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AN EYE FOR A

WREN

Wanderings in the desert lead to a birder’s Garden of Eden

TexT AND PHOTOS BY RAOUL SLATER

PARTS OF WESTERN Queensland flooded in February
this year, and then a band of rain swept through NSW
and south-western Queensland in June. This sort of
weather has been rare and can trigger prolific bird
nesting and spectacular wildflower displays. Having
seen that country 25 years ago at its best after good rains,
I was keen to walk again in Mulga woodland alive with
the sounds of Crested Bellbirds and woodswallows.
The word was that there were a lot of birds around
Thargomindah, so I decided to fly into Quilpie, meet
my father and drive south.

As it turned oug, this year’s rains had missed Quilpie
altogether. In fact, the town hadn’t seen decent rain for

seven years. The view from the plane made me doubt

the wisdom of making the trip. From above, the earth
was the colour of burnt sienna, patterned by radiating
circles of blackened Mulga trees. From the airport
tarmac, not a single bird could be seen, although a lonely
raven faintly called. Through the mesh fence the sorry,
waist-height stumps of chain-sawed Mulgas stretched

to the horizon. I stood for a while, trying to catch my
favourite scent—that special Queensland mix of cypress,
wildflower and red dust—and could discern only the
dust. One of hundreds of bush flies took advantage of the
deep inhalations to fly up my nose, emerging by some
anatomical sleight-of-hand from the corner of my eye.
The raven fell silent.

With little optimism we drove south. The trees that
had been chain-sawed for stock feed gave over to those
that had been bulldozed. The country looked dreadful.
Old Testament words laced my thoughts: wrath, blight,
pestilence, plague, sunder, smite, vengeance. Here and
there ditches sparkled like snow and Abimelech, the
judge who sowed his own fields with salt, came to mind.

Eventually the Mulga began to claw its way upright.
Recent rains meant that the livestock had plenty to eat
and the woodland had started to regenerate. Then, just
south of Thargomindah, we passed the first patch of
wildflowers—a thick yellow and mauve carpet against
the black trunks of the Mulga. We stopped. Dusty blue

Eromophila shrubs were covered in bell-like blooms. The
calls of Red-capped Robins made the air dance.

I saw my first Hall’s Babblers and suddenly the holiday
was looking less desperate. Maybe the next week would
feature more than flies, dust and ravens hunched over
road kill.

Our destination was Kilcowera Station, about
90 km south of Thargomindah. The property is
mainly Mulga, but there is stony quail-thrush country,
sandstone bluffs with caves, eucalypt-lined watercourses
and a large, permanent freshwater lake. The owners,
Greg and Toni Sherwin, run their cattle at numbers
with which the land can cope. They are both keenly
interested in birds and welcome the birding groups
that come to camp or stay in their luxurious shearer’s
quarters (hot showers! Fly screens!)

We arrived after dark and ventured out before
sunrise to look around. Standing in a dry-looking patch
of Mulga with not a bird calling, I felt my spirits slipping
again—perhaps we had left the good country behind
us. Then a White-browed Woodswallow took to the
air. Over the next 15 minutes, more and more of them
formed a swirling flock of Mirage jet fighters overhead.

As the sun crested the horizon the woodswallows
landed all around us, like dusty plums. Male Crimson
Chats appeared, the exact same shade as a Queen’s
Guardsman. Budgerigars, escaped from their suburban

cages, were as lean and elegant as green whippets. A pair
of Bourke’s Parrots flew by close enough to touch and
a bronze-wing bobbed past, small-headed like a body
builder pumped on steroids. From the tallest dead tree a
Spotted Bowerbird mimicked a raven.

Best of all, a Splendid Fairy-wren took centre
stage. He looked like a hole cut in the red dirt, which
let through the sky. The inland, most of our country, is
in those two colours, one shimmering against the other
so that the eyes hum to see them together. But more
than the colour, I love the confiding nature of the male
Splendid Fairy-wren. He is so confident in his finery that
he perceives no threat, instead assuming that everyone is
an admirer.

In that Mulga woodland of birds and wildflowers
I felt at home. It’s an odd feeling, this homecoming. I've
experienced it on bare rock in Tasmania and Arnhem
Land and beneath the rainbows of coastal Ireland, just as
strongly as when lying in my childhood bed in Ipswich.
The location doesn’t seem as important as the feeling of
belonging and acceptance provoked by the landscape.
Perhaps coming home is sweetest when the journey there
has been through country that harshly turns you away.

RAOUL SLATER is the author of the recently released book
Growing Up with Australian Birds (see New Books p. 37).
His father is PETER SLATER of field guide fame.
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Barbed wire snares many a bird, but the toll can be lessened

Clockwise from above:

Like notes on a page

Tree Martins punctuate a
barbed wire fence at Port
Headland Sewage Works
Western Australia. Birds as
small as this rarely come to
grief on the barbs, but they
can fatally snag unlucky
larger birds. Photo by
Rohan Clarke

Barn Owls are among the
most vulnerable of night
flying birds to entanglement
on barbed wire fences.
Photo by Rohan Clarke

Even plain wire can be a trap
for unlucky large, terrestrial
animals. This photograph,
taken in 1911, shows the
remains of an Emu on a
property in north-west New
South Wales. The associated
notes state: ‘The unfortunate
bird could not get away from
this grip—it died no doubt
of thirst and starvation. It
will be noticed that the leg
resting on the ground has
made a hole underneath,
through the bird kicking

and struggling in its efforts
to escape.’ Photo by Sidney
Jackson courtesy of the
National Library of Australia

BY CaroOL BooTH

THE DEVILS ROPE recently snagged a rare beauty
when a Night Parrot encountered something alien,
barbed and final.

The discovery in September 2006 of a headless
Night Parrot, killed by collision with a barbed wire
fence in far western Queensland, made national news.
After all, it was 17 years since the endangered bird was
last definitely seen—that one also dead, hit by a vehicle.
Prior to that, the survival of the Night Parrot hadn’t been
confirmed for 80 odd years.

The Night Parrot was a rare and famous victim
of one of the cruellest hazards for wildlife. For some
bats and gliders barbed wire is a recognised conser-
vation threat. For other species, it is an occasional
hazard, and a really horrible way to die. All up, there
are reports of more than 70 species being found
entangled in barbed wire fences in Australia, including
about 50 birds.

While barbed wire was for a long time considered to
be the only way to control stock, in most circumstances
there are now other effective, including cost-effective,
fencing choices. In this article I put the case for adopting
other forms of fencing, for the sake of wildlife
conservation and animal welfare. I also seek the help
of birders in reporting information about wildlife
entanglements, and landowners in assessing the
effectiveness of wildlife-friendly fencing.

Barbed history
The invention of barbed wire was based on the well-
founded principle that animals quickly learn to avoid
that which inflicts pain.

Although it was invented several times, initially in
France, barbed wire fencing took off on a large-scale with

an 1874 patent by a US farmer. More than 600 different
patents followed.

In North America, barbed wire was apparently
cursed as the devil’s rope (or hatband) by Native
Americans cut off from traditional hunting grounds
(and hindered in night raids on cattle) as well as by free-
ranging cattlemen excluded from waterholes. The new
barbed forms of fencing initially provoked loud protest—
mainly because of injuries to horses and cattle, and the
loss of access to water. In the Texas fence-cutting wars in
the 1880s, gangs such as the Blue Devils and The Owls
fought with cutters to keep the ranges open.

As a cost-effective way of carving up rangelands
into paddocks, barbed wire fencing ushered in a rapid
transformation of savannas and grasslands all over the
world. By the early 1900s, for example, the Argentinean
pampas was crisscrossed with enough barbed fencing to
encircle the entire republic an estimated 140 times.

In Australia plain wire fencing had already done
most shepherds out of jobs, says fencing historian John
Pickard. Barbed wire became the norm soon after it
became available here in the late 1800s.

By fencing off paddocks, as well as developing water
points and ringbarking trees, Australian farmers were able
to greatly increase stock numbers. Twenty million sheep
in 1860 grew to more than 100 million just 30 years later
(and peaked at 180 million in 1970).

No one can say how much fencing, let alone barbed
wire fencing, exists in Australia. The last fencing census
in the 1890s recorded 1.6 million kilometres of fences
in New South Wales alone. According to Pickard, today
‘tens of millions of kilometres of fences subdivide the
landscape,” most of it barbed. In a national survey in
which he recorded fence details at 3642 sites, Pickard
found that 78 per cent of fences had barbed wire, and
65 per cent had barb as the top strand.

These days, much of the fencing, about 50,000 km
a year, is being erected in the name of nature conser-
vation, to keep stock away from planted trees, remnant

vegetation, wetlands and rivers. And, fencing is not only
rural—there are also barbs in the ‘burbs, as the favoured
method of security fencing.

Victims of barb

No one can say how many wildlife victims barbed wire
claims. Most fences are not regularly checked by humans,
and the thousands of animals rescued from barbs each
year would represent a miniscule proportion of those
caught. Predators and scavengers probably pick off most
of the bodies within a day or two.

The sheer extent of barbed wire suggests a large
toll—an ever-so-tentative guesstimate is 100,000 to
1 million a year.

Some bats and gliders are particularly vulnerable
to barbed wire. On the Atherton Tablelands alone, 100
to 400 flying-foxes are rescued from barbs each year. In
Western Australia, the loss of Ghost Bats to barbed wire
fences is considered a conservation threat. And barbed
wire is a significant cause of mortality for threatened
Mahogany, Yellow-bellied and Squirrel Gliders.

Barbs seem to be of less conservation significance
for birds. Nevertheless, poorly considered fencing around
wetlands is considered an emerging threat for Brolgas
and Sarus Cranes in some places (see Box) and barb
entanglements (and fences in general) may be of concern
with rare owls.

In the absence of data suggesting conservation
threat, it is fair to say that for most birds barbed wire
entanglements are mainly of welfare concern.

Which birds are the main victims and how do they
become snagged?

Frogmouths, owls and raptors—perhaps swooping
at or pursuing prey and failing to see a fence. Tawny
Frogmouths and Southern Boobooks dominate rescue
lists, but this could be due in part to their relatively
greater prevalence in human-populated areas. Chris
Lloyd, ornithologist with the New South Wales Wildlife
Information and Rescue Service (WIRES), suggests that

based on entanglement rates of these more common
night birds, it would not be surprising if fences were a
threat for some rarer owl species. In New South Wales,
WIRES rescues dozens of raptors a year from barbs.

Emus—perhaps pursued by a dog and throwing
themselves at a fence to get across, or even just quietly
trying to get through and becoming entangled.

Large waterbirds, such as Brolgas and Black-necked
Storks—with long legs dangling during take-off and
landing, and struggling to get airborne, they may not
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quite clear a fence close to a wetland (see Box).
Other birds, of any sort really—with the sun in their
eyes, or tired or being pursued, or at night, failing to see
or clear a fence, or being unaware of a newly constructed
fence. A recent story in the Cairns Post reported 50 Metallic
Starlings ensnared by a construction site fence cutting
across the flight path to their roost tree. One birder told
me of rescuing an entangled Australian Magpie and a Pied
Butcherbird on different occasions: each had been trailing
string for their nest, which had been caught on a barb.
Lloyd notes that, barbed or not, fences are hazardous
for birds such as frogmouths, owls and raptors, which
may hit them at speed and break bones.

Above: Night flying bats
are among the other
casualties of the barbs;
when found this Blossom
Bat had only just died.
Photo by Jenny McLean

Above right: An unfortunate
Black-tailed Native Hen.
Photo by M. Driver

Snagging circumstances

In order to prioritise efforts to reduce the barb toll, it’s
important to understand the circumstances in which
snagging most often occurs. Current information is that
most wildlife is caught on the top strands of a fence. So,
replacing the top couple of strands with plain wire would
save many.

There are hotspots of entanglement—around
wetlands, creeks and food trees and along ridgelines, for
example. So, removing, moving or replacing barbed wire
in fences in these localities is a priority.

