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ARTCLES
Canberra Bird Noted9(1) (2024)1-15

2023- MY BIG YEAR FOR THE
AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY

JOHN HURRELL
jhurrell@iinet.net.au

Introduction

In late 2022 | decided that | would attempt to see at least 200 different bird species in the ACT
in 2023, a feat sometimes referred to as a Big Year. | knew thatiitl be feasible, albeit with
considerable time and effort. One complicating factor was that | was going to be overseas from
mid-May to midSeptember visiting family and friends in the UK. However, | reasoned,
correctly as it turned out, that winter iaditionally a relatively quiet period for birding in the
ACT.

| did not set out to see the most species of birds in the ACT, partly because | would be away
for four months, but mainly because there are a lot more experienced and dedicated birders
than me.

What is the basis of the number 200? Well obviously, it is an arbitrary number but historically
quite a number of local birders have set themselves that number as a target. The first recorded
Big Year was achieved by Alastair Smith in 2006; he listed p@giss of birds within the
geographical boundaries of the ACT that year. Alastair wrote an article in Canberra Bird Notes
(2008) documenting the planning and conduct
this article. Another birder, Peter Milbuachieved a staggering total of 233 species in 2014.

Not al l birders |list in eBird. I n fact neith
eBird. These days, however, there are sufficient experienced birders listing in eBird to gain a
reasonable approximation of the number of birds observedyeachOver the last ten years

prior to 2023 the number of bird species observed each year ranged from 222 to 238. In six of
those years the numbers ranged from 230 to 233. So it appeared to me that it was entirely
feasible to see at least 200 of thos@ @Bso species of birds.

Background

Despite, at the time of writing this article being in my late sixties, | am not an experienced
birder. | started birding quite late in life, in my mstkties. In 2018 | took up outdoor
photography as a retirement hobby. | photographed birds and rebasédid not know what

they were. | had a chance encounter with a birder in early 2019 who put me onto the eBird
website and | was hooked.

Several years on | am improving as a birder but will never be as skilled as those who have
birded their entire lifetime. Plus my advancing years mean that my hearing, eyesight and

1 All photos by the author.
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reactions are not as good as they once were. | am reasonably mobile, although climbing gates
and fences is increasingly becoming a bit of a challenge.

However, | have one big advantage over many younger birders, that is, time. Being fully retired
and having a very understanding wife | can spend as much, or as little, time birding as | want.
Plus | have an allvheel drive car so can access some of theememote birding hotspots in

the ACT.

Planning

There are plenty of resources available to birders these days. eBird has vast amounts of easily
accessed data available to help determine what birds have been seen when and where in the
ACT.

The COG website is also extremely useful. The mor#dpgGangnewsletter provides lots

of background information and the COG chatline provides timely intelligence on birds seen. |
often read back issues GangGangfor a particular month to determine what rare birds have
been observed that month over the years.

The COG Bird Info page is a table |isting bi
column, which categorises birdsas

a. Very common, common, uncommon or rare.
b. Resident, visitor, summer (or winter) migrant, or vagrant.
c. Breeding, norbreeding.

Vagrants are not assigned as very common, common, uncommon or rare, on the assumption
that they are generally rare.

One way of thinking about the 230 or so birds seen in the ACT each year is that they comprise
(1) a core set of residents and very common/common visitors and migrants, and (2) a variable
set of uncommon or rare visitors, migrants and vagrants. | haveliecdh t he A St at us
for many of my observations. | t should be
assessment and is updated as and when new information is obtained.

There are approximatelyl35 species of birds listed as resident in the ACT, of which
approximately 20 are categorised as rare. There are approximately 50 species listed as
common/uncommon migrants or visitors to the ACT. There are approximately 45 species listed
as rare migrantand visitors and approximately 65 species listed as vagrants. Even if you
observe all the resident bird species and all the common/uncommon migrants and visitors, you
still need to rely on at least 15 rare migrants, visitors and vagrants to make theg200 t

Note that eBird can generate a list of rare birds for each hotspot. For this article | have
included the COG ACT Status assessment, not what eBird considers to be rare at any given
hotspot.

2There are some other terms used occasionally, S
are not relevant to this article.

3| use the term approximately because the numbers might change between writing the article and the
article being published or read.
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My Big Year strategy was pretty simple:

a. Make a concerted effort early in the year to cover as many birds as possible, especially
those summer visitors or migrants that depart in the autumn.

b. Target uncommon and rare residents, usually by visiting known sites or by following
up reported sightings.

c. Follow up any reports of rare or uncommon birds, and of vagrants in a timely fashion,
using all available sources of information, including: eBird Needs and Rare Bird Alerts;
the COG chatline; networking with other birders; and the Canberra Wildlife FakeBo
Page.

d. Have fun.

Obviously the more birds you see earlier on in the year the more time you have to focus on the
birds you have not yet seen. So the plan was to visit a diverse number of sites with different
habitats early on to get the numbers up.

Even though some resident birds are designated uncommon or rare, they are often sedentary,
that is they tend to remain in certain habitats/locations. After a while these locations become
known. So for example, many local birders know that they have anadaleacchance of seeing

a Buff-Banded RaiHypotaenidia philippenisuncommon resident) at North Watson Wetlands

or a Common Sandpipdctitis hypoleucograre norbreeding summer migrant) at the Village
Creek silt trap.

As mentioned previously not all birders list in eBird. And not all people who see birds are
birders. The COG chatline sometimes has information on birds not listed on eBird, and many
contributors to the Canberra Wildlife FaceBook are photographers netsitdowever, you

need to be careful, as | found out in February when | camped out on Mount Painter the day
after seeing some photographs of a Spotted Harrier there on FaceBook, not realising that the
photographs had been taken some unspecified timerearlie

The most productive source of information, I
have got anywhere near the 200 mark if it had not been for the hard work and generosity of
other, more experienced birders.

Having fun is important. Sometimes searching for one particular bird can be quite tedious. It
wasnodot just about the number s. |l was happy t
little chance of seeing something new, and | often returned foasgeular birds in pursuit of

better photographs, or just to watch their behaviour.

| decided to stick to my normal rules concerning whether or not to list a bird in the ACT. |
could either see or hear birds that | had seen previously but only visually identify new birds,
which had to be positively identified either by a photograph Ithken, or by a photograph
taken by somebody else while | was observing the bird.

| am quite cautious about listing birds based on their calls. | do not have a musical ear and have
trouble distinguishing between some birds. My 4banaing wife finds it very amusing that |

cannot distinguish between the Shining Breoaekoo Chalcites lucidusand Hor sf i el
BronzecuckooChalcites basalisalls. | also try to ensure that there is no one around that could

be using calback and also careful that it is not another bird using mimicry. In the UK | use
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the Merlin Sound ID mobile app to help me identify birds. It is not infallible but a very helpful
aid i f used with caution. Unfortunately it
data base yet presumably.

