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A FAKE BUSH CAPITAL?  

BIRD SPECIES LOCAL EXTINCTIONS IN BLACK MOUNTAIN 

NATURE RESERVE AND ASSOCIATED NATURAL  

AND SEMI -NATURAL FRAGMENTS  
 

CORNELIS (Con) BOEKEL 

con@boekel.com.au 

 

Abstract: Fennell (2018) discussed several woodland bird species that were locally extinct 

in Black Mountain Nature Reserve by 2016. The hypothesis of this study is that since 2016, 

six additional species have become locally extinct in Black Mountain. The study species are 

Painted Button-quail (Turnix varius), Brown-headed Honeyeater (Melithreptus 

brevirostris), Speckled Warbler (Pyrrholaemus sagittatus), Scarlet Robin (Petroica 

boodang), Varied Sittella (Daphoenositta chrysoptera), and Grey Currawong (Strepera 

versicolor). Including Black Mountain, the study area covers 16 natural and semi-natural 

fragments (see Map 1, Table 1). 96 surveys were conducted in a subset of 8 of the 16 

fragments. The 8 survey areas are the Arboretum, Aranda Bushland, Black Mountain, 

Bushland Precinct, Bruce Ridge, Gossan Hill, Lyneham Ridge and OôConnor Ridge. eBird 

data was harvested to identify the latest records for each study species in each of the 16 

fragments. Population estimates and status ratings are given for each study species in each 

of the 8 survey areas and, combined with eBird records, status ratings are given for each 

species in the 16 fragments. The hypothesis is not supported. None of the study species 

became locally extinct in Black Mountain by end February 2021. However, for the 16 

fragments there are clear patterns of range reduction, reductions in status from present, 

though vagrant to locally extinct, and very low populations. This demonstrates that current 

populations in the 8 survey study areas are unsustainable and that, unless things change for 

the better, more local extinctions are inevitable. The study species need connection with 

regional populations to survive. Connectivity via the western axis ï the Horse Paddocks, 

Mount Painter, the Pinnacle and Kama is critical to the persistence of the study species in 

Black Mountain as well as in the other fragments. Fragment size is a significant variable in 

determining species survival. 

 

Connectivity between fragments and fragment size in the Molonglo Valley west to the 

Murrumbidgee River Valley must be given priority in urban planning. Current management 

resources are inadequate. 

 

1. Background 

The Proceedings of the Black Mountain Symposium (Friends of Black Mountain, 2018) 

constitute a valuable set of papers which provide comprehensive biophysical data and 

analyses. Pressures on the biota are described in detail. 

 

The robustness of connectivity with regional populations is best understood in the context of 

pressures identified in various Symposium papers. This study arises in part from a 

suggestion by Fennell (2018) in his Symposium paper. 
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Map 1. Natural and modified fragments in Canberraôs inner north-west. 

 

Historical disturbance in the fragments was extensive and in places intensive. Current 

disturbance (climate change, feral animals, weeds, domestic animals, overgrazing by 

macropods, fire regimes and human uses) is general.  

 

Across the fragments a land banking approach has resulted in land use being progressively 

transferred from biodiversity values to the built environment. The high edge-to-area ratios 

of some of the fragments reflect land use planning and design compromises that are 

inherently destructive of biodiversity values, especially taking into consideration human 

pressures along the edges and the inevitable measures taken inside the fragments to reduce 

fire risk to people and property outside the fragments. 

 

The following events are highly likely to have had a recent negative impact on the 

populations of some of the study species. There were major regional fires in 2019-20. There 

was a record high December temperature in Canberra in 2019 and world-record levels of 

toxic smoke in late 2019. A severe drought broke only in early 2020. By the end of the 

drought herbivores had eaten out the grassy areas in places to bare soil. A severe hailstorm 

in early 2020 stripped a large segment of Aranda Bushland and Black Mountain of their 

canopy leaves and smaller twigs, and generated a mat of coarse and tangled litter. 2020 was 

wetter than average, as were the first months of 2021. Covid triggered a very large increase 

in human pressures in many of the fragments in the first half of 2020. 

 

The Molonglo Valley to the south and west of the fragments is being suburbanized to host a 

population of 51,400 by 2041. 

 

Local extinctions from Black Mountain commenced in the 1820ôs with grazing and clearing. 

The first wave is undocumented and is inferred from adjacent areas. The exact species can 

only be guessed at. An example would be the Regent Honeyeater (Anthochaera phrygia) 
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which was recorded as being common at times just a few kilometres upstream along the 

Molonglo River from Black Mountain. 

 

Based on Fennellôs work, the following woodland species became locally extinct in Black 

Mountain between 1964 and 2016: Brown Treecreeper (Climacteris picumnus), Spotted 

Quail-thrush (Cinclosoma punctatum), Crested Shrike-tit (Falcunculus frontatus), Restless 

Flycatcher (Myiagra inquieta) and Hooded Robin (Melanodryas cucullata). The same set of 

species has also largely disappeared from other Canberra Nature Parks. 

 

The latest Annual Bird Report for the ACT and COG Area of Interest (Fennell ed 2020) 

gives the status of the six study species for the period 2018/2019 as follows: 

¶ Painted Button-quail: There were only three records. 

¶ Brown-headed Honeyeater: The reporting rate was at the lowest level ever. 

¶ Speckled Warbler: The reporting rate was at the lowest ever. 

¶ Scarlet Robin: Both the abundance and the reporting rates were at the lowest level 

since records began. 

¶ Varied Sittella: The reporting rate was low and continuing its decline since 1988. 

¶ Grey Currawong: The reporting rate has undergone a long, gradual decline since 1991. 

 

2. Methods 

The six study species were chosen to reflect a range of autecologies taking into particular 

account potential variations in connectivity with their regional populations. Nomenclature 

follows COG as at 2017. 

 

There were 40 surveys in Black Mountain and 8 surveys in each of the remaining 7 survey 

areas. 10 Black Mountain surveys were carried out in each quarter. In general 2 surveys per 

quarter were carried out for the remaining survey areas. The surveys were conducted from 

April 2020 to February 2021 (the study period). 

 

The surveys were carried out using the eBird traveling protocol. All individuals seen and 

heard were recorded. The duration was usually around 2-3 hours per survey but some 

surveys were shorter. Most surveys included at least an hour of observations before 10 am. 

It was aimed to achieve cumulative comprehensive geographical coverage of all fragments. 

This was achieved except for the lower portions of several of the very steep valleys running 

south and south-west of Black Mountain. 

 

The author estimates that he had previously spent well in excess of 2,000 hours in the 

fragments over the past 35 years, so knows both the study species and the study area well. 

 

During the surveys, a running check was kept on what other observers were reporting in 

eBird. In terms of presence/absence, these checks tended to give confidence in the survey 

outcomes with two notable exceptions. The author had early difficulty finding the OôConnor 

Ridge Speckled Warblers reported by others. The author observed no Varied Sittellas in 

Aranda Bushland during the surveys despite their presence being reported by several other 

observers. The latter reports are included in the data and considered in the analysis. 
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The survey effort was skewed heavily to searching for the study species. One result is that 

many study species individuals were recorded multiple times. The population estimates are 

therefore regarded as being more accurate than derived reporting rates and abundance from 

the raw counts. Particular attention was given to only counting birds inside the reserve fence 

lines. Loud traffic noise inhibited observations in many locations of the fragments. The 

thicker growth towards the end of a wet La Niña year tended to skew records against ground 

level birds, including several study species, in the latter part of the survey period. Searches 

for Painted Button-quail platelets were conducted as a routine element of the surveys. 

Careful searches were made in all areas which Painted Button-quail are known to have 

frequented Each Arboretum survey covered the eucalypt plots in detail. 

 

Data sources are limited to surveys carried out by the author and to publicly available eBird 

records. The closing date for data was the end of February 2021. 

 

The study generated the following data for each study species for the 8 survey area subset of 

the Arboretum, Aranda Bushland, Black Mountain, Bruce Ridge, Bushland Precinct, Gossan 

Hill, Lyneham Ridge and OôConnor Ridge: 

¶ presence in each survey area from April 2020 to February 2021. 

¶ latest eBird record. 

¶ total number of records per study species per survey area. 

¶ total number of records per species for all survey areas combined. 

¶ total number of individuals per study species per survey area. 

¶ total number of individuals per species for all survey areas combined. 

 

The study generated the following data for each study species in all 16 fragments: 

¶ eBird records which show presence or absence. óPresenceô denotes an eBird record 

from April 2020 to February 2021. 

¶ latest eBird record for each species in each fragment. 

 

The purpose of the data is to enable populations to be estimated and status ratings to be 

made. Population estimates were made for each fragment taking into account repeat 

observations and considerations of time and space. óAbsentô = no survey or other eBird 

records at all; ólocally extinctô = recorded previously but no recent records and unlikely to 

return; óvagrantô = isolated and irregular records; and, ópresentô = likely to be recorded in a 

given year.  

Population estimates and status are then applied to considerations of connectivity and 

fragment size. 

 

3. The surveyed study sites 

Aranda Bushland contains large areas of native woodland, pasture with paddock trees, and 

some old growth along a water course. A dense shrub layer is regenerating in some areas. 
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The Arboretum is a plantation of diverse, mostly exotic tree species. These lack an 

understorey. Relict bushland on the eastern and southern fringes of the cork oaks, a plot of 

short Acacia species, and a native garden plot add small areas of habitat variety. The 

extensive areas of grass are mown and dead trees and fallen branches are removed. Some 

plots consist of young exotic trees which give a structural aspect of scattered shrubs in 

grassland. The Arboretum will change considerably as a bird habitat while the trees mature. 

Black Mountain was gazetted as a nature reserve in 1970. It is mainly hilly and covers about 

435 hectares. The dominant vegetation types are dry sclerophyll forest and a lesser amount 

of grassy woodland. Black Mountain lies to the west of inner northern suburbs of Acton, 

Turner and OôConnor and to the east of the suburb of Aranda. Lake Burley Griffin has 

flooded its riparian bank connection with the Molonglo River. At its closest point it is about 

2 km from the Civic Post Office. Black Mountain is girt by multi-lane and high speed urban 

highways. 

Bruce Ridge is split by the Gungahlin Drive Extension. It is almost entirely native 

woodland. It hosts much urban infrastructure and many kilometres of management tracks 

and mountain bike trails. 

Bushland Precinct is part of the Botanic Gardens. It is contiguous with Black Mountain and 

consists mainly of native woodland. 

Gossan Hill contains native woodland, grassland, and areas of dense regenerating shrub 

layer. Much of its inner margin has the shrub layer removed to reduce fire risk. A fuel 

reduction burn some time before the surveys seems to have been a hot one. Accelerated tree 

death is a particularly conspicuous feature of this fragment. 

 

Lyneham Ridge is a trial site of several eucalypt species to supply firewood. It contains little 

understorey. The margins on the eastern and western sides are grassland with occasional 

tangles of weedy patches. It contains a small patch of old growth woodland and several 

paddock trees. 

 

OôConnor Ridge contains an extensive and poorly-rehabilitated rubbish dump. It hosts 

power pylons and extensive management tracks and trails. There is a small area of old 

growth with regrowth vegetation mainly fringing the western side of the rubbish dump. 

There are extensive areas of grassland.  

 

4. General results 

The survey recorded 15,915 individuals during 96 surveys in the 8 survey areas. For the 6 

study species, there were 120 records for a total of 322 individuals counted in 7 of the 8 

survey areas. The population estimates for the 8 survey areas are: Painted Button-quail 0, 

Brown-headed Honeyeater 18-21, Speckled Warbler 13-15, Scarlet Robin 13-14, Varied 

Sittella 16-24 and Grey Currawong 5. 

