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EDITORôS NOTE 

COG and its members have a proud history of supporting research on our birds by providing 

sightings or information on suitable study sites to researchers. This has always been a two-

way street since the researchers give feedback to COG on their work and their insights. For 

example, it is always great to hear about the work of ANU students at COG meetings. 

Over many years research on one species, the Little Eagle, has received lasting support from 

COG members providing sightings to interested parties. All indications are that the number of 

breeding pairs that manage to raise a fledgling has declined in the ACT and surrounds. The 

Little Eagle has been declared Vulnerable. There is now considerable interest in the dynamics 

of the local Little Eagle population, especially the question of how many pairs there are, and 

how many manage to raise a fledgling ï the ultimate measure of breeding success.  

Currently two groups are studying the species: Jerry Olsen, Sue Trost and a group of 

volunteers with Geoffrey Dabb as the main COG contact person; and a recently formed larger 

coalition with participants from universities, the ACT Government and developers. In 2017 

the latter group emphatically requested that any information on the Little Eagle be directed to 

it. 

Any sightings COG members post on the chatline or enter into eBird are picked up by both 

groups. Of course, there are also other sources and avenues for obtaining relevant 

information, although this may or may not reach both research groups. 

We now have summary statements from both groups for the Little Eagle 2017/18 breeding 

season (Geoffrey Dabb, COG chatline, 7 Feb 2018 and Stuart Rae, Gang-gang 3 Apr 2018 

and this issue of CBN, pp. 186-193), giving welcome feedback to COG members and other 

interested parties. 

In an ideal world both groups would work together rather than independently. Hopefully, one 

day, collaborative work will be possible. 

The December 2017 issue of Canberra Bird Notes contained an article by Penny Olsen and 

Stuart Rae (CBN 42(3) 2017: 245-249), arguing that determinations of the size of the 

breeding population in the 1980s are flawed. óHence it cannot be ascertained whether the 

breeding population has declined since the 1980s.ô  

Three articles in this issue of CBN (pp. 120-139) are replies to the questions Olsen and Rae 

(2017) had  raised.  

A fourth article (pp. 140-142) is the response of the author of Australasian Eagles and Eagle-

like Birds (Stephen Debus, CSIRO Publishing, 2017) to two reviews of his book, chiefly to a 

review in CBN 42(3) 2017: 318-322 and also in Emu 118(2) 2018: 230-231, addressing some 

misconceptions by both reviewers. Again the Little Eagle features. 

I also draw special attention to the first article, a Discussion Paper by Geoffrey Dabb, on the 

possible implications on the status of threatened species in the ACT under new legislation. 

This issue also contains many other interesting articles on our local birds. I commend them 

all to the CBN readership. 

Michael Lenz 

Editor Canberra Bird Notes 

14 May 2018 

  



Canberra Bird Notes 43(2) July 2018 

114 

 

DISCUSSION PAPER 
 

Canberra Bird Notes 43(2) (2018): 114-119 

 

WHEN IS A BIRD SPECIES REGIONALLY THREATENED?  

A DISCUSSION OF THE NOT-SO-SIMPLE CONCEPT  

OF óREGIONAL EXTINCTIONô IN RELATION TO  

THE AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY  

 

GEOFFREY DABB 

 

24 Brockman Street, Narrabundah, ACT 2604, Australia 

gdabb@iinet.net.au 

 

Abstract: Issues of interpretation of relevant instruments, and some issues of conservation 

policy, will need to be settled before the future óregionalô status can be addressed of bird 

species now listed as threatened in the ACT. Choice of a óregionô might be a decisive 

consideration in determining the status of some species. 

 

Before the 2016 amendments to the Nature Conservation Act 2014 : the origins of the 

present situation 

What does óregionally threatenedô mean? The answer to that simple question is far from 

simple. So far as the ACT is concerned, the starting point is the word óextinctionô in 

successive versions of ACT conservation legislation. On the meaning of óextinctionô depend 

the related concepts of óendangeredô and óvulnerableô. A reasonable view is that in the 

absence of any indication to the contrary óextinctionô has its ordinary meaning: total or global 

extinction. The Paradise Parrot is extinct. The Regent Honeyeater is at risk of extinction. 

 

An earlier piece of ACT legislation, the Nature Conservation Act 1980, gave the Flora and 

Fauna Committee the task of setting criteria for determining whether species were at risk of 

extinction, that is whether they were óendangeredô or óvulnerableô for the purpose of the Act. 

The committee was to óhave regard only to factors relevant to é the conservation of a 

species é in relation to the Territory and the surrounding regionô. 

 

Although it was not necessary for it to do so, the committee, in instruments made in 1995 and 

2008, adopted a concept of órisk of regional extinctionô. The committee determined criteria 

that had regard to risk of extinction of a species óin the ACT regionô. In 2008 this was 

indicated to mean ï 

é the ACT and surrounding bioregions. Bioregions are not strictly defined but as a guide, 

the Revision of the Interim ï Biogeographic Regionalisation for Australia (IBRA) and 

Development of Version 5.0 ï Summary Report (Environment Australia. September 2000) 

recognises that the ACT falls within two bioregions ï the Australian Alps and South 

Eastern Highlands. 

 

It might be noted that the bioregions specified take in an area that includes the NSW and 

Victorian Alps and extends in a relatively narrow band more than 600km south-west to north-
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east to take in Orange and Bathurst. That area is much more than 10 times the area of the 

ACT.  

 

The criteria adopted were directed to órisk of premature extinction in the ACT regionô as 

demonstrated by, for example, severe reduction in population or distribution, within the 

region.      

 

Before amendments to the legislation in 2016, 11 bird species were determined to have 

threatened species status on the basis existing at the time, and these remain on the ACT 

threatened species list by reason of a transitional provision. As explained below, the future 

status of those species under the amended legislation is to be addressed in due course. 

 

The new system of assessment: the future direction   

In 2016 substantial amendments were made to the Nature Conservation Act 2014 to give 

effect to a cooperative national scheme. The basis of the new scheme is an intergovernmental 

memorandum of understanding (MOU) giving effect to something called óthe common 

assessment methodô (CAM). The scheme introduces a new approach for assessing extinction 

risk of species. A species might be assessed either at óthe national scaleô, having regard to the 

status of the species across Australia, or at óthe regional scaleô. The preferred approach is to 

assess at the national scale, with the Commonwealth having responsibility for species that 

occur across state/territory boundaries, unless otherwise agreed by the jurisdictions 

concerned. 

 

The ónational scaleô approach created an issue for some states/territories: 

For some Australian jurisdictions, the common assessment method is a substantial change 

from current practice. For example, in states and territories, species are often listed at the 

regional scale (only taking into account the occurrences within that jurisdiction) and may 

be listed using threat criteria and categories that differ from the IUCN categories. 

(Commonwealth Dept of Environment and Energy website. More about those IUCN 

categories appears below.) 

 

Unsurprisingly, the regional approach had led to different threat assessments for the one 

species in different jurisdictions (Attachment 1). 

 

Accordingly, the MOU allows a state/territory to list, as well as species listed as threatened at 

the national scale, other species that are of particular conservation significance to it óor other 

species of significanceô. (MOU: definition of óstate/territory threatened speciesô and para 

6.2). However, the ócommon assessment methodô is now to be used. Previously listed species 

are known as ólegacy speciesô and are to be ótransitionedô to a national or regional category 

established under the new scheme (CAM, Schedule 2). 

 

In the ACT in 2016, pursuant to the new scheme, criteria were determined for including a 

species in the óRegional Category of the Threatened Native Species Listô (reproduced in 

Attachment 2). These require that such a species occur, or have occurred or be suspected to 

occur, óin the ACT or surrounding bioregionsô. 

 

If that preliminary requirement is satisfied, it is then necessary to apply certain criteria 

advocated by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), an international 

body which has been an influential authority on conservation matters. 
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The IUCN is concerned mainly with the threat of global extinction of species, and publishes a 

famous óRed Listô of species so threatened. The IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria are 

concerned with risk of global extinction. They do not readily fit a concept of óregional 

extinctionô, hence the issuing of additional óregional guidelinesô by the IUCN (referred to 

here as óthe IUCN Guidelinesô). 

 

The IUCN Guidelines óstrongly discourageô their application in a small region in relation to a 

ówide-ranging taxonô. All the seven ACT-listed bird species not nationally threatened as 

presently assessed, especially the Glossy Black-Cockatoo, White-winged Triller and Little 

Eagle, seem to be in that ówide-ranging taxonô category. They are species that occur across a 

wide range, and individuals can range across large distances. Are such species appropriate for 

regional assessment at all? The IUCN Guidelines say that the proportion within the region of 

the total continental population is one matter that might be considered in deciding whether to 

undertake a regional assessment. Curiously, this might mean that an area with a low 

proportion of the continental population of species X by reason of range shrinkage might not 

be an appropriate region for a regional assessment of species X.  

 

If that obstacle is overcome, the population within the region is to be assessed, to arrive at a 

tentative assessment, as if it were a total population. In principle, that is roughly the approach 

that was followed under the former legislation. However, the IUCN Guidelines then call for a 

second step óto determine the final estimate of extinction risk within the regionô. 

 

For the seven bird species in question, which are all regional breeding species, the IUCN 

Guidelines require an inquiry into the likely immigration of breeding birds from outside the 

region. That inquiry might lead to a ódownlistingô from the tentative category (e.g. listing as 

ónear threatenedô of an otherwise óvulnerableô species) or an óuplistingô (e.g. if the regional 

population is a ódemographic sinkô). (A ósinkô is defined in the Guidelines as: óAn area where 

the local reproduction of a taxon is lower than local mortality. The term is normally used for 

a subpopulation experiencing immigration from a source where the local reproduction is 

higher than the local mortality.ô) 

 

A crucial question: What is óthe regionô in óregional assessmentô? 

On a broad reading, the ACT criteria can be regarded as leaving this open. Helpfully, the 

ACT administering agency has indicated that óthe ACT and surrounding bioregionsô was not 

intended, necessarily, to be óthe regionô for purposes of regional assessment. 

 

There is some reason to think that the agreed common assessment method intended that the 

relevant region would be the state or territory:  

states and territories can elect to assess the threat status of the species within their 

jurisdiction and list under a category of threat appropriate to the status of the species 

within that jurisdiction (CAM, Schedule 1, para 2.3(c)). 

 

However, when the IUCN Guidelines are considered the ACT by itself is a very small area. If 

it is permissible to select a larger area (but necessarily smaller than the total national range), 

there is a strong argument that to sensibly apply the IUCN Guidelines a separate selection of 

óregionô should be made for each species that needs to be regionally assessed.     

 

Take the Hooded Robin, for example. It is regarded as a declining species in and around the 

ACT. In assessing its regional status, it would be a reasonable approach to select a óregionô 
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across which the Hooded Robin was in a similar situation to its situation in the ACT (that is 

in a state of decline), rather than to include the ACT with distant areas where the Hooded 

Robin was abundant or with areas where there had never been Hooded Robins. If you are not 

constrained by a political boundary, and you decide to use a biological boundary, you can 

gather and analyse all your species data before making a final decision on the appropriate 

boundary. How the matter of óthe regionô will be approached will be influenced by the ACTôs 

policy objective in using a óregionally threatenedô concept ï and (in this example) by the 

óconservation significanceô for the ACT of the Hooded Robin. In any case, selection of óthe 

regionô will be an important step, possibly the decisive step, in the assessment or re-

assessment of possibly threatened species. 

 

One future possibility: a presently listed óvulnerableô bird species might be listed as 

óregionally conservation dependentô 

This new category should be mentioned. When we look at the concept of a óconservation 

dependent speciesô, the statutory framework seems even more complicated. I sympathise with 

those who had to create a workable system from ill-matched legislative elements. The two-

layered Australian federal system adds to the complexity.  

 

I shall not reproduce here the challenging text of the ACT óCriteria for Regionally 

Conservation Dependent Speciesô. In summary, for a currently listed bird species these 

appear to require that: (a) the species occurs in the ACT; (b) the species has been the subject 

of official, long-term conservation management; and (c) there be sufficient data for the 

species to be assessed as ónear threatenedô under the IUCN Guidelines referred to above. That 

last requirement raises, again, the issues about óregionô outlined above, and calls for the two-

stage assessment process under the IUCN Guidelines. 

 

I end this note with a caution about differences in use of language. In the ACT legislation a 

óthreatened native speciesô is a species listed in any category of the ACT threatened species 

list, which includes óconservation dependentô. The ónationally threatenedô categories for the 

purpose of the intergovernmental MOU also include óconservation dependentô, but with that 

term having a different meaning, one given in Commonwealth legislation. The IUCN 

instruments do not recognise a category of óconservation dependentô. The IUCN óthreatened 

categoriesô are ócritically endangeredô, óendangeredô and óvulnerableô. óNear threatenedô is an 

IUCN category, but not a threatened category, so probably not a óthreat categoryô as used in 

the ACT óregionally threatenedô criteria.       
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Attachment 1 

 

Species ACT NSW Commonwealth 

Regent Honeyeater E Critically endangered Critically endangered  

Hooded Robin V Vulnerable not listed 

Swift Parrot V Endangered Critically endangered 

Superb Parrot V Vulnerable Vulnerable 

Brown Treecreeper V Vulnerable not listed 

Painted Honeyeater V Vulnerable Vulnerable 

Varied Sittella V Vulnerable not listed 

White-winged Triller V not listed not listed 

Little Eagle V Vulnerable not listed 

Glossy Black-Cockatoo V V (only one population) not listed 

Scarlet Robin V Vulnerable not listed 

 

Attachment 2 

 

Nature Conservation (Threatened Native Species Eligibility) Criteria 2016, Schedule, 

paragraph 7. 