Rescuing wildlife entanglement

Barbed wire is a heartbreaking problem for wildlife carers. By the time an animal is found and
a rescuer called, it has often been snagged for hours, sometimes days, exposed to the elements
and twisting and flailing around. Typically, at least half of the animals rescued have to be
euthanased because the damage is too great. The fortunate few often have to be in care for
months while tissues heal.

Senior vet of the Australian Wildlife Hospital Dr Jon Hanger has the following advice for
people who find entangled wildlife. Try to keep the animal calm and shaded by draping a light
towel over it, and call a wildlife rescue organisation. However, if you are in a remote area or the
animal is thrashing about and is likely to increase the extent of injury before help can arrive, you
could try to release it from the fence. Restrain the animal with a towel, and cut the wire either
side of the snagged flesh. However, be very careful when cutting a fence to avoid injury from
wire that whips back upon release from tension.

Do not attempt to untwist the barbs from the flesh as that is likely to do more damage.
Put the animal in a covered box and seek veterinary or wildlife care help.

All entangled animals should be examined under anaesthesia by a vet. Many injuries are
not visible and will become apparent over time.

NOTE: Health authorities warn that people should not handle bats, because of the threat
of lyssavirus infection, which is fatal for humans. If you are scratched or bitten by a bat you will
need to be vaccinated.

Also note that cutting fences without permission of the landholder may be illegal.

Most entanglements occur at night, suggesting
that many animals become snagged because they fail
to see a fence. So, there may be strategies to make
fences more visible, and various landholders are
trying out used electric fence tape, old CDs, bunting,
aluminium pie shells and aluminium tags to make
fences more visible.

Other factors less amenable to management include
inexperience (young animals are more susceptible),
weather (particularly windy weather) and hard times
(hungry animals are more prone to mistakes).

Fencing alternatives

The welcome news for wildlife is that barbed wire is
no longer the only effective and cost-effective way
to fence.

According to the farm fencing manual Wires and
Pliers, highly tensioned plain wire fences are effective
and can withstand high loads, except perhaps ‘in the case
of a direct collision ... by a fast-moving heavy beast.’
‘Plain wire works in pastoral areas’ is the blunt title of the
contribution to the manual by the Western Australian
Department of Agriculture.

Central Queensland fencing contractor Ren Lanyon
says highly tensioned plain wire is good for almost all

The injuries sustained by a newly fledged Black-necked Stork
when it became snagged on a barbed fence at Woodford Island,
New South Wales, in 2003. It was taken to a veterinary hospital:
the vet was hopeful, but the stork died. Photo by Greg P. Clancy

situations and cheaper than barb because it uses thinner
wire, and fewer fence posts are needed, thus reducing the
use of timber. It also has the benefit that is does not scar
the hides of cattle, which would add value to Australia’s
cattle industry.

The major barrier to fencing reform seems to
be habit. Lanyon says he has been trying to persuade
graziers to use plain wire for a couple of decades, but
there is reluctance to risk a new approach when barbed
wire has worked for generations.

Changing a fencing culture

Internationally, there are moves away from barbed wire.
In Europe many local and county governments have
already banned barbed wire fencing for its impact on
wildlife, and there are moves within the European Union
animal welfare sector to have it banned Europe-wide.

In the US, some environment groups are working
to remove or replace barbed wire fencing due to its
impacts on birds and grazing animals. In addition, in the
tradition of the fence-breachers of the late 1800s, some
‘eco-guerillas” have been taking to barbed wire fences on
public lands with cutters.

In Australia, the Wildlife Friendly Fencing
project (see www.wildlifefriendlyfencing.com),
with funding from the Threatened Species Network
(WWPEF), is working with landholders to identify
and promote alternative approaches to fencing. The
project is coordinated by the Tolga Bat Hospital on
the Atherton Tablelands, and supported by wildlife
and welfare groups.

One of the project goals is to gather better
information about fencing impacts. If you have seen
entangled wildlife (dead or alive), please record it on a
form accessible on the fencing website. The information
will go into a database to analyse the extent and patterns
of entanglements.

Another goal is to support landholder champions
of wildlife-friendly fencing by assisting with fencing
materials and reporting on approaches being tried. For
example, project coordinator Jenny Maclean reports that
one landholder in a bat entanglement hotspot is topping
an existing barbed wire fence with used white electric
fence tape to make it more visible. Another has replaced
the top strand of barb with a glow-in-the-dark nylon
fencing material. Another is moving a fence from the top
of a ridge to a safer location.
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The wildlife-friendly fencing website also hosts a
draft action plan on barbed wire, which summarises
existing information on barbed wire problems and
options for mitigation and prevention. Your feedback on
this plan is welcomed.

Fences are one of the prominent marks of human
civilisation—you can be way out whoop-whoop in
Australia, but the human stamp on the landscape is
there at least in the form of a fence. When asked what
he thought about British civilisation, Gandhi was said to
have remarked that it would be a good idea. Taking our
cue from Gandhi, it would be a very good idea to adopt
a more civilised fencing culture that embodies the best
of humanity—our capacity for empathy and concern for
other creatures—and move on from the barbarity of barbs.

Left: A young Straw-necked
Ibis, unable to clear the
fence and fatally entangled.
Photo by Jenny McLean

CaroL BoorH is the author of the Draft Barbed Wire Action
Plan (2007), available at www.wildlifefriendlyfencing.com

Further reading:

Casey, M. (ed.) 1994. Wires & Pliers: The Farm Fencing Manual.
Kondinin Group, Belmont (to be re-issued on CD).

Krell, A. 2002. The Devil’s Rope: A Cultural History of Barbed
Wire. Reaktion Books, London.

van der Ree, R. 1999. Barbed wire fencing as a hazard for
wildlife. The Victorian Naturalist 116 (6): 210-217.

Brolgas hemmed in by a barbed wire fence near Eulo, Queensland. Photo by Glen Fergus

Cranes and fences

Ironically, one of the emerging threats for Sarus Cranes and Brolgas in northern Australia
is conservation-motivated fencing of wetlands that fails to consider how these birds use
wetlands. The Australian Crane Network (see http://ozcranes.net) is urging closer
consideration of fencing methods.

Cranes need plenty of room around wetlands for take-off, landing and displaying.
With long legs dangling for landing and take-off and wingspans over two metres, they are
vulnerable to entanglement, particularly in barbed wire fences.

Fences too close to water prevent their run-up to flight and other land-based behaviours.
Fences may also prevent young from leaving a wetland until they fledge (at about 14 weeks
age), and so increase risks of predation and stranding or drowning if the wetland is flooded, as
well as the effort needed by parents to feed their trapped chick.

Fences that totally exclude grazing sometimes result in wetlands becoming over-grown
with weeds or shrubs and thereby lost as habitat for cranes.

OzCranes Network recommends the following fencing approaches:

¢ use safer materials (not barbed wire)

¢ mark the top wire near flight paths (to alert birds to its presence)

¢ fence a larger area (which could include scattered trees) well back from water

¢ install gates for management access

¢ control rank growth as part of scheduled property management (grazing, fire,

chemical, or mechanical).
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Conservation Inverted:

IN THE

GREAT WESTERN

WOODLANDS

If the continent’s largest and most intact temperate woodland

is to endure, we need a grand vision for its conservation

BY HARRY RECHER, WiLLIAM Davis Jr, SANDY BERRY,

BRENDAN MACKEY, ALEXANDER WATSON AND JAMES WATSON

Salmon Gum (at right) is

a keystone tree species

over much of the GWW; it
has been greatly affected

by logging and does not
regenerate in the presence
of grazing by domestic

stock. In these woodlands,
Yellow-plumed Honeyeaters
(p.17 far right) feed on
insects and honeydew and
manna produced by insects
which live under the bark.
Chestnut-rumped Thornbills
(p. 17 right) forage among
fallen brances and other
litter on the woodland floor
and when the eucalypts are
flowering, Purple-crowned
Lorikeets (above) take nectar.
Photos by Harry Recher, Rob
Drummond, Jiri Lochman and
Rob Drummond, respectively.

LOCATED ON THE eastern edge of the wheatbelt
in south-west Western Australia, the Great Western
Woodlands (GWW) is Australia’s largest and most
intact landscape of temperate eucalypt woodlands and
shrublands. Encompassing more than 12.5 million ha, the
GWW extend from Kalgootlie in the north to Salmon
Gums in the south, and from the rabbit-proof fence in the
west to the Nullabor Plain in the east (see map).

As much as 20 million ha of woodlands and kwongan
(a type of heathland unique to Western Australia especially
rich in flowering shrubs) has been cleared in Western
Australia. The relatively intact and continuous vegetation of
the GWW is one the cornerstones of Gondwana Link, an
audacious initiative that aims to protect, connect and restore
critical elements of ecosystem function from the Karri
forests of Australia’s south-west corner to the woodlands
and mallee bordering the Nullarbor Plain. It takes in some
of south-western Australia’s most floristically significant
and intact natural areas such as the Stirling Ranges and the
Fitzgerald River National Park. Gondwana Link typifies an
emerging new approach to conservation management in
Australia. The recognition of core natural areas and comple-
mentary work across land tenures by a range of conservation
groups exemplifies a new approach to nature conservation in

Australia, one the Wilderness Society calls WildCountry.

What's special about the GWW?
The richness and diversity of the GWW’s plant and
animal communities are worthy of world recognition. In

terms of biodiversity alone, the GWW ranks, in national
and global significance, with the Great Barrier Reef and
the Wet Tropics. For example, the GWW is the source of
specimens of more than 2,500 species of flowering plants
representing 103 families. This is one-sixth of Australia’s
15,000 flowering plant species, and more than occur in
the whole of Tasmania (2,197 species) or Great Britain
and Northern Ireland (1,300 species).

Not surprisingly, the GWW is also a spectacular place
for birdwatching. Over 150 species—including Scarlet-
chested Parrot, Regent Parrot, Malleefowl, and the unique
western subspecies of Crested Shrike-tit and Varied Sitella—
are found in the region. This tally excludes vagrants and
accidentals, waterbirds and waders, and therefore represents
an incomplete list given the thousands of shorebirds that
congregate on the GWW’s salt lakes after rain.

The GWW is probably the last woodland in
southern Australia where ecosystems remain intact
and there has been no loss of species or populations.
Uncommon species like Gilbert’s Whistler, Purple-gaped
Honeyeater and Regent Parrot have healthy populations
here. This is because of the richness and patchiness of
the vegetation and the general lack of disturbance by
humans and livestock. Uniquely, the core of the GWW
is ungrazed by domestic stock, leaving the shrub and

ground vegetation intact and the soils loose and friable.
In contrast, woodland birds in much of the remainder of
southern and eastern Australia are in decline, primarily
as a result of agricultural clearing, habitat fragmentation,
loss of habitat diversity and degradation of remnant
vegetation by domestic stock, feral animals, weeds and
changed fire regimes.

Given the GWW'’s importance to birds, we have two
teams conducting research into birds and their habitat
relations. One team makes detailed observations of bird
distributions, abundance and bird behaviour. The other
team focuses on bird habitat resources, particularly in
terms of vegetation structure and productivity, and how
these vary over space and time.

What do the surveys show?

Although more than 150 species of land birds have been
recorded in the GWW, this is fewer than for similar sized
areas of woodland and heath in eastern Australia prior

to European settlement. There are several reasons for
this: less rain and poorer soils mean lower plant produc-
tivity; there is little topographic relief; and the region has
long been isolated from northern and eastern Australia
by the Nullabor Plain and the arid interior. Despite

this, we have recorded 80 species on our study plots

near Norseman and Southern Cross. However, we are
interested in more than just what bird species are present.

In addition to the relative abundances of each species
we encounter, information about the resources they use
is recorded. We pay particular attention to where they
nest, where they forage and what they eat. These natural
history details are essential to good conservation and
management. We place the bird species in the GWW into
guilds—groups of species that use the environment in
similar ways—according to their most common foraging
behaviour or food resources.