 

None of the woodland species previously rated as locally extinct were sighted during the 

surveys. 
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4.1 Study species individual results 

For each study species a brief description is provided. The focus is on factors affecting the 

likelihood that it would be observed during the surveys, and on any behaviours that bear on 

connectivity. 

 

The data are tabulated. The data are used to generate a population estimate for each survey 

area as at the end of February 2021. The Scarlet Robin population is estimated at its 

autumn/winter peak. 

 

Using the population estimates and the status ratings, issues of connectivity and fragment 

size are canvassed for each study species. 

 

4.1.1. Painted Button-quail 

This species appears to have the capacity to turn up at any time just about anywhere in 

Canberra, including suburban back yards. This may be a consequence of confusion during 

night landings. It is cryptic and can be difficult to locate, but its platelets often alert 

observers to its presence. 

Table 1. Painted Button-quail records by fragment, by number of survey records, by 

number of survey individuals, by latest eBird record to end February 2021.  

Fragment No. 

records 

No. 

individuals 

Last eBird 

record 

Observer 

Aranda Bushland 0 0 No records  

Arboretum 0 0 No records  

Black Mountain 0 0 10/10/2020 D. Dedenczuk 

Botanic Gardens   29/07/2011 Birdlife Aus. 

Bruce Ridge 0 0 No records  

Bushland Precinct 0 0 No records  

Dryandra Street 

Woodland 

  No records  

Gossan Hill 0 0 No records  

Horse Paddocks   No records  

Kama   No records  

Lake Ginninderra   11/02/2011 M. Butterfield 

Lyneham Ridge 0 0 No record  

Mount Painter   No records  

Mount Rogers   No records  

OôConnor Ridge 0 0 No records  

Pinnacle     1/12/2020 V. Rolland 

Total 0 0   
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It was not recorded in the study surveys (Table 1). There are records for 2020 in 2 of 16 

fragments. The total population in the study areas as at the end of February 2021 is highly 

likely to have been 0. 

 

The Painted Button-quail is rated as absent from the Arboretum, Aranda Bushland, Bruce 

Ridge, Bushland Precinct, Dryandra Street Woodland, Gossan Hill, the Horse Paddocks, 

Kama, Lyneham Ridge, Mount Painter, Mount Rogers and OôConnor Ridge. It is rated as 

locally extinct in the Botanic Gardens (2011) and Lake Ginninderra (2011). It is rated as 

vagrant in Black Mountain (2020) and the Pinnacle (2020). 

 

Painted Button-quail are no longer able to maintain persistent populations in any of the 

fragments. The author was familiar with the Black Mountain population prior to 2005. The 

distribution of the many hundreds of platelets correlated strongly with deeper, older, finely 

granulated litter. This type of litter has disappeared following the changes in the fuel 

reduction burning regime which, in turn, was a response to the disastrous 2003 Canberra 

fires. 

In terms of connectivity, there is a significant potential for odd birds to turn up sporadically 

in the future. This potential depends on regional populations. Any potential to re-establish 

lost populations in the fragments requires substantial changes to current management 

practices and resources.  

 

4.1.2. Brown-headed Honeyeater 

This is a relatively noisy species that is generally easy to observe. It was seen during the 

study flying above traffic height across multi-lane roads. 

 

It was recorded during surveys in 6 of the 8 survey areas. There are records from April 2020 

to February 2021 in 12 out of 16 fragments. 

 

With 35 records for 108 individuals in the surveys (Table 2), the Brown-headed Honeyeater 

seems the most successful of the study species. However, many of the records are repeat 

observations. The population is estimated as follows. Aranda Bushland 1-2 groups, Black 

Mountain 2 groups, Bruce Ridge 1 group, Gossan Hill 1 group, OôConnor Ridge/Lyneham 

Ridge 1 group. This gives a range of 6-7 groups, and a total population for the study areas of 

18-21 individuals. A breeding attempt during the study period in Black Mountain is likely to 

have failed. 

 

The Brown-headed Honeyeater is absent from the Bushland Precinct, Dryandra Street 

Woodland and Mount Rogers. It is rated as locally extinct in the Arboretum (2015) and 

present in Aranda Bushland, Black Mountain, Botanic Gardens, Bruce Ridge, Gossan Hill, 

Horse Paddocks, Kama, Lake Ginninderra, Lyneham Ridge, Mount Painter, OôConnor 

Ridge, and the Pinnacle.  

 

The lack of Arboretum records since 2015 is notable. C. Davey (pers comm.) who has also 

surveyed the Arboretum has noted the same general phenomenon. The Arboretum hosts a 

small number of single-age and single-species eucalypt patches. These might be presumed 

to be capable of hosting the Brown-headed Honeyeater but it has instead become locally 

extinct. Small numbers of Yellow-faced Honeyeaters have been recorded in the Arboretum 

eucalypt stands from time to time and the Brown-headed Honeyeater may be mobile enough 

to fly through the Arboretum but, as none has been recorded, the data tends strongly to 

demonstrate that this is not happening. 
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The author has visited the adjacent Zoo on numerous occasions and has not observed any of 

the six study species there. 

 

While the causes are uncertain it is highly likely that, for the Brown-headed Honeyeater, the 

Arboretum is effectively both a habitat desert and a barrier to connectivity. This state of 

affairs is repeated for the Speckled Warbler, Varied Sittella and Grey Currawong. 

 

Given the very low population of the Brown-headed Honeyeater, it is imperative that the 

current level of connectivity along the western axis is maintained, to enable it to persist in 

the fragments. 

 

Table 2. Brown-headed Honeyeater records by fragment, by number of survey 

records, by number of survey individuals, by latest eBird record to end February 2021. 

 

Fragment No. 

records 

No. 

individuals 

Last eBird 

record 

Observer 

Aranda Bushland 6 26 25/02/2021 T. Willis 

Arboretum 0 0 08/07/2015 R. Callaway 

Black Mountain 22 62   4/02/2021 C. Boekel 

Botanic Gardens   21/06/2020 R. Geraghty 

Bruce Ridge 1 2 25/10/2020 C. Boekel 

Bushland Precinct 0 0 No record  

Dryandra Street 

Woodland 

  No record  

Gossan Hill 1 4 12/04/2020 S. Rapley 

Horse Paddocks   14/02/2021 S. Lashko 

Kama   26/01/2021 N. Froelich 

Lake Ginninderra     7/01/2021 R. Rehwinkel 

Lyneham Ridge 1 4 14/01/2021 C. Boekel 

Mount Painter   28/10/2020 A.&C. Drake 

Mount Rogers   No record  

OôConnor Ridge 4 10 15/12/2020 C. Boekel 

Pinnacle   26/11/2020 J. Brannan 

Totals 35 108   

 

4.1.3. Speckled Warbler 

The Speckled Warbler is sedentary when breeding but may move around, often with mixed 

feeding flocks, outside the breeding season. One Speckled Warbler is known to have 

crossed a multi-lane highway on at least one occasion during the study period. 

 

It was recorded during surveys in 4 of 8 survey areas. There are records in 10 of 16 

fragments (Table 3) from April 2020 to February 2021. One group, probably of two males 
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and a female, which was located in the south-west of Black Mountain at the start of the 

study period, is no longer being recorded there.  

 

The population as at the end of February 2021 is estimated as follows. Aranda Bushland 

hosted 2-3 pairs, one of which included 2 independent young. Black Mountain hosted up to 

2 single individuals. OôConnor Ridge hosted a pair with 2 young reaching independence in 

the year, plus another individual. The total population for the 8 study areas is estimated to be 

13-15 individuals.  

 

The Speckled Warbler is rated as absent in Dryandra Street Woodland. It is rated as locally 

extinct in Gossan Hill (2014), Lake Ginninderra (2016), and Mount Rogers (2017). It is 

rated as vagrant in the Arboretum (2021), Botanic Gardens (2019), Bruce Ridge (2020), 

Bushland Precinct (2020) and Lyneham Ridge (2019). It is rated as present in Aranda 

Bushland, Black Mountain, the Horse Paddocks, Kama and Mount Painter, the Pinnacle, 

and OôConnor Ridge. 

 

Table 3. Speckled Warbler records by fragment, by number of survey records, by 

number of survey individuals, by latest ebird record to end February 2021. 

Fragment No. 

records 

No. 

individuals 

Last eBird 

record 

Observer 

Aranda Bushland 6 16 23/02/2021 C. Boekel 

Arboretum 1 2 11/02/2021 C. Boekel 

Black Mountain 9 10 13/12/2020 C. Boekel 

Botanic Gardens     7/03/2019 J. Hassell 

Bruce Ridge 0 0   2/06/2020 A. Roe  

Bushland Precinct 0 0 13/10/2020 Christine D., S. 

Westlin 

Dryandra Street 

Woodland 

  No records  

Gossan Hill 0 0 11/08/2014 P. Milburn 

Horse Paddocks   21/05/2020 S. Lashko 

Kama   19/06/2020 J. Robinson 

Lake Ginninderra   15/05/2016 P. Milburn 

Lyneham Ridge 0 0 15/08/2019 M. Lenz 

Mount Painter   27/08/2020 S. Lashko 

Mount Rogers   9/9/2017 T. Bonnet 

OôConnor Ridge 6 14 23/01/2021 C. Boekel 

Pinnacle   18/02/2021 L. Read 

Totals 21 42   

 

A continuation of present trends will see the Speckled Warbler lost from the fragments. 
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Additional management resourcing would improve the Speckled Warblerôs habitat potential 

in fragments such as Mount Rogers and OôConnor Ridge, both of which have significant 

weed problems. 

 

4.1.4. Scarlet Robin 

The Scarlet Robin is an autumn/winter migrant into the study area. Birds were often seen 

moving as singles or pairs with mixed feeding flocks. One pair took up a lengthy residence 

in the south-west corner of Black Mountain.  

 

It was recorded during surveys in 5 of 8 survey areas. There are records for 13 of the 16 

fragments (Table 4) from April 2020 to February 2021. 

 

Table 4. Scarlet Robin records by fragment, by number of survey records, by number 

of survey individuals, by latest ebird record to end February 2021. 

 

Fragment No. 

records 

No. 

individuals 

Last eBird 

record 

Observer 

Aranda Bushland 1 1 5/07/2020 S. Lashko 

Arboretum 1 2 5/08/2020 C. Boekel 

Black Mountain 13 21 6/08/2020 C. Boekel 

Botanic Gardens   3/08/2020 S. Holliday 

Bruce Ridge 1 1 16/05/2020 C. Boekel 

Bushland Precinct 0 0 11/07/2020 C. Boekel 

Dryandra Street 

Woodland 

  No record  

Gossan Hill 0 0 5/07/2020 R. Rehwinkel 

Horse Paddocks   21/05/2020 S. Lashko 

Kama   8/06/2020 C. Davey 

Lake Ginninderra   14/06/2019 Christine D. 

Lyneham Ridge 0 0 6/02/2021 N. Froelich 

Mount Painter   29/7/2020 S. Playford 

Mount Rogers   25/05/2017 T. Bonnet 

OôConnor Ridge 2 4 14/07/2020 J. Brown 

Pinnacle   3/08/2020 P. Higgins 

Totals 18 28   

 

The population is difficult to estimate because birds were mobile and were only rarely 

observed in the same place twice. The population is estimated as follows. Aranda Bushland 

1-2 birds, Arboretum 1 bird, Black Mountain 6 birds, Bruce Ridge 1 bird, the Bushland 
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Precinct 2 birds and OôConnor Ridge 2 birds, bringing the total number of individuals in the 

survey areas in winter 2020 to 13-14. 