 

7 Criteria for Regionally Threatened Species 

To be recommended to be listed as threatened in the regional category of the list, a species (or 

a formally recognised variety of a species) that has occurred, is suspected to occur, or occurs 

in the ACT or surrounding bioregions must meet at least one of the IUCN criteria, assessed at 

the regional scale, modified if necessary in consideration of the IUCN (2012) Guidelines for 

Application of the IUCN Red List Criteria at Regional and National Levels 

(http://s3.amazonaws.com/iucnredlist-

newcms/staging/public/attachments/3101/reg_guidelines_en.pdf), for listing a species in any 

threat  category as listed in IUCN (2012). IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria: Version 

3.1. Second edition (http://www.iucnredlist.org/technical-documents/categories-and-criteria). 

Note: A species should not be listed in this category if it is eligible, or likely to be eligible for 

listing in the national category of the list. 

 

References 

Garnett S.T., Szabo J.K. and Dutson G. (2011) The Action Plan for Australian Birds 2010 

CSIRO Publishing, Collingwood. 

Legislation 

Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Commonwealth) 

Nature Conservation Act 1980 (ACT) (repealed) 

Nature Conservation Act 2014 (ACT) 

Nature Conservation (Criteria and Guidelines for Declaring Threatened Species and 

Communities) Determination 2008 

Nature Conservation (Threatened Native Species Eligibility) Criteria 2016 

Nature Conservation Threatened Native Species List 2016 (No 1) 

http://s3.amazonaws.com/iucnredlist-newcms/staging/public/attachments/3101/reg_guidelines_en.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/iucnredlist-newcms/staging/public/attachments/3101/reg_guidelines_en.pdf
http://www.iucnredlist.org/technical-documents/categories-and-criteria
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Websites 

Commonwealth government, with respect to the ócommon assessment methodô 

http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/cam 

http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/mou-cam 

ACT government 

https://www.environment.act.gov.au/cpr/review_of_the_nature_conservation_act 

Documents issued by International Union for Conservation of Nature (see also Attachment 2) 

Guidelines for Using the IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria; 

Available for download at:http://www.iucnredlist.org/technical-documents/red-list-

documents. 

Guidelines for Application of the IUCN Red List Criteria at Regional and National Levels. 

Available for download at http://www.iucnredlist.org/technical-documents/red-list-

training/red-list-guidance-docs.  

 

Accepted 27 April 2018 
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ARTICLES 
 

Canberra Bird Notes 43(2) (2018): 120-131 

 

ELEVEN HISTORIC BREEDING TERRITORIES OF ACT  

LITTLE EAGLES IS AN UNDERESTIMATE  -  

A REPLY TO OLSEN AND RAE (2017) 
 

JERRY OLSEN 

 

Institute for Applied Ecology, University of Canberra, ACT 2601, Australia 

Jerry.Olsen@canberra.edu.au 

 

 

Some remarks about context 

Olsen and Rae (2017) argue that it cannot be ascertained whether the breeding population of 

Little Eagles Hieraaetus morphnoides in the ACT has declined or not. Also in 2017 a number 

of actions were in place said to protect Little Eagles and promote understanding of Little 

Eagle biology in the ACT, for example, (i) a óLittle Eagle Protection Zoneô was in place to 

protect a nesting pair; (ii) nest cams set at Little Eagle nests would soon help us better 

understand ódiet and breeding timing and successô of these eagles; and (iii) researchers were 

going to satellite-tag more adult Little Eagles. Further it was claimed that there were probably 

more breeding pairs of Little Eagles in the ACT in 2017 than people realised (Canberra 

Times 11 October 2017; Mick Gentleman Media release September 2017).  

 

However, the breeding adults deserted the óProtection Zoneô nest in 2017, nest cams failed to 

produce viable data (pairs deserted), adult Little Eagles proved too difficult to capture, and 

few successful breeding pairs were found in the ACT in 2017. The argument has now shifted 

- the original 11 or 13 identified historic Little Eagle breeding territories in the ACT did not 

exist. This is a change from earlier published positions. Olsen and Rae ignored our repeated 

claim that these numbers were probably underestimates, for example, ó11 territories in the 

early 1990's (which in reality was probably closer to 20 territories)ô (Olsen et al. 2015, p. 

208). Many of these omissions, and claims, seemed to be aimed at diminishing the perceived 

harm caused by the destruction of Little Eagle breeding habitat in the ACT. 

 

To detect whether there has been a decline in Little Eagle breeding territories in the ACT you 

simply check historic territories for occupancy and breeding success (young fledged), even 

where data are incomplete or patchy. This method was pioneered by Ratcliffe with Peregrines 

Falco peregrinus in Britain (Ratcliffe 1993), with Golden Eagles Aquila chrysaetos in 

Scotland by Watson (2010), with Wedge-tailed Eagles Aquila audax in the ACT region by 

Fuentes et al. (2007), and with Little Eagles in the Armidale region by Debus and Ley 

(2009). ACT volunteers attempted to do this with Little Eagles in the ACT. 

 

Olsen and Rae (2017) avoid discussing this standard method (checking historic territories for 

occupancy and breeding success) and instead concentrate on terminology, especially óactive 

nestsô. Olsen and Rae seem to use three approaches: 

 

1. Searching 15 publications by Olsen and/or Debus for typographical errors, especially 

errors linked to the labelling of graphs. 
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2. Making claims unsubstantiated by evidence; ignoring the existing Little Eagle 

evidence; selectively ignoring parts of our publications. 

 

3. Arguing that all these publications by J. Olsen are óóirretrievably compromisedò then 

cherry-picking these same publications for evidence to support their own claims. 

 

What do we think is happening with Little Eagles in the ACT? 

After 2006, we started soliciting reports for breeding Little Eagles. Since then, pairs reported 

to us have tended to fledge a combined total of about two to four young each year in the 

ACT, from about two to four successful nests (fledged young) each year. Extra non-breeders 

were also found each year. All our surveys, in the 1990s, and after 2002, were underestimates 

because they were volunteer, part-time studies. A dedicated full-time study could most likely 

double that annual productivity figure to four to eight fledged young per year from four to 

eight successful nests. Successful breeding is the key (see ACT Government 2008). Still, we 

had a number of sites where we knew Little Eagles previously bred: Mt Mugga/OôMalley, 

Isaacôs Ridge/Mt Wanniassa, Kellyôs Swamp, Newline, Angle Crossing, Mt Ainslie, Mt 

Majura, Gungahlin Hill, Tidbinbilla-Tharwa Road, Tuggeranong Hill, near Dunlop, 

Ginninderra Falls, Molonglo River, Woodstock Reserve, Molonglo Gorge (near 

Queanbeyan), Mount Stromlo, Mt Pleasant, Black Mountain, Lionôs Youth Haven, Landôs 

End, Pegasus, Strathnairn Galleries, Lanyon. Many of these are now abandoned. 

 

The best baseline we have for successful breeding, and use of nests in the ACT before 2006 is 

Mallinson et al. (1990). They studied two adjacent pairs for 6 breeding seasons 1980-1985. 

Both pairs laid each year, except 1985 when one pair did not lay, so 11 of 12 (92%) nests 

were active (defined as laying eggs). They fledged, on average, 1.0 young per pair per year. 

The longest distance between nests assumed to be of the same pair (alternative nests) was 1.5 

km, but most alternative nests were closer. The closest that two different pairs nested together 

was 2 km apart. Olsen and Rae have ignored these data in favour of an imaginary Little Eagle 

biology with huge breeding territories. Though the Mallinson study is limited, it is hard data, 

and the best data we have for the ACT in the 1980s.  

 

Long-lived raptors such as Peregrines, Wedge-tailed Eagles and Little Eagles have 

characteristically stable breeding territories across years, as in the Mallinson study. So, again, 

a standard way to look at stability in raptor populations is to look at historic breeding sites. 

For example, Olsen and Olsen (1989) said that Peregrines on Burrinjuck Dam over a 12-year 

period óoccupied between 69 and 95% of the territories each yearô so óoccupancy of nest sites 

was high and stableô. These Peregrines remain stable to this day. When Esteban Fuentes and I 

searched historic Wedge-tailed Eagle sites in 2002-2005 we found similar stability, territories 

occupied nearly 40 years after Leopold and Wolf (1970) studied them in the same area in 

1964 (Fuentes et al. 2007). This stability held for ACT region Peregrines and Australian 

Hobbies Falco longipennis using the same breeding locations 11 years later (Olsen et al. 

2008) and seemed to hold for Brown Goshawks (unpublished data). But it did not hold for 

Little Eagles in the ACT (unlike Little Eagles in New England). Most historic Little Eagle 

breeding territories in the ACT were no longer successful breeding locations, including those 

from the Mallinson et al. (1990) study.  

 

We postulated reasons for this change (decrease) in Little Eagle breeding territories and 

tested these hypotheses each year as new information was gathered in the field. Initially 

Wedge-tailed Eagles were implicated, as was property development, then we wondered about 

the chemical Pindone, and at one point, because pairs would disappear and a pair would show 
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up some distance away, we wondered if they were moving long distances inside expanded 

territories. But this was a hypothesis to be tested. We did not know with certainty because 

these were unmarked birds. And after watching Little Eagles in 2015, 2016 and 2017, we no 

longer believed this was the case. Little Eagles, we believed, were not ranging large distances 

to alternative nest sites; they were ranging large distances because there were no breeding 

Little Eagles defending these spaces. For example, the adult satellite-tagged Strathnairn male 

ranged over the previous CSIRO Field Station nest site (Olsen et al. 2017) not because the 

CSIRO site was an alternative nest site for the Strathnairn pair, but because the CSIRO Little 

Eagle site was not used in 2015. In 2015, 2016, 2017 we never saw Little Eagles in conflict 

with other Little Eagles, only in conflict with corvids, Wedge-tailed Eagles or other birds. No 

territorial defence against other Little Eagles means these were home ranges, not breeding 

territories. 

 

We suspect that Little Eagle breeding territories and home ranges across the ACT have been 

severely degraded for some reason, turned into marginal habitat, and that the ACT has 

become a ósinkô (Olsen et al. 2013a). It is important to see these historic breeding sites as 

breeding territories or home ranges, not long-standing pairs. This means that certain pairs will 

remain on a territory for a certain number of years, then abandon it or die. Floaters will come 

in each year (Olsen et al. 2013a), and sometimes settle on a traditional territory because these 

areas still ólookô like Little Eagle habitat to a Little Eagle. But mostly the eagles will fail to 

successfully breed (fledge young) at these locations, because the habitat can no longer 

support a breeding effort. If this hypothesis is true, it means we will not see marked/radio-

tagged pairs of adults moving great distances, i.e. 7, 10 or 15 km to alternative nests (as 

Olsen and Rae imply). These are different birds popping up at sites, then abandoning sites, or 

one member of the pair moving and leaving his/her mate behind, or floaters moving in and 

trying out a new or historic site. An error that Olsen and Rae make is trying to use current 

patterns of ACT Little Eagle home range use, and breeding success, as an indicator of what 

Little Eagles did in the 1980s and 1990s, like considering Peregrine breeding patterns in post-

DDT 1960s Britain as normal, and assuming this pattern was a model for pre-DDT 

Peregrines in Britain in the 1940s. Ratcliffe (1993) saw the 1960s patterns with British 

Peregrines as atypical. Current breeding patterns for Little Eagles in the ACT are atypical. 

Look at the breeding parameters (success, distances between pairs) for Little Eagles near 

Armidale being studied by Debus and Ley (2009). They resemble the findings of Mallinson 

et al. (1990), and closely related species such as Booted Eagles Hieraaetus pennatus 

(Martínez et al. 2006). Current patterns in the ACT do not. 

 

Sue Trost and I watched 6 Little Eagle pairs in the ACT in 2017 (though we believed there 

were more) ï two pairs fledged one young each, four pairs failed. The two pairs in West 

Belconnen in 2016 (Strathnairn + Landôs End) were reduced to one failed pair in 2017. This 

is atypical for Little Eagles or closely related species. Successfully breeding Little Eagles 

have declined in the ACT. A full-time team working on Little Eagles should find more 

successfully breeding pairs (contrary to what Olsen and Rae claim), but we are guessing that 

productivity (young fledged) will remain abnormally low.   
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Looking at the claims in the Olsen and Rae (2017) article in more detail:  

1. (p. 245, 1
st
 para.

1
): óFollowing repeated scurrilous and misinformed allegations (most 

recently in Debus 2017, p. 83) relating to the ACT Scientific Committeeôs supposed órefusal 

to consider or recognise the Little Eagle (Hieraaetus morphnoides) as qualifying for 

Endangered status in the ACTô (p. 83),éô 
 

First, Debus said nothing about the ACT Scientific Committee or about P. Olsen. 

Debus said óé official refusal to consideréô, meaning government. Second, Olsen and 

Rae simply needed to explain, using evidence, why the Little Eagle in the ACT did not 

qualify for Endangered status, i.e. >50% decline in index of abundance in three 

generations. What are the numbers? They provide no science. 

 

2. (p. 245, 1
st
 para.): óéthe Little Eagleôs consideration by the ACT Scientific Committee is a 

matter of public record (ACT Government 2008).ô  
 

This determination is nine years old and it is unclear what has been decided since, and 

what the evidence is that a >50% decline has not occurred. Hence, Debusô comment. 

For example, in the past few years we have usually found two to four successful 

(fledging young) pairs in the ACT. Olsen and Rae need to show there were not five to 

ten successfully breeding pairs historically, signifying <50% decline. 

