to condition animals 
recently in captive environments will lead to a display animal that is antisocial and scared of 
humans. 
 
The O.unguifera is not well known and usually unheard of, exhibiting this animal in captive 
institutions will bring awareness to the public especially regarding the many tropical 
northern species of mammals that are threatened, un-researched and extinct in Australia. 
 
Conservation, education and research into the O.unguifera can be studied in a captive 
environment, all data collection and record keeping will greatly contribute to the future 
survival of the genus Onychogalea in captivity and in the wild. 
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1.5 ASMP Category 

N/A to this species - 2012 

1.6 IUCN Category  

 
Onychogalea unguifera 2012 

 
 

1.7 EA Category  

   

Northern Territory, Conservation Status:  Near Threatened. (Published 2007- current 2012) 
 

1.8 NZ and PNG Categories and Legislation 

 

N/A to this species - 2012 

1.9 Wild Population Management 

N/A to this species - 2012 

1.10  Species Coordinator 

 N/A to this species ς 2012 

  1.11 Studbook Holder  

 N/A to this species ς 2012 
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2 Taxonomy  
 

1.1 Nomenclature 

 

Class:    Mammalia 
Order:   Diprotodontia 
Family:  Macropodidae 
Genus:   Onychogalea 
Species:  Onychogalea unguifera 
 

1.2 Subspecies  

 

¶ Onychogalea unguifera unguifera,                                                                                              
- north western Australia 

¶ Onychogalea unguifera annulicauda,                                                                                             
- north eastern Australia 

1.3 Recent Synonyms 

None                                                                                     Figure 1). Relationships of the 18 Macropodoidea 

1.4 Other Common Names 

 

Sandy Nailtail, Organ Grinder, Grunter, Left handed Kangaroo. 
 
Indigenous names: 
Karrabulu, Mangarra, Gorrolo (Kimberley Western Australia) 
Kurrurang, Kurrurangku (central dessert) 
Tjunma (Barkly region, Northern Territory) 
Ulala (Arnhem Land, Northern Territory) 
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2 Natural History 
It was in 1838 during the post Darwinian voyage of the HMS Beagle that a small, strange 
mammal with a long tail and squat arms was collected near Swan Point, on the Dampier 
Peninsular of Western Australia.  This mammal was the Northern Nailtail Wallaby 
(Onychogalea unguifera) it was seen as a mystery then and sadly over 170 years later it still 
holds secrets that are yet to be unraveled.  
 
 The Northern Nailtail Wallaby is a member of the Onychogalea genus which is represented 
by an east-south-eastern, south western and tropical northern species.  The Northern 
Nailtail Wallaby (Onychogalea unguifera) is that of the tropical northern species, The Bridled 
Nailtail Wallaby (Onychogalea fraenata) is of the east- south-east, currently classified as 
endangered in the ICUN Red List. The south western species the Crescent Nailtail Wallaby 
(Onychogalea lunata) was Extinct by 1958.   
 
The disheartening decline of its kin leaves the Northern Nailtail Wallaby (NNW) classed as 
άŎƻƳƳƻƴέ ƛǘǎ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƭƛŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ рллƳƳ ƛǎƻƘȅŜǘ 
(rainfall line) it extends several hundred kilometres further inland in north - west Australia.  
The suggested reasoning for its apparent success is said to be because the heart of its range 
ƭƛŜǎ ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŀōōƛǘΦ .ŜƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άŎƻƳƳƻƴέ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ Ǉǳǘ 
ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ bŀƛƭǘŀƛƭ ²ŀƭƭŀōȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ά{ŀŦŜ ½ƻƴŜέ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ƻǊ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ  
 
Despondently northern Australian tropical species of mammals that are not classified as 
άǊŀǊŜέ ƻǊ άǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜέ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ƴƻ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŎƻƳǇƛƭŜŘ ƛƴ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ 
unfortunate that a species has to be federally listed for it to gain recognition.  In the 
Northern Territory (NT) of Australia the NNW State Status was listed as Near Threatened in 
1997 yet the Federal Status listed it as Least Concerned in 1998, there are signs of 
population decline in managed NT national parks where its habitat is poorly represented. 
Still little research has been done in decades regarding the NNW and its population may well 
have declined dramatically in this time. 
 
 Governments and scientific communities are urged to take a leap of faith and research 
ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴΦ  LƴǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ άǎǳŎŎŜǎǎέ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
Northern Nailtail Wallaby may indeed contribute to the conservation of animals such as the 
Bridled Nailtail ²ŀƭƭŀōȅ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƳƳƻƴέ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
Northern Nailtail Wallaby. 
 