Examination of foraging guilds in the GWW allows
for some interesting comparisons with eastern Australia.
Firstly, the smaller seed-eaters, such as finches and doves
are scarce, although Common Bronzewing Pigeons are
abundant. The reason for this is simple; grasses and herbs
which produce abundant small seeds are either absent or
have not developed during our studies due to drought,
but Acacias and other leguminous shrubs are common
and produce abundant seed for bronzewings.

A second difference from the east is that large
parrots are scarce. This not because there are few or no
hollows for nesting (hollows are actually abundant),
but because the large seeds (eucalypts, banksia and
hakea, for example), as well as the bulbs and corms that
these parrots feed on are absent. The parrots which
do occur commonly, such as Purple-crowned Lorikeet
and Port Lincoln Parrot, are either nectar-feeders or
are omnivorous and feed on everything from young
herbaceous foliage, buds, flowers and seed heads, to lerp
(the sugary coatings of psyllid insects) and scale insects.

Thirdly, there are few bark foragers, probably
reflecting the scarcity of loose bark on the eucalypts
which dominate our study sites. Although these eucalypts
shed their bark, little persists on the trees and there are
few species having bark with deep cracks or fissures. The
shrike-tits we have observed spend more of their time
foliage gleaning than bark foraging, the reverse of what
shrike-tits do in eastern Australia.

Fourth, nectar-feeders and birds using lerp are
particularly abundant in the GWW;, as are birds of prey.
In most other respects, the guilds of the GWW avifauna
are similar to those found in eucalypt forests and
woodlands in eastern Australia.

Wherever there is a tall woodland of morels,
blackbutts or Salmon Gum, the most abundant birds
are Yellow-plumed Honeyeaters. The similarity with
sites dominated by Noisy Miners in eastern Australia
is striking, but Yellow-plumed Honeyeaters appear
to require large expanses of habitat. They have not
survived in even the largest isolated remnants of native
vegetation in the Western Australian wheatbelt and are
probably so vulnerable to habitat fragmentation and
degradation that even today, with their huge numbers,
they should be thought of as threatened. Aggressive
like many honeyeaters, Yellow-plumed Honeyeaters are
semi-colonial (similar to Fuscous Honeyeater in eastern
Australia) and exclude most smaller birds, such as Weebill
and pardalotes, from within the colony’s borders. The
aggression of the honeyeaters, coupled with fewer shrubs
in the habitats they dominate, means there are also few or
no thornbills, Redthroats or robins. At the extreme, we've
come to refer to some sites as Yellow-plumed ‘deserts’
where the only other birds are large and aggressive
in their own right—Red Wattlebird, butcherbirds,
babblers, Crested Bellbird, Common Bronzewing, Dusky
Woodswallow and Rufous Treecreeper.

Where the tall woodlands give way to more open
habitats with well-developed shrub and understorey
vegetation there is a richer avifauna dominated by
small birds: thornbills; Redthroat; robins; Weebill; and
pardalotes. Brown, White-eared and White-fronted
Honeyeaters are common. These are the places to expect
Red-capped Robin, Jacky Winter, and Inland and
Chestnut-rumped Thornbills. Where there are large
areas of low shrubs and few trees, Shy Heathwren and
Blue-breasted Fairy-wrens occur and, along the edges
of woodland and acacia shrublands, Silvereye; Rufous
and Golden Whistlers; and more Brown, White-eared
and White-fronted Honeyeaters. Gilbert’s Whistler is
abundant in a variety of habitats, but especially those
with shrubs. Chestnut Quail-thrush occur throughout
our study area, but seem to prefer habitats with a well-
developed shrub layer and abundant litter.
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The Great Western
Woodlands (GWW, outlined
in yellow) are defined by the
extent of woody vegetation
communities. Prior to
clearing for agriculture,
these communities would
have been much more
widespread and extended
much further west, virtually
from the Nullarbor Plain

all the way to the west
coast. Gondwana Link aims
to protect and re-connect
vegetation communities
from the GWW, through
Fitzgerald River National
Park and the Stirling Ranges
to the Karri forests in the
south-west corner of the
State, as indicated by the
sweep of white.
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Woody vegetation extent

Fire occurrence
May 2000 to May 2001
May 2001 to May 2002
May 2002 to May 2003
May 2003 to May 2004

May 2004 to May 2005
2000/01 and 2004/05
2001/02 and 2004/05
2002/03 and 2004/05
2003/04 and 2004/05

Above: This map shows the average Gross Primary
Productivity (GPP) of trees and shrubs, that is, the average
amount of carbon taken up by this vegetation through
photosynthesis, in a year between July 2000 and June 2005
obtained from satellite imagery. The GPP of the woody
vegetation is highly variable, illustrating the significant
heterogeneity of the GWW, and is highest in those patches
where water is most readily available to the plants. Some
birds must travel far to find food. When fires consume

the woodland and heath canopies the GPP is reduced and
the tree and shrub canopy, and the GPP, may take several
years to recover. Evidence of past fires is revealed by the
presence of areas of low GPP within the matrix of higher
GPP (compare with map above right).

Top right: This map shows areas that have apparently been
burnt over the five-year period of our study of vegetation
processes. Some places have burned more than once.
White lines demarcate the boundaries of the national
parks and reserves. During the study period large expanses
of these protected areas have been burnt.

Below: The species rich Kwongan heathland of the Great
Western Woodlands, over which Square-tailed Kites hunt
for nestling birds. Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo

(pp. 24-25) also feeds in these heathlands and in the
Dryandra woodlands. Photos by Jiri Lochman/

Lochman Transparencies and Hans and Judy Beste/
Lochman Transparencies

Bird movement
Although we can describe associations of species
and assign them to particular types of habitat,
the majority of birds in the GWW are what we
call dispersive. Only a third of the species are
resident and sedentary, moving between habitats
or locations only when dispersing as juveniles.
Foremost among the truly dispersive
species are the nectar-feeders, or nectar-chasers

as they might better be described. Aggregations

of honeyeaters and Purple-crowned Lorikeet at
flowering eucalypts are common. Thousands
of individuals are drawn together by the
abundance of nectar, with Purple-crowned
Lorikeet; Red Wattlebird; and Brown, Spiny-
cheeked, White-fronted and Yellow-plumed
honeyeaters being the most abundant. These
are joined by smaller numbers of Silvereye,
Yellow-throated Miner, and Brown-headed
and White-eared honeyeaters. Predators follow
these aggregations and wherever lorikeets

and honeyeaters congregate there are Square-
tailed Kite, Little and Brown Falcons, and
Brown Goshawk and Collared Sparrowhawk
soaring low above the canopy or sitting quietly
and waiting. Higher above the canopy there
are Wedge-tailed and Little Eagles, and the
occasional Black-breasted Buzzard.

We know that aggregations of nectar-
feeders and their predators move about as
different eucalypts come into flower, but how
far these birds travel to find nectar is unknown.
Merrit, Redwood, Gimlet, and Square-fruited
Mallee seem to the most attractive nectar
sources where we have worked, perhaps
because they are among the most abundant
trees. Morels, Salmon Gums and mallees are
also sought when they flower, but nectar-
feeders seem choosy. Often we are puzzled by
the masses of birds on a stand of flowering
eucalypts, when stands of the same species
flowering just as profusely and only a short
distance away are seemingly ignored. Perhaps
there are just too few birds to go around among
all the flowers, with the birds congregating, not
because the food is better, but to reduce the risk
of predation, or perhaps the birds have already

visited the other stands and depleted their nectar
supplies for the day.

Honeyeaters and lorikeets are not the only
birds that we have observed feeding on nectar.
Weebill, thornbills and pardalotes all take nectar
when it is at hand. Port Lincoln Parrots feed on
the developing flower buds and, as evidenced
by the amounts of partially eaten flowers under
some trees but not others, are also selective
about the trees they choose to feed in.

Nectar-feeders are not the only birds chasing
food in the GWW. Large flocks of Striated
Pardalotes move about, aggregating wherever
lerp is abundant. Trillers, cuckoo-shrikes, Rufous
Whistler, and wood-swallows congregate on
outbreaks of caterpillars, grasshoppers and
other insects. Parrots and Emu seek out flushes
of young, herbaceous growth. Parrots, quail
and doves move in response to rainfall and the
availability of seeds, which may be why we've
seen so few over the past decade of relatively dry
conditions in the GWW. Fruit on mistletoes
and Native Cherry attracts Mistletoebirds,
whistlers, honeyeaters (especially Spiny-cheeked
Honeyeater), parrots, woodswallows and cuckoo-
shrikes among others.

Whether it is nectar or seed, food can be
very abundant. However, the food supply is not
permanent. Instead, at any one place, nectar, lerp,
seed, young leaves and insects, are abundant for
only brief periods (weeks at best). To survive, the
birds must continually search for new flowers and
for insect outbreaks over vast tracts of woodland.

These birds that move about in search
of temporally abundant food are classed as
nomadic. They differ from migrants in that
they do not move seasonally between the same
locations, nor do they follow the same route
when they move. There are migrants in the
GWW: Western Warbler, Grey Fantail, Tree
Martin, Rainbow Bee-eater, cuckoos and Rufous
Whistler are migratory, moving seasonally
between locations within the GWW to places
closer to the coast or inland and north. The
Golden Whistler moves seasonally between
habitats just as in eastern Australia. In the GWW,
however, nomads are much more numerous.

The movements of nomads are unlikely to
be chance wanderings. Just as human nomads are
aware of their environment and know where they
are most likely to find game or pasture for their
herds, nomadic birds probably ‘know’ where and
when to find the food they need. Possibly they
inherit an ability to respond to weather events,
even to rain falling in remote locations. Just as
likely, there is a ‘flock memory’ as among human

Gondwana Link

Gondwana Link is a community response to an
ecological crisis. Its aim is to protect and restore

the biodiversity, including species, habitat and
ecosystem functions, across the far south of Western
Australia, from the tall, wet forests of the south-west
to the edge of the desert. It involves a wide range
of community groups and conservation-minded
individuals working on different conservation
strategies across all land tenures. There are eight
different areas in which Gondwana Link operates.
Each of these is a biologically rich and complex
ecological mosaic containing some the world’s most
ancient habitats. At the eastern end of the link sits
the Great Western Woodlands (GWW), a critically

nomads and other herd mammals where the
experiences of the oldest individuals guide the
entire group. Given that many of these birds may
live 10, 15 or 20 years or longer, a flock memory
may extend back 50 or more years, more than
enough to encompass long-term trends of rainfall
and vegetative productivity.

However nomads know where to find food
in abundance, the birds of the GWW must
still cope with the vagaries of the Australian
environment. The GWW are relatively dry,
with average annual rainfall declining from
about 300 mm in the west to 150 mm along
the eastern and northern borders. Whatever
the averages say, the amount of rainfall varies
between years and does not fall evenly across
the landscape. This leads to local differences in
plant productivity and, hence, in the amount
and kinds of food available to birds. Under these
circumstances, survival is only possible when
there are large expanses of continuous habitat,
as in the GWW, where the likelihood of there
being trees in blossom or an insect outbreak
somewhere within the travelling range of the
birds is high (see maps at top left). As trees and
shrubs are cleared, fragmented and degraded,
the chance of there being suitable patches of
food declines and with it the number of birds.
The long-term size of a population, animal or
plant, will always be set by the least abundant,
not the most abundant, resource.

Because of the large numbers of
individuals aggregating in one place to exploita
superabundant food, there is the impression that
nomads and other dispersive birds are abundant.
This can be misleading. If they were dispersed
evenly across the landscape, dispersive species
would probably be much less abundant than
their more sedentary, non-flocking, relatives.

important series of ecosystems straddling the desert
and the wetter south-western floristic province.

Unfortunately, parts of the link have been
heavily modified by land clearing and on-going
agricultural activities and, while the GWW has an
intact avifauna, the future of many of the bird species
depends on immediate and large-scale conservation
action. In modified areas we are working on an
ambitious programme of land purchase and ecological
restoration. The protection of the GWW is important
to the overall vision because linking these woodlands
with the forests of the south-west will help recreate
something of the ecological continuum that existed
prior to clearing for agriculture late last century.
Among other things, this will assist the long distance
dispersal of animals and plant propagules; a process
essential to the resilience of species in the face of
environmental variability and climate change, and
associated changes in the distribution and availability
of resources.