 

3. (p. 245, 2
nd

 para.): óédeterminations were made in part because of claims of a ócollapseô 

in the number of breeding pairs of the species in the ACT between the early 1990s and 2002 

and following years, made by Jerry Olsen and colleagues (Olsen and Fuentes 2005, Olsen and 

Osgood 2006, and subsequent reports in Canberra Bird Notes and elsewhere).ô 

 

First, Olsen and Fuentes (2005) recommended that Little Eagles be listed as Vulnerable 

in the ACT because of a decrease in breeding pairs of Little Eagles at historic 

territories, something we did not find in other species. Little Eagles differed from other 

ACT raptor species. Second, the nomination was taken to the Scientific Committee 

(Bounds 2008) and P. Olsen and J. Bounds used claims from Olsen and Fuentes (2005) 

and other publications for this determination, even though Olsen and Rae call these 

publications ñirretrievably compromisedò. If these publications are irretrievably 

comprised, P. Olsen should have rejected them in 2008. Third, Olsen, Rae, and 

associated researchers, should not use these same ñirretrievably compromisedò nest 

locations, breeding statistics, and theories about a decline, in any future publications to 

advance their claims. Note that Olsen and Rae are referring to breeding pairs, not failed 

breeding pairs. 

 

4. (p.246, 1
st
 para.): óHowever, both baseline publications have been interpreted 

inappropriately. Olsen (1992) did not conduct a survey of Little Eagles across the ACT; the 

focus of that study was the Peregrine Falcon.ô  

 

This is not accurate. First, Peregrines were a primary focus, but not the only focus of 

these surveys. We noted other species, many close to Peregrine nests, including Little 

Eagles, which were not difficult to find. In 1990-1992 I banded 98 raptors of 10 species 

                                                      
1
 Location (page number and paragraph) of the quotes from P. Olsen and S. Rae (2017) Canberra Bird 

Notes 42(3): 245-249. 
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(ABBBS data), including nestling Little Eagles in the ACT, and documented nests of 

many breeding raptors that were not banded. But I was only one person, so time was 

limited, and I could not find all Little Eagle nests in the ACT, or even most of them. 

Eleven was an underestimate. Second, Olsen and Rae seem to be saying that a general 

survey of nests of many raptor species will over-estimate the number of Little Eagle 

nests, and a more specialised study of one species, searching specifically for Little 

Eagles, or Peregrines, or Wedge-tailed Eagles, will find fewer breeding pairs. This 

makes no sense. There is no published evidence for this claim. Olsen and Rae need to 

cite references. The opposite is true. When we concentrated our search on one species 

in the ACT ï Peregrines, Little Eagles, Wedge-tailed Eagles, or Swamp Harriers Circus 

approximans ï we found more breeding pairs, more breeding pairs than we did in a 

general survey. So, we believe, numbers of breeding Little Eagles found in 1990-1992 

were an under-estimate. 

 

5. (p. 246, 1st. para.): óPresenting an aggregation of three years of activity obscures the fact 

that it is unlikely that each nest site was occupied by an active pair in each of the three years.ô 

 

First, these were not nests. These were clusters of nests on breeding territories. Second, 

most of these breeding Little Eagle nests were too far apart, 7, 10, 20 km apart, to be 

alternative nests. Third, we have a good baseline from Mallinson et al. (1990) that 

shows how far apart alternative Little Eagle nests should be (maximum 1.5 km, but 

usually closer), and how often territories (clusters of nests) were óactiveô (92% of the 

time). Olsen and Rae seem to want to use some imaginary Little Eagle theory from an 

imaginary study instead of the hard data we have. 

 

6. (p. 246, 1
st
 para.): óIt is well known that not every pair of Little Eagles breeds each year 

and that there can be alternative nest sites within an assumed (large) territory (e.g. Baker-

Gabb 1984; Mallinson et al. 1990; Debus and Ley 2009).ô  

 

First, what do they mean by óIt is well knownô? This is hardly an empirical statement. 

And what do they mean by óbreeds each yearô? Does this mean fledge young, lay eggs? 

They need to define terms clearly. Second, Olsen and Rae failed to carefully read the 

references they cited. None of these references says what Olsen and Rae claim. Baker-

Gabb showed they laid eggs every year. And Baker-Gabb said nothing about distance 

between alternative nests within a large territory. Neither does Mallinson et al. (1990), 

who showed that Little Eagles laid eggs in 11 of 12 nest attempts and that neighbouring 

pairs nested as close as 2 km apart. Alternative nests were a maximum of 1.5 km apart, 

but generally much closer. Debus and Ley studied Little Eagles in the New England 

Tablelands in habitat similar to the ACT and found neighbouring pairs about 2 to 5 km 

apart, and alternative nests inside territories 0.5 km apart, similar to that found by 

Mallinson et al., not 5 km apart. Olsen and Rae provide no evidence of marked Little 

Eagles using alternative nests 5 or 7 or 10 km apart inside large territories, and they 

should have noted that Debus and Ley said: óThere is increasing evidence of long-term 

fidelity of individual Little Eagles to nest-sites and breeding territories é although 

confirmation is required from banding and individual marking.ô (p. 90). Why did Olsen 

and Rae not mark adult Little Eagles in 2017 and generate evidence for their claim? 
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7. (p. 246, 1
st
 para.): óOlsen et al. 2013c, p. 197, even comment that pairs can use nests as far 

as 5 km apart in different years.ô  

 

First, as mentioned above, Olsen and Rae discredit these early studies, then cherry-pick 

the same studies as óevidenceô for their particular view. This practice of discrediting a 

study then using bits they like is a repeated pattern in their paper. Second, this is a 

misquotation. We said óA strange thing about Little Eagle pairs 2005-2012 is that 

alternative nests from year to year could be 5 km apart inside one home range.ô So, we 

found this strange (abnormal), and we considered this as one possible explanation for 

the abnormal behaviour we were seeing, not a conclusion. These eagles were not 

marked. Third, as mentioned above, we changed our view about these possible 

alternative nests in very large territories after watching ACT Little Eagles in 2015, 

2016, 2017. We believe that most Little Eagle territories are now degraded (marginal), 

and different Little Eagles will turn up in these historic territories, but most will fail to 

breed successfully.   

 

8. (p. 246, 2
nd

 para.): óFurther, all related publications that present these numbers in graphs 

show not 11 but 13 pairs in 1991 (e.g., Debus et al. 2013, Olsen et al. 2013a, c, Olsen 2014 p. 

145), which not only exaggerates the proposed reduction in numbers but is a 

misrepresentation of Taylor and COG (1992) both as to numbers and year. Taylor and COG 

(1992) was not a dedicated survey, it attempted to cover all bird species across the ACT and 

netted 13 Little Eagle breeding locations over several years from the late 1980s to 1990 or 

1991 (not just the year 1991 or early 1990s as claimed in Olsen and Fuentes 2005 and 

thereafter in Olsen and colleaguesô publications).ô  

 

First, as mentioned above, we believe that 13 or 11 historic breeding territories for the 

ACT is an underestimate, not an overestimate. Most territories found were too far apart 

to be alternative nests. And 13 pairs vs 11 pairs make no difference to its designation as 

Vulnerable. Second, it is completely false to claim that Taylor and COG (1992) netted 

13 Little Eagle territories from a survey of all bird species across the ACT over several 

years. If Olsen and Rae believe this, they should go to the original COG data and show 

how Taylor and COG derived 13 Little Eagle territories from this data, and where these 

territories were. McComas Taylor told us that these 13 territories were not derived 

solely from the COG (ACT Avifauna) Database. The database was supplemented with 

specific reports from expert observers. These reports were included on a map of 

territory locations (COG 1988) that was later referenced in Taylor and COG (1992, pp. 

7 and 222) as 13 Little Eagle territories. I was not contacted about this 1988 project, so 

the 13 territories identified in the COG report were not necessarily the same 11 

territories we identified, but there was some overlap in identified sites, such as Black 

Mountain, near the Tidbinbilla Tracking Station, Mt Wanniassa/Isaacôs Ridge, and 

others. However, we identified some breeding territories that COG (1988) did not, and 

COG identified some territories we did not. Third, Olsen and Fuentes (2005) did not 

say that Taylor and COG referred to Little Eagle territories in 1991 or early 1990s. This 

claim is false. 

 

9 (p. 246, 2
nd

 para.): óAggregation of nest locations over several years can lead to over 

counting of pairs. Thus, the Taylor and COG survey neither equates to 13 breeding pairs in 

each of those years from the late 1980s to 1991, nor is it comparable to a dedicated annual 

survey for the species.ô  
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First, they have misquoted Taylor and COG (1992) who referred to territories not nest 

locations. Taylor and COG (1992) also said about Little Eagles, óTheir territories are 

much smaller than those of the Wedge-tailed Eagleô, a statement omitted by Olsen and 

Rae. Second, as mentioned above, the Olsen and Rae claim that Taylor and COG netted 

13 territories from a general database is false. Many locations came from personal 

reports. Third, a dedicated survey of one species should generate more breeding pairs 

compared to a more general survey of all breeding raptors, not fewer. Olsen and Rae 

need to substantiate, with evidence, their claim that óAggregation of nest locations over 

several years can lead to over counting of pairsô. Where in the literature has this 

happened anywhere in the world with eagles? And note ï we are talking about breeding 

territories here, not just annual counts of Little Eagles seen in the ACT from a survey, 

eagles that could include floaters. 

 

10. (p. 246, 3
rd

 para.): óTerminology used in describing the breeding success needs to be 

consistent if it is to be reported and subsequently compared with later years or other studies, 

and ósuccessfulô should only be applied to pairs that have raised at least one chick to fledging 

(e.g., Steenhof et al. 2017).ô  

 

First, you cannot use the new terminology recommended by Steenhof et al. (2017) in a 

2006 or 2013 publication. Second, they need to look carefully at what Steenhof et al. 

said, for example, óWe recommend that a Golden Eagle nesting attempt be called 

successful if at least one young reaches 80% of the average actual fledging age éô (P. 

381) Third, Olsen and Rae discussed óactiveô nests in this 2017 publication and in some 

of their previous publications and do not mention that Steenhof et al. ócaution against 

use of the term óóactiveôô to describe a nest or nesting territory, because it is tainted 

with a history of inconsistent useô (p. 378). We have all done it. Rae (2009) notes in the 

methods section of a paper on Tawny Frogmouths Podargus strigoides óThe dates of 

breeding activity, between August and December, fitted those typical of southern 

Australia ô (p. 328) but nowhere defines what óbreeding activityô is (is it copulation, 

eggs, incubation, or young?). Rae further states on page 328, ó39 Tawny Frogmouth 

nesting attempts were recordedô but nowhere defines ónesting attemptô (is it nest 

building, eggs?). So, as Steenhof et al. state, these examples of loose terminology are 

easy to find.  

 

11. (p. 246, 3
rd

 para.): - óIf pairs were known to have had eggs or young, why was the 

outcome not followed up?ô  

 

More to the point, why did Olsen and Rae not follow it up? A repeated request we have 

made since 2005 (see Olsen et al. 2015) is that government ecologists should provide 

information about ACT Little Eagles. Part-time volunteers provided locations and 

assessments of breeding success for all reported Little Eagle breeding events 2002-

2016. Other researchers provided none to the public record. There was nothing to stop 

Canberra-based Olsen and Rae from searching for and reporting ACT Little Eagle nest 

site locations and breeding success, especially after Little Eagles were listed as 

Vulnerable in 2008. I cannot find a single contribution they made to the public record 

of Little Eagle nest locations or breeding success 2002-2016. I believe that P. Olsen 

may have Little Eagle band records lodged with the Australian Bird and Bat Banding 

Scheme, including from historic ACT sites shown in the COG (1988) report, but these 

banding records have been embargoed from other researchers. These need to be 

immediately released. 
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12. (p. 246, 3
rd

 para.): óThe same set of annual tallies are labelled óactive nestsô in Olsen and 

Osgood (2006, p. 179) and became ósuccessful nestsô in Olsen 2013c (p. 197); they cannot be 

both.ò  

 

Of course they can be both. Their comment makes no sense. It depends on what we are 

comparing these values to. 

 

13. (p.246, 4
th

 para.): There are numerous other discrepancies between their 

publications, for instance:ô  
 

Olsen and Rae then list ódiscrepanciesô but they do not point out that these refer to one 

discrepancy linked to a glitch in one Excel graph that was used in a number of different 

publications. They claim repeated errors, but these stem from the same Excel graph, or 

its derivative. Trying to characterize this as ónumerous other discrepanciesô is incorrect. 

 

14. (p. 247, 1
st
 dot point): óOlsen and Fuentes (2005, p. 143) state that there were óno 

successful Little Eagle nests in the ACT in 2005ô, whereas Olsen et al. (2013c, p. 197, and 

elsewhere) graph three ósuccessfulô nests and Olsen and Fuentes (2005, p. 143) and Olsen and 

Osgood (2006, p. 179) table only two óactiveô nests (a pair and a pair with eggs or young) for 

that year.ô 

 

First, they have misquoted us. Olsen and Fuentes said ówe found no successful Little 

Eagle nests é in the ACT in 2005ô.  We did our best to search for Little Eagles (and 11 

other raptor species), and this is what we found. This is different from óstate there were 

no successful Little Eagle nestsô and seems disingenuous. And again they have referred 

to the same problem publication Olsen et al. (2013c), a graph we used a few times. The 

text was correct. 

 

15. (p. 247, 3
rd

 dot point): óIn 2007, there were no óactive nestsô (this time defined as having 

at least one egg or young) among the 11 original pairs, according to the table in Olsen et al. 

2008 (p. 79), and the survey group ófailed to confirm nesting in 11 1992 territoriesô (p. 80), so 

the three new nests reported must have been in territories elsewhere in the ACT and could 

have been overlooked in previous surveys. If the authors had been consistent, they should 

have added the three to the total, raising the baseline to 14 pairs in future publications, but 

they did not.ô 

 

This is bizarre. Of course some nests were overlooked in previous surveys. It was a 

group of part-time volunteers. Olsen and Rae were arguing earlier that we had 

overestimated breeding pairs, now they are arguing that we should increase the number 

to 14 because we are underestimating previous pairs. On one point we agree:  these 

earlier estimates of 11 pairs or 13 pairs were underestimates. 