 

Connectivity does not appear to be an issue. Survival in the fragments depends on sustaining 

regional populations. 

 

4.1.5. Varied Sittella 

An easily heard species which was observed moving above traffic height across multi-lane 

roads during the study. 

It was recorded during surveys in 6 of the 8 survey areas. There are records for 10 of the 16 

fragments (Table 5) from April 2020 to February 2021. 

 

Table 5 Varied Sittella records by fragment, by number of survey records, by number 

of survey individuals, by latest eBird record to end February 2021. 

 

Fragment No. 

records 

No. 

individuals 

Last eBird 

 record 

Observer 

Aranda Bushland 0 0 13/12/2020 P. Higgins 

Arboretum 0 0 No records  

Black Mountain 15 56 19/12/2021 C. Boekel 

Botanic Gardens   27/6/2020 R. Geraghty 

Bruce Ridge 3 9 9/01/2021 C. Boekel 

Bushland Precinct 2 7 10/10/2020 C. Boekel 

Dryandra Street 

Woodland 

  No records  

Gossan Hill 2 5 11/09/2020 R. Rehwinkel 

Horse Paddocks   31/01/2016 A.&C. Drake 

Kama   2601/2021 N. Froelich 

Lake Ginninderra   14/06/2019 Christine D. 

Lyneham Ridge 0 0 No records  

Mount Painter   28/06/2020 D. Montes 

Mount Rogers   No record  

OôConnor Ridge 1 5 15/12/2020 C. Boekel 

Pinnacle   3/02/2021 D. Baldwin 

Totals 23 82   

 

The population estimate is as follows. The Black Mountain/Bushland Precinct complex 

hosted 2-3 groups. Aranda Bushland hosted 1 group. Bruce Ridge hosted 1 group. Gossan 
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Hill sometimes hosts a group which also uses nearby sections/parts of adjacent habitat. Total 

population of individuals in the study areas is estimated to be 16-24 individuals.  

The Varied Sittella is rated as absent from the Arboretum, Dryandra Street Woodland, 

Lyneham Ridge and Mount Rogers. It is locally extinct in the Horse Paddocks (2016) and 

vagrant in Lake Ginninderra (2019). It is present in Aranda Bushland, Black Mountain, 

Botanic Gardens, Bushland Precinct, Bruce Ridge, Gossan Hill, Kama, Mount Painter, 

OôConnor Ridge and the Pinnacle. 

 

In terms of connectivity to the south, the Arboretum appears to be a barrier and a habitat 

desert for this species. The species appears to be unable to reach Mount Rogers to the north. 

It is absent from Lyneham Ridge. With the exception of the Horse Paddocks, there are 

recent records along the western axis from Mount Painter through the Pinnacle to Kama. 

 

The Varied Sittella may be subject to mobility and/or habitat constraints that are unknown. 

For example, the Arboretum may lack the vertical dead branches with forks which are 

preferred nest sites. Four fragments have no records at all. Among these, the Arboretum and 

Lyneham Ridge eucalypts are largely exotic to the region. There are gaps between eucalypt 

patches in the Arboretum. Dryandra Street Woodlandôs area is only 15 hectares. Mount 

Rogers is not only isolated by suburbia but also contains only a limited area of original 

vegetation. The habitat corridors into Mount Rogers are narrow and contain little habitat. 

Taken together these support the view that Varied Sittellas need both good connectivity and 

a larger area of native eucalypt vegetation than some fragments contain. Corridors need to 

be wide and to contain suitable habitat. 

 

The continued presence of this species in at least some of the fragments depends at least on 

maintaining the current connectivity to the west, as well as reserving fragments of 

appropriate size. 

 

4.1.6. Grey Currawong 

Grey Currawongs were observed repeatedly flying high over multi-lane highways. They are 

conspicuous in flight, can be easy to hear from long distances, but may be difficult to 

observe when feeding quietly on the ground. The Grey Currawong is sometimes recorded 

within urbanized areas. 

 

It was recorded during surveys in 2 out of the 8 survey areas. There are records in 6 of the 

16 fragments (Table 6) from April 2020 to February 2021. The population estimate is as 

follows. Aranda Bushland hosted 1 pair. Black Mountain hosted 1 pair plus a young of the 

year. The total population for the 8 study areas is estimated to be 5 individuals. It bred 

successfully in Black Mountain during the study period. 

 

The Grey Currawong is rated as absent from Dryandra Street Woodland and from Kama. It 

is rated as locally extinct in Lake Ginninderra (2016), Lyneham Ridge (2016) and OôConnor 

Ridge (2016). It is rated as vagrant in the Arboretum (2020), the Bushland Precinct (2021), 

Bruce Ridge (2019), and Gossan Hill (2019). It is rated as present in Aranda Bushland, 

Black Mountain and the Pinnacle. 

 

The Grey Currawong appears to have withdrawn to a core of suitable habitat in the two 

largest fragments: Aranda Bushland and Black Mountain. These pairs may also be using 

habitat fragments in the Glenloch Interchange and Lake Burley Griffin foreshores. 



Canberra Bird Notes 46(1) May 2021 

13 

 

The bird is a powerful flyer, has extensive territories, and will move through or over 

suburbia. Therefore connectivity for this species ought not to be a significant survival 

consideration. The best connectivity prospect, along the western axis, has most recent 

records as follows: the Horse Paddocks (2019), Mt Painter (2017), the Pinnacle (2018) and 

Kama (no records).  

 

The withdrawal of this species from some fragments therefore probably relates to a decline 

in the availability of suitable habitat in the fragments, combined with an intensification of 

urban pressures. The fuel-reduction regime is probably a factor for a species that feeds much 

of the time on the ground. 

 

A continuation of present trends will see the Grey Currawong become locally extinct in all 

the fragments. 

 

Table 6. Grey Currawong-records by fragment, by number of survey records, by 

number of survey individuals, by latest eBird record to end February 2021. 

 

Fragment No of 

records 

No of 

individuals 

Latest eBird 

record 

Observer 

Aranda Bushland 7 11 23/02/2021 C. Boekel 

Arboretum 0 0 12/08/2020 Anon. 

Black Mountain 16 27 19/02/2021 D. Dedenczuk 

Botanic Gardens   23/07/2020 J. Robinson 

Bruce Ridge 0 0 28/01/2019 D. Baldwin 

Bushland Precinct 0 0 21/02/2021 C. Boekel 

Dryandra Street 

Woodland 

  No record  

Gossan Hill 0 0 21/12/2019 C. Davey 

Horse Paddocks   27/10/2019 A.&C. Drake,  

Kama   No record  

Lake Ginninderra   10/07/2018 M. Butterfield 

Lyneham Ridge 0 0 21/0/2016 J.Brown 

Mount Painter   26/11/2017 S. Holliday 

Mount Rogers     5/01/2016 Anon. 

OôConnor Ridge 0 0 27/11/2016 P. Cannon 

Pinnacle     1/12/2020 V. Rolland 

Totals  23 38   

 

5. Discussion 

The population of each of the study species in the 16 fragments is too low to be sustainable. 

Ratings of locally extinct and vagrant are common and are increasing. There are many 

ratings of óabsentô from the fragments. Even when rated as ópresentô in a fragment, the 
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rating might depend on a single bird. Distribution across the fragments is limited for most of 

the study species, and is contracting for some of the study species. 

 

Pressures on Black Mountainôs avifauna and other biodiversity elements were analysed 

extensively in the 2018 Symposium papers. There was particular concern about the fuel- 

reduction regime. The impact on the litter layer has probably had deleterious impacts on the 

populations of the ground-feeding Painted Button-quail, Speckled Warbler, Scarlet Robin 

and Grey Currawong. 

 

Suburbanization of the Molonglo Valley will bring with it an increase in human pressures. It 

also presents a major additional potential threat to connectivity. 

 

While fragment size was not factored into the study design, there is very strong incidental 

evidence that fragment size matters significantly for the survival of the study species in the 

fragments. The author spent hundreds of hours in Dryandra Street Woodland during 2020 

and early 2021. At 15ha, Dryandra Street Woodland is the smallest discrete fragment. Only 

a single individual of the 6 study species was recorded during that time. Mount Rogers is 

much altered and has only limited suitable habitat for the study species. It entirely lacks 

several of the study species. The reduction in size of the residual fragments of the original 

Lake Ginninderra natural areas by urbanization appears to be having a significant impact on 

the persistence of several of the study species there. The smaller, separate part of Bruce 

Ridge west of the Gungahlin Drive Extension delivered only a single survey record of 

Varied Sittella and no records of the other 5 study species during the surveys. Study species 

records for Lyneham Ridge, another of the smaller fragments, were very low. The pattern is 

clear. Fragment size matters significantly. 

 

The situation with connectivity varies by species. Two species, the Painted Button-quail and 

the Scarlet Robin, are likely to keep turning up in at least some of the fragments 

occasionally. This depends almost entirely on their regional populations. Connectivity for 

the remaining four study species varies but is generally precarious. 

 

The urbanized areas to the east of the fragments and the water barrier of Lake Burley Griffin 

are considered to be effective connectivity barriers for these species. This leaves four 

possible connectivity axes through the fragments. The north-western axis consists of Bruce 

Ridge, Gossan Hill, Lake Ginninderra and Mount Rogers. The survey data for Gossan Hill, 

the last eBird record data, and the pattern of attrition demonstrate that this axis increasingly 

lacks either the capacity to maintain populations or to provide connectivity. 

 

The northern axis, Bruce Ridge through OôConnor Ridge to Lyneham Ridge is weak in 

terms of connectivity. For the terminal fragment, Lyneham Ridge, there were no records of 

Speckled Warbler, Varied Sittella or Grey Currawong and only one record of Brown-headed 

honeyeater in the survey records. 

 

The south-western axis, the Arboretum, is an effective barrier to connectivity. There was an 

almost complete lack of records of all 6 study species during the surveys. There is a 

prospect of improving connectivity through parcels adjacent to the Arboretum as the 

Molonglo valley land uses are allocated. Small changes to the management of the 

Arboretum would better support struggling woodland bird species. For example, the small 

line of shrubs along the northern margin of the Fig plantation hosted Southern White-face 

(Aphelocephala leucopsis) for many months during the survey period. The single Speckled 
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Warbler sighting was made in the same area. A single line of eucalypts could successfully 

link the eucalypt patches while occasional patches of shrubby understorey would make a 

significant difference. The objective would be to re-create effective connectivity between 

Black Mountain, Aranda Bushland and the Molonglo River corridor. 

 

This leaves the western axis: Aranda Bushland, the Horse Paddocks, Mount Painter, the 

Pinnacle and Kama and, beyond these, further through the Molonglo Valley to the 

Murrumbidgee Valley. Of all the connectivity axes, this appears to form the critical 

connection to wider regional populations for most of the study species.  

 

To maintain connectivity along the western axis in the face of adjacent suburbanization 

requires wide corridors. Narrow corridors such as those radiating from Mount Rogers are 

not currently delivering connectivity. It is important to consider the dynamics of corridors 

set in urbanized surrounds. Rather than being undisturbed channels for biodiversity 

movement, existing corridors have become the focal point for all sorts of disturbance. 

Children gather wood to build numerous tepees. Typically, existing corridors, such as those 

radiating from Gossan Hill and from Mt Rogers, are channels for human and domestic 

animal movement as well for recreation. This will undoubtedly happen to future corridors. 