The science underway in the GWW is critical
to understanding the vegetation dynamics and the
response of animals to the key ecological drivers in
the landscape. This is important because it will not
only allow us to properly protect the area, but also
help us to develop effective restoration strategies in
other parts of the link. Conservation groups working
to achieve Gondwana Link include The Wilderness
Society, Bush Heritage Australia, The Friends of
Fitzgerald River National Park, Greening Australia,
Green Skills, The Nature Conservancy and The

Dispersive birds survive in the GWW and appear
abundant because the landscape is intact and they
form large, conspicuous flocks. And therein lies

the challenge.

How do we protect dispersive species?
A system of static conservation reserves, such as
we currently have in Australia, cannot guarantee
the resources required by dispersive fauna.
Even within the largest reserves, the chance
that there will always be some place where food
is superabundant is vastly diminished when
compared to an unbroken expanse, such as

the GWW. As the landscapes surrounding the
reserves are modified and degraded, the ability
of fauna, including the highly mobile birds, to
find the resources on which they depend by
moving between reserves and less disturbed areas
is compromised. The effect of small size and
isolation of reserves is intensified by drought
and wildfire, not to mention the changes being
brought on by accelerated global warming. The
impacts of extensive wildfire in the GWW on
vegetation productivity can be readily observed
using satellite imagery (see map 3) and an
increase in fire frequency is a significant conser-
vation issue for the GWW.

If the required food resources are not
available or accessible for even a few weeks,
much less months or years, the populations of
dispersive birds relying on these resources will
rapidly decline. This can already been seen in
eastern Australia with the decline in abundance
of nomadic and migratory nectar-chasers, such
as Regent Honeyeater and Swift Parrot, despite
the relatively large number of coastal reserves
where many of these birds formerly wintered.

The failure of a static reserve system to
cater for dispersive fauna does not mean our
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Above: A Dundas Blackbutt woodland just west of
Norseman, where Rufous Treecreepers (left) spiral
up the trunks in search of insects. Photos by Harry
Recher and Rob Drummond/Lochman Transparencies
OR Bill Belson/Lochman Transparencies

Fitzgerald Biosphere Group. The program also includes
local farmers and landholders, Indigenous groups and
private conservation landholders from Perth. Each
group'’s efforts are complementary, resulting in pooling
of resources, joint strategies and an incredible synergy.
BY SIMON JUDD, Science Coordinator, Gondwana Link.

conservation reserves have no value. They
have considerable value and form the core of
the WildCountry approach to conservation
management in Australia.

WildCountry inverts the conservation
paradigm. In place of a few reserves embedded
in a landscape of alienated lands, WildCountry
envisions nodes of development and human
enterprise embedded in a matrix of lands
managed for conservation. This is our goal for
the GWW: an intact landscape, linked across
the south-west by unbroken bands of native
vegetation extending from the Indian Ocean and
Great Southern Bight, into the mulga woodlands
and desert of the interior, and across the Nullabor,
managed for conservation. Human enterprise is
retained and development can occur, but in our
vision for the GWW honeyeaters will always be
able to chase nectar and be pursued in turn by
swift falcons.

Harry ReCHER of Edith Cowan University,
Perth, and Brooklyn, New South Wales, is a
fore:t ecologist; WiLLIaM Davis Jr., is a Profés:or
Emeritus at Boston University, USA; SANDY BERRY
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Environmental Science at the Australian National
University; ALEXANDER WATSON is Outback
Conservation Manager for The Wilderness Societys
WildCountry Science Council; and James WATSON
is the National WildCountry Coordinator at The
Wilderness Society.

This project is funded by an ARC Linkage grant
for which The Wilderness Society is the Industry
Partner, with support from the Australian
National University in Canberra and Edith
Cowan University in Perth.
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Willie Wagtail No. 51:

ANAUSTRALIAN

Below: A successful
Willie Wagtail nest,
brimming with nestlings.
Photo by Graham Fulton

CHRISTMAS STORY

FOR A FRIEND IN TOYKO

TexT BY GRAHAM FULTON

CHRISTMAS IN AUSTRALIA is hot. Many Australians
head for the surf beaches and cool waves that wash the
sun-bleached sands. In most cases, the traditional European
Christmas dinner of roast turkey and baked vegetables has
been done away with—replaced with cold chicken and pop.
Australia has a long and complex shoreline and many cities
cling to its coast. Inland cities are comparatively uncommon
and without the cool oceans and fresh sea breezes, they

are of course hotter and dustier when the wind blows, and

it blows hot and dry at Christmas time. An Australian
Christmas with hot summers, surf beaches and cold chicken
dinners is one thing—another is the Bush Christmas.

The Bush Christmas isn't as rough as it sounds. It
takes place indoors; the farmers still eat their traditional
Christmas turkey and baked potatoes. As the thermometer
exceeds 40 °C, the cool jug of iced tea gets passed around
the farmhouse. Outdoors, sheep lumber along scratching
up the last pieces of the yellow-straw that passes for pasture
and the dust rises up behind them like a smoke trail. But
there are Christmas worlds far removed from cities and
crackly dry fields—Wilderness Christmases.

Wildernesses are the places that haven’t been cleared
for pasture or apartment buildings. They are sometimes
called the frontier, because their boundaries divide human
development from the natural world. Wildernesses come
in various types, from snow blanketed high mountain
forest to stony inland deserts. However, for our story
we will visit a woodland wilderness. Woodland is unlike

forest in that it doesn’t rain nearly as much, the crowns
of the trees don't touch each other and plenty of sunlight
gets through to the ground, which is mostly covered with
grasses and interspersed with occasional shrubs.

Dryandra woodland, in south-western Australia,
is our wilderness or frontier. Like any frontier country
there are dangers. Nature holds its beauty in secrets that
unfold with every day. The more days you spend there,
the more of nature’s secrets will be shared with you. Some
of the beauty slithers in the grass. The grassy understorey
of the woodlands hides a secret that I learned about quite
quickly—the grass hides the snakes. There are basically
two kinds of snakes at Dryandra: pythons that kill quickly
by constriction (they hug you to death) or slowly from
the huge amounts of bacteria in their fetid teeth; and the
elapid snakes. The elapids are much cleaner about killing
you—they are the ones with the venom. Their venom
can kill an average sized person in about 20 minutes. The
distance to the nearest phone is more than 20 minutes.
Basically, it is not good to step on a snake. Snakes do not
seek people out, but they don't go out of their way to avoid
them either.

Snakes have appeared under my feet several times
and each time, rather luckily, I have heard the crackle of
dried leaves as they whip their heads back in preparation
to strike. The best part of the relentless heat of summer in
the woodland is the drying of the grasses and leaf-litter so I
can hear the snakes that I cannot see. Ironically, it’s also the
worst part: the sound of the dry litter crackling beneath my
feet gives away my position as I try to discreetly follow birds
to their nests. The birds (and all other inhabitants) hear me

coming a mile off—it is one of the worst kept secrets in the
woodland. In winter, they dont hear a thing, the grass is
green and soft from the winter rain and I am like a shadow,
moving slowly, and always just out of sight. However,
coming up on Christmas, it hasn' rained for months and
the ground is dry and loud—too loud. The summer sun has
sucked the water from the ground and the water holes dried
up more than a month ago. The animals get their water
from eating other inhabitants, either animal or vegetable.

The Willie Wagtail is one of woodland inhabitants
that do not celebrate Christmas. But Christmas Day in
the woodland this year was the time of WW51. Its eggs
had been laid on 10 December, 15 days before, and a lot
can happen in fifteen days.

Willie Wagtail (WW51) is actually a nest. The number
belongs to the nest, and thus a male and female Willie
Wagtail and their three eggs—it’s almost always three eggs
(once I was surprised to find four, but thats another story).
As part of my research I monitor the survival of nests and
their contents. Not many nests actually survive to the point
of fledging young birds. Fledging is the technical term for
when a nestling moves from the nest to the branch beside
the nest—it is then called a fledgling as distinct from a
nestling. Presumably, this heralds its first flight and as such
improves its chances of survival, for there are many dangers
for young Willie Wagails in their nests.

Storms, disease, cuckoos that lay their own eggs in the
nest and remove the owners’ eggs, and nest-predators are
just some of the challenges. Nest-predators eat eggs and
nestlings. Fifty-five out of every 100 cup-nesting birds will
die or be eaten before they fledge; most will be eaten as
eggs. Eggs are a nutritious food source and predators search
them out, even following the adult birds back to their nests.
In some cases, the predator will eat the adults too.

Another Willie Wagtail held the same territory as
WW51 just two years ago. The female was killed by
a goshawk, from behind, as she sat on the nest. She
probably didn’t know what was happening as its talons
crushed and pierced her abdomen, driving her to the
ground. The goshawk then consumed all her eggs, one
by one. Despite the male’s incessant complaining and
bravery in attacking the much bigger bird it could not
stop the hawk from eating its whole family.

Goshawks are actually uncommon and usually eat
rabbits or adult birds. But there are many other nest
predators. They come in all shapes and sizes, among
them are other day-active birds (larger and smaller); owls;
mammals, from rats to possums; and reptiles, including
snakes. Snakes will swallow the eggs or nestlings whole
and nothing can stop them because they are one of the
top order predators in the woodland.

I tend to remember events in a relative way, from one
event to another, like the time earlier that year when the big
old Wandoo tree dropped its branch, without warning and
seemingly without reason, right onto a Willie Wagtail nest.
It killed one of the three nestlings and compelled the others
to run and hide on the ground until they were old enough
to fly. Ironically, this unusual event happened on 9/11,
although this was some years after the more infamous event.
I had watched that particular nest since the first cobwebs
had been wiped in the place where the nest would be built.
Cobweb is the glue that binds a Willie Wagtail nest. The
nest is woven out of fine grasses and intricately structured
with fur or feathers placed inside the nest-wall to insulate
the eggs and nestlings from the environment. That big old
branch had fallen on a still day with no wind. Over time I
came to understand that Wandoo often drop a branch on
hot still days. I am sure there must be some reason why, but
it remains a closely kept secret.

It had been an unusually hot spring day when that
branch fell. Indeed, it had been hot through spring and
summer and the heat had encouraged the snakes. Six days
before Christmas a female python, of a modest metre
in length, was lying on the ground looking much like a
moss-covered-branch that had fallen from a tree. I put my
hand directly in front of her before realising my mistake.
Fortunately, she was focused on smaller prey and slid
down a hole in the ground, home to three baby Rainbow
Bee-caters. A while later, the python emerged from the
nest-burrow with three distinct and separate lumps along
its otherwise slender body. This species of python also
hunts in the branches of Wandoo trees. It wraps the tail-
end of its body around one branch and holds the rest of its
body erect, with its head recoiled. Patiently, it waits for a
bird to mistake it for a moss-covered-branch, and perch in
front of it—then strikes. Another hot waterless day before
Christmas, our Willie Wagtail was perching and flying
sallies after the occasional bumbling insects that flew past.
More than once it perched a little too close to that ‘moss-
covered-branch’ that swayed just a bit unusually. Once too
often it landed in the Wandoo...and the python struck
faster than the blink of an eye.

But, amazingly, the python had caught a large
parrot, an Australian Ringneck. While these birds are
colourful and popular with tourists, I dislike them. They
are loud, with a raucous grating voice. Much louder
and agonisingly sad is their decrescendo of death as the
air is squeezed from their lungs. This horrible ambush
heralded yet another woodland secret, one that I had
been watching and waiting for. Now that the moss-
covered-branch had revealed its true identity, it was being
mobbed by a group of birds made up of different species.

Why would one bird species put themselves at risk
to help another bird species? One of the major principles
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Above: An adult Willie
Wagtail on a hunting

perch pauses before sallying
forth after insects.

Photo by Graham Fulton

Left: Willie Wagtails are
endlessly busy, whether
pursuing insects or mobbing
an Australian Magpie

(here in Victoria).