January

My first trip of the year was to my favourite birding spot in the ACT, the WBl4adells

Creek Roads Hotspot up in the Brindabellas. The entrance gate was locked so | walked down
to the junction and back. | saw or heard most of the species one would expect in this location
at this time of year: Common CicadabiEtiolisoma tenuirostrirare breeding summer
migrant), Rufous FantalRhipidura rufifrons(uncommon breeding summer migrant), Satin
FlycatcherMyiagra cyanoleucguncommon breeding summer migrant), Eastern Stiike
Falcunculus frontatugrare breeding resident); Rose Roletroica rosea(uncommon
resident), Bassian Thrushoothera lunulata(luncommon, breeding residenBedbrowed
TreecreeperClimacteris erythrops(uncommon resident), and Superb Lyrebivtenura
novaehollandiaguncommon resident). | spend a lot of time up in the Brindabellas and have
learned the calls of most of the resident birds, so often | hear the birds before | see them.

My second trip was to my second favourite birding spot in the ACT, Yankee Hat carpark and
track. | missed out on seeing an expected Swamp H&iriews approximangrare breeding
resident) but | Ldéwaia pettoradis(rateebveedm@ wsitoR, aai Phinted
Buttonquail Turnix varius(uncommon breeding resident), and a Spotless CZakgornia
tabuensis(uncommon breeding summer migrant). | also saw lots of Fuscous Honeyeaters
Ptilotula fusca(luncommon resident). Stopping by at Glendale Depothe way home | saw

a pair of Jacky WinterMicroeca fascinanguncommon breeding resident). | saw a Swamp
Harrier a few days later on a return trip to Yankee Hat, along with the Brown Treecreepers
Climacteris picumnugare resident) at the Naas/Apollo Road junction.

By the end of the first week | had seen over a hundred species, nowhere near the total seen by
some more experienced and dedicated birders but | was happy nonetheless.

| followed up eBird Alerts of a Musk DudBiziura lobata(rare resident) at Mulligans Flat and
a Bluebilled DuckOxyura australigrare resident) at Upper Stranger Pond.

| also targeted some specific birds in their known haunts: a Pild#yicdoptilus floccosus
(rare resident) on the Tidbinbilla Lyrebird Trail, a pair of Olive Whistleeshycephala
olivacea(uncommon resident) on Bendora Road, Great Crested Bosheeps cristatugare
breeding visitor) at Bracks Hole Road, Indian Peaf@alo cristatuqrare resident/escapee
introduced species) at Rocky Knob Park, Hooded Rulelanodryas cucullatérare resident)
at Naas/Apollo Road, and Common Sandpietitis hypoleucograre norbreeding summer
migrant) at Village Creek at Athllon Drive.

The Common Sandpiper on 30 January brought up mY d4gé€xies for the year.

February
| followed up reports on eBird including an Azure Kingfisli&gyx azureugnonbreeding
vagrant) at Cotter Bend.

However, the first real excitement of the year was the Purplened LorikeetGlossopsitta
porphyrocephalgnon-breeding vagrant) discovered by Shorty Westlin feeding on a flowering
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eucalypt at Bowen Park. This was perfectly relaxed birding at its best, sitting on a chair at the
back of the OrlLake café sipping a flat white, chatting to fellow birders whilst waiting for the
tiny lorikeet to appear alongside the throngfRkafnbowL orikeetsTrichglossusnoluccanus

and the odduskLorikeetG. consinnaA lifer for me.

Figure 1. Purple-crowned Lorikeet. Bowen Park.

It was during one of these chats that Sue Beatty mentioned that Pierces Creek Rexest
Pipeline Road was her A-tiprashes Ginclosoma pueactatéino r Sp
(uncommon resident). For my first two or three years birding the Spotted-tueh had

been a bogey bird for me. They are uncommon, but not rare, in the ACT, but they are shy and
elusive. However, after a bit of research and effort, and some helCmosixChapman, | had
eventually worked out a reliable technique to find them. Tdreyquite sedentary and tend to
favour certain areas with leaf litter, rocky outcrops and grass clumps, on fairly steep inclines.

| had had reasonable success in the past locating them at Sherwood Forest and Vanitys Crossing
Road but not recently so | ddeid to give the New Pipeline Road a go. On my second visit |
heard the faint high pitche@eeepcontact call and was delighted to spot a pair of them just

off the road. | am always especially pleased when | see a SpottedtiQusii probably
because its quite a challenge to find them.

More specific targeting of birds at known haunts included a Pied Butche&bacticus
nigrogularis(rare breeding visitor) at Sherwood Forest and Crescent HoneyRayiconyris
pyrrhopterusiluncommon breeding resident) at Old Mill Road.
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Figure 3. Brush Bronzewing. Bendora Road.

However, a more exciting sighting was that of a Brush BronzeWwimgps elegangrare
resident) feeding on the Bendora Road (Upper) on the way in to Old Mill Road. | had
sometimes seen bronzewings feeding by the side of the road but they normally flew off before
| could determine whether they were Common BronzewRigaps chalcopter§gcommon
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resident) or Brush Bronzewings. But fortunately | had stopped the car and managed to
photograph the bird. A few days later | went back to Bendora Road and drove very slowly.
Once again | saw and photographed a Brush Bronzewing feeding on the road.

The remainder of the month was spent targeting reported birds including Little Egrets
garzetta (rare nonbreeding visitors) at Fyshwick Sewage Treatment Plant, Little Eagles
Hieraaetus morphnoidgsincommon resident) at Black Mountain Nature Reserve, and-Long
billed CorellasCacatua tenuirostriguncommon resident) at Diddams Close Park.

The Longbilled Corella on 28 February brought up my t&pecies for the year.

March

| went to the Jerrabomberra Wetlands on the 2 March, and the following day, in the hope of
spotting the Tawny Grassbiincloramphus timoriensi@onbreeding vagrant) reported by
Zebedee Muller, but without success. | did however, observe a trio of uncommon visitors:
Yellow-billed SpoonbillPlatalea flavipegnon-breeding visitor), Whitenecked Hero\rdea
pacifica(breeding visitor) and a Whiteellied Sea Eaglelaliaeetus leucogastdwisitor).

| targeted some birds at known locations, including a -Baffded RailHypotaenidia
philippensiguncommon breeding summer migrant) at North Watson Wetlands, and a Peaceful
Dove Geopelia placiddrare norbreeding resident) at Cotter Road.

On the 6 Mar 23 | did a road trip up to Old Mill Road with Chris Chapman. It was great having

a second pair of ears and eyes. Chris was a very observant passenger. | added a Wonga Pigeon
Leucosarcia melanoleudaare breeding resident) and a Grey CurrawBtrgpera versicolor
(uncommon breeding resident) to my list en route to Old Mill Road. | would certainly not have
seen those two birds had | been on my own. However, in return | was very pleased to
successfully demonstrate my Brush Bronzewing spottingntgae to Chris along Bendora

Road.