Captive management and husbandry can aid in study towards animal sciences regarding the 
NNW and contribute to its future conservation. The NNW evolved around two million years 
ago in the Pleistocene era, it was discovered 170 years ago, it is now the 21st century and we 
still do not know the basic biology of the Northern Nailtail Wallaby. The mysteries still 
remain. 
 
This document is a work in progress, any contributions are greatly appreciated. 
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2.1 Morphometrics  

 

2.1.1 Mass and Basic Body Measurements 

 

 
Head and body length 
540ς690 (600) mm in males 
490ς600 (570) mm in females 
 
Tail length 
600ς730 (660) mm in males 
600ς650 (630) mm in females                                                               
 
Weight 
6 -9 kg (7.5) kg in males 
4.5 ς 7kg (5.8) kg in females 
. 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                                              

                                                            Figure 2).   
 O.unguifera skull from Derby, Western Australia, 

                                                                                                            Showing top dorsal, left lateral and ventral views.                                                                      
(Taken from Fieldiana Geology.) 

 

2.1.2 Sexual Dimorphism 

The male O.unguifera is larger and heavier than the female, weighing up to 9kg. The male 
can be distinguished by visible testicles, considerably larger forelimbs and a slightly longer 
tail.  The female O.unguifera, is smaller and weighs less than the male, weighing up to 7kg, 
she has a pouch in the skin of the abdomen in which she nurses her young. 
  

                            
 
 Figure 3). Juvenile male Northern Nailtail Wallaby                                                         Figure 4)  Pouch of a female Northern Nailtail Wallaby 
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2.1.3 Distinguishing Features 

 
Onychogalea unguifera are unique amongst 
other macropods for many reasons, the main 
distinguishing feature of its genus is the 
keratin άƴŀƛƭέ ƘƻǊƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǎǇǳǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ 
tail which can be 3-6mm long (see figure 6). 
There is question to the reason of its use, 
some theories say it is used for a balancing 
tool when running at high speed , for gum 
massaging,  used for a sexual display by males 
by drawing squiggles in the sand. Its use (if 
any) is yet to be established. 
 

Figure 5). Typical sandy colouration.  

 
The O.unguifera is sandy ginger coloured all over with pale underparts including legs and 
mid tail length. A dark dorsal stripe runs from the lower neck to the base of the tail, tail 
ending in a dark tuft of thick hair. Face has pale cream cheek stripes and both leg flanks a 
pale cream thick stripe (See figure 5).  Ears are greyish and long.  Forearms are short 
compaired to the rest of the body.  
 
                                                                                                                                                                      

 
 

                                                                                                              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                       Figure 7). O.unguifera incisors                                                                  Figure 6) Keratin nail at end of the tail 
                                  
 

Unlike the regular incisors of other macropods the O.unguifera has distinctive upper incisors 
that decrease in size posteriorly ς third to smallest. (See figure 7) 
      

The O.unguifera has quite amazing dexterity when handling food    
and objects, managing even the smallest of morsels to eat .  
The grip of the front paws are very strong despite the small size. 
(See Fig 8). 
 
 
 
 
 
                       
 
                                                                                                                                       

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
       Figure 8). Dexterous small paws 
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2.2 Distribution and Habitat 

The O.unguifera is found in the northern tropical 
regions of Australia from Western Australia, Northern 
Territory and Queensland. Its range lies between the 
northern Australian coast and the 500mm isohyet 
(rainfall line) but it extends several hundred kilometres further inland in north - west 
Australia and tends to avoid high rainfall areas of the Kimberley and Arnhem Land.   
The O.unguifera inhabits open woodlands with a grass tussock understorey, tall grasslands 
and shrublands with scattered trees or shrubs. It particularly favours the edge of black-soil- 
plains (tussock grasslands) such as the Barkly Tablelands area of the Northern Territory, the 
gulf region of Queensland and the East and West Kimberly regions of Western Australia. It 

also occupies coastal plains interspersed with Melaleuca 
thickets.  In these habitats it shelters in an adjacent 
woodland or shrubland during the day and moves to 
grasslands to feed at night.  In central parts of it range in the 
Northern Territory it commonly occupies Coolabah, 
Eucalyptus microtheca, open woodlands and shrublands of 
Lancewood, Acacia shirleyi, and Bullwaddy, 
Macropteranthes keckwickii. (S.Ingleby and G. Gordon) 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3 Conservation status 

¶ O.unguifera is listed as Least Concerned (LC) in the IUCN Red List since 1998. 