Photo by Rohan Clarke



of evolution says they shouldn’t. But they did—and our
Willie Wagtail was the bravest of them all, twice making
contact with the python. Evolutionary theory tells us
that surviving to breed successfully passes on genes to
the next generation. Animals that put themselves at

risk are more likely, on average, to die before breeding.
However, animals with selfish-genes avoid risk and they
reach breeding age more frequently than the risk-takers.
Consequently, they are more likely, on average, to pass on
their selfish genes. Over a great deal of time the unselfish
risk-takers die-out and the population remaining is made
up of the selfish individuals; they are the genetically
selfish survivors. All species alive today are selfish and
that includes humans. So, why did different species of
bird mob together to attack the python? Were they not
working together to save a parrot? Were they not selfish?

There is another secret here to be unravelled. A closer
look at the group of birds mobbing the python showed me
that they all had something in common. They had nests
in this territory and our Willie Wagtail had the closest
nest—hence it was the bravest. My thinking is that the
energy an individual bird puts into group mobbing of
predators will be partly related to the proximity (closeness)
of the predator to its nest. This tells us that the selfish gene
is driving the individuals in the group—they are attacking
together for their own individual and selfish reason. It is
only our emotive human interpretation that sees the group
working together and concludes that they must have been
helping each other.

On 24 December, Christmas Eve, another of those
events that I tend to date things by happened. I had a
rare visit from humans to my woodland wilderness—the
two women I love most in the world, Mi-so and Sanae.
Mi-so and I were celebrating our 30th anniversary and
Sanae, the most beautiful Japanese girl in the world,
brought the cake and her infectious smile. My unrequited
love affair with Sanae is an open secret, nothing at all
like the undisclosed secrets of the woodland. However,
that same day one more of those furtive woodland secrets
would be revealed to me, and it would involve tragedy
from an entirely unexpected source.

There were two Willie Wagtail nests remaining, both in
the low-lying part of the woodland, out in its heart, furthest
from human civilisation. This low-lying area is the most
open and grassy in the woodland, where the water runs
during winter rains. From here I had seen many crimson
sunsets through the gnarled and spreading branches of the
old-growth Wandoo. This is the picture-postcard part of the
woodland; the quiet, along with the beauty, often attracted
me here to cool down and unwind at finish of the day.

That final secret did not involve a snake, a nest-
predator, or a falling branch on a windless summer
day. That day, I watched, open-mouthed, as a rust red
treecreeper broke the Willie Wagtails’ eggs, tore the
nest from its foundations and dropped them all to the
ground. A treecreeper gets its name from feeding on
insects on tree-trunks. It walks up the tree-trunk picking
insects of as it goes and when it gets to the top glides
down to the base of the next tree and starts over. This
species, the Rufous Treecreeper, is a small bird, no bigger
than a Willie Wagtail, and this particular treecreeper was
our wagtails’ nearest neighbour. It nested in a hollow
about twenty metres away. As a final insult, it gathered
up the cobweb rich foundation where the nest had been
and carried it up to its hollow.

Before this chance observation, the treecreeper had
not been recorded as a species that destroys other bird’s
nests or eggs. Cobweb and the fine nest material are in
short supply in the woodland. The insect diet of these

birds is in short supply too, and breeding season is a time
of high demand. The unfortunate wagtail parents had
been away from their nest feeding themselves, building
up their strength for the three hungry mouths they had
expected to be feeding when their eggs hatched.

That left only one Willie Wagtail nest, WW51. The
next day, Christmas Day, the eggs hatched and, between
bouts of brooding, the three naked nestlings felt the dry
summer heat on their skin. The parents spent Christmas
taking turns sitting on the nest and relentlessly pursuing
insects, while I ate cold chicken and drank champagne
with Sanae and Mi-so.

From top to bottom:

A large Wando at the
Dryandra woodland study
site. Photo by Graham Fulton

A neat Willie Wagtail nest
made of fine grass and bark
shreds bound into a felty
bow! with spiders’ webs,
and lined with wool, hair
or plant down. Photo by
Graham Fulton

Two to four creamy eggs
ringed with darker speckles
are typical. Photo by
Graham Fulton

Two new, naked hatchlings
and an unhatched egg.
Photo by Graham Fulton

Granam R. Furron

is a PhD candidate in
Western Australia and an
Associate Editor of Pacific
Conservation Biology

For Junko Furakawa,
Tokyo
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CARING

FOR

CARNABY'S

A recovery project seeks to secure the shrinking range of Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo
BY HELEN PrrMaN, Raana Scort, DEJAN STOJANOVIC AND L1Z MCLELLAN

THE ONLY TWO species of white-tailed
black-cockatoo in the world share Australia’s
south-west. Baudin’s Black-Cockatoo (aka
Long-billed Black-Cockatoo) lives in the
forests, and Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo (aka
Short-tailed Black-Cockatoo) in the more open
habitats—woodland, scrubland, wheatlands
and sandplain. To the south of Perth, and
particularly towards the south coast, the feeding
ranges of the two species overlap. Anecdotal
evidence suggests that they may form mixed
flocks when foraging, but not when breeding.
The two species are very similar, but
their calls and beaks are noticeably different.
Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo has a shorter, wider
beak, used to break open fruit such as Marri
nuts to extract the small seed, whereas Baudin’s
Black-Cockatoo uses its long slender beak to
extract the seed with little damage to the nut.
Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo can be found
from Murchison River just north of Geraldton
to east of Esperance and inland as far east as
Coorow in the northern wheatbelt and Lake
Cronin between Hyden and Norseman. It is

commonly seen in some areas, for example the
coastal plain to the north of Perth and along
the south coast, but is locally extinct in others,
such as in many parts of the central wheatbelt.
The latter is why the Carnaby’s Black-
Cockatoo is listed as ‘rare or likely to become
extinct’ by the Western Australian Government
and Endangered by the Australian Government.
The species has suffered a decline in numbers of
at least 50 per cent over about the last 45 years,
mainly due to habitat loss or degradation:

¢ Extensive clearing of native bush in the
wheatbelt has lead to a severe reduction in
nesting and feeding trees, and often nesting
and feeding habitat are too far way from
each other for the birds to find enough food
for themselves as well as support their chick.

* There is limited recruitment of canopy
trees, which will be important for long-
term hollow formation. Existing nest
hollows are also deteriorating, and some
have become unusable.

* Remaining nesting and feeding areas
are degraded due to over-grazing, water
logging, salinity, weed invasion, storm
damage, firewood collection and changes
in fire management.

* Competition for scarce hollows from
other hollow nesting species, particularly
the Galah, western Long-billed and
Little Corellas is a serious problem in
some areas. Feral bees have also become a
competitor for hollows and often leave the
hollow filled with honeycomb when they

move on, making it unuseable.

* On the Swan Coastal Plain, the original food
sources for Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo have
been largely replaced by urban development
and introduced pine plantations, which
the cockatoos utilise for food. Continued
development of these areas and planned
removal of the pines will only increase the
foraging pressure on the cockatoos.

* Egg collecting was a larger problem in the
past. Now birds are sometimes shot for
nipping the tips of pines and damaging
fruit and nut crops in the far south-west
corner of the State.

Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo moves across
the landscape with the seasons and in search
of feeding opportunities. From early summer
through autumn to winter it lives in large
flocks in higher rainfall coastal or near-coastal
areas. In July the flocks disperse and most pairs
begin to return to the wheatbelt to nest. The
nesting season lasts from late winter until early
summer when the cycle begins again.

Although a few birds nest near Perth and
Bunbury, the wheatbelt is the main place where
Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo pairs spend time
nesting in tree hollows, searching for food and
raising a single chick. There, the cockatoos rely
on two very different habitats or vegetation
types to successfully raise a chick: eucalypt
woodland and Kwongan heath (sclerophylous
heathland characteristic of the south-west).

Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoos nest in
the hollows of mature trees in uncleared
or remnant areas of eucalypt woodland,
particularly Salmon Gum and White Gum

(Wandoo). They also nest in paddock trees
and near shearing sheds and on road verges.
Pairs of birds prefer to return to the same
nesting site, and often the same hollow every
year. Suitable hollows can take from 120-150
years to develop and the cockatoos frequently
use hollows in dead trees. It is therefore vitally
important to retain old and dead trees that
have suitable hollows for the cockatoos.

Prior to clearing and the widespread
introduction of crops and weeds to the wheatbel,
Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoos fed mainly on
the seeds of the Banksia, Grevillea, Hakea and
Dryandra species that occur in Kwongan heath,
the seeds of trees such as Red Gum (Marri) and
Jarrah, and also insect larvae. These days this
type of habitat only exists in small patches so
the cockatoos have also adapted to feeding on
introduced species, such as pine, and weeds, such
as wild radish and wild geranium.

The female lays two eggs once a year but
usually only one chick is raised. During the
incubation period, and while the chick is very
young, the female only leaves the hollow for
short periods, during which time she is fed by
the male. He must find enough food during
this period to sustain them all. When the chick
is older, the female joins in the search for food.
It is thought that around 12 km is a reasonable
distance for cockatoos to fly from the hollow
in search of food. They are assisted in their
navigation between sites by corridors or patches
of vegetation. If feeding sites and nesting trees
are too far apart the male cockatoo is unable
to adequately feed the female and growing
chick. As a result the breeding attempt may
fail or the chick, when it leaves the nest, will be
underweight and less likely to survive. Carnaby’s
Black-Cockatoo has been known to go locally
extinct in areas where food sources are too far
away from the nesting hollows.

Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo Recovery Project
The Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo Recovery
Project is a collaborative project between Birds
Australia, WWF-Australia, the Northern

Agricultural Catchment Council, South
Coast Natural Resource Management,
Avon Catchment Council, Department of
Environment and Conservation, Australian
Government and Greening Australia.

The recovery project has been primarily
focussed on the protection of critical nesting
habitats, rehabilitation of food plants in
degraded areas and monitoring of known
nesting hollows in the northern range of the
cockatoo. Additionally, it has been important
to clarify the movement patterns of Carnaby’s
Black-Cockatoo populations as a key to
understanding gene flow, dispersal, the effects
of habitat fragmentation and the need for
habitat mosaics in breeding areas. Better
knowledge of where the cockatoos go after
leaving their nesting sites and the resources
that they use in the non-breeding season will
help us understand how the rapid development
of coastal and near coastal areas might affect
populations of cockatoos that breed hundreds
of kilometres away, and will guide the planning
of strategic recovery actions.

Habitat mosaics are known to be critical
to the cockatoo’s breeding success, so the
project is also working towards restoring floral
communities around nesting areas with the aim
of providing, handy food resource to nesting
birds. The project team is working with organi-
sations like Greening Australia and Gondwana
Link to develop protocols for strategic whole-
habitat revegetation, and our established
relationships with private landholders will be a
key component in the success of these plans.

Work has recently begun on the South
Coast, where little is documented of the
cockatoo’s critical habitats and movements.
These largely unstudied sub-populations occur
from Albany to Cape Arid. Feeding flocks are
often seen at various locations along the coast
while nesting appears to occur in a few isolated
patches to the east and more commonly in the
north-west. As in the northern agricultural
regions, fragmentation of the landscape is
affecting breeding success. This is becoming an
increasingly important area for the species as
it moves further into the south-west corner of
Western Australia and suitable nesting habitat
decreases inland.

HELEN Prr™maN is the former Regional Coordinator
of the Birds Australia Carnabys Black-Cockaroo
Project and is now with WWF-Australia, Raana
ScotT and DEjAN STOJANOVIC ave the current
Project Officers and Liz McLELLAN, Threatened
Species Network — WWE is providing coordination
support to the project.

Further information

www.birdswa.com.au/projects/carnaby/assets/
About_Carnaby's_Black_Cockatoo_8&_
Recovery_Project_info_sheet.pdf

www.birdswa.com.au/projects/carnaby/assets/
Wheatbelt_Carnaby's_Black_Cockatoo_info_
sheet.pdf

Cale, B 2003 Carnabys Black-Cockaroo (Calypto-
rthynchus latirostris) Recovery Plan 2002-2012.
Department of Conservation and Land
Management, Western Australia.
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How to help Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo

¢ Protect and conserve known nesting areas by
fencing or excluding stock, protecting woodlands
against firewood collection, leaving old or dead
trees standing and changing fire management.