The next couple of weeks was largely spemipping ugsome common species that | had not
seen that year.

Then on 22 Mar | saw an eBird Alert for a Spotted Hagiecus assimiligrare norbreeding

visitor) at Molonglo Riveri Woodland Track. Jack Holland had flushed one near the
Riverview cottage ruins. | had always wanted to see a Spotted Harrier, so | made a couple of
trips to the Woodland Track and surrounding area but withaetess. Of course with a single
observation there was always the chance that the Spotted Harrier was just passing through.
Then on the 24 March Margaret Oorebeek and Ray Turnawllas Spotted Harrier whilst
driving along John Gorton Drive. So | redoubled my efforts but again without success. And
then on 26 Mar, Nik Froelich messaged me to say he had photographed a Spotted Harrier in
the Molonglo River Reserve. | dashed over tordported location but it had gone. However,

the third report gave me some confidence that it was staying in the general area. But by the end
of the month | had spent some 15 hours searching for the Spotted Harrier without success.

My failure to see the Spotted Harrier was overshadowing my Big Year tally which stood at 176
at the end of March.
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April

Success! At last! On 1 Apr | finally got a brief glimpse, and some photographs, of the Spotted
Harrier (rare nofbreeding visitor) disappearing over a ridge.

On 5 Apr | did a night visit to Mulligans Flat Night Reserve with Chris, Nik and David
Dedenczuk, specifically to see the Bush StomgewsBurhinus grallariug(previously extinct

but reintroduced at Mulligans Flat). We eventually heard and then savadwed birds, Al
and C9 respectively. C9 had a tracker on its back

] - ey

Figure 4. Bush Stonecurlew. Mulligans Flat.

Flushed with success we did another night visit the following week, this time to Ginninderry
Conservation Corridoir Shepherds walking Track to see the Barn Owtb alba(rare non
breeding visitor) initially reported by Hann
distinctive screeching call.

Then on 15 April Chris, Nik and | went on an Edtomaius novaehollandiagare breeding
resident) hunt. | had recently been in the vicinity of the Pierces Creek Fdfasitys Crossing

Road hotspot and seen numerous Emu scats. We followed a track to the North without success
and were just about to return to the car whemkéal back and to see a pair of Emus crossing

the track behind us. It was amazing at how quiet two large birds can be and the way they just
disappeared into the bush without trace. It is also very satisfying when a plan actually works.

The following week | went to Bluetts Block to follow up on reports of a pair of Chestnut

rumped Heathwren€alamanthus pyrrhopygiugrare breeding resident) initially seen by

Victor Braguine Bluetts Block was mygo tddplace for Chestnutumped Heathwrens but they

are very elusive and | hadndét seen one for o
was very pleased to see one in the company of Chris, Nik and James Churches. | was very

8
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disappointed, however, to miss out on a Whiddied Cuckooshrike Coracina
novaehollandiadrare norbreeding autumn migrant) that Nik heard and saw minutes after |
had left the Block. Nik was at his car when he heard the distinctigsaky toypcall and had
returned to the Block, where he and Sandra Henderson briefly saw the bird. | dashed back to
the Block but it had moved on.

| also missed out on the Turquoise Pafkatophema pulchell§nonbreeding vagrant) at
Ingledene Forest, initially reported by David and seen by several other birders.

But | did finally track down the Bluéaced HoneyeaterlSntomyzon cyanoti@on-breeding
vagrant) that had been sporadically reported in the vicinity of the Australian National
University and the northern shores of Lake Burley Griffin over the past few weeks.

My Big Year tally at the end of April stood at 185.

Figure 5. Spangled Drongo. Australian National Botanic Gardens.

May

As might be expected it was getting increasingly difficult to add birds to the list. On 3 May |
went to the Australian National Botanic Gardens (ANBG) in the hope of seeing the Spangled
DrongoDicrurus bracteatugnonbreeding vagrant) reported the previous day by Kim Farley.
Luckily, Chris and James had already located the bird and waited for me before they departed.
It became increasingly windy but | stayed on in the hope of getting a decent photograph of the
bird. Eventually a ranger turned up. He tolé the garden had been closed for the last half
hour and asked me to leave, albeit after | had shown him the Spangled Drongo.
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A couple of days later | was back at the ANBG searching for the Brown Ger@mygone
mouki(rare winter visitor) reported in the Sydney Rock Gulley by Brian Grinter. The Brown
Gerygone is probably the archetypical Little Brown Job (LBJ) and after a couple of hours
unsuccessful searching | was in my car ready to depart when | got a call frastin@Hbdi to

say that the bird had been spotted near the Rainforest Gully. When | got there | was extremely
lucky to see a group of experienced birders lookingctlyrat the bird, otherwise | seriously
doubt | would have been able to distinguish it from adjacent brown thornbills and other small
birds.

It stands to reason that any birder attempting a Big Year would have one or more bogey birds.
One of mine was the Whifeonted ChaEpthianura albifrongrare resident) which had been

seen numerous times at Coombes Pond, Edgeworth Pond and the National Arboretum.
Numerous times by everyone but me that is, despite lots of visits to all three sites. Eventually,
however, | saw a pair at the main dam at thieofetum.

Figure 6. White- fronted Chat. National Arboretum.

My final sighting prior to departing for the UK was the Swift Patrathamus discolofrare
non-breeding winter visitor). Chris had been in Watson searching for a flock of swift parrots
that had been reported in the area by Kathy Walter and John Goldie, and had located them on
a property alongside Anthill Street.

The Swift Parrot was number 189 on my Big Year list.
United Kingdom

| left for the UK on 10 May and returned rigkptember.

10
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| did do quite a bit of birding in the UK. The birds | saw are obviously out of scope of this
article, suffice to say that just before | returned to Australia | saw mY Q@0lifer. It was a
very special bird a Eurasian WrynecBynx torquilla an anteating woodpecker.

Despite being away for over four months, it was fairly quiet birding in Canberra and | only
missed a handful of visitors that | would have probably otherwise seen. In particular, | missed
the Yellowtufted Honeyeatekichenostomus melanofjsare resident) that hung around the
ANBG for several days in July, and the Pectoral Sand@pédris melanotognonbreeding
vagrant) that lingered in the Jerrabomberra Wetlands paddocks for several days in early
September.

September

On my return to Australia, the Parzampusiltaddi t i c
(rare norbreeding summer migrant) at Coombs Pond.