 

16. (p. 247, 1
st
 para.): óNot least, despite the implied comprehensiveness in their 

publications, particularly when Taylor and COG are used as the baseline, Olsen and 

colleagues did not survey the whole ACT. Indeed, in 2008 they started óa new survey [to] 

find all possible Little Eagle territories in the ACTô (Olsen et al. 2009, p. 81).ô  

 

As mentioned above, the COG (1988) survey (later cited in Taylor and COG 1992) and 

the J. Olsen surveys 1990-1992 did attempt to survey the whole ACT, as best as one 

person (J. Olsen) or a group of volunteers could. The ónewô survey was a different 
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survey, an attempt to refute (falsify) our initial hypothesis that Little Eagles were 

declining by using three groups of volunteers drawn from ACT Parks and 

Conservation, University of Canberra, and the Canberra Ornithologists Group to 

intensively search for successful Little Eagle breeding territories. As we hoped, this 

ónewô survey did find territories missed in earlier surveys, at Dunlop, Pegasus, 

Strathnairn, Lionôs Youth Haven, and elsewhere. That was its purpose. These territories 

were unlikely to be alternative nests of historic sites. But the ónewô survey showed that 

many historic sites from the 1980s and 1990s remained abandoned. Keep in mind that 

the original concern raised in the Olsen and Rae paper about Little Eagles qualifying 

for Endangered status (>50% decline in index of abundance in three generations) in the 

ACT after our group located only two successfully breeding pairs in 2017 means that 

either a) Olsen and Rae knew of more than two successfully breeding pairs in the ACT 

in 2017 and did not report this in 2017, or b) Olsen and Rae do not accept that there 

were five to ten successfully breeding pairs of Little Eagles in the ACT in the 1980s 

and 1990s (assuming that we use successfully breeding pairs, not floaters or failed 

breeders, as that index).  

 

17. (p. 247, 1
st
 para.): óMoreover, at least one of the 11 nests documented in 1992 was not in 

the ACT (Olsen and Fuentes 2005, etc.).ô  

 

This statement is false. Nowhere in Olsen and Fuentes (2005) do we say that one of 

these nests was outside the ACT. 

 

Conclusions 

1.  The Olsen and Rae article contains false, unreferenced claims, inaccuracies, and no 

science. Conservation science is about making predictions (Charles Krebs personal 

communication). We made predictions in our earlier publications. Olsen and Rae have 

made none. 

2.  The story that the 13 territories were ónettedô from annual COG surveys is just that ï a 

story. The 13 territories came from a COG (1988) report where órecords have been 

supplemented with the personal observations of a number of other observers who have 

specialist expertise in the fieldô (p. 5) and the report included a map marked with 

territories and nest sites, for example, the breeding territory near the Tidbinbilla Tracking 

Station contributed by Tony Ross.  

3.  I can find no records of ACT Little Eagle nest locations contributed by Olsen and Rae to 

our public knowledge. Instead they have (a) used the nest location and breeding 

information contributed by a number of volunteers such as Con Boekel, Peter Christian, 

Roger Curnow, Geoffrey Dabb, Chris Davey Steve Holliday, Michal Lenz, J. Olsen and 

others, without acknowledging their work; (b) criticised the work of others while failing 

to add new successful breeding locations to these volunteer surveys. 

4. Money and experienced personnel are now available. They should survey the entire ACT 

and colour-mark all adults. Why the funded group failed to mark all of the adults in 2017 

is a mystery. We have demonstrated how adult Little Eagles can be colour-marked and 

radio-tagged (see Olsen and Trost 2017). Failure to mark adults means that speculations 

about adults moving long distances to alternative nests are invalid. 
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Testable claims 

This discussion generates clear, testable claims: 

1. The 13 territories in Taylor and COG (1992) came from database analysis of COG data 

(P. Olsen & Rae) versus the 13 territories in Taylor and COG (1992) came from the COG 

(1988) report which included territories identified by observers and experts. These were 

marked on a map. 

2. General surveys of breeding raptors will overestimate the number of a species (P. Olsen 

and Rae) versus specific surveys targeting one species, such as Peregrines or Little 

Eagles, will net more breeding pairs than will a general survey. A team working full-time 

on Little Eagles will find more pairs, but eagle productivity will remain low. 

3. Alternative nests inside Little Eagle territories will be 5, 7, 10 km apart (P. Olsen & Rae) 

versus alternative nests inside Little Eagle territories will be <5 km apart. 

4. óthere is no way to know how many breeding pairs of Little Eagles in the ACT historically 

(in the 1980s-1990s), or since 2002ô (P. Olsen and Rae) versus we can use the 11 

territories identified by J. Olsen + the 13 territories identified on the COG (1988) map + 

several new breeding pairs found since 2002 (16 years ago, so historic) to estimate 

historic breeding numbers of Little Eagles in the ACT. 

 

Closing Remarks:  

1. We are guessing that these degraded territories will continue to attract Little Eagles at low 

levels, but most historic territories/home ranges will not become breeding territories 

(fledge young). So, marked Little Eagle pairs (as opposed to individuals) will seldom if 

ever move between widely separated nests across expanded territories/home ranges. 

Researchers will continue to draw invalid conclusions from un-marked Little Eagles, and 

describe these new, low, breeding rates as ónormalô (Sue Trost and I observed only 2 

successful (fledging young) pairs out of six, i.e. 0.33 fledged young/pair). 

2. While some researchers will deride these earlier publications, they nevertheless use them 

as a main source of data, to find breeding pairs, document previous breeding locations 

and success, and describe trends. 

3. The new óLittle Eagle research teamô has so far failed to add new breeding locations to 

the public record, and seems to attempt to block volunteer researchers from collecting 

data at Little Eagle breeding sites that they, the volunteer researchers, first discovered. 

Further, they will count failed breeders as breeders. 

4. If Little Eagles are lost as a breeding species in the ACT there will be an argument along 

the lines of ï óThis does not matter for a geographically small place such as the ACTô 

(about 2,358 km
2
). Though government policy will have failed the Little Eagle in the 

ACT, the implication will be ï óThis is of little consequence. You can always go see 

breeding Little Eagles in NSW, or another state or territoryô. 

 

We will continue to monitor some breeding pairs in 2018, and continue to correct errors in 

the published literature. 
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AN INCONVENIENT EAGLE  
 

GEOFFREY DABB 

 

24 Brockman Street, Narrabundah, ACT 2604, Australia 

gdabb@iinet.net.au 

 

A short article in Canberra Bird Notes (CBN 42 (2017): 245-249) by Penny Olsen and Stuart 

Rae (óPOSR articleô) concludes óthere is no evidence for the proposed ñcollapseò in breeding 

numbers of Little Eagles in the ACTô. The article was critical of a number of earlier 

published articles about the Little Eagle (Hieraaetus morphnoides), including a series in 

Canberra Bird Notes from 2007 to 2017 where I was a co-author. The CBN editor has offered 

me an opportunity to reply. 

 

Stephen Debus and Jerry Olsen are also responding to the POSR article. To avoid duplication 

I shall not go over the same ground. It seems to me that more than the claimed flaws in the 

earlier articles would need to be put forward if the evidence on the record about species 

decline is to be seriously questioned. I refer to the evidence advanced by COG in 2008, and 

the evidence cited by the ACT Fauna and Flora Committee in its recommendation on 

threatened species status. No evidence? A spelling error in a death certificate does not mean 

there is no evidence the subject is dead. 

 

Instead, I shall take this opportunity to place some other relevant matters on the record. 

 

Personal observations of local disappearance of nesting Little Eagles 

The COG nomination (see COG 2007) summarised examples of local disappearance. At the 

risk of some repetition, but with more detail presented now, the following are some of my 

own observations of disappearance. 

 

In 1995 a Little Eagle nest (bird sitting) was at the top of a Yellow Box in the óNewline 

woodlandô near Pialligo Avenue. Despite many visits in subsequent years to that paddock, 

and to the whole series of former stock-holding paddocks south to the Molonglo River, no 

nesting Little Eagles have been found there since 1995. That area has been regularly 

traversed in the course of the COG woodland monitoring surveys, with no reports of nesting 

Little Eagles. 

 

In 1998, by arrangement with Environment ACT, COG began a program of quarterly surveys 

of areas of box-gum woodland in the ACT. I took responsibility for woodland in an area 

designated óSymonstonô, which extended from Hindmarsh Drive south to Long Gully Road. 

Within that general area two pairs of Little Eagles had been studied over six breeding seasons 

(see Mallinson et al 1990). Within one of my survey sites a pair of Little Eagles (dark morph 

female, pale male) nested in 2003, raising one young. Within 12 months that site was 

removed from the woodland survey, being disturbed by the East OôMalley housing 

development. In 2004 a Little Eagle was seen at a nest on the northern slope of Mount 

Mugga, but that nesting did not proceed. Since then, despite regular visits, no Little Eagle 

nesting has been found in that expanse of woodland, including the former Callum Brae lease 
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and the Wanniassa Hills woodland south of Hindmarsh Drive. However, there have been 

several nests of Wedge-tailed Eagles in that area. 

 

In 2006 I kept under observation a Little Eagle at a nest in a Radiata Pine near the office of 

the Fyshwick sewage works (óFSPô nest mentioned in Olsen and Osgood (2006)). The 

following year a pair of Little Eagles (dark female, pale male) used that nest, raising one 

young. The following year (2008) the (presumed same) female sat on the nest for several 

weeks but no young emerged. At that time, I suspected Pindone ingestion from rabbit prey as 

a possible cause of the failure, because Pindone had been extensively used at the nearby 

Jerrabomberra Wetlands. As a result, I raised the matter of Pindone use with ACT authorities. 

Since then, while Little Eagles have been frequently seen hunting around the wetlands, no 

nesting in that location has been reported. The tree in question has been removed, along with 

the rest of the small row. 

 

Annual nest monitoring since 2007 

An Action Plan for the Little Eagle (Action Plan No.35) was developed by the Conservator of 

Flora and Fauna, following the determination that it was a threatened species. That plan 

referred to óa long-term program of raptor survey and monitoring in the ACT and region 

undertaken by community-based naturalists (including Canberra Ornithologists Group and 

the University of Canberra)ô. 

 

The Action Plan went on:  

óIt is desirable that these programs continue and that they include survey and monitoring 

of active nests, which can provide information on numbers of breeding pairs and their 

breeding success.ô 

 

The corresponding recommended action was:  

óParticipate in and support survey, monitoring and research by tertiary institutions; support 

involvement by community-based organisations to é monitor the breeding success of the 

Little Eagleô. 

 

The Action Plan also stated: 

óbreeding success is likely to be a key indicator of the Little Eagleôs statusô. 

 

I was not involved in organised Little Eagle nest survey work before 2006, apart from 

involvement in the COG woodland project. 

 

However, from 2007 I participated in a Little Eagle project organised by Jerry Olsen. My 

main reason for taking part was the observed disappearance of nesting Little Eagles from 

south Canberra. My role each nesting season was to seek information from local 

birdwatchers, including through the COG email discussion list (óchatlineô), about signs of 

breeding activity within the ACT. I also investigated old nest sites and followed up reports. 

The aim was to record successful Little Eagle nests in the ACT.   

 

Responses through the chatline led to the first reporting of nests west of Macgregor (Roger 

Curnow), at Pegasus riding school (Steve Holliday), Strathnairn (Peter Christian), on the 

north side of Black Mountain (Con Boekel), and Campbell Park (Michael Lenz). 
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The results of the annual monitoring were published in Canberra Bird Notes.  

 

 

The following table, limited to nests in the ACT, gives a summary.  

  

Year CBN ref Successful 

nests 

COG ABR reports for year incl AOI 

2007 33 (2) 3 80  (60 probably same pair, at L14) 

2008 34 (2) 4 49  (more than half at L14) 

2009 35 (2) 3 65  (half from L14) 

2010 36 (3) 2 67 (half from L14) 

2011 37 (2) 1 71 (widespread cells, hotspot L14) 

2012 38 (3) 2 100  

2013 n/a 2 94 (32 widespread cells) 

2014 40 (3) 3 170 (40 widespread cells) 

2015 42 (2) 1 213 (r/r 1.8% - cf. 30 y/a 2.7%) 

2016 42 (2) 2  

 

So far as I know, there was no record of an unsuccessful nest after egg-laying apart from the 

FSP nest in 2008. However there were many examples of preliminary or possible breeding 

behaviour that did not qualify for the above table as a ósuccessful nestô, for example: 2011 - 

pair inspecting nests Mount Ainslie; 2012 - pair at McQuoidôs Hill; 2015 - male at 

Strathnairn nest, no eggs, male banded, radio-tagged; 2016 - pair at Lands End near nest, no 

eggs; 2015, 2016 - individuals repeatedly reported at Mount Stromlo/Rivett.  

 

The table indicates the number of Little Eagle records in the COG annual reports (ABRs) for 

each corresponding year. This is to enable the results of different reporting processes to be 

compared. The results are consistent with one another. Many ABR records will be of a single 

individual at one location. Some might be of two birds at the one time. The ABR summaries 

relate to the whole COG óarea of interestô. There are reasons for the increasing level of 

reporting (see the ABRs for some of these). With use of eBird as a personal recording system 

by many observers in the ACT, the reporting of all bird species, including Little Eagles, has 

increased enormously. 

 

2017: an extraordinary year for the ACTôs Little Eagles  

In October 2015, for a project conducted by a team at University of Canberra, Jerry Olsen 

attached a tracking pack to the male of the Strathnairn pair (called here óLEmXô). The results 

of that project are reported elsewhere. The Strathnairn pair raised one young in 2016. After 

that, LEmX made a remarkable journey north to Daly Waters in the Northern Territory. It 

was reported back at Strathnairn in August 2017, being first seen by Roger Curnow. 