¢ Protect and conserve known feeding areas by
fencing or excluding stock, controlling weeds
and preventing removal of vegetation.

¢ Revegetate around known feeding and nesting
areas with appropriate local species. The
Recovery Project is working closely with local
native nurseries to produce and provide the
cockatoo’s preferred species, with the aim of
creating secure feeding habitat for the Carnaby’s
Black-Cockatoo close to nesting areas.

e Learn how to repair old and damaged nesting
hollows with assistance from the Birds Australia
Western Australia Hollow Repair Team.

e Control (with the necessary approval from the
Department of Environment and Conservation)
species such as Galahs, western Long-billed
Corellas and feral honeybees that compete with
the cockatoos for the nesting hollows.

¢ Consider becoming part of the Recovery Project
by working on projects such as corridor creation
using suitable vegetation, monitoring of
breeding pairs and nesting activity, and revege-
tation of feeding and nesting areas.

Clockwise from top left:

A flock feeds on rush: a behaviour apparently not
noted before. The birds snip off the stem then strip
the seeds from it. Photo by Dejan Stojanovic

A female at the entrance to her nesting hollow.
Woodlands in the south-west wheatbelt have been
cleared extensively, and recruitment of cockatoo
food plants and hollow forming trees will play a
critical role in the cockatoo'’s continued survival.
Photo by Dejan Stojanovic

Monogamous and long-lived, Carnaby’s Black-
Cockatoo is unable to adapt rapidly enough to the
fragmentation and development of its habitat, and
it is suspected that there is insufficient recruitment
of juveniles to replace the ageing breeding
population. The male has a black beak; the females’
is horn-coloured. Photo by Dejan Stojanovic

Typically, Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo lays a two-egg
clutch but only one chick hatches. Photo by John Laurie

Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoos are gregarious and it is
still possible to see flocks in excess of two hundred
individuals. Historically, however, they were far more
abundant and it is estimated that there are less than
half as many cockatoos as there were fifty years ago.
Photo by Dejan Stojanovic



26 WINGSPAN / December 2007

THE LITTLE BIRD
wIiTH THE BIG VOICE

The Noisy Scrub-bird shares
some of the secrets of its songs
with a PhD student

BY ABBY BERRYMAN

IMAGINE THIS...YOU are standing in
dense coastal scrub, thick fog has rolled in off
the ocean and you can only see a few metres.
All around echo the gloriously clear, melodious
songs of birds. One in particular lifts above the
others—the song of a very special little bird,
the Noisy Scrub-bird. It has an almost magical
quality as it drifts through the fog, accelerating
to a crescendo and finishing with a flourish.
As its name suggests, the Noisy Scrub-bird
has a loud and far-reaching voice, ear-splitting
at close range. Only the male sings, presumably
to defend his territory and attract females, or
maybe for the sheer joy of it. This enigmatic bird
is seldom seen but often heard in its home on the
south coast of Western Australia, east of Albany.
The Noisy Scrub-bird is endangered—in
fact, the species was thought extinct until its
rediscovery at Two Peoples Bay by Harley
Webster in 1961. Over the years, a dedicated
band of people has nurtured the species and,
through translocation, habitat protection and fire
management, have seen the population increase.
Despite the success of the recovery effort,
fire is a major threat. The scrub-bird needs long
unburned vegetation with a well-developed
leaf litter to support the invertebrates on which
it dines. The devastating impact of fire was
demonstrated all too clearly when a wildfire tore
through 4,500 ha of the Manypeaks area in late
2004, destroying the habitat of more than half
the population (see Wingspan Vol.15 supplement
Fire and Birds, pp. 18-20). While some
individuals may have escaped the flames, most
probably perished, their small wings incapable of

sustaining flight more than a few metres, making
escape from the fast-moving flames unlikely.
The species’ vulnerability to fire means that
translocation has a major role to play in securing
its future. Establishing new populations provides
insurance against the entire population being
wiped out in a single wildfire.

Anyone who has tried to see a Noisy
Scrub-bird will know that a lot of luck is
involved. I've had one literally singing at
my feet and still not seen him in amongst
the thick sedges. So, how do you work with
a bird that you rarely see and is difficult to
catch? Luckily the scrub-bird’s powerful song
provides a practical means of monitoring. In
fact the annual census is based on counting the
number of singing males.

For the past five years I have been studying
the songs of the Noisy Scrub-bird. Initally,
during my Honours year, I attempted to use
their songs to identify individuals. However, it
emerged that scrub-birds share their songs as
well as change their songs over time. From this,
the project expanded into a PhD looking at how
song sharing and repertoire change may indicate
the social system of this species. Despite more
than 40 years of study since its rediscovery, the
elusive nature of the Noisy Scrub-bird means that
little is known about its social system other than
that the males are territorial, may be opportunis-
tically polygynous and play no role in caring for
their egg or chick; the female lays only one egg
annually and raises the chick alone.

Each territorial male scrub-bird sings
about six different types of territorial song
and groups of up to ten males share the same
set of song types. These song sharing groups
are remarkably discrete, with males from
neighbouring song groups having no shared
song types even though they can cleatly hear
each other. The thing that is really interesting
is that within a song group, all males make the
same changes to their shared songs over time.

This change occurs rapidly and can be noticed
within a matter of weeks. Within a year, all
song types can change beyond recognition.

How do members of a song group manage
to stay a cohesive unit in the presence of all this
repertoire change? The most likely explanation is
that within each song group there is a dominant
male whose songs are more attractive to females
(and/or effective in territory defence). The other
members of the song group copy these successful
songs and cash in on the attractiveness of the
dominant male. It is possible that part of the
dominant male’s success lies in having songs that
are slightly different, so repertoire change could
be explained by the dominant male continually
altering his songs to maintain their uniqueness
and attractiveness. Hence, the group is caught up
in an endless cycle of song change and copying—
a continual game of catch-me-if-you-can.

This pattern of song sharing and repertoire
change may in fact function as a dispersed lek,
with members of a lek identified by their set of
shared songs. Leks are mating systems where
males gather at a site to display to females. A
dispersed lek, as the name suggests, occurs when
the males are spatially scattered. One theory
proposed to explain lek formation is the hotshot
hypothesis in which several males gather around a
dominant, successful male, much like what seems
to happen in scrub-birds.

It is common in lek mating systems for one
male to gain the majority of matings. It is possible
that this is also the case in the Noisy Scrub-bird,
but the birds are seldom seen, difficult to capture
and their nests are well hidden. Consequently,
observations of mating preferences or a genetic
study to determine mating success would be
difficult if not impossible.

Nonetheless, translocation provided an
opportunity to test some of the predictions of
the theory to explain song groupings. Over the
past two years, two Noisy Scrub-bird translo-
cations have been carried out by the Department

of Environment and Conservation. In 2006
eight male scrub-birds were released into the
Porongurup National Park and this year five
males were released at Gull Rock National Park.
In the first year of any Noisy Scrub-bird translo-
cation only males are released; females do not sing
and so they are difficult to detect once they have
been released. Harsh as it may sound, males are
more expendable and so it is they who are used as
a test of the suitability of the site. If the males are
still singing the following year then it is a good
indication that the site is suitable and they are
rewarded for their long and lonely year with a
release of females.

The Porongurup translocation provided
an ideal opportunity to study what happened
when several males from different song groups
were put together. The widespread incidence of
song sharing suggested that scrub-birds have a
preference for sharing songs, so it was predicted
that the translocated males would rapidly alter
their songs so that they shared with their new
neighbours.

Following the eight males after their
release was challenging at times. All were
fitted with transmitters and intensively
tracked for the first week. The rugged terrain
sometimes made picking up a signal difficulc
and problems with some of the transmitters
meant that their transmission range was greatly
reduced. Still, we persevered and pushed on
through the damp, slippery Karri forest in our
quest to follow our birds.

My aim was to record as much of the singing
at the new site as possible. Six out of the eight
males sang and were recorded. The remaining
two were not heard and may have moved
beyond the release site. Although singing was
unpredictable and infrequent, it was apparent
that, within a month or two, the songs of three
pairs of birds had become similar. Importantly,
there was evidence that it was the songs of
dominant individuals that were copied.
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Unfortunately, a fire burned the entire
Porongurup National Park, destroying what
looked to be a promising translocation (the
birds had persisted and were still singing six
months later). Sadly, only two of the eight
scrub-birds have been heard since, both singing
from small patches of marginal habitat on the
edges of the burnt area.

Once again, the value of recording the songs
of Noisy Scrub-birds was demonstrated, as it
allowed the identification of one of these birds
as Pele—released at Spearwood Gully and last
recorded singing there on 17 November 2006.
He was heard singing at Castle Rock parking area
a few days after the fire in February 2007 and
not heard again until June 2007. I didn’t expect
to be able to recognise a bird from his songs
after all that time (usually repertoire change is so
rapid that songs would be substantially different
after six months) but he had retained the unique
ending to his songs that no other bird there had
adopted. Pele had moved about 2.5 km—quite a
feat for a small semi-flightless bird.

Song has allowed tantalising glimpses
into the world of the Noisy Scrub-bird. The
big voice of the little bird has a practical use in
the management of the species. It provides a
non-intrusive means to monitor these highly
vulnerable populations, to follow individuals
after translocation, and to identify song groups
and decipher the mating system of the species.
The seemingly endless variety of songs never
ceases to amaze me, yet all are so distinctly
Noisy Scrub-bird—and music to my ears.
ABBY BERRYMAN Jas just completed her PhD on the

Noisy Scrub-bird at Murdoch University, Perth.

This study was supported in part by a Stuart
Leslie Bird Research Award. The Noisy Scrub-bird
Recovery Program (including the translocation
program) is managed by the Department of
Environment and Conservation and supported by
funding from South Coast NRM Inc.

Clockwise from top left:

Noisy Scrub-bird habitat on Mt Manypeaks.
Photo by Sarah Comer

Little was left at Spearwood Gully in the Porongurup
National Park after the wildfire. It will be several
years before the vegetation has recovered enough
to support Noisy Scrub-birds again.

Photo by Sarah Comer

The tracking team on release day in the damp forest
at Porongurup National Park; the author in the
centre. Photo by Sarah Comer

A male Noisy Scrub-bird. Photo by Alan Danks
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Above: Within two months the songs of two of the birds released at Spearwood Gully in the Porongurup
National Park had become very similar. However, both Harry and Pele kept their distinctive song endings,

permitting their ongoing identification.

Left: The Noisy Scrub-bird is capable of rapidly modifying his territorial song types as is shown by these
spectrograms of a song type changing over a five week period from 19th July to 23rd August.
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BLACK

GRASSWRENS

FEAST ON

TERMITES

Text AND PHOTOS BY DON HADDEN

VERY LITTLE HAS been published on the
food of the Black Grasswren. The Handbook
of Australian, New Zealand and Antarctic Birds
(HANZAB) simply states that it feeds on
‘seeds of grasses and sedges and insects’. It is
also noted that 100 insects were found in six
stomachs and that ‘large hard-shelled insects are
bashed against rocks before ingestion’. A little
more information is given in the Handbook of
Western Australian Birds; the diet is recorded as
‘Mainly insects especially beetles, grasshoppers,
cockroaches, bugs and flying termites, also
spiders centipedes scorpions, small snails and
seeds of grasses and sedges’. This information
is presumably from an analysis of stomach
contents. Here I report on a field observation of
a party of Black Grasswrens feeding on termites.
On 30 September 2006, John Pearson of
Gibb River community and I found a party of
Black Grasswrens moving from the south across
the track that leads to Littde Merten’s Falls.

A brief history of the Black Grasswren

The Black Grasswren Amytornis housei is
named after Dr Frederick Maurice House.