22 Sept was a special day. In the morniggt a call from Chris to say he had seen a Whiskered
Tern Chlidonias hybrida(rare norbreeding visitor) at Fyshwick Sewage Treatment Plant. |
went and saw the tern. Later that day | got another call to say there was a Caspian Tern
Hydroprogne caspidnonbreeding vagrant) at the plant. So back in the car. Happily the
obliging tern flew over me shortly after | arrived.

| also saw several migrants and visitors that | would normally have expected to see earlier in
the year but hadnét, presumably due to the
Rufous SonglariCincloramphus mathewgommon breeding summer migrant), Reapped

11
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Robin Petroica goodenovi(uncommon breeding visitor) at Bluetts Block, and a Brown
SonglarkCincloramphus cruraligrare breeding summer migrant) at Parkwood Road.

However, the highlight that month was a Blaeed Cucko&halcites osculangare non
breeding visitor) at Stockdill Drive that had initially been reported by Ben Milbourne.

At the end of September my Big Year tally was 197. With three months to go, | was pretty
confident that | would achieve the 200 mark, especially as we were beginning to get some
interesting migrants, visitors and vagrants.

October

The first day of the month saw me at Parkwood Road with several other birders hoping to see

a Redbacked Kingfisheimodiramphus pyrrhopygiuoreeding vagrant) that had first been

seen by a very experienced birder who doesnd¢d
we did see a large mixed flock of Whiveowed WoodswallowsArtamus superciliosus
(uncommon breeding summer migrant) and Masked Woodswalaamus personatusare

breeding summer migrant). Like the Rufous Songlark anddapged Robirthese were birds

one would have usually expected to see earlier in the year.

| reached the 200 mark on 10 Oct: a Scarlet Honey&ateomela sanguinolent@are non
breeding visitor) at the ANBG.

On 14 Oct | got a call from Shorty telling me that he had seen three Pied Cormorants
Phalacrocorax variugrare nonbreeding visitor) at Eyre Street Wetlands. Although classified
rare, this was another of my bogey birds as | had spent numerous visits to their known haunts
without success. | was in two minds, having already achieved the 200 mark but | decided
go. Shorty very kindly had waited for me. | parked on Honeysett View and walked over to the
Wetlands. On leaving the car | noticed a pair of Auasiah Darters resting on the opposite
bank of Jerrabomberra Creek. However, | initially went to the wrong spot and missed Shorty.
By the time we eventually met up, the cormorants had just departed. | returned to my car and
went down to the creek to see \liner they would appear. After about twenty minutes | idly
trained my birding scope on tliarter®only to realise that in the meantime they had been
replaced by the Pied Cormorants! How embarrassing.

On 220ct | was cooking a Wedding Anniversary dinner when | got a call from Chris saying
that he and James were looking at a-Badked Kingfisher at the top of Bluetts Block. Luckily

| had not started cooking the steaks, so | drove to Bluetts Block and waliast as | could

up the hill without collapsing. Chris and James had kindly waited for me and pointed the bird
out to me, which was just as well because it took me ages to actually see it despite their detailed
and repeated descriptions of exactlyieh tree and which branch it was sitting on.

On the last day of the month | got a call from Chris to say an Australian RPamfed

Rostratula australigrare norbreeding visitor) had just been reported in a small dam by the

bush tucker garden in the National Arboretum by Jane Cooksley. It seemed somewhat

i mpl ausi bl e. I hadnot heard the name before
However, the fear of missing out took hold and | decided it would better to be safe than sorry,
especially as the Arboretum was a very short drive away.\Vedrat the dam to find Chris

looking at the snipe through his binoculars. It turned out that Jane was an experienced birder
visiting the ACT. As we watched the bird more birders arrived. There was quite a crowd when

| left.

12
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Figure 8. Redbacked Kingfisher. Bluetts Block.

Figure 9. Little Friarbird. Mount Majura Nature Reserve i C| ancyd6s Wal king T

13
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Big Year tallyi 203.

November

November was very quiet, especially after a very productive September and October. Naturally
the more birds you see the harder it gets to see new birds. However, it still seemed very quiet.

The one highlight was a Shargiled Sandpiper Calidris acuminata (uncommon-bieeding
summer migrant) in the Jerrabomberra Wetlands Paddocks, initially found by Shorty.

Big Year tallyi 204.

December

On the 10 Dec | got a message from Shorty saying he had located the Little FRarl&ndon
citreogularis (rare breeding summer migrant) at Mount Majura Nature Rese@é ancy 0 s
Walking Track. It had been reported the previous day by Amos Robinson and Laurel Fowler.
Again Shorty kindly waited until | arrived and showed me the location. He then went back to
the parking spot to meet Christine D. | had wandered off, seduced by other birds feeding on
native cherry, when | heard a shout. | returned to the spot and Shorty pointed out the bird to
me.

My final bird of the year, on 28 Dec, was very speciah Australian Little Bitterxobrychus

dubius(rare breeding visitor) at the Jerrabomberra Wetlands. It had been discovered the day
earlier by Shorty. Not only are they rare, they are also very shy and elusive, preferring to hunt

in the middle of dense reed beds. | had been very close to one oettaediaboardwalk a
couple of years back. Il heard its distinctiyv
Bitterns are very iconic birds, vemnguch sought after, whether in Australia or the UK. Shorty

had determined that the bittern was occasionally visible from the Cygnus Hide, flying from

one reed bed to another. Chris and | spent several hours in the hide waiting for it to appear,
which it ewentually did. A great way to end the year.

Big Year tallyi 206.

Final Tally

By the end of the year | had observed 206 of the 232 species of birds reported on eBird that
year. Some of the 26 species of birds | did not observe were reported during fmofabr
absence, but the majority were not.

Residentsl observed 132 resident birds. | missed the Yeliofted Honeyeater (rare) and the
Powerful OwINinox strenudrare).

Migrants | observed 39 migrants, all the common migrants and all but one uncommon migrant.
I missed the Whit¢hroated NeedletaiHirundapus caudacutuguncommon notbreeding
summer migrant) and seven rare migrants. | did not observe any ChdlatkiCuckoos
Scythrops novaehoolandiagad, as mentioned earlier, | just missed out on the VWeileed
Cuckooshrike. Chris and | spent a ridiculous amount of time at Parkwood and along the
ACT/NSW border west of MacGregor and Dunlop, hoping to see or heagm@Bushlark
Mirafra javanica(rare breeding summer migrant) without success, although we saw several
from inside NSW.
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Visitors | observed 30 visitors, comprising all but one of the common and uncommon visitors,
and 15 rare visitors. The uncommon visitor | missed was the Pied Stilt.

Vagrants | observed six vagrants.