In judging effective corridor width it is critical to bear in mind that the corridors will 

inevitably be managed to give priority to safety for adjacent persons and property. The 

corridors will be burned, cleared of shrubs and mowed for fire control as required. If the 

regulatory fire management zones are inside the corridors then the biodiversity values of the 

corridors are automatically severely compromised by design. The corridors cannot simply be 

conceived of as treetop flyways. They need to contain sufficient habitat. Further, the 

corridors need to link large fragments to deliver connectivity 

 

Detailed planning for connectivity through the western axis should strongly be informed by 

Barrett and Love (2012). They report that most small bird species cannot disperse when 

gaps between appropriate fragments or paddock trees are greater than 100 m. Regardless of 

the intermediate stepping stones, substantial habitat fragments need to be closer than about 

1100 m apart. It is highly likely that cobbling together already tenuous pathways between 

existing fragments will not be sufficient in the face of additional pressures from 51,000 

people. Regeneration work to firm up habitat values will be required. 

 

There is one final and important note in the context of multiple local extinctions. Despite 

highly sophisticated management strategies and the best efforts of staff and volunteers, 

management resources across the 16 fragments are patently inadequate. Just two of many 

possible examples of the actual loss of habitat for want of resources will demonstrate this. 

Many hectares of potential habitat for the study species in the centre of OôConnor Ridge are 

dominated by weeds. Shrub layer plantings along the margins of Lyneham Ridge would 

significantly boost habitat potential for some of the study species. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The idyllic óBush Capitalô title hides a dark reality of very low populations, range 

reductions, and continuing local extinctions among woodland bird species. 

 

The trend in the study fragments is beyond doubt. There have been many local extinctions 

and there are more to come. 
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Poorly contained urban pressures are progressively eliminating woodland species from 

urban reserves. Declining regional populations are reducing the recruitment pool for the 

survey species in the fragments. The small size of some fragments is a significant factor as 

is the distance between the fragments. Apart from the western axis, connectivity in other 

directions is poor to non-existent. Connectivity thought the Arboretum could be 

significantly improved through minor management changes. 

 

Urbanization involving some 51,000 additional people in the Molonglo Valley represents a 

massive increase in urban pressure. Critically, it represents an additional threat to the 

connectivity between the inner north-western woodland birds and their regional populations. 

 

If the Bush Capital is to live up to its name, connectivity and fragment size in the Molonglo 

Valley west to the Murrumbidgee River must be given priority in land-use planning. 

Resources to manage existing and new urbanization pressures must be increased.  
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Appendix 1.  Conventions used to name locations in the text. 

Records are located as defined in eBird hotspot and personal sites. 

Aranda Bushland = Includes Aranda Bushland Nature Reserve, Aranda West, and Snow 

Gums Nature Reserve 

Arboretum = The National Arboretum including the Cork Oak Plantation 

Black Mountain = Black Mountain Nature Reserve 

Botanic Gardens = Australian National Botanic Gardens excluding the Bushland Precinct. 

Bruce Ridge = Bruce Ridge Nature Reserve. The study surveys included the fragment west 

of the Gungahlin Drive Extension. 

Bushland Precinct = Bushland Precinct of the Botanic Gardens 

Dryandra Street Woodland = Dryandra Street Woodland 

Fragment = any of the discrete natural or semi-natural areas listed in the species tables 

Gossan Hill = Gossan Hill Nature Reserve 

Horse Paddocks = Cook Horse Paddocks 

Kama = Kama Nature Reserve 

Lake Ginninderra = all eBird locations, for example Diddams Close and Lake Ginninderra 

Reach, that abut the shores of Lake Ginninderra 

Lyneham Ridge = Lyneham Ridge and ebird location óNorth Lyneham Ridgeô. The Study 

surveys covered the plantation area but not the grassland paddock to the north. Other eBird 

records possibly include both. 

Mount Painter = Mount Painter Nature Reserve. 

The Pinnacle = Pinnacle Nature Reserve and any eBird locations within the reserve 

Mount Rogers = Mount Rogers Nature Reserve 

OôConnor Ridge = OôConnor Ridge Nature Reserve 

Survey area = any of the fragments wherein study surveys were carried out.  
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Abstract:  North-western Belconnenôs suburbs were established in the early 1970s on 

former grazing lands. Previous clearing had removed all Laughing Kookaburra nesting 

habitat from the floodplains and lower slopes. About 200 hollow remnant eucalypts on 

higher ground were retained in the new suburbs ï mostly within Urban Open Space. 20 ï 30 

hollows were suitable for kookaburra nesting. For two decades, the presence of suitable, 

reliable nest sites among the hollow remnant eucalypts, and the increasing extent, diversity 

and productivity of foraging habitat in the developing Urban Forest of planted native trees 

and shrubs, sustained an urban breeding kookaburra population, and allowed the 

establishment and maintenance of strong, stable family groups. Since the mid-1990s, 

evidence of breeding failure has become more common than that of success, strong family 

groups are rare, and the long-term viability of the breeding population is not assured. The 

availability of nest hollows in remnant eucalypts continues to decline through natural 

attrition, tree removal and lopping, and increased competition from other hollow-nesting 

species ï particularly Common Mynas. In our study area, where remnant eucalypts are 

absent, some useful hollows have formed in exotic softwood trees in Urban Open Space 

through the combined actions of fungal decay and chewing by cockatoos, but these hollows 

provide only short-term nesting opportunities before ongoing decay causes collapse of the 

host tree. Despite the lack of suitable, reliable nest sites, a pair of kookaburras has 

maintained a territory in our study area for the past seven years, and has regularly 

attempted to breed there. They have nested successfully only once in the first six years of the 

study - in a hollow exotic poplar. Recently, they have explored some unsuitable artificial 

cavities, risking possible injury or death to themselves or to nestlings. This led us to 

commence a trial of a dedicated kookaburra nestbox in a private garden within their 

territory. By strategic management of the nestbox, including exclusion of competitor 

species, our aim is to provide them a safe, reliable, long-term nesting option to enable them 

to reach their breeding potential in an otherwise suitable habitat. In the first breeding 

season of the trial, the kookaburras successfully produced two fledglings from the nestbox. 

 

1. Introduction 

The Laughing Kookaburra (Dacelo novaeguineae) is an icon of the Australian bush. It is 

commonly associated with native eucalypt forests and woodlands (where it may be an 

important indicator of woodland health), but it is also remarkable for its ability to adapt to 

human-modified habitats including farmland, parklands and suburbia (Legge 2004).   
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Kookaburras are sedentary and territorial all year round, and they are obligate cavity-nesters 

(Legge 2004). Their territories, therefore, must produce a supply of suitable prey 

(predominantly arthropods and small reptiles) throughout the year, and provide elevated 

perches from which kookaburras can hunt, using their ósit-and-waitô technique. More 

fundamentally, their territories must also include at least one naturally-occurring tree 

hollow, or some other suitable natural or artificial cavity, if they are to reproduce. Nest 

hollows must be large, aligned more or less horizontally, with the floor not far below the 

entrance lip to enable kookaburras to shuffle in and out on their weak ineffectual feet 

(Legge 2004). Such hollows are likely to occur only in very old trees. 

 

2. Kookaburra breeding habitat in Canberra 

It is both fitting and pleasing that the Laughing Kookaburra is a common breeding resident 

of Canberra, the 'Bush Capital' (COG 2020b). Canberra's urban landscape abuts and 

encloses a diversity of suitable kookaburra habitats, ranging from forested hills to lowland 

native grassland and Yellow Box - Red Gum grassy woodland, in 39 nature reserves that 

make up Canberra Nature Park (ACT Government, 2021a). Kookaburras are particularly 

common in Canberra suburbs bordering nature reserves (Wilson 1999; COG 2020a). There, 

kookaburra foraging habitat may include neighbourhood parks, roadsides and private 

gardens in addition to the neighbouring reserves ï whereas suitable nesting hollows are 

generally available only in ancient eucalypts protected within the reserves.   

 

Given the kookaburra's sedentary habits, it follows that the majority of kookaburra breeding 

records in Canberra are from nature reserves or from suburbs bordering nature reserves (e.g. 

Map 1). Notable exceptions are several suburbs in north-western Belconnen, where 

kookaburra breeding has been reported from places that are well within the urban area and 

remote from nature reserves (Map 1).  

 

As long-term residents of north-western Belconnen, we have been fascinated and delighted 

by the continuing presence of breeding kookaburras in our neighbourhood. We are 

concerned, therefore, that the ACT kookaburra population has been in a slow, slight but 

steady decline in recent decades (Wilson 1999; COG 2020b). We are interested in how that 

trend might be reflected in aspects of kookaburra breeding ecology in suburban north-

western Belconnen, and how the Belconnen human community might become involved in 

sustaining a resilient suburban kookaburra population. 

 

3. The rise and fall of north-western Belconnenôs kookaburra population 

Beginning in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Belconnen was established on former grazing 

lands. Clearing of the area in the 19th and 20th centuries had removed all native trees from 

the floodplains and lower slopes (below 580 m elevation); scattered eucalypts remained 

above the 580 m contour. More trees were cleared for the establishment of north-western 

Belconnenôs suburbs. Of those that were retained, about 200 contained hollows ï an average 

of about 31 hollow trees/ km
2
 (Map 2). A few remnant hollow trees were located on some of 

north-western Belconnen's new residential blocks, but the majority were incorporated into 

Urban Open Space  
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Map 1. Distribution of Laughing Kookaburra breeding activity, Canberra, 2014-2020 (red 

dots). Dotsize indicates the number of reports at each site (1ï9 reports). Many sites are associated 

with native forests and woodlands contained within Canberra Nature Park Reserves and other 

protected areas. In contrast, the sites in our study area are in the Urban Area, associated with Urban 

Open Space, and are remote from formal reserves and protected areas. (Kookaburra breeding data: 

eBird 2020). 

(see Map 3), including the 52-ha expanse of Mount Rogers Reserve, and a mosaic of small 

neighbourhood parks, easements and nature strips scattered throughout the adjacent suburbs. 

Some of these remnant hollows (perhaps as many as 15%) were suitable for use by 

kookaburras.  
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Map 2. Distribution of hollow trees in northern Belconnen, 2014-2017. Trees with hollow 

entrances Ó 50mm diameter are shown. With urbanisation of the area, beginning in the early 1970s, 

many of the hollow eucalypts remaining on higher ground (above 580m elevation) were 

incorporated into Urban Open Space. An exotic oak, planted around 1829 as part of the 

establishment of the Palmerville settlement, bears hollows that may have developed prior to 

urbanisation of Belconnen. All other hollows, including those in our study area, are in trees planted 

in the five decades since urbanisation. Descriptions of the hollow trees in the study area are in 

Table3. (Hollow tree data: darylking@aapt.net.au). 

 

Kookaburras were here from the beginning. From the mid-1970s, kookaburra breeding 

territories occupied much of north-western Belconnen above 580 m, where there were 

suitable hollow eucalypts. Territories covered Mount Rogers Reserve and parts of the 

suburbs of Spence, Melba, Flynn, Charnwood and Fraser. We (BK and DK) had the good 

fortune to build our house within the territory of an established breeding pair. One of their 

nest sites, a solitary remnant hollow Eucalyptus blakelyi, is just 140 m from our back door. 

Our earliest recollection of a kookaburra visiting our backyard is from 1974. 