In 1901, House collected the first three
specimens of the new species while on the
government’s Brackman surveying expedition
to the Kimberley, for which he doubled as
botanist and medical officer. The species was
not recorded again until 1968 when it was
found near where | live, at Manning Creek,
Mt Barnett. The Manning Creek birds were
seen occasionally up until about 1990 when
a huge fire seems to have destroyed the
local population. Now, the Black Grasswrens
illustrated in this article are probably the
easiest for travelling birdwatchers to see as
they live between the Mitchell Falls campsite
and Little Merten’s Falls.

They bounded through the scrub and up the
rocky boulder wall to a more open area to the
north. We followed and found them attacking
termites, which had constructed their covered
runways along a few branches of a long dead
shrub. We watched as they attacked the termite
trails, breaking them open and sending showers
of mud to the ground. Any exposed termites
were quickly eaten. The grasswrens were very
active, bounding from branch to branch and
hopping up the branches as well as dropping
to the ground briefly before flying up again to
continue eating. John and I happened to be on
either side of them but they seemed unconcerned
by our presence, feeding enthusiastically and
occasionally pausing to call. After five to 10
minutes the party moved on and we lost track of
them. HANZAB reports that they are ‘Said to be
one of the most approachable and noisiest of the
grasswrens.” That was certainly our experience.
Don HADDEN, Derby, Western Australia
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Clockwise from top left:
A female calls to the flock.

A pair of Black Grasswrens, male at top, picking
termites from their mud tunnels along the branches.

A male drops to the ground while the female
continues to eat termites.

Further reading

Higgins, P, Peter, ].M. and Steele, W.K. (Eds) 2005.
Handbook of Australian, Antarctic and New Zealand
Birds, Volume 5: Tyrant-flycarcher ro Chat. Oxford
University Press, Melbourne.

Johnstone, R.E. and Storr, G.M. 2004. Handbook of
the Birds of Western Australia, Volume 2: Passerines.
Western Australian Museum, Perth.



Farmer care and student research combine to

provide refuge for vanishing southern Brolgas

TexT AND PHOTOS BY MITCH REARDON

THERE IS A connectivity between the Brolgas of south-
eastern Australia and the farmers on whose land the big
birds nest and flock in the non-breeding season that is at last
being recognised. The condition of birds like Brolgas, which
live at the top of their foodchain, is a sensitive indicator of
their habitat’s overall health. Increasingly, farmers who play
host to these big cranes are beginning to realise that if the
Brolgas stop coming their own future is in peril.

But the ties that bind Brolgas and those handful
of farmers in New South Wales and Victoria go deeper
than that. ‘Landholders are very attached to the Brolgas
on their properties,” conservation biologist and Brolga
specialist Matthew Herring told me when I stopped
by his Albury home base on the upper Murray River
during one of a series of outback journeys I made while
observing and photographing Brolgas in the wild. Tve
spoken to several farmers who are quite concerned that
the Brolgas their grandparents were so used to seeing
mightn't be around for their own grandchildren.’

Once sufficiently abundant in south-eastern Australia
to be regarded as a threat to crops, Brolgas began to
steadily vanish from the 1800s from many of their
former strongholds. They are currently reduced to a relict
population whose members are so few and far between
that many people don’t realise they still exist here.

The southern Brolga’s decline was tied in fatal lock
step to agricultural development and the attendant loss
of freshwater wetlands that constitute the bird’s core
habitat. Past shooting and poisoning campaigns by some
farmers, who resented Brolgas for eating grain seeds and
damaging new green shoots, exacerbated the die-off.
Though nobody in the southern States hunts them any
more, any recovery in Brolga numbers has been inhibited
by the predation of their flightless chicks by foxes. So,
although at the national level Brolgas are neither rare nor
endangered, in New South Wales, Victoria and South
Australia their tentative toehold on survival has seen
them classified regionally as a threatened species.

“Today less than 1000 southern Brolgas remain,
scattered across south-eastern South Australia, south-
western Victoria and the NSW and Victorian Riverina,’
Matt told me. For six years this outgoing, ardent-

Above: A pair of Brolgas
celebrates their return

to their annual nesting
ground on a farm near
Culcairn (south of Wagga
Wagga, New South Wales)
with a session of wild
calling in unison (the male
with arched wings). Lone
pairs nest between July
and December at small
waterholes and ephemeral
ponds in grasslands.

heartened young man investigated the Brolgas of the
Riverina, focusing on their distribution, breeding habitat
and role as an umbrella species for his honours thesis
with Charles Sturt University. His research was timely,
for despite their size, stately appearance and striking
social behaviour, surprisingly little was known about the
Riverina’s Brolgas.

The damage done to Brolga habitat in the Riverina,
Matt has sadly concluded, is so thorough that much of
it is beyond rehabilitation. ‘Many wetlands of the type
preferred by breeding Brolgas have been lost since European
settlement,” he discovered. ‘A lot of swamps identified on
old maps simply don’t exist anymore.” Now it’s the quality
and management of both remnant and constructed wetland
habitat that’s of greatest importance, he believes. ‘Our
best hope involves incorporating large-scale approaches,
rural communities and private land to break the vicious
downward spiral of renewable resource degradation.’

Rather than abandon the Riverina’s last Brolgas to
whim and neglect, to be exterminated in the name of
inevitability, Matt has actively promoted community
participation in Brolga research and conservation. He
recognises that the conservation campaigns that stand
the best chance of acceptance by rural communities
are those that forge partnerships between government,
private landholders and conservationists. ‘Community
involvement helps increase awareness,” he says, ‘and can
lead to private conservation projects.” That’s important
for a species that relies heavily on privately owned
wetlands, particularly in the Riverina where less than one
per cent of the landscape is in conservation reserves.

Via word of mouth and the mass media, Matt
established a volunteer observer network to assist in his
research. The 220 mostly private landholders—which
through their own initiative mushroomed to involve
close to 1000 observers—were invaluable in helping him
obtain Brolga distribution and abundance records in his
study area and in locating breeding and flocking sites.

At this late stage any hope for a southern Brolga
comeback depends on the species that got it into trouble
in the first place. “There’s now a promising amount of
wetland conservation aimed at our endangered Brolgas,’

Matt points out and he lists a range of projects currently
under way. ‘Many farmers are beginning to turn things
around by applying for environmental water flows. By
using the irrigation infrastructure, they flood depressions
on their properties that have become isolated from the
floodplains. They also avoid grazing wetlands when they
are full and have bumped up their fox control efforts.”

Matt has also worked on constructed wetland
projects where modifications to existing sites or the
creation of entirely new wetlands have benefited Brolgas,
other threatened waterbirds and biodiversity generally.
Hopefully, the new and modified wetlands will seed the
Brolga’s recovery.

A similar hope is being expressed in western Victoria
where a broad coalition of conservationists and farmers
have rallied to the plight of another group of Brolgas
whose future rests to a great extent in the hands of
individual landowners.

To gauge what was being achieved in Victoria for
myself, I drove south to John and Lynn Anderson’s
720 ha merino, wheat and canola farm in the south-
western Willaura district. Set down on volcanic plains
beneath the dramatic saw-toothed Grampian Mountains,
the Andersons’ farm and the properties surrounding it form
one of the most important Brolga flocking sites in Victoria.
My April visit was timed to coincide with the flocking
season, between late November and June, when these plains
regularly attract around 200 of western Victoria’s estimated
total population of 650-675 Brolgas. Its a spectacular
gathering, where birds that are territorially aggressive
on their nesting sites can sociably congregate on neutral
ground in big flocks of both sexes and all ages.

I had been introduced to the Andersons by Rebecca
Sheldon, a vivacious yet quietly-spoken young biologist who
at the time was busy identifying existing Brolga flocking
sites and locating potential new ones using field surveys and
a Geographic Information System (GIS) for her University
of Ballarat Honours thesis. Because most flocking sites in
Victoria are on private land, she found herself working
closely with local farmers who furnished her with crucial
information she was more than generous in granting me
access to, along with her valuable time and research data.
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We first met one bitterly cold wet winter’s day
when I joined her and Clare Harding, a friend and
colleague, in the countryside near Skipton, west of
Ballarat, to check on several active Brolga nests they
were monitoring. Clare had recently completed her
thesis on Brolga breeding ecology in south-west Victoria,
using Landsat satellite imagery to locate suitable Brolga
breeding habitat. Her work, it is hoped, will set in
motion strategies to help boost the size of her study
Brolga population, which census figures suggest has
remained static for over two decades.

Though their population appears to be unchanging,
little or no recruitment means that the community as a
whole may be ageing. Brolgas are long-lived birds, with
a lifespan of up to 40 years in the wild and twice that
in captivity, so a drop in their reproductive rate may go
unnoticed until older birds start dying, setting the stage
for a sudden catastrophic population crash.

Clare’s research indicates how many breeding pairs
of Brolgas the region can support, and offers strategies
to improve Brolga breeding success to landowners
whose properties have potential breeding habitat. With
Victoria’s remaining cranes facing daunting obstacles
to rearing a chick—not the least of which is the loss of
nearly 80 per cent of their preferred breeding habitatr—
it’s a goal that invokes its own special brand of urgency.

‘Most Victorian Brolgas have adapted to the scarcity
of the large well-vegetated marshes they traditionally
favoured as flocking sites by congregating on permanent
open pools and adjacent farmlands,” Rebecca told me.
Early each summer, with the drying of the ephemeral
wetlands in their nesting territories, the Brolgas of the
southern Grampians return to their post-breeding flocking
sites. ‘Not all make the flight,” Rebecca found. ‘Some
bonded pairs and their newly fledged young remain close
to their nest site. But most depart, with some crossing the
western border, headed for South Australia’s Bool Lagoon.”

Historically Brolgas flocked mainly on deep freshwater
marshes with shallow margins or permanent open pools—
fresh and saline—greater than 30 ha in size, with a cover of
emergent vegetation. Here they feed on more traditional
fare such as the seeds and corms of aquatic plants like high-
energy sedge tubers. By responding to an innate urge to
over-summer on a big freshwater swamp like Bool they are
sticking closest to Brolga tradition.

‘Bool Lagoon and Willaura are both traditional
flocking sites,” says Rebecca. Her research further
identified five additional sites at Strathdownie,
Dundonnell, Streatham, Skipton and Cressy that are

Left: Males and females
share nest building,
incubation and chick
rearing. Here a parent
gently turns its two eggs.

Below: Typically, two Brolga
chicks hatch after about

30 days of incubation. In
the competition for food
one chick invariably
dominates and the weaker
of the two soon dies. The
chick’s long, strong legs
grow particularly rapidly
during the first six weeks so
that it can keep up with the
long-striding adults.
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used regularly by smaller flocks and she also pinpointed
several other less frequently used sites.

A high, wild bugling announces the Brolgas’ arrival at
their favourite flocking site. Sideslipping to shed altitude,
they cup two-metre wingspans to reduce speed then
parachute slowly down in a standing position, long necks
arched upwards, long legs dangling, long toes straining to
touchdown before alighting daintily with a little run. They
arrive shortly after the autumn cereal grain crops—partic-
ularly wheat, barley, oats and the wheat/rye cross called
triticale—have been threshed down to stubble, and forage
almost exclusively in the harvested fields. Indeed, forced to
abandon their natural flocking sites in favour of gleaning
grain in stubble fields, these Brolgas now follow agricultural
cycles and not until the crops are headed do they return.

For neatly six months of each year, a third of Victoria’s
Brolga population relies exclusively on the generosity of a
few dozen private landowners. As an exercise in goodwill,
it’s a situation designed to gladden a crane enthusiast’s
heart. When the supply of fallen grain declines, Brolgas
turn to grain put out to feed sheep and sown grain
sprouting after the first good autumn-winter rains. This
involves added expense to the birds’ grain-growing hosts,
but they remain unstintingly welcoming towards their
annual visitors. In return, the Brolgas eat useful quantities
of pasture pests such as crickets and grasshoppers.

Rebecca Sheldon is the most recent in a succession
of Victorian conservationists anxious to safeguard Brolga
flocking habitat. Her study continues a project started
by Graham Pizzey. The late, great ornithologist was full
of praise for farmers who tolerated the presence of the
majestic bird whose cause he championed for much of
his professional life.