ACT Lifers | started the year with 219 ACT bird species. When you have seen that many
species any new bird is likely to be special. | saw 10 ACT lifers during 2023. My favourite
bird would have to be the very photogenic Spotted Harrier, which graced us witlséagee
over several weeks, closely followed by the shy and skulking Australian Little Bittern. The
Redbacked Kingfisher, Blackared Cuckoo and Purpteowned Lorikeet were also very
special birds.

| was one of 13 birders who listed more than 200 bird species on eBird in 2023. Shorty listed
217 species, the most listed on eBird in 2023.
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WILLIE WAGTAILS WITH A TASTE FOR A BONSAI HOME

JEB KENT
jc@businesswide.com.au

The National Arboretum Canberra is a 250phanting of over 44,000 rare and endangered
trees nestled on a site once occupied by a Pinus Radiata plantation, and destroyed by the
devastating bushfires that entered Canberra on 18 January 2003. The Arboretum is also home
to thepremierNational Bonsai and Penjing Collectionyarld-class display of miniature trees

and forests, created by some of Australia's leading artists (of bonsai, penjing and beautifully
crafted bonsai pots).

Bonsai (or poossah in Chinese a very special art formindividual trees are nurtured and
indeed crafted for many years and decades to achieve the appearance of aged and sculpted
trees. The pots they are displayed in are often higtibed examples of the potsrart.

The bonsai at the National Bonsai and Penjing Collection have been donated or loaned by
bonsai enthusiasts around Australia. They are individually valued in the thousands and tens of
thousands of dollars. Understandahbiile most of the collection is open to the public each

day, it is also securely protected against tlaeftithe weather.
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Notwithstanding the choice of natural bushland all aroandthe 44,000 introduced trees at
the Arboretumtwo Willie Wagtails decided in Spring 2023/24 to make the Bonsai collection

their nesting site.

Initially the pair built a nest in aAcerin the nonpublic area of the Collection. There they
successfully raised two young. The tree they used is in the following photo.
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After the young had flown, one of the staff at the Collection decided, for some reason to adorn
the nest site with raffia (just visible at centre right of the photo) to make it look more like a
nest! Their handiwork does, nevertheledsow the location of the nest jusbove it inthe
foliage. The tree and its pot are about 1m in height.

Seemingly emboldened by their first succelse birds returned to raise a second brood, but
this time in a smaller Atlas Cedar tree in the public viewing area of the Collection!

Because this was in the public viewing argaff at the Collection set up two small red and
white metal barriers to stop people standing directly against the tree (at centre in the following
photo).

The location of the nest jushder the foliage is indicated in the photo above.

While it is clear that a number of members of the public became aware of the presence of the
two birds and their nesthe birds seemed unperturbed. Indeed, such is the nature of bonsais
thatstaff had to enter the barriers to hamater the tree from close quarters twice a day. Again,

the birds seemed unperturbed.
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| was able to track progress over a period of nearly five weeks by lying dlodh@ couple
of metres outside the barriers to take photographs by telephoto, as follows.
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The two new chicks were successfully raised and left the nest with their parents in the last week
of January 2024.

Why the birds chose this locatiogiven so many other options around the Arboretigm
unclear Perhaps theyrealisedthat despite the constant presence of peoplis is a safe
environment. Their own access was through the steel mesh security cover over the Gollection
the meshbeing too fine to admit largdairds. The following image shows one of the parent
birds arriving with food.

| gather that on one occasion a Magpie entered the collection during the day through the public
entry door but one of the Wagtails immediately reacted, harassing the Magpie until it left.

Perhaps the Wagtails just felt that Bonsai are somehow sggesdlnot to relate that Bonsai
translates merelgsé pot pl ant 6!

It will be interesting to see if the pair return to raise fuhneods.

Accepted 4 February 2024
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SPOTTED HARRIER OBSERVATIONS
IN THE MOLONGLO RIVER RESERVE
MARCH 1T MAY 2023

JOHN HURRELL
jhurrell@iinet.net.a

Introduction

In late March 2023 Jack Holland was walking along the Woodland Track in the Coombs

section of the Molonglo River Reserve, when he flushed a Spotted Harrier near the Riverview
Homestead ruins. Over the following six weeks the Spotted Harrier was freqsightigd

within the Reserve and in adjoining Crown Land designated for housing development to
become the new residential suburb of Molonglo.

Following the initial observation | spent considerable time searching for, observing and
photographing the Spotted Harrier. During this time, | met numerous birders and wildlife
photographers. This article documents my observations about the Spotted l8asrie b e ha v i ou
and also the observations of other birders and photographers as recorded on eBird and the
Canberra Wildlife FaceBook Group pages.

/ WA 4 Sy T / % . \

Figure 1. Spotted Harrier, 15 Apr 2023(Angela Booth).
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Description

The Spotted Harrie(Circus assimilig is a mediurssized raptor with chestnut coloured
underparts, and long spotted wings. The adult male and female are similar looking, except that
the females are larger than the m4fag. 1)

The Spotted Harrier is found throughout the Australian mainland but is considered to be a rare,
non-breeding visitor to the ACT, and has been declared Vulnerable in NSW. It normally breeds
in July through to October. Mostly found in grasslands and opedlamd, the Spotted Harrier

hunts by slow quartering, gliding and buoyant flight, occasionally hovering. It catches prey by
diving onto it. Its prey includes terrestrial birds, including quail, larks and pipits, rodents and,
reptiles, large insects and (@&r) carrion.

Methodology

| collated all the eBird observations of Spotted Harriers in the ACT over the period of interest.

The eBird listings provide temporal and positional data. The accuracy of the positional data
varied. A few eBirders created personal locations to indicateenine harrier was seen.
However, the vast majority of ITliwontoidd gasn dweaevrad Kk
hotspot, which encompassed any observation made along the 1.8 km walk. Some eBirders,
myself included, also useddslolonglo River Reserveylolonglodhotspot to indicate that the

harrier was seen within the reserve, but not from the Woodland Walk. Fortunately, however,
many birders provided additional comments regarding the location of the harrier. For example,

i n Jack Hol |I an d o SpotiechHarrier, &ad verg hielgfllly refineg theaiccurach e

of the |l ocation to O6perched on a fence abou:
also collated observations using Canberra Wildlife FaceBook Group submissions.

»
Butters Brldge__"

Molonglo
*9

Molonglo
River.Corridor:
Stromio

Heliport
otter/Depot)

Figure 2. Spotted Harrier Sightings.
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Results

Fig 2 shows where the Spotted Harrier was observed during the period 22 Mar 2028yto 4
2023. The yellow stars indicate single observations of the bird and the yellow oval line
encompasses the area where the harrier was seen multiple times by multiple observers.

Note that there was also an eBird |isting of
i Mol ongl o River Reserved6 hotspot. I have not
covers too large an area to meaningfully represent a single observatiwever, | have

covered the observation in the discussion of results below.

Discussion
Number and Gender

Only one bird was observed at any given time. The period of interest was well outside the
normal breeding season, and there was no evidence of breeding behaviour. There were no
indications to suggest that there was more than one bird in the area oft.interes not
possible to positively identify the harriero

Area Covered

Note that the Google Maps satellite view at. Rigs quite dated and that most, if not all, of the
housing development shown has been completed.