 

The establishment of Belconnen coincided with new approaches to urban landscape design 

that have enhanced kookaburra habitats in the suburbs. The Belconnen landscape of today is 

largely a product of the third major phase (from 1969 to 1989) in the establishment of 

Canberra's Urban Forest (Taylor 2006; ACT Government 2021b). New plantings in that 

period focused on the use of native species in public and private spaces. Incentives were 

provided to the new settlers of Belconnen to plant their gardens with native species, 

including eucalypts. Urban Open Space (Map 3) was extensively planted with mixed 

eucalypt species set out in an informal and naturalistic landscape style (ACT Government 

2021b). Where initially, the kookaburrasô remnant hollow nest trees stood stark against a 

harsh, bare, windswept landscape of new houses, pavement, and disturbed dry grasslands, 

they were to become embedded in a sheltered Urban Forest enriched by a diversity of new 

native trees and shrubs, and well-watered areas of grasses and herbs. 

 

mailto:darylking@aapt.net.au
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Map 3. Belconnen Urban Open Space, and the distribution of Laughing Kookaburras in 

Belconnen during the nesting season (SeptemberïDecember), 2014ï2020. Our study area 

encloses about 88 ha of Urban Open Space, including the floodplain and lower slopes of a 3km 

stretch of the Ginninderra Creek corridor. (Kookaburra data: Atlas of Living Australia, 2020 

 

Kookaburras took full advantage of the increasing diversity and productivity of the new 

environment. By 1990, some kookaburra territories in north-western Belconnen were 

occupied and defended by stable family groups of 4 - 6 birds (ALA 2020). The presence of 

strong, stable groups is a conspicuous indicator of habitat quality and breeding success. 

Auxiliary members of the group (usually the previous season's offspring) help the parents 

with territory defence, and help to incubate the eggs and brood the nestlings when they are 

young. They also feed the nestlings and fledglings, provide a sentinel system and defend the 

young against potential predators (Legge 2004). 

 

Since the mid-1990s, signs of kookaburra prosperity in north-western Belconnen have 

gradually faded. The last record of a family group of four in the remnant-hollow belt above 

580 m is from 1992 (ALA 2020). Successful breeding events continue to be reported (e.g. 

eBird 2019), but rarely. Ninety-six percent of sightings since 1992 have been of single birds 

or pairs (median = 1 (ALA 2020; eBird 2020)).   

 

There may be various factors involved in these demographic changes. A probable key factor 

is a decline in availability of suitable nest hollows, leading to reduced breeding success. 

After five decades in the suburbs, some remnant hollow trees or hollow limbs have 

collapsed or been removed, and no suitable new hollows have been recruited. Some of the 

planted eucalypts have developed large hollows prematurely (Map 2) but, in all cases, the 

developing hollow appears to have been an indicator of a general structural fault, and the 

whole tree has collapsed or has been removed on public safety grounds. It is likely to be 
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another century before suitable hollows develop in the new eucalypt forest ï provided they 

are not removed in the meantime. 

 

Increased competition for the remaining hollows is probably another key limiting factor. 

Kookaburras have evolved with other native hollow-nesting birds and hollow-denning 

mammals, and they have adapted to compete successfully with them for available hollows. 

Belconnenôs kookaburras appear less well adapted to compete with some recently-arrived 

invasive exotic birds. 

 

The potential for Common Starlings (Sturnus vulgaris) and Common Mynas (Acridotheres 

tristis) to out-compete kookaburras for nest hollows has long been of concern (Taylor 1992; 

Wilson 1999; Legge 2004). Grarock et al. (2012) found that, 29 years after mynas became 

established in Canberra, kookaburra abundance had decreased by an estimated 0.4 (± 0.2) 

birds per km
2
 each year. Wilson (1999), noting that the ACT kookaburra population was 

already in decline by 1995, raised the possibility that competition from mynas for nest holes 

in urban areas and nearby parks may be the cause. 

 

Mynas arrived in north-western Belconnen during the 1990s (Davey 1991), and became 

established there by 2006-2007 (Grarock et al. 2013). One of us (DK) found no evidence of 

kookaburra breeding success in the 2010-11 and 2011-12 breeding seasons in a sample of 

suburban north-western Belconnen where mynas occupied about half of remnant hollow 

eucalypts (King 2012). A wider survey of 152 myna nests across Belconnen in the 2013-14 

season found that 47% were in hollow remnant eucalypts (DK, unpublished). DK 

(unpublished) witnessed failed kookaburra breeding attempts in north-western Belconnen in 

the 2013-14 and 2014-15 breeding seasons, when mynas were seen to remove kookaburra 

eggs from hollows. 

 

While the breeding-habitat quality of the remnant hollow belt above 580 m appears to have 

declined since the 1990s, other suburban areas of north-western Belconnen are emerging as 

suitable kookaburra habitats. 

 

4. North-western Belconnenôs new kookaburra habitats 

As the Urban Forest matures, kookaburras have become increasingly common in parts of 

Urban Open Space below the 580m contour, where hollow remnant eucalypts are absent. 

They are particularly common, including during the nesting season, in the Ginninderra 

Creek corridor - a broad continuous band of Urban Open Space stretching from east to west 

and containing the Ginninderra Creek floodplain and adjacent lower slopes (Map 3). This 

well-watered landscape was among the first to be occupied for agriculture in the early 

nineteenth century, with a total loss of kookaburra nesting habitat. 

 

Now, tree density in the Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban Open Space averages more than 

40 mature trees/ha. Many of the mature trees (planted natives and planted or invading 

exotics) are in closely-spaced clumps with intersecting crowns, with sparse understorey, and 

surrounded by extensive short and tall native and exotic grasslands. The most recent tree 

plantings are more widely spaced, with a grassy understorey. When these mature, they may 

provide an open woodland habitat consistent with Belconnen's pre-European landscape 

(Gillespie 1992; Taylor 2006; Gammage 2011). 

 

Habitat quality in the Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban Open Space is enhanced by native 

plantings in adjoining gardens, and by other developments that contribute to habitat 
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diversity and productivity. For example, recent water-quality infrastructure projects in the 

area have added 14,300 m
2
 of new permanent ponds and ephemeral wetlands, with 

associated new plantings of aquatic and terrestrial vegetation, and extensive boulder-

armament-embankments that provide new micro-habitats for a range of kookaburra prey 

species (ACT Government 2019). 

 

Kookaburras are now permanent, territorial residents of the Ginninderra Creek corridor in 

Umbagong District Park (about 50 ha), and in our study area, which includes about 88 ha of 

Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban Open Space downstream from Lake Ginninderra (Map 

3). 

 

 
Map 4. Laughing Kookaburra observations (green dots) and sites of kookaburra nesting 

activity (numbers and letters) in the study area between July 2014 and November 2020. Table 2 

provides descriptions of each numbered site and the outcome of kookaburra nesting activity there - 

(S)ucceed, (F)ail. 

 

5. The sedentary, territorial kookaburras of our study area 

We recorded and analysed observations of kookaburras in the study area between July 2014 

and November 2020. Our observations were made on an ad hoc basis during surveys, 

recreation, commuting, shopping and other activities in the study area. The location of each 

sighting was recorded by GPS (Map 4), and data were uploaded to eBird, where they were 

assigned to the nearest public hotspot (eBird 2021). Our study area is largely contained 

within five eBird hotspots: 3x Urban and 2x Urban Open Space (Table 1 and Map 5). Data 

from these hotspots formed the basis of our analyses of kookaburra distribution in the study 

area. 
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Table 1. Laughing Kookaburra occurrence in Urban Open Space and in other Urban 

habitats in the study area, June 2014 ï November 2020 (data: eBird, 2020). See Map 5 

for hotspot boundaries used in our study. 

 

Habitat  

Type 

 

 

 

eBird Hotspot ID 

 

 

 

 

Total 

eBird 

check- 

lists 

 

No. of eBird 

checklists 

reporting 

kookaburras 

Kookaburra 

reporting 

frequency (% of 

eBird checklists) 

 

Urban 

L2543555 Melba 

L2543436 Evatt 

L4703829 Florey 

686 23 3.35 

Urban Open 

Space 

L4684926  

Ginninderra CreekðMelba 

L4689870  

Ginninderra CreekðEvatt 

1043 341 32.69 

All habitats All hotspots 1729 364 21.05 

 

 

Map 5. Use of eBird hotspots (eBird, 2021) as spatial units in our analysis of Laughing 

Kookaburra distribution in the study area (see Table 1 for details). 

 

Over the course of the 77-month study, kookaburras were observed in the study area 364 

times (Table 1 and Map 4). They were recorded in both Urban and Urban Open Space 

hotspots, but were more common ï by an order of magnitude ï in Ginninderra Creek 

corridor Urban Open Space than elsewhere in the study area (Table 1). Ginninderra Creek 

corridor Urban Open Space, therefore, appears to contain the primary habitat for 

kookaburras in the study area. 

 

The hotspot data support the conclusion that kookaburras are sedentary in Ginninderra 

Creek corridor Urban Open Space (Fig. 1). The frequency of sightings is reasonably 

consistent throughout the year, with a slight (non-significant) increase during the nesting 
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season (September ï December). Kookaburras were seen there in all months of the study 

period, except December 2017. Breeding behaviour was recorded in five of the studyôs 

seven breeding seasons, and two successful breeding events were recorded (Table 2). 

Figure 1. Mean monthly frequency of kookaburra sightings (% of eBird checklists) in 

Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban Open Space (green columns). Vertical bars are 

standard deviations from the means (data: eBird, 2020). 

 

It appears that the area is occupied by a single breeding pair and their offspring. The 

majority of sightings (96.2%) were of single birds or pairs (median = 1). The largest groups 

comprised 3 birds following a successful breeding event in the 2016-17 season, and 4 birds 

following a successful breeding event in the 2020 season (Table 2). It is possible that the 

same pair has held the territory throughout the seven-year study. The average life-span of 

kookaburras around Canberra is 12.5 years (Legge 2004). One member of the current pair 

has visited one of us (JA) in her garden on the edge of Ginninderra Creek corridor since 

2017, and has gradually become accustomed to being hand-fed by JA. Since early 2019, 

both members of the pair have visited regularly and have readily accepted artificial food 

from JA. 

 

The extent of their territory is uncertain. We have observed territorial behaviour in the 

Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban Open Space in most years of the study. It has generally 

taken the form of nest-site defence during the nesting season, including adult birds attacking 

their own reflection in parked vehicles, and occasional 'belly-flop displays' (Legge 2004) at 

other times of year. We did not see territorial interactions with other kookaburra groups that 

might indicate the location of territory boundaries, but there is evidence that their territory 

includes parts of adjacent suburbs (Table 1 and Map 4). Our ad hoc observations of their 

dawn and dusk choruses indicate that some of their roost trees are in suburban parts of 

Melba and Evatt, including some of the mature eucalypts in JAôs garden.   
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Table 2. Nesting activity of Laughing Kookaburras in the study area between July 

2014 and December 2020. (For locations of numbered sites, see Map 4). 

 

Site 

(Map 4) 

Nest type Breeding 

season 

Nesting 

outcome 

Notes 

1 Hollow in 

decaying 

exotic 

poplar 

H03 

2014-15 

 

and 

 

2015-16 

Fail The tree was in Urban Open Space. A kookaburra pair 

occupied and defended the cavity from July to December in 

2014, and again from August to November in 2015. At the 

beginning of each season, they spent considerable time and 

effort enlarging the cavity. There was no evidence of 

nestlings or fledglings at the site in either season. 

2 Nestbox 

B26 

2016-17 Fail The box was mounted on a tall Eucalyptus melliodora in 

Urban Open Space. It was of a suitable design for 

kookaburras, but was derelict and open to the weather. A 

lone kookaburra occasionally inspected the box until it was 

removed in 2017. 