 

Strathnairn is one of a number of Little Eagle nest sites in what might be called óouter west 

Belconnenô, an area extending to the west from the presently built suburbs. Most of those 

sites are on land proposed or likely to be proposed for housing development. Some sites are 

in reserves near the Murrumbidgee River. It has been known for many years that the area is 

an important one for Little Eagles. In a report on the southern part, for the ACT Planning and 

Land Authority in 2006, Stephen Debus indicated 3 Little Eagle nesting/foraging areas. One 

area was around the Molonglo/Murrumbidgee confluence.  
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In May 2017 a message was posted to the COG chatline by ACT government officials about 

óa coalition of researchers and developersô formed to obtain information to óassist 

conservation of the eagles in the ACT and beyondô. That coalition is called here óthe 

researcher-developer coalitionô. The message asked for information about sightings of Little 

Eagles. 

 

On 11 August 2017 I reported to the COG chatline the return of LEmX. I took the 

opportunity to renew my annual request for information about possible nesting pairs. I 

suggested such information could be sent either to me or to the researcher-developer 

coalition, in the expectation that óall nesting data will be pooled in the endô.  

 

Planning for development of outer west Belconnen has been going on over many years, and 

for the Strathnairn precinct since at least 2013. A development application for óStrathnairnô 

was made in March 2017. Approval of the application was challenged by the Ginninderra 

Falls Association in September 2017, on the ground among others that insufficient provision 

had been made for protection of Little Eagle nests and foraging habitat. The developer is a 

joint venture between a commercial business and the ACT government.  

 

In the 2017 season, Little Eagles in the ACT found themselves the subject of attention from 

two groups, the earlier (Action Plan endorsed) group referred to above and the researcher-

developer coalition. Only the latter had access to the development sites in west Belconnen in 

2017. 

 

The Canberra Times on 11 October 2017 reported statements on Little Eagle occurrence by 

óthe resource recovery managerô for the joint venture, evidently a participant in the 

researcher-developer coalition. One statement was:  

óThe more weôve looked, the more of these pairs of little eagles weôve found. They were 

talking about there only being one or two left. Well, weôve already found five definite 

pairs breeding in the ACT.ô 

 

That statement, and other events since then, including the POSR article, seem to me to raise 

reasonable concerns whether the purpose of the researcher-developer coalition is to óassist 

conservation of the eagles in the ACT and beyondô - or to establish that there is no need for 

conservation measures. Perhaps I shall be reassured by future events, but one might wonder 

about the timing of the entry into the field of the researcher-developer coalition, given that 

vulnerable species status was recommended in 2007.  

 

The earlier long-running project was directed mainly to finding and reporting, each season, 

successful nests of Little Eagles in the ACT. Clearly, the researcher-developer coalition is of 

broader scope.  

 

Against that background, in continuation of the annual summaries in the CBN series, I set out 

what I knew of the 2017 season before the Stuart Rae report in Gang-gang (Rae (2018).  

 

Before the expected seasonal nesting activity the researcher-developer coalition placed 

elaborate video camera structures at the Strathnairn and Campbell Park nest trees, both of 

which had been successful in 2016. Video was streamed of two eagles copulating at the 

Strathnairn nest, one being a dark morph male, not LEmX. That nest was abandoned before 

egg-laying. 
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There was no nesting at the Campbell 

Park nest with the video camera. The 

presumed pair that had used that nest in 

2016 moved to a different nest, where 

the pair raised one young to fledging. 

That presumed pair is of some interest 

because their site is near suburbs, and 

it has been monitored since 2012, with 

successful nests in each year. (See 

diagram.) 

 

It is not known whether the video 

equipment caused abandonment of the 

two nests. The Campbell Park nest had 

been used from 2014 and the 

Strathnairn nest from at least 2012.  

 

 

Little Eagle nest tree of the 

Campbell Park pair used 2014-2016, 

showing the equipment attached to 

the tree in 2017. The camera itself is 

mounted near the former nest 

(Geoffrey Dabb). 

 

 

Diagram showing nests of Campbell Park pair, with distances between nests used 

sequentially 2012-2017. 
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Jerry Olsen and Susan Trost rediscovered a nest of a south-Black-Mountain pair on 4 Oct 

2017, and collected prey remains and pellets at that site. That pair raised one young, the 

fledgling being seen to be colour-banded and fitted with a tracking aerial. 

 

In 2017 there was an unusual cluster of Little Eagle eBird reports from the Australian 

National Botanic Gardens, Ryu Callaway reporting two birds. This is some evidence that the 

resumption of that breeding territory had not occurred in the immediately preceding years, 

although some reports had suggested possible activity around ANBG in 2016. 

 

As in some previous years, possible pairs were reported from the woodland and pine forest 

east of the suburb of Gilmore, and the Mount Stromlo/Bibaringa area, but no nests were 

located.  

 

The Stuart Rae summary and some final comments 

I refer here to Stuart Raeôs brief report on the 2017/2018 season on behalf of the researcher-

developer coalition (Rae (2018). The exceptional efforts now being made to find pairs of 

Little Eagles are to be welcomed, assuming they are for their stated purpose. The nine nesting 

pairs recorded is an impressive total, which has included some previously undetected nesting 

activity. As the resources recovery manager has said, the more you look the more you find. 

However, ominously, the increased survey effort netted only 3 successful nests, the same 

number as found in 2014, and one less than in 2008. It seems there was no successful nesting 

at the outer west Belconnen sites, a failure not recorded in any year in the period 2007-2016. 

Clearly much analysis and evaluation lies ahead. The relationship between ónesting pairsô and 

ósuccessful nestsô is likely to be a significant issue. Another question is: How many Little 

Eagle nests were there in the ACT in those earlier years, say before the year 2000?  

 

This brings us back to the POSR article referred to in the first paragraph of this note. The 

Stuart Rae summary makes clear that the authors of the POSR article are participants in the 

researcher-developer coalition. Does this foreshadow that future analysis and evaluation will 

disregard the work in that earlier period of Jerry Olsen and McComas Taylor and others? If 

so, it is very likely the findings of the researcher-developer coalition will be contested. That 

would create an unhappy situation if, while controversy persisted, those findings were then 

used to determine what protective measures in the ACT were needed for the Little Eagle (if 

any). An inconvenient eagle indeed.  
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A paper criticising publications by Jerry Olsen and/or myself on the Little Eagle Hieraaetus 

morphnoides in the ACT (Olsen and Rae 2017) contains some inaccuracies. The opening 

paragraph of that paper contains a misinterpretation and misrepresentation of what I said 

about the eagleôs conservation status. In an article (Anon. 2012) and book (Debus 2017, p. 

83) I was in no way denying that the ACT Scientific Committee had assessed and listed the 

eagle as Vulnerable in 2008. Further, in the book (p. 69) I explicitly stated that the eagle is 

ólisted as Vulnerableé in the ACTô. My comment on p. 83 related to the official response to 

later recommendations by Jerry Olsen and colleagues (including myself) to uplist the eagle 

from Vulnerable to Endangered, but I did not criticise the Scientific Committee. This is self-

evident in the Boobook article (Anon. 2012), paraphrased in my book (Debus 2017), the 

former having said among other things: 

 

óRegarding the Flora & Fauna Committee consideration of our proposed Little Eagle 

uplisting from vulnerable to endangered in the ACT, certain person(s) are determined to 

block it by arguing that: 

¶ the dots on the 1992 map in the Debus et al. paper are different nests in different 

years (apparently because the original 2005 CBN paper said 1988ï1992); 

¶ there is no matching regional [NSW] decline [in fact there is, in south-eastern NSW, 

if rather less severe, i.e. 50% drop in atlas reporting rate in 30 years].ô 

 

This statement was a relay of information from a trusted source (with my own comments in 

square brackets), and I took the óblockingô of the recommendation to have happened at 

ócommunity meetingsô before it got as far as being formally before the Committee. I do not 

know who the ócertain person(s)ô were or what official position they held, but my comments 

in the article and book implicitly refer to post-2008 events arising from articles in Canberra 

Bird Notes and Corella circa 2010 to 2013, expressing concern about the eagleôs apparent 

decline. 

 

The mismatch of COG Atlas sighting data and known breeding pairs of Little Eagles in the 

ACT at the time (2013) may relate partly to the fact that there may have been more pairs 

present than a small volunteer team could find, and atlas sightings reflected a somewhat 

higher breeding population of eagles than was realised (as well as perhaps some false 

positives based on misidentifications of other raptor species). We need the results of the 2017 

Olsen-Rae and developer-funded survey(s) to know a more accurate current population size. 

Nevertheless, for argumentôs sake if there are or were say between six and nine breeding 

pairs and not the two to four reported over the last few years, this is still a 30% decline since 

the historical minimum of 13 territories (which decline is the IUCN threshold for 

Vulnerable). In that same article (Anon. 2012) I quoted a knowledgeable source (probably the 

most reliable at the time) as saying that the historical estimate (11ï13 pairs or territories) was 

conservative, and that there were probably twice as many. Olsen et al. (2015) estimated that 
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in the early 1990s there were probably closer to 20 territories. Although the historical 

baseline is uncertain beyond being probably more than 11ï13 territories and perhaps about 

20, a significant decline seems certain in view of the documented abandonment of some 

historical territories that are now under suburbia (see recent papers in CBN by Jerry Olsen 

and colleagues). The ACT is a microcosm of the wider state of affairs in New South Wales, 

and the situation in the ACT must be seen in the light of the ~70% decline in atlas reporting 

rate for the Little Eagle in NSW between 1986 and 2006 (Cooper et al. 2014). Garnett et al. 

(2011 and supporting data) estimated a generation time of 18 years for the Wedge-tailed 

Eagle Aquila audax and Little Eagle. Realistically, Little Eagle generation time may be closer 

to 10ï12 years as estimated for similar-sized raptors, but even so, a ~70% decline in atlas 

reporting rate over 20 years gives a calculated >50% decline in index of abundance in three 

generations, which meets IUCN criteria for Endangered in NSW. 

 

The aforementioned inaccurate charge, concerning the ACT Scientific Committee and Little 

Eagleôs listing as Vulnerable, also occupies a lengthy paragraph in a review of the eagle book 

by P. Olsen (2017). The true situation invalidates much of what Olsen says in the relevant 

and misleading paragraph of her review, particularly her attack on my understanding and 

interpretation of, and veracity about, the 2008 listing process for the eagleôs Vulnerable 

status. That misunderstanding, and consequently misplaced sense of aggrievement, has 

coloured the tone of her review. 
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Book reviews are rather personal and subjective reactions, and I am of course in favour of 

scientific debate and critical review. However, an explanatory response is warranted because 

Veerman (2017) seems to have missed some of the points made in the preface, introduction 

and epilogue to my book (Debus 2017), about the rationale for many of the matters with 

which he takes issue. 

 

Veermanôs first major objection is the title and the species covered. These were explained at 

the start of the book, and the scene for the Australian content was set in my raptor field guide 

(Debus 2012), which identified several groups requiring research and conservation attention: 

sensitive species (eagles), arid-zone endemics and endemic bird-hunters. These groups are all 

represented in the eagle book, whose stated aim was to highlight these iconic or endemic 

species. I said why I thought the Black-breasted Buzzard and Red Goshawk sufficiently 

eagle-like, and that the Square-tailed Kite was included on request, and added that, with its 

large wingspan, it is sometimes confused with eagles. There is also much more new 

information on the six Australian species covered than on any of the kites or harriers etc. that 

Veerman felt could have been included. And besides, significant post-HANZAB information 

on all the others was referenced in the field guide (up to 2012, anyway, and there has been 

litt le on most of them since). 

 

As explained, the New GuineaïSolomons eagles were included for completeness and other 

stated reasons; an eagle-like confusee (Long-tailed Buzzard) was excluded for lack of new 

information; and Wallacean eagles were excluded for lack of new information, marginal 

occurrence of some even in Wallacea, and their Asian rather than Australian affinities. One 

could also point out that New Guinea and Australia were once joined, and there are no extant 

eagles in Oceania or New Zealand. Australasia is a recognised biogeographical region that 

excludes Asia west of Wallaceôs Line, the corresponding region being the Oriental. For 

Wallacean and Asian species there is HBW Alive online and the Global Raptor Information 

Network www.globalraptors.org, to the extent that those species accounts have been revised 

since recent global treatises. 

 

A suggestion to include the Osprey had been considered, but declined on account of other 

recent reviews (including a monograph) and lack of personal field study (a criterion for the 

other Australian species), but it is also a piscivore in a separate family. I said why the 

Australian kites formerly mis-named óeaglesô were excluded, but in any case the problems of 

identification with respect to the Little Eagle are covered in the field guide (and indeed 

summarised in the eagle book ï hardly ódismissedô!). I would not trust Google to present an 

accurate definition of óeagleô or óeagle-likeô (it should be restricted to the Accipitridae, for a 

start), or to correctly identify all its raptor (or indeed bird) images. 

 

mailto:sdebus@une.edu.au
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The other main area is taxonomic treatment and discussion. The taxonomy was explained in 

laypersonôs terms and referenced in the bibliography. And of course the Osprey was treated 

as a single global species Pandion haliaetus, because it has reverted to that status in the latest 

BirdLife Australia working checklist (available online), and also because a recent DNA paper 

has so demonstrated (Monti et al. 2015, also available free online). 

 

Other comments touched on my sources of information. Unfortunately the Papua New 

Guinea Bird Societyôs journal Muruk is long defunct, but I did consult regional experts (as is 

self-evident in the book). I used to trawl Birding-Aus for useful information on raptors (often 

reprinted in Boobook), and have in the past tried requests, to little result, as birding chatlines 

seem now to be full of what the twitchers are doing and seeing, not what the birds are doing 

(nevertheless, I do say on p. xxi that I used online posts). 