It can be seen from Fi@ that the single observations were made within a roughly equilateral
triangle bounded on two sides by the Molonglo River and to the west by John Gorton Drive. |
spent some 15 hours searching for the harrier within that area before | first saw it.d thébbe

area the 6Spotted Harrier Triangled in refer
the Bermuda Triangle.
% Special Purp;:;‘e / \“Sc‘ger -
Reserugiiipring Kallenia C°°Q

Cmyehs
/cué< Pond

DENMAN
PROSPECT

N7

N . Holdens /
.. \CreekPond cooMIva

Stromlo

-

Figure 3. Area of Interest(ACT Government 2019).
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The vast majority of observations were made in the smaller sector of the reserve bordering on
the suburb of Coomb#.should not be assumed, however, that the Spotted Harrier spent most
of its time within the confines of the yellow oval, merely that most observers monitored that
particular area.

Fig. 3 provides an alternative view of the area of intef&€IT Government 2019 he section

of the Reserve shown is the green shaded corridor of land on either side of the river. The dark
grey line running roughly Nortouth is John Gorton Drive. The light grey shaded area east

of John Gorton Drive, labelled Molonglo, is Crown Lasesignated for urban development

into a new suburb called Molonglo. It comprises mainly grazing grassland and grassland
overrun with blackberry bushes, with some isolateketscof trees near the road.

The Crown Land is fenced in and the only effective means of access to the Crown Land is by
climbing over padlocked gates. The only easy access to the Reserve wesivef thied east
of John Gorton Drive was via the Woodland Walk.

The Woodland Walk starts from a point near the junction of Southcott View and Edwin Hicks
Way.

A walk to
remember

W IyS

Figure 4. Woodland Track Information Board.

There is an information board near the start of the track (Fig. 4) which provides useful
information. The Woodland Track is indicated by an orange line. The track is 3.6 km return
and is graded as O6Easyod by t he AiQsisonketmek s and
overgrown and includes some steep sections,
would imply. Walkers are advised that they must stay on the track for their own safety and for
the protection of t lawma Walkers areadsd alvisedthatfenuiéd f | or a
areas are designated as higlality pinktailed wormlizard habitat and should not be entered.

These areas were feneetf by metal railings. The photograph shows a small section of railings
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behind the information board. Most of the walk is through rocky grassland but approximately
halfway along the track it passes through some box gum grassy woodland. The track ends with
an observation deck overlooking the river.

| am not suggesting that the Spotted Harrier remained within the observation area for the whole
six weeks. Two eBirders on different days observed the Spotted Harrier depart the Coombs
section of the Reserve and fly over houses in the direction of MoumISt Another eBirder
observed the harrier flying low over grassland at the end of Roy Corrigan Close. It then flew
over John Gorton Drive towards Evelyn Scott primary school. And, as previously mentioned
the harrier was observed west of John Gorton Dnvwke Namarag section of the Molonglo

River Reserve.

However, the Spotted Harrier did spend a considerable period of time within the Reserve and
adjoining Crown Land. In particular during the period D Apr it was seen every day except

on 18 Apr. As mentioned earlier, most observations were made immiléess sector of the

reserve bordering on the suburb of Coombs. It quickly became apparent that, rather than
trekking kilometres and climbing gates and fences searching for the harrier, one could wait for
the harrier to come to you. If you positioned yaliralong the side of Southcott View looking

north towards the Reserve there was a good chance that the raptor would pass by in search of
prey. Indeed several people saw the harrier as they were parking their car on the road, and some
of the best photogréus were taken from the grass verge adjoining the road. It also appeared to
me that the harrier was more tolerant of human presence alongside the road and houses than in
the triangle, where it would almost invariably see or hear me first and veer awayfMuost
photographs were of the rear of the harrier as it disappeared over a ridge.

My guess is that the Spotted Harrier spent most of its time within the triangle which was
bordered to the east by pine forests and to the south and much of the west by suburban
dwellingsi none of which provided suitable hunting grounds.

Figure 5. Southcott View grass verge, looking north towards thRiverview Homestead
ruins.
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Observation Period

The Spotted Harrier was first recorded in eBird on 22 Mar 2023; the last eBird listing was on
4 May 2023. It is possible, however, that the harrier had been in the area for some time before

being observed. Prior to JaodandHeatklwashndtéas i ni
popular birding hotspot, except for regular visits by Jack Holland himself. There had only been
two recorded visits made between Jack Hol Il an

an observer from Western Australia made short visits on 18 and 19 Mar 2023 respectively.
There was only one eBird entry for the Molonglo River Reserve hotspot in the preceding three
months, a visit on 1 Mar 2023. The harrier could have easily been in the area of interest for
days or possibly evelonger without being observed.

With regard to when the harrier departed, eBird observations peaked-ipmliénd tailed

off by the end of April. | was the last to record the Spotted Harrier on 4 May 2023, shortly
before | travelled to the UK for a foumonth stay. At the time thereene still a few
photographers around hoping to get better shots of the harrier, and several Woodland Track
eBird listings were made during May. | think it is likely that the Spotted Harrier departed some
time during the first week of May.

Hunting and Sources of Food

The Spotted Harrier was most frequently seen hunting at low level, flying languidly close to
the ground. Although generally described as a medized raptor the long wingpan
presents a large profile, and given favourable conditions could be seen tmmsiderable
distance. However, much of the Reserve is undulating, with ridges and gullies, and the harrier
flew low and was adept at using terrain to mask its presence.

Figure 6. Spotted Harrier, legs extended, homing in onney, 15 Apr 2023(Angela Booth.

The harrier was also quite often seen and photographed perched on the metal railings. Spotted
Harriers are known to perch on fence posts. The metal railings represented, in effect, several
kilometres of contiguous fence pole and likely were a very atteatdature to the harrier.

It is selfevident that there was an adequate supply of food, given that the harrier remained in

the area for at least six weeks. As mentioned earlier, its prey includes quail, pipits and rodents.
| did not see the harrier catch any prey and there aref@@nces in eBird regarding what prey
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it caught, but evidence suggest that there was an ample supply of Brown(@aiainix
ypsilophorg, Australian PipitfAnthus australisandHouseMice (Mus musculuswithin the

area of observation. There are 20 separate records of Brown Quail being flushed or seen within
the area and time period, with coveys of six, seven, eight or nine birds being encountered from
time to time. There were also 11 separate recordsusfrélian Pipits seen albeit in smaller
numbers.

Figure 8. Australian Pipit (John Hurrell).