3 Hollow in  

decaying 

exotic 

poplar 

H04 

2016-17 Succeed The tree was in a clump of decaying poplars in Urban Open 

Space (see also site 1 above). A kookaburra pair occupied 

the cavity in early September 2016, and a single chick 

fledged in the first week of January 2017. The tree was not 

used again by kookaburras.  It continued to decay rapidly 

and collapsed. 

4 Vent in 

wall of 

building 

S20 

2018-19 Fail The building is on land managed by the Canberra BMX 

Club. A kookaburra inspecting the vent became entangled 

in the ducting and was freed uninjured by members of the 

club. Subsequently the vent has been made inaccessible to 

kookaburras. 

5 Hollow in  

decaying 

exotic 

poplar 

H1871 

2018-19 Fail The tree is in Urban Open Space.  The cavity developed 

rapidly in 2018-19, largely due to intensive chiselling by 

Sulphur-crested Cockatoos. It was regularly inspected in 

2018-19 (and at the beginning of 2019-20) by a range of 

hollow-nesting species, including kookaburras, but was 

abandoned after September 2019 when it filled with rain-

water. 

6 Nestbox 

B29 

 

and 

 

nestbox 

B30 

2020-21 Fail In August 2020, a pair of kookaburras repeatedly inspected 

two parrot/possum nestboxes in a tall Eucalyptus mannifera 

in a private garden adjoining Urban Open Space. We judged 

that the deep, vertical boxes were unsuitable for 

kookaburras, particularly for chicks attempting to fledge, 

and any breeding attempt there was unlikely to succeed. 

This prompted us to install an alternative nestbox in a 

nearby garden (see site 7 below).  Subsequently, inspections 

of the parrot/possum boxes ceased, although kookaburras 

continued to perch in the host tree from time to time. 

7 Nestbox 

B31 

2020-21 Succeed In the first week of September 2020, we installed a nestbox 

designed specifically for kookaburras in a tall Eucalyptus 

cinerea at 3.7m above ground in a private garden adjoining 

Urban Open Space. The kookaburra pair began inspections 

of the box on the same day. Three eggs were laid at the end 

of September, and two chicks fledged on 30 November. 

 

Taking the distribution of sightings in Map 4 as a guide, we suggest that their territory 

exceeds 100 ha, and likely includes urban parts of Florey, Flynn, Melba, Evatt and 

McKellar, as well as parts of the Lake Ginninderra foreshore. A territory of that size is 
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consistent with other kookaburra territories in woodland around Canberra (average 69 ha; 

range 16 - 224 ha (Legge 2004)). 

 

6. Limits to kookaburra breeding success in the study area 

The quality of kookaburra nesting habitat in the study area is, at best, fair. There are no 

remnant hollow eucalypts; the nearest hollow eucalypts known to host kookaburra breeding 

attempts during the study period are between 2 km to 3 km from the study area. Suitable 

hollows are unlikely to form naturally in the even-aged hardwood eucalypt forest until 

sometime in the 22nd century, but hollows already exist in some of the exotic willows (Salix 

babylonica) and poplars (Populus spp) lining the creek (Table 3; Map 2). 

 

Hollows have developed rapidly in the soft wood of exotic poplars, in particular, through the 

combined actions of chiseling beaks and fungal decay. Decay begins at the site of an injury 

ï often caused by the chewing activity of rosellas and cockatoos. Decaying wood yields 

readily to further chewing, and a useful nesting hollow can develop in the course of two or 

three decades. The resident kookaburra pair participates in the acceleration of hollow 

development by chiseling away at the decaying wood within developing hollows (Table 2; 

Plate 1), but much of the work is undertaken by cockatoos, particularly visiting flocks of 

Yellow-tailed Black Cockatoos (Calyptorhynchus funereus), which can chip as much 

softwood in a few hours as the local Galahs (Eolophus roseicapilla) and Sulphur-crested 

Cockatoos (Cacatua galerita) process in a full season. 

 

While hollows form rapidly in the exotic softwood trees, they are ephemeral (Table 3). By 

the time a cavity large enough for kookaburra use has developed, much of the host tree is 

likely to be affected by decay, and parts or the whole tree proceed rapidly to collapse. 

Kookaburras nested successfully in a hollow Lombardy Poplar (P. nigra) at site 3 in the 

2016-17 breeding season (Table 2; Plate 2) but, by the following season, ongoing decay had 

collapsed parts of the floor and walls of the hollow, and the whole tree collapsed soon after. 

Of 13 hollow trees in the study area in 2014, nine are no longer available (Table 3). 

 

Table 2 illustrates how, despite the areaôs severely limited stock of suitable nest sites, the 

resident kookaburras have persisted in their attempts to breed there. Most attempts have 

been unsuccessful (Table 2; Map 4). Only when a viable hollow became available in the 

2016-17 season, were they first able to reproduce (Table 2). That fledgling survived to 

independence and remained in their territory until at least September 2017. 

 

Two recent nesting attempts (at site 4 in 2018-19, and site 6 in 2020-21) involved the risk of 

injury or death to either an adult kookaburra or to nestlings (Table 2). In the later attempt, 

the resident pair made repeated visits to two nestboxes whose deep, vertically-aligned 

design, while suitable for parrots or possums, appeared unsuitable for kookaburras. Unlike 

parrots and possums, kookaburras have weak ineffectual feet and are not adapted for 

climbing in and out of a deep hollow that is aligned vertically (Legge 2004). Even if the 

adults managed to produce eggs and raise nestlings in such a nestbox, the risk of the 

nestlings being trapped inside, unable to fledge, would be high.  
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Table 3. Hollow trees in the study area, July 2014 ï November 2020.  

 

Hollow 

tree 

 

 

Description of cavity at start of survey period (July 2014)* 

 

 

 

Current 

kookaburra  

nesting potential 

(Nov 2020) 

ID  

 

 

 

 

Spe-

cies 

 

 

 

Hol- 

low 

loca-

tion 

 

Height 

(m) 

 

 

 

Orien- 

ted 

 

 

 

Align

-ment 

 

 

 

Entran-

ce  

h x w 

(mm) 

 

H 

depth 

(mm)

**  

 

Entr. lip 

to floor 

(mm)*  

*  

 

 

H02 

 

 

Pn  

 

 

T 

 

 

    3.5 

 

 

NW 

 

 

H 

 

 

100 x 

100 

 

150 

 

 

150 

 

 

nil  (collapsed, 

remains of trunk on 

ground) 

H03 

 

 

Pn 

  

 

T 

 

 

    2.5 

 

 

W 

 

 

H 

 

 

110 x 

130 

 

150 

 

 

200 

 

 

nil  (collapsed, 

remains of trunk on 

ground) 

H04 

 

 

Pn 

  

 

T 

 

 

    3.5 

 

 

S 

 

 

H 

 

 

150 x 

150 

 

200 

 

 

120 

 

 

nil  (collapsed, 

remains of trunk on 

ground) 

H05 

 

Pa 

  

T 

 

13 

 

NNE 

 

H 

 

300 x 

150 

220 

 

120 

 

fair  (intact, no signs 

of current use) 

H06 

 

 

 

Sb 

  

 

 

T 

 

 

 

  6 

 

 

 

SW 

 

 

 

V 

 

 

 

65 x 65 

 

 

 

200 

 

 

 

300 

 

 

 

nil  (collapsed, 

remains of hollow 

occupied by honey 

bees) 

H07 

 

Pa  

 

TB 

 

18 

 

E 

 

V 

 

300 x 

300 

150 

 

200 

 

nil   major branch 

collapsed) 

H08 

 

Pa  

 

TB 

 

17 

 

S 

 

H 

 

400 x 

200 

120 

 

120 

 

nil  (major branch 

collapsed) 

H17

40 

 

Pn  

 

 

T 

 

 

    2.5 

  

 

W 

 

 

H 

 

 

80 x 50 

 

 

100 

 

 

100 

 

 

nil  (collapsed, 

remains of trunk on 

ground) 

H18

66 

 

 

 

Sb  

 

 

 

 

T 

 

 

 

 

  1 

 

 

 

 

N 

 

 

 

 

H 

 

 

 

 

150 x 

110 

 

 

 

200 

 

 

 

 

50 

 

 

 

 

v low (intact, hollow 

inundated by the 

flooding creek three 

times during the 

study period) 

H18

68 

 

Ev 

 

 

TB 

 

 

  6 

  

 

N 

 

 

V 

 

 

250 x 

120 

 

200 

 

 

250 

 

 

nil  (collapsed, tree 

removed) 

 

H18

71 

 

Pa  

 

 

T 

 

 

15  

 

 

E 

 

 

H 

 

 

500 x 

300 

 

200 

 

 

250 

 

 

low (intact, no signs 

of current use) 

 

H69 

 

Sb 

  T 12 

NE 

 

V 

 

200 x 

150 

250 

 

250 

 

nil  (collapsed, 

remains of trunk on 

ground) 

H90

8 

 

Sb  

 

 

S 

 

 

  5 

 

 

S 

 

 

H 

 

 

150 x 

250 

 

175 

 

 

50 

 

 

low (intact, no signs 

of current use) 

 

Species: Pn - Populus nigra;  Pa - Populus alba;  Sb - Salix babylonica;  Ev - Eucalyptus viminalis. 

Hollow location:  T - main trunk;  TB - junction of main trunk and major branch;  S - spout, end of 

major branch. 

Aligned:  H ï horizontal;  V ï vertical. 

*  Dimensions estimated from the ground.   

** Dimensions estimated from the ground by observation of bird movements in the cavity. 
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Plate 1 (left). Laughing Kookaburras occupying and enlarging a hollow in the trunk of 

decaying exotic poplar H03 in Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban Open Space, Evatt, 

October 2015. This nesting attempt was unsuccessful (see Table 2). 

Plate 2 (right). Laughing Kookaburra nestling shortly before fledging from a hollow in 

the trunk of decaying exotic poplar H04 in Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban Open 

Space, Evatt, January 2017. 

 

7. Trial of a dedicated kookaburra nestbox 

Kookaburras have nested successfully in suitably-designed nestboxes elsewhere in 

Belconnen (e.g. Allan 2016). We decided to trial a purpose-designed nestbox in JAôs garden 

(site 7, Table 2). The trial offered the opportunity to provide the kookaburras with a suitable, 

reliable nest site in an environment where such a resource was lacking. 

 

JAôs garden is ideal for the trial. It is located in the core of the kookaburrasô territory, and is 

close to other sites of recent kookaburra breeding attempts. Its northern frontage connects 

with Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban Open Space, where it provides warm micro-habitats 

suitable for various prey species. The kookaburrasô long experience of being hand-fed in the 

garden has habituated them to the presence of humans there and in nearby Urban Open 

Space. 

 

The garden contains several mature trees that are suitable for installation of a nestbox. We 

chose a tall E cinerea that is visible from the garden and the house, with a strong fork at a 

height of about 3.7 m in which to mount the nestbox (Plate 3). The nest height is within the 

natural height range reported by Legge (2004), and is convenient for ongoing monitoring, 

management and maintenance of the box. The design of the box is similar to that 

recommended by Birdlife Australia (2020). 
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Plate 3. (A) Laughing Kookaburra inspecting nestbox B31 in a private garden adjoining 

Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban Open Space, Evatt, September 2020. (B) Laughing 

Kookaburra nestlings, approx 4 days old, 1 Nov 2020; (C) approx 16 days old, 13 Nov 

2020; (D) approx 28 days old, 25 Nov 2020. 
 

A

A 
B 

C 

D 
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The kookaburras showed immediate interest in the nestbox. One perched within a few 

metres while it was installed. Both birds began inspecting the box that same day, 8 Sep 2020 

(Plate 3). By 17 Sep, the female was spending extended periods in the nest, and her first egg 

was laid around 30 Sep. 