Graham made several visits to the Andersons farm
to photograph and simply spend time with these ‘wild
creatures whose world is not our world’. However, he
remained deeply distressed by the loss of the original
wetlands. Shortly before his death in 2001, he noted
that even the few Brolgas still foraging in the last large,
well-vegetated freshwater wetlands remaining in western
Victoria’s wildlife reserves were forced to flee during
duck-hunting season. The startled Brolgas vacate at the
first shot and they don’t really have too many other places
to go to. Such panicked dispersals may severely disrupt
their vital socialising routines, including the opportunity
for young unpaired adults to meet prospective mates and
for established mates to reinforce their pair bonds.

What was needed, Graham proposed, was the procla-
mation of several large, strategically located freshwater
refuges as Brolga sanctuaries. Ideally, the wetlands would
have an adequate catchment as well as a buffer zone
insulating Brolgas from external noise and movement.
Research by Birds Australia and others confirms that species
once common but now rare or of restricted distribution
need large undisturbed areas to thrive. Paying attention to
the ecological needs of an umbrella species like the Brolga
also attends to the survival needs of the natural systems that

support them, which in turn provides shelter for associated
animals and plants.

Adding to the problem of habitat loss, landscape
degradation has compromised natural ecosystems and
native animals, creating a niche for feral species like
foxes, considered the primary cause of poor Brolga
breeding success in south-eastern Australia. Matt
Herring’s research found that chick recruitment after
a good season was an unsustainable 4.4 per cent: one-
quarter the replacement rate of Brolgas in the tropical,
fox-free north, where up to 17 per cent is normal.

“There’s been a fox population explosion,” insisted
John Anderson, the ruddy, robust, instantly likeable owner
of the Willaura property I was visiting. ‘All the dead foxes
on the roads? Never saw ‘em when I was a kid.’

Current estimates suggest that there’s a minimum
of one million foxes in Victoria, with over four foxes
per square kilometre in rural central Victoria and up to
16 foxes per square kilometre in urban areas. Together
with many other landholders, John was outraged by the
cessation of the State government’s $3 million Enhanced
Fox Management bounty program, introduced in 2003.
However, follow-up studies showed that paying a bounty
isn’t a panacea. Perhaps rescue will ultimately arrive via
a CSIRO fox control program based on bait-delivered
sterilisation that is currently in development.

In the past there was an all too familiar scenario:
farming and development versus birds—and the
fragile dream of retaining their natural habitat. Now
help is finally on the way and not a moment too soon.
Foremost among these new friends of the Brolga are
enlightened farmers who take a strong interest in ‘their’
Brolgas. Although they may not put it quite this way,
these hardbitten farmers are developing a greenie tinge.
Meanwhile, the big birds seem content to go on enjoying
their hosts” hospitality.

MrtcH REARDON'S new book, Brolga Country, s
published by Jacana Books, a division of Allen & Unwin.
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Clockwise from top left:

Brolgas, Australian shelducks
and Black Swans throng a
natural wetland on a farm near
Penshurst (east of Hamilton,
Victoria) where the owner,
Jason Ritchie, affords them
strict protection.

A flock returns to its wetland
roost at sunset after a day spent
feeding in stubble fields on

a neighbouring farm. In late
November, southern Brolgas fly
from their nesting territories

to the same post-breeding sites
where they form loose non-
territorial flocks.

Brolga researchers Claire
Harding (standing) and Rebecca
Sheldon at Lake Gilman, near
Ballarat, Victoria, a regular
Brolga nesting site.

Farmer John Anderson and his
constant Labrador companion
inspect saline Gellerts Swamp on
their Willaura farm (Victoria).

Biologist Matt Herring
undertook an omnibus
investigation into the Brolgas
of the Riverina.



Once common across eastern and northern Australia, large

congregations of these stately cranes are now found only in

the north, but even there they are under threat

BROLGAS ARE WIDESPREAD across
northern Australia, nowhere more so than on the
plains of the Gulf country. Perhaps the greatest
annual gathering is between Massacre Creek

and Tully Inlet on the Queensland-Northern
Territory border, where they gather to feed on lily
bulbs and roots in drying sand dune swamps after
the wet season, from March to May.

In 1975, over a 1 km radius, Wally
Brummell and I counted more than 5,000 Brolgas
gathered in flocks. Other similar sized flocks
were nearby—making perhaps over 15,000 birds
between the two creeks in all. Elsewhere about
the tropics, I have seen much smaller flocks, but
still in impressive numbers, especially on the Top
End flood plains and Arnhem Land.

The Burdekin River and Townsville region,
Atherton Tablelands, and the Mareeba Wetlands
are Brolga hotspots. However, the Gulf country
plains take some beating, especially the Norman
River floodplain south of Karumba. The fishing
town is the only community along the entire
Gulf of Carpentaria coast that can be reached by
the family car, either from Cloncurry, Townsville
or Cairns.

Karumba is home to about 600 people,
but trebles that in the dry season—April to
October—when grey nomads exchange the
southern winter for the warm balmy dry season
skies of the Gulf country, and descend upon the
fishing village. Both Karumba and Normanton,
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70 km south, have good caravan and camping
parks, motel, and apartment accommodation
and, judging by the number of people carrying
binoculars, have become birding destinations.

The Brolgas of Delta Downs

The Norman River plain floods each monsoon
season, often leaving the Gulf country isolated
from the rest of Australia. The tide also inundates
parts of the flood plain, creating extensive
saltpans and tidal channels.

Alongside the road, burrow pits from road
works have left almost permanent pools, which
attract hundreds of birds every day in the Dry.
While the pools are a handy source of water,
the birds are also exposed to fast moving traffic
and some are killed each season. The road is
also fenced, exposing the birds to additional
stress when taking off.

This is Aboriginal land owned by Delta
Downs Station, and their cattle graze the
plains. The station has bulldozed holes in parts
of the plain for water, which is used by stock
and wildlife. When the holes dry up, the stock
waters from bores. However, the whole plain
consists of shell grit up to 10 m down and,
when the holes dry, wallabies and feral pigs dig
for water in the dry dams. Water actually flows
permanently under the plain, so digging is a
neat trick that keeps the many animals alive
during the dry season.

Birds, such as the Australian Pratincole,
egrets, herons, finches, lapwings, pipits, and
several birds of prey, abound here, but the
most visible are the vast flocks of Brolgas and
Sarus Cranes.

I mostly visit Karumba to go fishing when
the road first opens, generally early in April. The
plains are a picture of tall waving grasses, dotted
with the backs of cattle and the grey shapes of
Brolgas and Sarus Cranes grazing. Generally,
there are few large flocks of these elegant birds,
mostly in pairs with a half-grown young in tow.

This all changes in September—October
when the birds gather around water anxiously
awaiting the first summer storms. Life is harsh
in the Dry when the northern lands die a little,
and many individuals fail to survive until the
arrival of the life-bringing rains.

By September, the tropics begin to warm,
and the grey nomads flee south. It is a time
when migrating waders arrive on the northern

beaches after their long haul from Siberia, and
a time for the Brolgas to gather.

The Brolga is part of Australian folklore,
especially amongst Aboriginal people, who have
modeled many of their dances after the stately
bird, while the bird’s regal trumpeting call is part
of every didgeridoo player’s repertoire.

Watching Brolgas dancing in the
shimmering mirage of the plains is a splendid
experience. During a recent trip to Arnhem
Land, on the fire-blackened plain of the
Tomkinson River, south of Maningrida, I spent
many happy moments watching Brolgas leaping
on impossibly long legs and tossing pieces
of grass into the air. Flocks of up to a dozen
birds were performing in the late September
mirage that flooded like an ebbing tide across
the plain. A herd of Asiatic buffalo grazed in
the background, lending more atmosphere to
this beautiful scene as the Brolgas danced in
preparation for the breeding season.

Brolgas breed between October and April,
an event finely timed to avoid the floods that
often sweep over their nesting sites. They
appear to nest in the periods of the heaviest
rainfalls and feed on sedges and tubers. Their
nest is a single, unlined grass or sedge heap, a
little over a metre in circumference.

After the wet is over, small family groups
roam the plains, with mostly single young
in tow. As the dry season proper sets in, the
birds gather about long-term watering places
and flocks of over 500 Brolgas are common in
sections of the Gulf country.

Waterholes are lifesavers in the heat of the
wet season build-up, when temperatures exceed
400 C. Flocks of Brolgas dominate pools,
standing knee-deep in the warm water, and
only grudgingly giving way to new arrivals that
literally stream into the water in an effort to
cool down and quench their thirst.

It may be hot that time of the year, but
for the astute birder, seeing birds en masse is a
once in a lifetime experience and well worth the
effort. After all, unlike the birds, man can escape
into air-conditioning in the heat of the day.

Sarus Cranes

During the dry season, few Sarus Cranes mix
with Brolgas on the Gulf plains. Both species
have similar habits and appear in mixed flocks

in and just after the wet season on Delta
Downs. At the onset of the dry, most of the
Sarus Cranes depart, probably for the Atherton
Tablelands, west from Cairns, where they graze
on ploughed fields and the shoots of harvested
sugar cane in flocks up to a 100 or more.

In the dry season, I have seen Sarus
Cranes on the western plains of the Cape York
Peninsula, from south of Weipa and about the
Mitchell River. Larger flocks occur between the
Norman and Mitchell Rivers.

I first saw Sarus Cranes about Karumba in
the early 1960s and alerted the Department of
Primary Industries (then responsible for fauna
and flora). Their Australian origin remains a
mystery—are they new arrivals or overlooked
long-term residents (see Wingspan Vol. 14 (4)
pp- 16-19). Since 1966, Sarus Cranes have
been reported in various isolated regions about
the Australian tropical coast. The furthest west
I have seen them was a pair feeding in the
Flinders River, west of Normanton.

The Atherton Tableland is a stronghold for
non-breeding Sarus Cranes. They begin to arrive
in May and head to the Gulf breeding grounds
about November. Their leaving is tuned to
the first rainfalls of the wet season in the Gulf
country, and some years the mass movement
may occur in December or later.

On the Atherton Tablelands, Sarus Cranes
often outnumber Brolgas between June and
November, especially about Dimbulah, west from
Mareeba. Bromfield Swamp, an extinct crater is
a favourite roosting place for both Sarus Cranes
and Brolgas, while the man-made Mareeba
Wetlands is a popular crane destination.

Under pressure

There is no doubt that agriculture has been

kind to both the Brolga and the Sarus Crane.
However, introduced stock fodder grasses,

like Para, are replacing natural grasses in many
regions. Young native birds—Brolgas, geese and
ducks—must have a reliable supply of native
Bulkuru sedges tubers and other native grasses

to survive on in the early stages of life, but Para
Grass and some other introduced species smother
native plants. The Townsville Common, once the
mainstay of Brolgas on the tropical east coast, lost
their birds because Para grass took over; drainage
of the wetlands was also a factor.
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The Norman River floodplains may well
be next to lose its cranes, with experiments with
non-native grasses and increased grazing and
mining impacts on the nesting sites of both
species. The solution is for the Government to
lease the floodplain from the traditional owners
and declare it a national park or wildlife refuge,
and to control the feral pigs.
Dick EUSSEN is a the author of six books on fishing
in Australias north and a regular contributor to
several 4WD and fishing magazines

Clockwise from opposite page, top left:

The Norman River floodplain is home to flocks of
Brolgas and Sarus Cranes throughout the year.

The dry season in the Gulf is harsh and many Brolgas
die from starvation.

Delta Downs Station is Aboriginal owned and the
Norman River floodplains are extensively grazed,
which may be harmful to both species of crane.

Tall grasses cover the Gulf country savannah plains
at the end of the wet season, ideal conditions for
young Brolgas.

A lone Sarus Crane on the Norman River floodplain
during the wet season. The Sarus Crane is a little taller,
heavier, and darker grey than its close cousin, the
Brolga. It also has more red skin, which extends down
from the head and includes the upper neck, and its
legs are pink-red, while the Brolga has dark-grey legs.