 

The eagle book is explicitly post-HANZAB, but some of the ómissingô earlier basic 

information is nevertheless in the field guide, e.g. Black-breasted Buzzard using stones to 

break eggs. As the eagle book was deliberately illustrated by photos (and yes, Melanesian 

species sourced by contacting owners of online images), paintings of Melanesian species to 

HANZAB standard and format were unlikely to be available within the timeframe. 

 

óDecimationô means óreduced to one tenthô, and was deliberately used in reference to the 

initial 90% kill of rabbits by the calicivirus. The index was compiled following instructions 

and was meant to be a guide to significant matters in the species accounts; those overseas 

eagles not listed are discussed in the introduction in a specific context, where they are easily 

found. The rationale for the layout of the bibliography was explained: books cited under 

multiple species accounts are (for brevity) under óBooksô; those cited in only one species 

account are listed under that speciesô name (simple!). Finally, the publishing schedule meant 

that the Little Eagle migration story came too late to be included. 

 

Some of the points made above could also apply to the review by P. Olsen (2017), concerning 

attention to the rationale in the bookôs preface and introduction. For instance, Olsen says 

óOpening the book randomlyéô, and proceeds to say óUnder ñField identificationò for the 

[Wedge-tailed Eagle] we are told that an ongoing problem is that juvenile White-bellied Sea-

Eagles are mistakenly identified as Wedge-tailed Eaglesé, but it would have been more 

instructive to add that the Wedge-tailed Eagles have feathered legs, sea-eaglesô are bare, etc.ô. 

Well, under óField identificationô for the Sea-Eagle we find óThe salient identification points 

(versus the Wedge-tailed Eagle) are the Sea-Eagleôs bare tarsiéô 

 

These and some other matters, including some raised by P. Olsen (2017), could be resolved 

by having HANZAB in modular format to which subsequent research could be added as soon 

as published, and HANZAB being made available online, as has been mooted. 
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Abstract: Observations of the breeding of the Grey Butcherbird (Cracticus torquatus) made 

over three seasons (2015-2017) in Chapman and Rivett are described. This includes a very 

rarely documented occurrence of a successful double brood, the presence of immature 

helpers at the nest, as well as notes on the begging calls made by both adults and fledglings 

during breeding. The timing of the breeding cycle with that known for the ACT is also 

compared. 

 

1. Introduction 

The Grey Butcherbird (Cracticus torquatus) is an increasingly common species in suburban 

Canberra. The 2015-2016 Annual Bird Report (Canberra Ornithologists Group 2017) 

describes it as a woodland species, also found in the suburbs, with the number of birds, 

records and reporting rate far higher than in the past. It is now listed on the Garden Bird 

Survey chart (as amended in June 2010) as one of the 50 species most likely to be found in 

Canberra gardens. 

 

This has not always been so, with the COG Bird Atlas (Taylor and Canberra Ornithologists 

Group 1992) noting that despite intensive observation, there were only a handful of urban 

records between 1 Sep 1986 and 31 Aug 1989. It further notes that their absence from the city 

was surprising in view of their ubiquity in larger cities such as Sydney and Melbourne. At the 

time their low numbers in Canberra had been linked to the cityôs poor lizard fauna. The COG 

Bird Atlas also notes that little breeding information was available. 

 

The increase is reflected in Jack Hollandôs (JH) observations in his local area of 

Chapman/Rivett, the NW end of Cooleman Ridge and the southern end of Narrabundah Hill, 

including his GBS site. In JHôs notes since the January 2003 bush fires there are 10 or fewer 

observations up to and including 2008-2009, 20 or more up to 2013-2014, and more than 50 

from 2014-2015. Indeed it is rare these days when JH surveys the NW Cooleman Ridge or S 

Narrabundah Hill that not more than one Grey Butcherbird is recorded, and they certainly are 

residents there. They also are regularly heard within the suburbs, in particular post-breeding. 

 

2. Observations 

2.1. Breeding activity at the extreme NW end of Cooleman Ridge 

This increase has included the first local observations of breeding, with nests found on the 

extreme NW end of Cooleman Ridge, where the main track and Nature Trail drop steeply 

towards the end of Kathner Street Chapman. On 30 Sep 2015 JH was attracted to a begging 

noise there. Surprisingly these were not from newly fledged Australian Magpies 
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(Gymnorhina tibicen), but from a pair of adult Grey Butcherbirds that flew away together. 

The nest was found in a medium-large red box (Eucalyptus polyamthemos) at 35
o
 21ô 05ò S 

and 149
o
 01ô 24ò E in a relatively open position 10 m above the Nature Trail on the morning 

of 1 Oct. The bird on it was again begging in the same manner and was then fed by its 

partner. Subsequently a bird was observed on the nest only on 7 Oct, and although the birds 

remained in the area, by the end of the month it was concluded that the nest had been 

abandoned. 

 

On the afternoon of 19 Oct 2016 begging calls similar to those made by dependent young 

Australian Magpie led JH to an as yet unfinished and more concealed nest 7 m high in a 

Mealy Bundy (E. nortonii), where the track and the Nature Trail diverge and about 30 m 

further up the slope from the 2015 nest. Early on 28 Oct a bird was on this nest, but only the 

tail was visible and it was hard to confirm the species, although another bird often called 

nearby. This situation continued until 22 Nov when for the first time something shadowy 

could be seen in the nest until an adult Grey Butcherbird arrived and fed it. While feeding 

was again observed on 26 Nov and 2 Dec, it was not until 8 Dec that a chick could be seen 

rising up and begging for food, before it sat on the edge of the nest. 

 

Soon after, a second bird in brown immature plumage came to the nest briefly before flying 

to an open position in an adjacent tree. On the morning of 11 Dec a chick could be seen in the 

nest before a bird in immature plumage again came to feed it. However, on the morning of 18 

Dec, it was surprising (as only one chick had been seen to date) to hear begging and find 

three recent fledglings in a tree on the opposite side of the main track. An adult was seen to 

fly away and the young sat quietly for 10 minutes until a mature bird arrived with food, but it 

was very reluctant to feed while an observer was present, so JH moved away. 

 

Grey Butcherbirds were again present during October 2017, and the pair was seen defending 

the area on one occasion, but a number of searches failed to find the nest. Then, on the 

afternoon of 5 Nov, two fledglings were seen sitting on a branch in a very open position 

about 10 m down the slope from the 2016 nest, before an adult came in to feed them. One 

fledgling was clearly stronger than the other as it flew away several times over 30 minutes of 

observation, but returned and both young were fed again. A few days later a single fledgling 

was again seen in an open position nearby making soft begging calls similar to the Australian 

Magpie. Nothing further was subsequently seen or heard in the area. 

 

2.2. Breeding activity in Kanooka St Rivett 

On 8 Nov 2017 Wilf Hedley (WH) alerted JH to a new Grey Butcherbird nest that in the 

week before he had located on the verge of his neighbourôs place at 43 Kanooka St. At the 

same time WH showed JH photos of the two previous fledglings which were still around. 

Earlier on 16 Sept WH had mentioned that a Grey Butcherbird nest had been in his garden for 

around a month already. This nest was in a 20 m spreading gum tree in the neighbourôs place 

at No 43, overhanging his back yard. 

 
WHôs wife, who keeps an eye on all the avian comings and goings, first noted it while 

reading in the back sun room of an afternoon. The first date of any courtship ritual was 4 

Aug, when plumbing work was in progress in the back yard. The plumber was being assisted 

by a Grey Butcherbird (presumed male) that would swoop in and pick up any juicy morsels 

and take them to the presumed female sitting on the fence line nearby. This type of behaviour 

is described in HANZAB (Higgins et al. 2006), which notes that the female often begs for 

food from the male, including before nesting.  
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Once the nest was found WH and his wife regularly saw the adult on it, and then saw both 

parents feed the two chicks, which fledged towards the end of October. Unfortunately no 

exact dates were retained except for from photos showing that the original breeding pair was 

still feeding two fledglings on 1 Nov 2017. Also (as related to JH on 20 Nov) photos and a 

video clip were taken of an adult bird feeding both first-clutch fledglings mice near the 

second nest site on 12 Nov.  

 

On 8 Nov JH inspected the new nest, which was easily visible from the street in a quite open 

position about 5 m high in a medium-sized exotic tree, and only about 2 m from the kerb. 

However, as above, again only the tail could be seen, and from this and its appearance a Red 

Wattlebirdôs (Anthochaera carunculata) nest could not be ruled out. WH indicated he had 

seen a Red Wattlebird and an Eastern Koel (Eudynamys orientalis) having an interaction near 

the nest site, which first attracted his attention.  

 

Again positive identification by JH did not occur until the afternoon of 15 Dec when he could 

clearly see two Grey Butcherbird chicks in the nest. There were also two birds (at least one in 

immature plumage) nearby, mostly on the ground across the street. They appeared not to be 

gathering food, nor did they approach the nest. On the morning of 19 Dec (one of the few 

times binoculars were used), a single chick could be seen low down in the nest, raising its 

head only once over 20 minutes. Adult birds were heard nearby several times, but again they 

did not approach the nest.  

 

On the morning of 21 Dec, JH (again with binoculars) saw two birds above the nest. The 

lower one, in immature plumage, soon flew off, but the other, sitting about 50 cm above the 

nest, was about to fledge, judging by its very short tail. That afternoon WH forwarded two 

photos to JH. One showed a fledgling with a lot more white down than the other, which 

clearly had fledged earlier. This was the reason only the single chick in the nest could be 

found over the past few days. 

 

A photo by WH the next day showed that the smaller fledgling had made it through the night, 

perched very low to the ground. They progressively moved from overnight roosting in the 

higher trees in WHôs front yard to roosting in the big gum tree at the intersection of Nelumbo 

and Kanooka Streets. Both of the first fledglings appeared to have survived although they 

have not been seen since 27 Dec 2017. However, WH believes a cat that became interested in 

the second brood may have got one of them.   

 

WH heard butcherbirds in the distance on return from holidays on 15 Jan 2018, further away 

towards the far side of Rivett Oval. However, they (including the surviving juvenile from the 

second brood still begging food from the adults) returned on 23 Jan, when on a 40
o
C day they 

were taking turns to bathe in the temporary bird bath set up for them. 

  

3. Summary and Discussion  

The above briefly details aspects of the expansion of the Grey Butcherbird into 

Chapman/Rivett, the NW end of Cooleman Ridge and the southern end of Narrabundah Hill. 

This relatively recent expansion is already widely documented throughout Canberra 

(Canberra Ornithologists Group, 2017). Their arrival in Kanooka St Rivett is more recent, 

WH could hear them three seasons ago, and there were indications of a possible breeding 

event at the back of the garage at No 43 two seasons ago (2016). Consistent with this, JH has 

records of Grey Butcherbirds conspicuously seen calling in Kanooka St on 6 Sep and 20 Nov 

2015. 
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3.1 Successful Repeat Breeding 

The main purpose of this paper is to describe new details of the species breeding, in particular 

the successful repeat brood in Rivett. Surprisingly HANZAB (Higgins et al. 2006) provides 

very little information on this, simply noting that the breeding behaviour of the Grey 

Butcherbird is not well known, with no major studies. Most of the information comes from 

the ROAU Nest Record Scheme (NRS), with 360 records to January 2003. It notes that the 

species ñpossibly rears two broods in a seasonò, quoting Campbell (1900). Otherwise it only 

states that the species has been recorded building a new nest for replacement or repeat 

clutches (De Warren 1926, NRS). Johnson (2003) also notes that De Warren (1926) observed 

Grey Butcherbirds building a second nest for a second clutch during a single breeding season. 

 

The description of the events at 43 Kanooka St Rivett above seemingly adds a very rare 

example of two successful broods in a single season. 

 

3.2 Helpers at the nest 

HANZAB (Higgins et al. 2006) notes that very occasionally Grey Butcherbirds have been 

recorded breeding co-operatively with a single helper. Quoting Johnson (2003), it states that 

all reviews of co-operative breeding refer to a single record where at one nest near Griffith 

NSW two adults and a juvenile (probably referring to an immature) fed nestlings (Rowley 

1976). It further notes from information in the RAOU NRS that at two other nests, one near 

Brisbane and another near Sydney, an immature, thought to be a young of the previous 

season, helped to feed nestlings, and at one of these nests an immature also helped to 

incubate.  

 

In contrast Johnson (2003) states that the RAOU NRS contains ten records of more than two 

birds attending the nest or young. Interestingly, both the Birds in Backyards 

(http://www.birdsinbackyards.net/species/Cracticus-torquatus) and Wildlife QLD 

(http://www.wildlifeqld.com.au/bird-conflicts/butcherbird.html) websites state, respectively, 

ñThe young birds will remain in the breeding territory for about a year, and help the parents 

raise the young of the following seasonò, and ñJuveniles remain in their parents' territory for 

about a year and help raise the chicks next season.ò It is unclear on what literature these two 

statements are based. 

 

This paper provides additional evidence for this, first the 2016 observations at Cooleman 

Ridge, where on one occasion (11 Dec) an immature bird was definitely seen to feed the 

chick, and may also have done so on 8 Dec. At the time JH thought it might have been one of 

the parents still in immature plumage, which was puzzling since both parents in adult 

plumage were seen earlier. Whether it was a 2015 bird is unclear since the nest appeared to 

be abandoned that breeding season.  

 

It is possible the bird in immature plumage was from a previous brood in 2016. Though the 

timing would have been similar to that in Rivett in 2017, there is no real evidence for this 

possibility. In Rivett the immature bird seen over the nest on 21 Dec 2017, or in the 

immediate area on 15 Dec, may have been a helper, but in this case feeding of the chicks was 

not observed. Also on the afternoon of 7 Dec the brown bird that could be seen over the nest 

was likely an immature. 
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3.3 Begging call during nesting 

JH was not familiar with the begging call given by adults during nest-building etc. at 

Cooleman Ridge, described above as similar to that of dependent young of Australian 

Magpies. However, Higgins et al. (2006) state that during courtship feeding the female 

quivers its wings and utters either soft or loud begging calls similar to those of begging 

young. That the dependent young begging calls are very similar to those of the Australian 

Magpie is underlined by the fact that JH thought he heard a late example of the latter on 

Cooleman Ridge on 2 Feb 2017, but it turned out to be a Grey Butcherbird adult and juvenile. 