Figure 2. Management and use of nestbox B31, Ginninderra Creek corridor, Evatt, 

ACT, 2020-2021. 

 

Nesting progress (Fig. 2) was monitored by daily casual observations and by (approx.) 

weekly inspections of the nestbox using a pole-mounted video camera (selected images at 

Plate 3). Camera inspections were made in daylight using ambient lighting only, and were 

limited to about 20 seconds duration, to minimise disturbance of the occupants. 

 

Clutch size (three eggs) and hatching success (2 hatchlings) were typical for the Canberra 

area (Legge 2004). Hatching was around 28 Oct. The third egg was abandoned and 

apparently removed from the nest by the adults within a few days after the other eggs had 

hatched. Both nestlings appeared healthy and vigorous from the outset, and appeared to 

grow at identical rates, suggesting that they were fed at similar rates. Both adults delivered 

food to the nest throughout the day ï occasionally arriving simultaneously and jostling at the 

entrance. 

 

The adults were accustomed to being artificially fed by JA, and feeding was continued 

during the nesting period. To ensure that the nestlingsô diet mostly comprised natural prey 

items, artificial feeding of the adults was reduced to one small portion in the late afternoon. 

Prey items delivered to the nestlings included moths, cockroaches, cicadas, skinks and a 

juvenile Eastern Brown Snake (Pseudonaja textilis). Their final week in the nest coincided 

with a flush of emerging cicadas. During this period, the adults showed little interest in 

artificial food, suggesting that their food requirements, and those of the nestlings, were met 

by natural prey.  

Management strategy 2020-21

(i) open nestbox
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(iii) reopen nestbox
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Both chicks fledged from the nestbox between 0930 and 1100 on 30 Nov (Plate 4). For the 

first few days after fledging they remained in JAôs garden, roosting in the nest tree. After 7 

Dec, they regularly accompanied the adults as they hunted in other parts of their territory, 

and roosted with the adults in one of their traditional roost trees, about 500 m upstream from 

the nest tree.  At the time of writing (April 2021), both juvenile kookaburras remain in the 

adultsô territory. We see them regularly in parts of the Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban 

Open Space, foraging individually and in groups of two, three or four. All members of the 

family group regularly visit JA's garden where they continue their association with humans, 

enjoy the occasional hand-fed snack, and make occasional cursory inspections of the now-

closed nestbox. 

 

Our management of the nestbox (Fig. 2) aims to favour ongoing use by kookaburras, while 

minimising the likelihood of their being displaced by competitor species. We closed the nest 

entrance with a metal plate within a week of the fledglingsô departure in the 2020 season. 

We plan to leave it closed, thus preventing its use by other species, until we see evidence of 

the kookaburras actively inspecting prospective nest sites at the beginning of the 2021-22 

breeding season (around mid-August, or earlier/later if justified by their behaviour). 

Kookaburrasô nest-site fidelity is high - about half of nests are re-used in successive years 

(Legge 2004) ï so we anticipate that these kookaburras will re-use the nestbox when it is re-

opened in the coming season. 

 

Perhaps we will have the pleasure and privilege of watching them raise another successful 

brood in JAôs garden ï this time with the support of two enthusiastic helpers. 

 

8. A local perspective on a regional problem 

The slow, steady decline of Laughing Kookaburras across the ACT should be a matter of 

regional concern. At the regional scale, a key conservation objective should be to ensure that 

the kookaburrasô most limiting resource ï a supply of suitable nest hollows ï is not further 

reduced and, in time, is increased. This objective applies, not only to kookaburras, but to a 

range of other regional woodland and forest species that rely on big, old eucalypts. 

 

While kookaburras are widespread, they are sedentary and territorial, so changes in their 

fortunes at the regional scale are likely to result from the cumulative effects of numerous 

local-level changes. We suggest that an appropriate scale for understanding and addressing 

the effects of changes in nest hollow availability is that of a single breeding territory. If 

large tree hollows become unavailable in the territory of a breeding pair (because of land-

clearing or competition from feral animals like honeybees, mynas and starlings), 

kookaburras will disappear from that area (Legge 2004). The loss of kookaburras from a 

100-ha urban breeding territory may have a similar impact on the regional kookaburra 

population to their loss from a 100-ha territory in remnant woodland.  

 

North-western Belconnenôs once-strong urban kookaburra population now faces an 

uncertain future. Declining availability of suitable hollows in the remnant eucalypt belt 

above 580 m, and a lack of reliable hollows elsewhere, now prevents them from reaching 

their breeding potential in an otherwise suitable habitat. 
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Plate 4. Laughing Kookaburra fledgling (R), accepting a skink from an adult (L) - in a 

private garden adjoining Ginninderra Creek corridor Urban Open Space, Evatt, on 

the day of fledging, 30 November 2020. 

Our experience so far with our nestbox trial suggests a way that members of the Belconnen 

community might intervene to improve the supply of reliable nest sites. A single, purpose-

designed, well-maintained, strategically-managed nestbox, located in a kookaburra-friendly 

garden, might be all that is needed for a territorial pair to meet their breeding potential. One 

or two others, scattered around their territory, and managed in a complementary, 

coordinated way, could provide them with choice, as well as insurance against accidents or 

unintended occupation by competitor species.   

In our experience, the rewards would justify the effort. 
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THREE UNUSUAL BREEDING EVENTS FOR THE ACT: SILVER 

GULL, GREAT CRESTED GREBE AND BLUE -BILLED DUCK ï 

PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS (MOSTLY)  
 

SANDRA HENDERSON
1
 

shirmax2931@gmail.com 

 

 

During the Spring-Summer breeding season of 2020-2021, I followed closely the breeding 

of Silver Gulls (Chroicocephalus novaehollandiae) at Parliament House, Great Crested 

Grebes (Podiceps cristatus) on the far reaches of the Cotter Dam, and also caught up with 

the Blue-billed Ducks (Oxyura australis) breeding on Upper Stranger Pond. All three were 

unusual for the ACT. 

 

Silver Gulls 

Silver Gulls are quite common birds in the ACT, with hundreds often present at both Lake 

Tuggeranong and Lake Burley Griffin, as well as smaller numbers at other local lakes and 

wetlands. They breed in Canberra, most often on Spinnaker Island in Lake Burley Griffin. 

In the latest breeding season, they chose a major new breeding site, perhaps because the 

grass on Spinnaker Island was much longer than usual. 

 

 
 

In late August 2020 I received a text message from my son-in-law, who is employed at 

Parliament House, with a photo he had been sent labelled ñpigeonò, showing a bird in the 

ground-cover grevilleas in the raised garden beds of the ornamental pool in the Parliament 

House forecourt. Of course the bird was not a pigeon, it was a Silver Gull, and it was one of 

                                                      
1
 All photos by author unless indicated otherwise. 
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many. On my first visit to the area in August, I estimated there were 20 nests, but by mid-

September I was able to count 40 nests. It was difficult to get a good look at the nests, as 

many were almost completely hidden down in the grevilleas, with many birds sitting tight 

even when I was within a couple of metres. The birds were probably very fortunate that the 

House was closed to visitors because of the COVID-19 pandemic during much of the 

breeding event, so very few members of the public were wandering on the forecourt.   

 

The pond is circular, with a large walkway over it, and raised beds next to the walkway. For 

reasons that are unclear, the birds used only three quarters of the area, ignoring completely 

the quarter nearest the House of Representatives side of the House. 

 

 
 

The cleaners, who spent several hours every day removing bird droppings from the 

Indigenous mosaic (Possum and Wallaby Dreaming) in the centre of the walkway over the 

pond, were not impressed with the birds, but some of the ever-present AFP officers I 

occasionally chatted to seemed interested.   

 

The nests were very close together, often within 30cm of each other and some were only 

centimetres from the walkway over the pond. At the peak of breeding I believe there were 

about 50 nests, and although I could not see into most of them, those I could see into 

contained two eggs.   
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By early October, small chicks were scrambling in the vegetation, and worried parent birds 

were hovering and screaming overhead. 

   

 
 

As some of the chicks fledged late in October, a few late starters were still incubating eggs. 

During November, dozens of juvenile Silver Gulls were wandering around the forecourt, 

begging from parent birds, and there seemed to be a steady procession of adults between 

Parliament House and the lake.   
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By the end of the year, the birds had departed. 

 

Silver Gulls also had a few nests on the water-quality apparatus set up in Lake Tuggeranong 

not far from the dam wall. 

  



Canberra Bird Notes 46(1) May 2021 

40 

 

Great Crested Grebes 

Most years it is possible to see one or two Great Crested Grebes on Cotter Dam, by walking 

along the service road from Cotter Reserve to the enclosed ICON Water area at the dam, at 

the end of the Honyong-Cotter walking track. Some years a few immature grebes have been 

seen, but there do not seem to be any documented breeding events for these birds in the 

ACT. 

 

In mid-October 2020 I walked along Concrete Road in Pierces Creek Forest, alongside the 

Cotter River, with Ryu Callaway. and Prue Watters. At the point where we turned around, 

there were two Great Crested Grebes on the river, and I heard a peculiar call from the other 

side, which finished with an odd barking sound, which I likened at the time to the call of a 

Barking Owl. By checking the Pizzey app later, I realised that those odd calls were from 

Great Crested Grebes, and that they are most vocal when breeding. The following day I 

walked out along Bracks Hole Road, which seemed to be the closest point to where the calls 

came from. Ten Great Crested Grebes were visible in the inlet at the end of the track. The 

inlet is an area probably not flooded regularly until the dam was raised (completed 2013). 

The road disappears into the dam, and a narrow walking track leads to the inlet.  

 

 
 

Map showing Cotter dam wall (red pin), and the inlet at the end of Bracks Hole Road where 

the breeding event was observed. 
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A view of the inlet. The dead vegetation at the far end indicates the area where the birds 

nested. 

 

Two weeks later (29 Oct) 17 Great Crested Grebes were counted, some exhibiting obvious 

display behaviour , and one bird was observed carrying nesting material.   

 

 
 

Over the next few visits, birds could be seen on nests in the areas of drowned vegetation 

towards the back of the inlet. Six nests were identified, but there may have been more, since 

the nest area was some distance from the end of the track. The profusion of blackberry 

clumps meant closer approaches were difficult. 
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Nest seen when adult left it briefly. 

 

The first four chicks were seen on 18 Dec, when I took two of our young birders out to 

Bracks Hole Road. The very small chicks were being kept well away from us, right at the 

back of the inlet, sometimes swimming, and at other times on the back of an adult. 

 

 
 

First sighting of youngsters on 18 Dec 2020. 

 

Subsequent visits showed more youngsters, but it appears not all nests were successful, 

since the maximum number of young observed was five. In more recent months immature 
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birds have been spotted close to the dam wall, indicating they have spread out over the dam, 

well away from the nest site. 

 

 
 

Youngster sighted on its own near the dam wall, 19 Feb 2021. 

 

An examination of maps of the area and the view from the dam lookout off Brindabella 

Road indicate that there are other inlets which could possibly also be used by nesting Great 

Crested Grebes.  

 

As a bonus, many of those who made the trek out to the inlet also saw nesting Australasian 

Darters (Anhinga novaehollandiae), Little Pied Cormorants (Microcarba melanoleucos) and 

Great Cormorants (Phalacrocorax carbo), as well as adult and juvenile White-bellied Sea-

Eagles (Haliaeetus leucogaster), and the pair of Red-capped Robins (Petroica goodenovii) 

which were often seen around the locked gate at the start of the walk. 