¶ Australian Federal Status is LC. 

¶ Northern Territory State Status is Near Threatened (NT) since 1997. 

¶ It is classified as a common species. 
 

2.4 Longevity 

 

2.4.1 In the Wild 

Generally wild macropods have a shorter life span than that of captive populations.  There is 
little record of the longevity of O.unguifera in the wild. 
 

2.4.2 In Captivity 

Personal comment from Peter Johnson Qld Department of Environment is that the genus 
Onychogalea can live from 6-10yrs in Captivity. (S.Jackson 2004) 
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3.4.3 Techniques Used to Determine Age in Adults 

The correct age of the O.unguifera (and other macropods) can be determined once they hit 
adulthood through examination of the teeth called Molar Eruption this is when the molar 
tooth breaks through the gum in the jaw at different levels and a decimal notion is used. 
Molar eruption method is limited when all four molars (typical of most macropods) have 
pushed through the gum entirely; even so this method has been determined in the 
O.unguifera and several other species.  

 
                                                                        Figure 9 ) Stages of Molar Eruption and decimal notation. 

(taken from S.Jackson ς Australian  Mammals, Biology and Captive Management) 
 

 

 

 

Molar Progression method is another way to determine age by x ray of the forward 
movement of the teeth.  All macropods show molar eruption but only in a few groups molar 
progression is seen.    
 

 

Note; please see appendix A- Tables, for mean age of molar eruption and progression in 
macropods 
 
Figure10). Molar Progression skull showing reference line for age determination  

(taken from S.Jackson Australian Mammals, Biology and Captive Management.)
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4. Housing Requirements 

3.1 Exhibit/Enclosure Design 

 

/ŀǇǘƛǾŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎ ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŎŀǘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀƴƛƳŀƭΩǎ ǿƛƭŘ 
behaviour. The promotion of an environment that replicates the natural habitat of the 
animal will encourage these behaviours and limits stress.  An animal that displays natural 
behaviour enriches its life, enhances visitor experience and is an indication of good 
husbandry.  
 
Before the designing process begins some of the special needs that should be revised are: 
 

¶ Social behaviour 

¶ Physical environmental needs 

¶ Climate and temperature needs 

¶ Holding population size 

¶ Behavioral activity patterns 

¶ Dietary behaviour 

¶ Spatial requirements (see section 4.7) 

The O.unguifera demonstrates crepuscular behaviour; it is active at dawn and dusk. During 
the day it rests, usually under shrubs or grass tussocks. An exhibit designed for the 
O.unguifera should accommodate furnishings of trees, grass tussocks, shrubs and shelters.  
These furnishings also offer sanctuary when stressed or alarmed.  The flora that is to be 
provided ideally should be of native northern species that reflects the habitat of the 
O.unguifera (see diagram1).  The flora also acts as a source of enrichment and food. 
 
O.unguifera are solitary animals in the wild, an enclosure should be large enough for 
isolation from others and the distribution of enclosure furnishing such as flora, shelters, 
rocks and logs increases the complexity of the enclosure space and helps reduce the size of 
the enclosure.  
 
The O.unguifera only usually shows gregacious behaviour when feeding, they can be seen in 
groups of up to six individuals and therefore a selection of feeding stations should be large 
enough to comfortably allow ease of access to this size group of animals. Feeding stations 
must be well drained, have easily cleaned, changed or moveable substrate and be covered 
from the elements. 
 

Figure 11).  A Northern Nailtail Wallaby resting 
during the day. 
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All wallabies can be quite flighty and the O.unguifera is no exception.  When startled they 
run erratically and at high speeds, an enclosure should have a fence line free of obstacles or 
exposed fencing poles to decrease the chance of injury.   Fencing corners should be 
safeguarded with loose fitting mesh wire or circular designed angles.  High predator proof 
fences ensures safety and recommended to be 2m above ground, with 0.5m beneath 
ground, and 0.5 overhanging outwards at 45degrees above horizontal, this complies with 
the Exhibited Animal Protection Act (EAPA) 1996.  Exhibit fencing should be built using a 
wire size that will not allow the animal to get its head or other body parts caught 
 
Being a northern species this animal should be housed in a similar warmer climate reflecting 
its natural distribution.  All macropods are sturdy creatures; they can be kept outdoors all 
year round, or if in colder regions the climate can be controlled by heat pads. Shelters 
provide respite from wind, rain, heat and other extreme weather. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DIAGRAM 1).  EXAMPLE OF A NORTHERN NAILTAIL WALLABY ENCLOSURE 












































































