This was about 500 m from the nest site, and is likely to have been one of the Dec 2016 

young.  

 

3.4 Comparison with local breeding times 

The Bird Info information from the COG database on the COG website 

(http://canberrabirds.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Grey-Butcherbird.pdf) provides 

information on local Grey Butcherbird breeding. The breeding reporting rate spiked in 1998 

at 0.3 (due to the higher rate of surveying for the Birds Australia atlas) and has peaked and 

troughed three times, at a maximum of 0.2, between then and 2013. More importantly:  

nest building has been reported from August to October,  

nests with eggs in September and October,  

nests with young in August, October and November, and  

dependent young from October to March.  

 

The records are clouded somewhat with the addition of ñbird on or seen leaving nestò from 

September to November and ñbreedingò from November to January. If the former means a 

nest with either eggs or young, it fits in with the above. However, ñbreedingò is very broad 

and cannot be accurately interpreted. 

 

Nest building during September 2015 for the first record on Cooleman Ridge is consistent 

with this, as is the 2016 nest, which was still being built in the second half of October. Given 

that in 2017 the young had fledged by early November, nest building may have started early 

with egg laying in mid-September, based on the available incubation and fledging times 

below. However, the records of nests with young in Rivett in 2017 and on Cooleman Ridge in 

2016 appear to be the first such observations for December. 

 

HANZAB (Higgins et al. 2006) lists the average incubation period as 21.0 days (range 20-22 

days) and the fledging period as 26.8 days (range 21-30 days). Johnson (2003) gives slightly 

longer times for the incubation period (23 days based on two estimations), but shorter for 

fledging, with the young remaining in the nest for 25 or 26 days (Skutch, 1987) or 24.7 days 

(range 23-27, n = 6), based on the ROAU NRS. However, both result in similar time 

estimates from first laying to fledging of around 47-49 days (or 7 weeks).   

 

These estimates are consistent with the observations in Rivett, where the original nest was 

first noticed in late August/early September and the young fledged in the second half of 

October. Given that the second brood fledged by 21 Dec, eggs would have been laid in late 

October or very early in November, consistent with the bird being observed on the nest in the 

first week of the latter month.  

 

http://canberrabirds.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Grey-Butcherbird.pdf
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A time of around two months from nest building to fledging would allow two broods per 

season if the first nest was built in late August and the second towards the end of October, as 

in Rivett. The nest with young in August in the COG database does seem to allow for the 

possibility of a double brood. Only the 2017 breeding timing would have allowed a second 

brood on Cooleman Ridge, but JH has no evidence for that.  
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Abstract. The Molonglo Reach, between Clare Holland House and Sylvia Curley Bridge, has 

at least since 1972 been known as a breeding location for the Australian Darter and the Little 

Black Cormorant. Subsequently the Little Pied Cormorant and the Great Cormorant have 

bred regularly in the area. Information on abundance and numbers of nests obtained from 

various sources is documented. A subsequent decline in breeding of the four species is 

reported and reasons for the decline are discussed. 

 

1. Introduction 

The first reference to the Australian Darter Anhinga melanogaster breeding on the Molonglo 

Reach (Fig. 1) appears to be in a statement that óIt has nested in the Lake Burley Griffin 

(Molonglo River) area, and the nesting season appears to be from early January to almost the 

end of February.ô (Canberra Ornithologists Group 1972). The same article mentions that for 

the Little Pied Cormorant Microcarbo melanoleucos, óBreeding has been recorded only from 

the Molonglo River,ô. 

 

The first recorded detail of breeding on the Molonglo Reach was in February 1979, 15 years 

after the filling of Lake Burley Griffin. Nix (1980) reported around 25-30 Great Cormorant 

Phalacrocorax carbo, 20-24 Little Black Cormorant P. sulcirostris and 8 Australian Darters 

in a Weeping Willow Salix babylonica. On inspection by canoe he observed 4 Australian 

Darter nests containing fledged young and 8 nests of Little Black Cormorant. He noted that 

previous records suggested that the Little Pied Cormorant had also bred in the same general 

area, possibly in the same tree. There is no mention of breeding in other locations along the 

Reach, which suggests, given Nix had a canoe and knew the area, that this was the only 

breeding site at the time.  

 

Since then there have been various surveys and other sources of information regarding the 

Australian Darter and cormorants on the Molonglo Reach. This report discusses the status of 

these species from 1979 to the present and describes their breeding success and habitat use 

within an area stretching from Clare Holland House at the junction of the Molonglo River 

and Lake Burley Griffin, upstream to the Sylvia Curley Bridge. 

 

2. Sources of information 

Information for this report was obtained from ACT Government survey files held by the 

Woodlands and Wetlands Trust at Jerrabomberra Wetlands, from publications by the 

Canberra Ornithologists Group, unpublished reports and personal observations. 
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2.1. Breeding records from the Canberra Ornithologists Groupôs Annual Bird Report (ABR) 

All breeding events for Australian Darter, Great Cormorant, Little Black Cormorant and 

Little Pied Cormorant from the Molonglo Reach area and published in Canberra Bird Notes 

were allocated to breeding season. 

 

 

Figure 1. North bank of Molonglo Reach, 1 May 2008 (Chris Davey). 

 

Figure 2. North bank of Molonglo Reach, willows cleared, 20 Jun 2008 (Chris Davey) 
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2.2. Ranger surveys 

Systematic surveys of waterbirds were conducted virtually every month along the Reach by 

Rangers from the ACT Government. The surveys covered the periods July 1983-August 

1986, August 1989-June 1993 and October 1994-October 1997, and included counts of 

individual species on all surveys. Comments were made regarding breeding but no specific 

counts of the number of active nests or the total number of nests were documented. 

 

2.3. COG outings 

In 2003 the Canberra Ornithologists Group (COG) started at least an annual outing to the area 

along the eastern edge of Lake Burley Griffin, including the Molonglo Reach as far as the 

Sylvia Curley Bridge, and reported numbers of Cormorants and Darters in accounts of the 

outings in various issues of the COG newsletter Gang-gang. The outings were by electric-

driven motor boat and held at various times of the year but usually late summer-early autumn, 

when nestlings were most likely to be seen. For each visit the number of individuals and the 

number of active nests were recorded by Jack Holland. 

2.4. Pre willow clearing survey 

In late 2007 COG was contacted by the Lakes Officer, Department of Territories and 

Municipal Services (TAMS) to obtain COGôs views on the proposal to clear willow species 

along both banks of the Molonglo Reach between Clare Holland House and the Sylvia Curley 

Bridge. After an on-site meeting between COG and TAMS it was agreed that due to lack of 

information, with little in the literature to guide recommendations or to provide advice on 

likely impacts, known nesting sites would be identified, the trees not removed and the area 

monitored over the subsequent breeding season to assess impacts. A survey was conducted by 

electric boat on 1 May 2008 and all nesting trees flagged with tape on both sides of the 

Reach. The species of tree used for nesting was identified and a report was submitted to the 

ACT Government (see Davey and Fullagar 2008). Tree-felling occurred during late May 

2008 (see Fig. 2). 

2.5. Post willow clearing survey 

Subsequent surveys were then conducted during the breeding season of 2008-09, 2011-12 

and 2012-13 to monitor the impact on the Australian Darter, Great Cormorant, Little Black 

Cormorant and Little Pied Cormorant along the Reach. 

 

With the clear-felling of trees along the north bank of the Reach it was possible to observe 

breeding activity along the south bank from the cycle path along the north bank. Apart from a 

section on the widest part of the Reach where a telescope was required, all activities could be 

recorded through binoculars over a two-hour period. The surveys conducted by the author 

over the course of the 2008-09 breeding period consisted of 18 visits between 29 Oct and 7 

Jun. Surveys during the 2011-12 seasons involved 15 visits between early September and 

mid-April, whilst the 2012-13 breeding seasons involved 5 visits between late November and 

late Feb. For each survey the number of birds of individual species, the number of active 

nests, the subsequent success of each nest and the tree species used for nesting were recorded. 

  



Canberra Bird Notes 43(2) July 2018 

152 

 

3. Results 

3.1. Breeding observation from Canberra Bird Notes 

Observations of breeding by the Australian Darter along the Molonglo Reach in 1972-73 and 

up to 2002-03 have been reported by Allan (2003). Reports in 1972-73 and again in 1975-76 

are vague but both refer to breeding along the Molonglo Reach. As indicated previously the 

first detailed report involves Australian Darter and Little Black Cormorant breeding in 1978-

79 (Nix 1980). 

 

In COGôs ABRs between 1978-79 and 1982-83, the Australian Darter and Little Black 

Cormorant were reported breeding along the Molonglo Reach each season. The first record 

for the Little Pied Cormorant was in 1980-81 whilst the first record for the Great Cormorant 

was in 1983-84. Interestingly, in that year none of the other species were reported breeding. 

 

From 1984-85 through to 2001-02 there are virtually no breeding records for any of the 

species. Breeding for the Australian Darter is mentioned for 1988-89 (1 record), 1997-98 (1 

record of nest with young) and 1998-99 (1 record of birds on nest), whilst the Little Black 

Cormorant is only mentioned for 1988-89 (1 record). After 2001-02 breeding is recorded for 

all species nearly every year. 

 

3.2. Ranger survey 

Despite the Molonglo Reach area being surveyed by boat on 142 occasions between Sep 

1983 and Oct 1997, with all species recorded for most visits, there are very few observations 

on breeding. There were no reports of breeding for the Great Cormorant or for the Little Pied 

Cormorant, but Little Black Cormorant chicks on nests were reported in Feb 1984, with 

reports of breeding during the 1989-90, and 1990-91 seasons only. For the Australian Darter 

breeding was reported during the 1989-90, 1990-91, 1996-97 and 1997-98 seasons. 

3.3. COG outings 

At least annual outings to the Molonglo Reach by COG provided a snapshot of activities 

mainly over the last few months of the breeding season. The observations indicated that from 

the start of the outings during the 2002-03 breeding season there was evidence of breeding 

for most if not all years by the Australian Darter, the Little Black Cormorant, the Little Pied 

Cormorant and the Great Cormorant (see Table 1). The variability might not reflect breeding 

success but rather timing of the outings in relation to the season, some years being more 

successful at the start and others at the end of the season. Even so, there appears to be a 

decline in the number of all breeding events such that by 2006-07 in the case of the Little 

Black Cormorant, by 2010-11 for the Little Pied Cormorant and by 2011-12 for the Great 

Cormorant breeding ceased along the Molonglo Reach. The Australian Darter continued to 

breed but appears to have ceased by 2016-17. Nests were visible during the February 2018 

outing but they may well have been old nests from the 2016-17 season. 
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Table 1. Number of birds and active nests for the Australian Darter and three species of 

cormorant breeding along the Molonglo Reach from 2002 to 2018. (Records taken from trip 

reports in various issues of Gang-Gang. Observations from 1 May 2008 from pre clearing survey (see 

text) and observations from 13 Jan, 26 Feb and 1 Apr 2013 from post clearing surveys.) 

 

Dates Australian Darter 
No. 

Little Pied Cormorant 
No. 

Great Cormorant 
No. 

Little Black Cormorant 
No. 

 Birds Active nests Birds Active nests Birds Active nests Birds Active nests 

2002-03                 

mid-April 75 25* 20 2 yes ? yes ? 

31-May 35 2 ? ? ? ? ? ? 

03-Aug 15 0 yes ? yes ? ? ? 

2003-04                 

09-May 35 8 yes ? yes 1 yes 6 

15-May 38 5 ? ? ? ? ? ? 

12-Dec 50 many yes 5 yes 0 75 15 

2004-05                 

23-Jan 35 23 yes yes yes yes yes yes 

08-May 50 7 12 0 yes 0 70 0 

2005-06                 

15-Jan 30 22 yes 0 2 0 35 9 

02-Apr 55 20 yes 2 yes 10 35 10 

2006-07                 

01-Apr 38 8 ? ? 12 7 40 0 

2007-08                 

16-Mar 60 15 3 2 8 3 6 0 

01-May yes 8 yes 0 yes 0 yes 0 

2008-09                 

15-Mar 60 10+ 1 0 12 5 10 0 

2009-10                 

14-Mar 70 14 ? 2 ? 2 2 0 

2010-11                 

20-Mar 60 6 6 yes 1 1 23 fly over 0 

2011-12                 

19-Feb 80 25 2 0 1 0 200 0 

2012-13                 

13-Jan ? 12 ? 0 ? 0 ? 0 

17-Feb 70 8 ? 0 ? 0 ? 0 

26-Feb ? 12 ? 0 ? 0 ? 0 

01-Apr ? 9 ? 0 ? 0 ? 0 

2013-14                 

16-Feb 33 4 1 0 8 0 40 0 

2014-15                 

15-Feb ? 1 ? 0 7 0 ? 0 

Table 1 continued next page 
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Table 1 continued 

Dates Australian Darter 
No. 

Little Pied Cormorant 
No. 

Great Cormorant 
No. 

Little Black Cormorant 
No. 

 Birds Active nests Birds Active nests Birds Active nests Birds Active nests 

2015-16                 

14-Feb 8 1 1 0 7 0 10 0 

2016-17                 

12-Feb 10 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 

2017-18                 

11-Feb 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

*Note error. Possibly not all active 

 

3.4. Pre-clearing survey 

Twenty-six trees containing nests were recorded in May 2008, just before the tree-felling in 

late May. Three trees with nests were Weeping Willow, four nests were in White Poplar 

(Populus alba) and the remainder in Crack Willow (S. fragilis). Thirty-four of the 42 nests 

were empty and so could not be attributed to named species, but of the remaining eight all 

were occupied by the Australian Darter in various stages of chick-rearing. Eleven of the 42 

nests were located in 10 trees along the north bank. After the clearing in late May no trees 

were removed from the south bank. On the north bank, seven trees with nests were removed 

at the time. Subsequently the remaining two Weeping Willows and the two Crack Willow 

nest trees were removed. 