 

Blue-billed Ducks 

 

Female Blue-billed Duck with five young (Julie Clark). 

During the COG Blitz in October 2020 Lia Battisson reported Blue-billed Ducks engaging 

in courtship behaviour at Upper Stranger Pond. The birds were reported by several 

observers over the next couple of months. Julie Clark reported four adults and five 

ducklings on 12 Jan (see photo above). A very unusual breeding record for the ACT! 
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On 9 Mar I went to Upper Stranger Pond to check out the report by Peter Bijlmakers of 

possible Musk Duck breeding. Like the Musk Duck, the Blue-billed Duck is a pin-tailed 

species, and the females of the two species are quite similar, and can easily confuse a visitor 

to this country! It was indeed a Blue-billed Duck with two ducklings.  

 

On 14 Apr only a single female adult could be found on the pond. 

 

 

Female Blue-billed Duck with two young. 

 

 

Male Blue-billed Duck 

 

Accepted 28 April 2021 
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BEFORE PHOTOGRAPHY: THE NORTHERN SHOVELER IN 

CANBERRA AND IN óTHE BIRDS OF AMERICAô  

BY JOHN JAMES AUDUBON (1785-1851): 

AN EXAMPLE OF THE ACTION SCENE IN BIRD ART  

 
GEOFFREY DABB 

 

24 Brockmann Street, Narrabundah, ACT 2604, Australia 

gdabb@iinet.net.au 

 

Audubonôs famous published images of North American birds, or images based on them, 

may be found everywhere. Many examples are now available online. Among his work, plate 

327 in Elephant Folio volume IV is a striking picture, as so many Audubon prints are.  This 

one is of a pair of birds, labelled óShoveller Duckô. 

 

That species is now known as óNorthern Shoveler Spatula clypeataô. It is a migratory 

species, widely distributed across the northern hemisphere. It occurs in Australia as a 

vagrant, but with sufficient frequency to justify a full entry in the Australian Bird Guide.   

 

In 1865, lacking a specimen from his colonial travels, John Gould asked his óornithological 

readers both in Australia and Europe to take [his] word for the occasional appearance of the 

bird in Australiaô. In 1839 Gouldôs brother-in-law Stephen Coxen, a settler at Yarrandi in 

the Upper Hunter, showed him the skin of a male that Gould found to be identical with the 

shoveler of Britain and Europe. Soon after, the skin was partly eaten by a rat, and Gould did 

not keep the remains, thinking he would obtain another one. This was his advice to 

Australian birdwatchers: 

To this subject, therefore, I recommend the attention of those in Australia, who will 

doubtless meet with the bird some day when the country is subject to partial 

inundation.   

According to HANZAB, the first óauthenticated and acceptable recordô of the species in 

Australia was from Louth, NSW, in 1975. 

Although the drake is very distinctive, females and non-breeding males sufficiently 

resemble the Australasian Shoveler to be likely to be undetected as single birds. 

 

A male appeared as a visitor at Kelly Swamp, ACT, in September 2019 and July 2020. 

During the second visit Sandra Henderson made her own visit to the Erindale Library where 

she was able to examine the species in a book of Audubon prints. Those massive second-

hand volumes containing replicas of Audubon prints are surprisingly inexpensive, the result 

of over-supply over the years from printings in Japan and China. This is a contrast with the 

very high prices demanded for the original 19
th
 century prints. 

 

Audubonôs plate 327 (of the shovelers) has become number 64 in the book in the Erindale 

Library, the one with introductory text by R. T. and V. M. Peterson. This is because the 
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sequence is rearranged óin phylogenetic orderô (as it was in 1981). There is a lengthy essay 

by Roger Tory Peterson on the history of bird art in North America. 

Before discussing what the birds are doing in the shoveler plate, the history of the Audubon 

prints might be briefly considered. There are at least three versions of each scene. 

 

First, Audubon created the preparatory (or óoriginalô) bird paintings, usually in watercolour. 

Assistants, who included one of his sons, were responsible for much of the work needed for 

the backgrounds, some making use of oils. Sometimes the picture needed further additions 

at the engraving stage. Those óoriginalô paintings are held in a collection in New York, and a 

full set of copies has been published. 

 

Secondly, The Birds of America was published between 1826 and 1838. Initially in 

Edinburgh, then in London, the original paintings were copied onto a copper plate by 

etching, some through the acid etching process (óaquatintingô). The copper plate produced 

black and white impressions on paper sheets measuring 39 ½ x 26 ½ inches before 

trimming. Colours were applied to the individual sheets by a team of colourists. (Similar 

colouring of individual sheets was needed for Gouldôs lithographs.) 

 

The prints for Birds of America have been described as representing, in bird art, óa final 

great triumph for copper engravingô. A good example of an addition by the engraver is the 

Bluebird pursued by Cooperôs Hawk in plate 36. This was simply copied from the separate 

painting of Eastern Bluebirds (plate 112).  

Thirdly, in 1840-1844 Audubon published smaller 7-volume editions of the larger work in 

óoctavoô format (6 İ x 10 İ inches). The work was done in New York and Philadelphia by 

the lithographic process. This entailed copying the large-format images onto stone using a 

prismatic lens (a ócamera lucidaô), then printing, and then colouring. After Audubonôs death 

in 1851, other octavo editions were published by his relatives.  

 

Audubonôs pair of shovelers are in the same attitude, shape and proportions in each version, 

faithfully following the original. However, the colouring and the backgrounds vary 

considerably. In order to show the features, the birds are in a rather unnatural pose, with 

open, upward-reaching bills, the wings of the male half-spread. In the original, Audubon 

used the technique of adding a food item to the composition to justify the unusual posture of 

the bird subject. 

 

A notable example of this style of composition may be found in the Mallard plate where a 

pair of the birds are reaching for a snail, although whether competitively or cooperatively is 

not clear. In the shoveler drawing the attention-attracting object is a small dark shape, 

apparently a caterpillar, on the underside of the overhanging leaf of a water plant. 

 

In the later engraving the insect, now a blue-green beetle, is placed on a lower blade of the 

background plant, much closer to the femaleôs bill. In the octavo version, the background 

has been redrawn to show a single stalk against a plain background. The beetle has grown to 

at least twice the previous size and has become a focal point in an action scene. As with 

several of the lithographs, this version of the plate has been recomposed to simplify it and 

enhance the dramatic effect. Perhaps Audubon had learnt something about the tastes of his 

customers in his years of marketing the original Birds of America and hearing comments on 

his work from critics. 
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The working lives of Audubon (1785-1851) and John Gould (1804-1881) overlapped. The 

Goulds sailed for Australia in 1838, the final year of publication of Birds of America. 

Audubonôs lively pair of shovelers might be compared to the more placid but perhaps more 

satisfying scene published by Gould in his Birds of Great Britain. That was the work of 

Joseph Wolf and Henry Richter some 40 years after Audubon painted his watercolour. 

 

A comparison between Audubonôs and Gouldôs plates refers to the óspectacular and striking 

appealô of the former compared to the more sedate style of the latter. óAudubon astounded 

his audience with his portrayal of bird vitality and movement previously undreamed of ô, 

although óthe dramatic sometimes emerged as melodramaô (McEvey). The shoveler plate is 

an example of vitality and movement, although in a small way. 

 

Today, when an unlimited number of digital bird images may be called up at the touch of a 

button, one can forget that the creations of Gould and Audubon were made without the help 

of the camera. Now bird movement is easily captured by video, and published or replayed at 

any chosen speed. Digital image-capture and editing can produce endless variations of any 

bird subject.  
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Note on spelling: Shoveller v. Shoveler. Audubon (1840s) and Gould (1865) used 2 óllôs. 

However Noah Websterôs dictionary of 1828 had the entry: óSHOVELER. A fowl of the 

genus Anas or duck kindô. The Shorter Oxford Dictionary (1933 to 1964) does not mention 

the single ólô spelling, but gives óshovellerô as a name for the spoonbill, later extended to the 

duck. However, Macquarie 4
th
 ed. (2005) gives óshovellerô for ósomeone or something that 

shovelsô, while recognizing óshovelerô as the U.S. spelling for that sense. It gives óshovelerô 

as the only spelling for the duck. In the artist Archibald Thorburnôs editions of bird 

illustrations, óshovellerô is the spelling inscribed on the relevant plate, but óshovelerô is the 
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spelling in the text, written later but no later than 1917. óShovelerô is used in books on 

British birds by W. P. Westell (1910 ï which lists various local country names) and W. 

Ramsay (1923). That year (1923) saw the publication by BOU of a list of vernacular names 

in Ibis, which also gave óshovelerô. In Australia, óshovellerô was used in Lucas & Le Souef 

(1911) and Leach (1911), but Mathews used óshovelerô in his Birds of Australia, volume 4 

(1914-1915). RAOU used óshovelerô in its 1926 list, which became standard in Australian 

bird books. (Angus & Robertsonôs Australian Encyclopedia, also published 1926, lagged 

behind with óshovellerô.) 

 

Therefore, the single ólô spelling did not originate in Gill & Wright (2006) where choices 

were made, for a list of recommended world bird names, between American and British 

spellings. Rather, by the 1920s in the UK and Australia the single ólô had been adopted for 

the bird name in bird books, if not in all dictionaries. 

 

Text to explain illustrations 

 

Figure 1 (p. 49) 

1. Audubon plate of Cooperôs Hawk with the Eastern Bluebird later inserted by the 

engraver.  Audubon has drawn a young hawk with white spots, as sometimes occurs 

in the young of our Collared Sparrowhawk. The Bluebird was copied from a separate 

Audubon watercolour also included in Birds of America. 

2. The Mallard plate in which both members of the pair are reaching for a snail.  The 

drake seems to be bringing the snail into reach of the female. 

3. A detail from the original watercolour for the shoveler plate.  The caterpillar is out of 

reach of both birds.  Was it included as a reminder for the engraver to complete that 

part of the scene? 

4. In the original print the insect is a beetle placed lower on a different blade of 

vegetation. 

5. The octavo print with the background redrawn. The beetle is much larger, clinging to 

an isolated plant stalk. 

Figure 2 (p. 50) 

Above: The Northern Shoveler in Gouldôs Birds of Great Britain (J. Wolf and H. Richter). A 

second drake is included to show the plumage of the back. Gouldôs ducks are noticeably 

thin-necked compared to those of modern illustrators. This is perhaps the fashion of the 

time, or the result of his artists drawing subjects from mounted specimens.   

 

Below: A scene composed from photographs taken at Kelly Swamp in September 2019. 

Unless you are looking at a printed version of this article, you are seeing images that exist 

only in digital form. 
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Figure 1 (see explanations page 48). 
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Figure 2 (see explanations on page 48). 
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Abstract: During the summer of 2020/2021 a pair of Singing Honeyeaters, generally a rare 

visitor to the ACT, made a series of breeding attempts at the Franklin Pond in Gungahlin. 

Unfortunately these attempts were unsuccessful, and the birds have since left the area. 

 

Background 

The Singing Honeyeater (Gavicalis virescens) is a small to medium mostly grey-brown 

honeyeater, distinguished by a long black line through the eye which is underlined with a 

yellow stripe (Fig. 1). It is found over most of Australia, except for the east coast and 

ranges, (Barrett et al. 2003;) and is a rare visitor to the ACT and COGôs Area of Interest 

(Wilson 1984, 1999; Cooper et al. 2020), with only 10 records of single birds over the past 

twenty years (see Table 1). Wilson (1999) mentions three further records for our area 

between 1962 and 1975. 

 

 

Figure 1. Singing Honeyeater at Franklin Pond (Shorty Westlin).) 
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