With regard to house mice, there was a Blslkkuldered Kit¢Elanus axillari9 nesting site

in Crown Land close to a raisedcular water tank which roughly equated to the centre of the
equilateral triangle. | watched the adult kites hunting both close to the water tank and also
within the Reserve close to Southcott View, sometimes perching ordastp adjoining the
street.The kites had a very high rate of success, | watched them catch lots of mice.

On several occasions the harrier was observed being chased by magpies, and sometimes by

ravens and magpiarks. On three occasions | watched it fly from Holden Creek to the
unnamed ponds at the end of Roy Corrigan Close where it was invariably harassegbiss
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and escaped north along a gully running parallel into John Gorton Drive into the blackberry
infested Crown land.

Figures 9 and 10. Blackshouldered Kites withmice (John Hurrell).

Figure 11.Final Sighting just before Dusk 4 May 2023(John Hurrell).

Conclusion
The extended stay of the Spotted Harrier provided an excellent opportunity for Canberrans to
observe and photograph this beautiful and rare visitor to the ACT.

The Spotted Harrier was observed within a roughly equilateral triangle of Reserve and Crown
Land, bounded by the Molonglo River and John Gorton Drive, and within a narrow strip of
Reserve adjoining the suburb of Coombs.
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The area of observation was mainly grasskahdth rocky grassland and grazing grassland

but included a small patch of box gum grassy open woodland. The grassland and grassy open
woodland provided an ideal hunting ground for the harrier, and thereragpeabe an
adequate supply of food, including quail, pipits and house mice.

It is assumed that the harrier spent most of its time within the area of observation, not least
because much of the land immediately surrounding the area was unsuitable for hunting.
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AN AUSTRALIAN HOBBY BREEDING ATTEMPT IN CHAPMAN
JACK HOLLAND
8 Chauvel Circle Chapman ACT 2611

jandaholland@bigpond.com

Abstract.In mid-September 2023 a pair of Australian Hobh{Ealco longipennistook over

an ol d Aust (Carvus eoronoiBgsnest im @ targe blue gum in Darwinia Tce
Chapman. Over the next month the two were seen together infrequently, with one bird regularly
seen on open sentry and the other presumed to be brooding on eggs. From the changed
behaviour, including the observation 21 Oct of the female feeding herself, and then possibly
the presumed nestlings, it appeared hatching may have echum line with the known
incubation period. This seemed to be confirmed by the subsequent attention of Pied
Currawongg(Strepera graculinajyith at least 20 around the nest area for over an hour on 27
Oct, some of them very close to the nest, and being chased by the Hobbies, in particular the
| arger female. The nest continued to attract
of 6 Novthere was another onslaught for nearly two hours by up to 60 birds, with in this case
the Hobbies being chased hii¢ the currawong activity died down after that, both Hobbies
continued to be present until the female was last seen perched for over 2 hours on 18 Nov.
Examination of the literature suggests that eggs rather than nestlings were being defended;
this is baed on the similar length of the pisying and incubation periods.

On the morning 016 Sep 2023 heard unfamiliar kestrelype calling and twice a raptor with
relatively pointed wings and a long tail could be seen doing a circuit just to the N of my GBS
site. Around 07:15 h the nedtya clearly identifiable Australian Hobb¥d#lco longipennis
Hobby hereaftgrdid a loop over our house and back to a large planted blueEuealyptus
globulug, where it was joined by another bird that landed near the top.

| suspectedand soon confirmed h a t they had taken Eonag an A
coronoide$ nest which théatterhadused for thepast couple of seasqrmit notin 2023 When

| checked at 08:35 h one bird was clearly perched about 5 m below this nest. | checked
unsuccessfully again laten themorning, but the bird was at this same spot again at 16:45 h.

The blue gum is in a small area of public laaddthe nest waabout25 mhighright atthe

top of the tree on the S sideverhanging the driveway of 50 Darwinia Tce. While it was easy
to see fronbelow, it was very hard to get any view intoli fact, the best view was from the
loungeroom window of our house about 150 m away. Even then a very leafy drooping branch
covered the top of the nest, and it was impossible to actually sétobiry on it. So, nost
observations were of a bird flying to or frafme nest site, though at 16:50 h on 7 Oct a bird
was seen briefly pausing on the edge of the nest.

Over the next month (every day excégtsix, two of themwet day) | regularly saw one bird
acting as sentry on several quite exposed spots near the nest (usualiy)b&lwsvsecond bird

left the nesfrom time to time often to doa shortcircuit round the tree. On one occasion (at
17:23 h on 255ep both could be seen perched in the tree, one level with and one below the
nest.During that monthtwo birds were otherwise only seen on 3 occasions (23 Sep and 3 and
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7 Oct).When they were active, | was often &der by their call, very appropriately described
by Debuset al(1991) as a rapid, peevish chateekeekeekeekee Otherwise, the perching
bird was usually silertut easily found.

During this time the local birds hardlyseettt o be concerned bvhist he r a
is very different from the reaction when goshawks or sparrowhawks are around. | also did not
observe muchttempt aterritory protection. Its a favourite stopping spot for Sulpharested
CockatoosCacatua galeritaSCC hereaften their way to and from their roost in the nearby
Chapman horse paddocks, but oedylyon 25 Sep did | see a Hobby chaseao8§CC

More importantly as a pointer to what eventuated beldiglabywas seen in pursuit of a Pied
Currawong(Strepera graculingPC hereaftgrat 17:36 h on 20 Sep, and on 25 Sep shortly
after the SCC incident above, one chased off a cafpdsbefore returnindgo very close to
the nestAlso, at 16:39 h on 8 OctRCflew to the nest tree and oh®bbywas very vocal,
doing circuits ofthe tree beforehe PC left At 07:14 h on 11 Oct Noisy Minef®Manorina
melanocephalpwere heard in the nest tree befareving to Rivettwhere there is a colony
andoneHobby dida couple of circuitdoefore aPC approached the neatea whena Hobby
wasagainvery vocal but not seen.

From 17 Oct the Hobbies6 behaviour seemed t
calling, it was difficult to find one on sentry, even on close checking, until 20 Oct when one

could be seem amore concealed spot at 09:37 h, boe wasvery restless in a much more

open spot at 17:54 h.

On 21 Oct | checked more closely and at 12:24 h | heard one bird coming in calling, with the
otherleavingthe nestAfter a couple of small circuits around the tieeth birds perched about

a mete apart. Over 5 minutes the larger bird (the presumed female) proceeded to pluck (with
feathers flying) avery small bird which may have been exchanged dutimgcircuits. Then

the femaleseenedto eat it,while the smaller birgsatquietly slightly lower. The female then
moved up a bit and at 12:31 h did acait before landing near the nesalling softly. I could

not see it feeidg, but it did seem to mowguickly ontothe nest

From this behaviour | suspected hatching had occurrddABZAB (Marchant and Higgins,
1993) indicate that the larger female does most of the incubation andtzstirect feeding

of the chicks for the first weekwhile the male providsmost or all the food to ifThis also
matched the incubation period of -3& days (Metcalf, 1989), assuming that laying had
occurred shortly after | discovered the nest.