 

3.5. Post-clearing surveys 

3.5.1. 2008-09 

Between late Oct 2008 and early Jun 2009 the area was surveyed on 18 occasions, usually 

around mid-day. In most cases it was possible to assess the status of individual nests but on 

occasion nests were missed, usually obscured by leaves and branches. Where required, 

missing observations for the Australian Darter and Great Cormorant were taken to be 7 days 

for egg-laying, 28 days for incubation and 60 days for young in or around nests (Marchant 

and Higgins 1990). The same intervals were assumed for the Little Pied Cormorant although, 

surprisingly, there is no information available for this species. After about 4 weeks the 

nestling can leave the nest and perch on nearby branches, a behaviour known as óbranchingô. 

Once any of the young had reached the branching stage, the nest was regarded as successful.  

 

Sixty-eight nesting events were recorded of which 54 were Australian Darter, 4 were Little 

Pied Cormorant and 10 were Great Cormorant (see Figs. 3 to 5). There was no indication of 

Little Black Cormorants breeding in the area. Sixty-two percent of the nests were in Crack 

Willow, 20% in White Poplar and 18% in Weeping Willow. All of the Great Cormorant nests 

were in a single fallen Weeping Willow. The timing of the breeding season varied 

considerably between species, the Australian Darter starting to nest in mid-September and the 

final nest starting in mid-April. The Little Pied Cormorant did not start breeding until early 

January, whilst the Great Cormorant did not start until mid-March. The breeding success for 

the three species varied, Australian Darter being more successful (Table 2). 
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Figure 3. Number, breeding success and start of nesting for the Australian Darter at 

Molonglo Reach during the 2008-09 breeding season. 

 

 

Figure 4. Number, breeding success and start of nesting for the Little Pied Cormorant 

at Molonglo Reach during the 2008-09 breeding season. 
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Figure 5. Number, breeding success and start of nesting for the Great Cormorant at 

Molonglo Reach during the 2008-09 breeding season. 

 

3.5.2. 2011-12 

During the 2011-12 surveys, conducted between mid-September and mid-April, 54 nesting 

events were recorded of which 50 were Australian Darter and the remainder Little Pied 

Cormorant. No Great Cormorants or Little Black Cormorants were observed breeding.  

Seventy-eight percent of nests were in Crack Willow and the remainder in White Poplar. The 

start of the breeding season for the Australian Darter was similar to the 2008-09 season, but 

the last nest was completed two months earlier. The Little Pied Cormorant was much earlier, 

starting in early September. There was a 56% success rate for the Australian Darter and 50% 

for the Little Pied Cormorant (see Fig 6 and 7 and Table 2).  

 

 

Figure 6. Number, breeding success and start of nesting for the Australian Darter at 

Molonglo Reach during the 2011-12 breeding season. 
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Figure 7. Number, breeding success and start of nesting for the Little Pied Cormorant 

at Molonglo Reach during the 2011-12 breeding season. 

 

3.5.3. 2012-13 

For the 2012-13 breeding season there were no observations until 22 Nov, so it is unknown 

when the breeding season started and thus difficult to compare with previous seasons (Fig 8 

and Table 2). 

 

 

Figure 8. Number, breeding success and start of nesting for the Australian Darter at 

Molonglo Reach during the 2012-13 breeding season. 
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Table 2. Comparison of breeding success for Great Cormorant, Little Pied Cormorant 

and Australian Darter over three breeding seasons at Molonglo Reach, Lake Burley 

Griffin, ACT.  

 

From late Nov 2008 onwards for the Australian Darter 34 nests had been started with 53% 

success, whilst in 2011-12 34 nests had been initiated with 50% success.  In 2012-13 there 

were 22 nest started from late Nov onwards with a 68% success indicating better breeding 

success later in the season than in previous years. 

 

4. Discussion 

This report provides information from various sources between 1972-73 and 2017-18 on the 

Australian Darter and three species of Cormorant on the Molonglo Reach between the Clare 

Holland House and the Sylvia Curley Bridge. 

 

Up until May 2008 surveying was difficult. Both banks of the Reach were lined with various 

Willow species on which the birds bred, making counts on either bank very difficult as the 

only access was on the footpath along the northern bank. The only way to obtain an accurate 

count was by boat. After the clearing of the willows it became possible to accurately assess 

the breeding on foot from the northern bank. 

 

By 1972-73 the Australian Darter was breeding along the Reach. It is not possible from the 

records to indicate numbers although by 1978-79 at least 8 nests of Australian Darter and 4 

nests of the Little Black Cormorant had been reported, with an indication that Little Pied 

Cormorant may also have bred. Breeding by Great Cormorant was not reported until 1983-

84. After this period the incidence of breeding is vague. While breeding for both the Little 

Black Cormorant and the Australian Darter was recorded during the Ranger surveys and all 

species were always present, no specific counts of the number of active or the total number of 

nests were documented. The willow density on the northern bank may have limited reporting 

by members of the public and account for the virtual lack of observations from the COG 

records. 

 

The COG outings varied in time but were generally towards the middle to late nesting period 

and many of the nests were unoccupied. Although a count of nests was possible they could 

not be allocated to species unless the nest was still occupied. Hence, the COG outings only 

provided a snapshot of activity at one time during the breeding season. A more detailed 

picture of breeding activity by the various species is provided by the surveys conducted after 

the clearing of willow along the northern bank in late May 2008. 

 

Season Great Cormorant Little Pied Cormorant Australian Darter 

No. 
breeding 
events 

Successful 
(%) 

No. 
breeding 
events 

Successful 
(%) 

No. 
breeding 
events 

Successful 
(%) 

2008-09 20 20 8 25 54 52 

2011-12 0 - 4 50 50 56 

2012-13 0 - 0 - 22* 68* 

 * Observations started 
late November 
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Records from the COG outings indicate that by 2006-7 the Little Black Cormorant had 

stopped breeding, the Great Cormorant and Little Pied Cormorant had stopped breeding by 

2011-12, and there was no indication that the Australian Darter had bred in 2016-17 or 

subsequently. However, it is possible that the species did breed but in low numbers and only 

early in the season.  

 

Over the period 2008-09, 2011-12 and 2012-13, the Australian Darter bred between Sep and 

Apr with little variation in breeding success over the season. There was a large decline in 

breeding numbers from 2008-09 to the 2012-13 season. Despite observations from the COG 

outing, the Little Pied Cormorant did breed in 2011-12 but only between Sep and Nov. 

Breeding was confirmed for the Great Cormorant in 2008-09 but very late in the season and, 

as confirmed by the COG outings, had ceased by 2011-12. 

 

Since 1972 there is every probability that the density and extent of willows along the Reach 

had increased. It was only eight years earlier that Lake Burley Griffin was filled, increasing 

the amount of water in the Reach, and this may well have been responsible for a possible 

increase in breeding numbers since that time. In addition, fish stocks in the lake would have 

increased considerably. Since 2008 there have been two major events that could have caused 

the decline in breeding in the Australian Darter and three cormorant species: willow clearing 

along the north bank, and increased boating along the Reach, in particular canoes and paddle 

boards. These may be related, as the clearing of the willow has greatly extended the width of 

the Reach and so made it more attractive for water activities. 

 

The records suggest that the Little Black Cormorant is most likely to be affected by 

disturbance, followed by the Great Cormorant and Little Pied Cormorant, with the Australian 

Darter more capable of tolerating disturbance. Even so, it appears that since 2011-12 the 

Australian Darter numbers were declining until by 2016-17 breeding had ceased entirely. 

 

There is no indication that the willow clearing per se affected breeding during the subsequent 

season. Little Black Cormorant had ceased breeding by then or moved elsewhere and the 

remaining three species bred successfully with no indication of a drop in numbers. 

 

An example of the level of disturbance was recorded by the author over a three-hour period 

from 08:00 on Sunday 18 Feb 2018. The number of water-craft moving up and down-stream 

from a point opposite Duntroon was 105, of which two were of a Dragon Boat, 20 were of 

paddle boards and 83 were single or double canoes. These observations suggest that this level 

of disturbance exceeds that which the Australian Darter and the three species of cormorant 

are able to cope with for successfully breeding. 
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AGE-RELATED VARIATIONS IN PLUMAGES  

OF EASTERN KOEL Eudynamys orientalis 
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24 Brockman Street, Narrabundah, ACT 2604, Australia 
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Abstract: Examples are given, and discussed, of plumage stages of young koels. In Canberra, 

we can see ópost-juvenileô and ópre-adultô stages. 

 

1. Introduction 

The increasing numbers of breeding Eastern Koels (Eudynamys orientalis) in the Canberra 

suburbs have received much attention (See, in particular, Holland (2017), and the earlier 

articles there mentioned.). The more individual birds we see, the more opportunity we have to 

notice, and photograph, differences in plumage development.  

 

Some lack of consistency in plumage descriptions is probably due to (a) a process of 

continuous plumage change from nestling to adult; (b) much individual variation in timing; 

and (c) the fact that after juveniles fall silent they are more difficult to observe. Some 

plumage change occurs on migration and when the birds are outside Australia. The following 

is the description of óimmatureô plumage in Brooker et al. (1994): 

óSeveral plumage changes in first few months. Similar to adult female but black stripe 

above eye to crown; wings dark brown, barred russet-buff. Older immatures often peculiar 

with black and buff blotches on female type plumage, or white and brown blotches on all-

black plumage.ô 

 

The last sentence of that description may be from Coates (1985), referring to birds in New 

Guinea. 

 

Higgins (1999) stresses the variation between individual birds. That article draws on field 

observations over several seasons near Mackay, Queensland (Crouther 1985) and studies in 

the Sydney area, mainly of captive birds (Disney 1992). Both those authors referred to a 

distinct óimmature plumageô. This was said to be briefly held, common to both sexes and 

similar to female adult plumage. However, Higgins (1999) takes the view that that plumage is 

óa fully developed juvenile plumage or an early stage of post-juvenile moultô. 

 

In this note the HANZAB view is accepted as correct. These issues are further discussed 

below under Plumage development in juvenile koels. 

 

Some males returning to Australia are at the end of their first year, and are called here 

óimmatureô. These are óoften separableô from adult males by a few retained juvenile feathers, 

particularly flight feathers, tail feathers and some on underparts; sometimes ófirst basic 

feathersô of underparts are intermediate between juvenile and adult (HANZAB). Examples of 

such immatures are given in illustrations in HANZAB and Menkhorst et al. (2017). 
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Over the years I have noticed in Canberra several immature males of that general type. They 

are a regular component of the annual koel influx, but the proportion is unknown at present. It 

is an interesting but unproved hypothesis that a disproportionate number of immature koels 

has participated in the southward range extension of the species. A photograph of mine on the 

COG website shows such a bird in my garden in Narrabundah in 2006. Taken in the 

spring/summer 2017/2018, photos by Christine Darwood (Flynn) and Shorty Westlin 

(Symonston), both in respective personal collections, are of two birds falling within that type.  

 

Some returning females also show one or more retained juvenile feathers. 

 

2. Results 

2.1. 2017/2018: the Carnegie Crescent bird [MKN] 

Here I describe an immature male with more retained juvenile plumage than shown in the 

book illustrations On 7 Jan 2018, I found a male koel with sub-adult plumage in Carnegie 

Crescent, Narrabundah. The following feathers were retained juvenile: at least six tail 

feathers, three primaries in left wing, all secondaries in left wing, several patches of breast 

feathers some showing thin bars on a pale background, many small feathers over the rest of 

underparts (Fig. 1, A and B). In addition a few post-juvenile black feathers on upper breast 

were cream-fringed (Fig. 1, C and D).  

 

Around the Carnegie Crescent site on 7 Jan other male koels were active, with females and 

fledglings in the vicinity. On 9 Jan I found a male koel in a eucalypt in Rocky Knob 

Neighbourhood Park, about 350m from the Carnegie Crescent site. This resembled the earlier 

sub-adult. 

 

On 25 Jan I found a sub-adult 90m further south near Brockman Street. This had some 

similarity to the last-mentioned bird with retained secondaries and at least three very worn 

retained tail feathers, but no retained primaries (except alula) in left wing. On 30 Jan there 

was much koel activity around Brockman Street. The sub-adult seen then was similar to that 

of five days before. It was seen to be much darker on the underparts than the 7 Jan bird with 

no or very few retained pale body feathers. However, it had some dark (blackish-brown) body 

feathers with a cream fringe. 

 

From comparison of the distinctive tail feathers, I concluded that the sub-adult koel I have 

described on January 7, 9, 25 and 30 was the one bird (called here MKN). The change of 

appearance is consistent with progressive moulting and feather replacement. 

 

In addition to the occasions mentioned above, I had a number of brief views of a calling and 

flying male koel around the Rocky Knob area, probably MKN by reason of the distinctive tail 

pattern. It was not the only male, but was the male most frequently present and seen calling 

(ówirra-wirraô call) and chasing female koels. 

 

When first seen on 7 Jan, MKN was in a Pin Oak with an adult male koel for about one hour. 

During most of that time the two birds were within one or two metres of one another and 

engaged in what I describe as óstationary confrontationô (an inter-action corresponding, I 

believe, to óThreat or advertising displayô (HANZAB 1999)). This was interrupted by MKN 

on at least three occasions with an excited ówirra-wirraô call in response to a nearby female. 
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Figure 1. The immature male MKN Eastern Koel (2017/2018) (Geoffrey Dabb).  