For the next five days activity around the nest was much quieter. A bird seen on sentry on 25
Oct flew off silently into Rivett, and on 26 Oct one wasopen sentry d&6:33h, andlater

heard over our GBS site, but subsequent events seemed to confirm that hatching had indeed
occurred.

At 08:23 h on 27 Oct heard theHobbiescalling and saw up to 6 P@sand neathe treeat
timesapproaching the nest very closely with constant calling. When | moved under the tree
two PCs were very closanda Hobby seeedto be calling from the nest. While there was

still some calling after | left at 08:33 h, the larger bird (female) was on an open perch at 08:51
h, appearing to beating something for a couple of minutes. More PCs arrived and over the
next hour there was lots of chasing of up to 5 PCs by the larger bird, with at R&2stig&he
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tree, some getting very closethe nest. In total there we2® PCs in the immediate areand
3 PCs stillpresentat 09:51 h.

Both Hobbieswere still present after this onslaughtit activity was much quieter over the
next 3 days (2 PCs were seen pursued on two occasions). Howav@f;18 h on 31 Oct |
heard the Hobbies arshwthe larger bird chasing a PC from the treefore returning to the
nest. Then the smaller bird chased another PC out of the tree, attiagkiggically (the first
timel had seen thisgnd continued othewing with up to 4 PCs around, and at least 6 nearby.
| had to go away briefly but 87:50h thetreewasquieter thoughPCswerestill callingin the
area Both birdsthencircledthetree at08:27 h, with at least 2 PCstill present.

At 13:37h thelarger birdwasseenplucking a largersize small bird ora branch The other
bird was calling, anthe smaller ondeft the nest areanddid somecircuits beforereturring
several minutes later and peirglp underthe nest By this time theother bird had finished
feedingandboth flew off, doing a circuitand landing at thaestand tree, respectively. There
wassome calling beforthesmaller bird flew offat 13:44h.

Over the nexfive days the Hobbies were stitcordedcalling or doing circuits, with on one
occasion the larger bird seen eating. Up to 6 PCs were seen in the area laatetimee to be
limited interaction with themtHowever, on 6 NoWCs wereagainvery noisy and there were

at least 10 in the nest tree at 08:25 h, andaserinvestigation there were up to 50 PCs in the
area They werebeing called inwith up to 25PCsin the tree,some ofthem vigorously
pursuing onef theHobbiesand otherdeingvery close to the nesthe calls suggested that
one birdwas trying toprotect thepresumed/oungwhile on the nestit was likea scene from
Alfred Hitchcock's moviérhe Bird®and the situation seemed hopeless when | left at 08:35
h.

Over the next 90 minuteg to 20PCs were constantin (including the nest area) or nehe
tree, at times being chased by both Hobbiég PCsslowly seemed to move into Rivett and
between10:03 and 10:05 h at least 60 PCs came up frdmat direction,flying towards
Cooleman Ridge (mainly over our howsmoutl50 m away from the nest). The nest area was
then quiet, though some Pf&snainedn the aredat 12:01 h 2 PCs were very closehenest

at one stage one seemed to be tumbling down, possibly after being attacked by a Hobby)

I thought the PCs had indicated Idobbiesnere on ac
still there. The two birds were sitting less than 1 m apart at 18:50 h that evening, the larger bird
clearly missing some tail feathers. They continued to be present, either calling, seen flying or
perching. Until 11 Nov up to 6 very noisy PCs weil séen close to the nest area, but the
defence by the Hobbies was much more muted.
off.

| had hoped that th@resumeinestlings had somehow survived, as at 17:01 h on the afternoon

of 16 Nov the larger bird was callivghile flying towardsthe nest She was then seen below

it with food (but not eating it) at 17:06 binfortunately, this does not seem to have been the

case, as she was only seen once more, sitting quietly in an open perch for well over 2 hours on
the evening of 18 November. It is possible that the pair considered a second breeding attempt

in the 12 day$ollowing the majorai c k bef ore abandoning after t
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Where the Hobbies went is unclear. Interestingly the closest recorddoistnalian Hobbyon

eBird during or shortly after this time was on 20 November over 6 km to the N at the Namarag
River reserve on the northern side of the Molonglo River.

Discussion

The above describes an attempted breeding event of the Australian Habfinst time | can
recall them ever trying to do so in my local area in 48 yéadeed very few have beeseen
for the past 10 years or so.

The attempt was foiled by persistent attacks by Pied Currawongs, including a major one on 6

Nov when at least 60 PCs were involved, and to which the presumed chicks finally succumbed.
Note that | never was able to see nestlings or a parent in the ndsichadsumed from the
parentsd behaviour that chicks were being d
literature during the preparation of this article itrisre likelythat they were defending their

eggs, given that the incubation period determimgd/letcalf (1989) from 5 nests in the ACT

ranged between 3 Nov and 25 Dec, and Delhad (1991) in northern NSW did not observe

hatching until 30 Nov for the single nest followed.

In particular Metcalf (1989) reports a43 w e e klayidg pprioce with the female Hobby
spending much time on the nest, often shuffling and turning around in the cup for long periods.
For their single nest, Debwet al (1991) also seemed to have observed a similatagreg

period. Note that both piaying times are about the same length as what | took to be the
incubation period.

The literature does not seem to record a similar event of probable nest predation. Metcalf
(1989) merely notes the Pied Currawong as one of eight species involved in mutual harassment
with the Australian Hobby. While his study was conducted in Canbewasituring the 1980s

when the PC may have been less numerous during the breeding season. However, elsewhere
Met cal f (1 9SmBilar harassing kehavidureot Curéawongs towards the Australian
HobbyFalco longipennisias been observed, with as masyten of them bothering the falcons

over the three weeks before brooding, this being most pronoascedg laying proceeds

This is possibly before the PCs moved away to breed, but strongly suggests that in my case
eggs rather than nestlings were being defended.

Also, Debusetal( 1991) observe that on the morning o
calling by both birds as the female stood on the nest while the male chased Pied Currawongs
Streptera graculinm way and r et uGiveretdat Hatohing dtceeirred ens3@ Nog,

this was therefore before the incubation per
the male Hobby twice chased a Pied Currawong

Either way, it seems that this particular breeding event attracted many more Pied Currawongs
than previously recorded. While two pairs of PCs were known to be breeding within 100 m, as
usual there seemed to be very few others nearby, and it is hard tdronowhere such a

large number came. My notes indicate there were at least 18 PCs at a feeding area in mid Ordell
St about 400 m away on 14 Jun 2023, where in the past larger groups could sometimes be
found outside the winter period.

However, | have withessed previous instances where PCs seemed to be attracted from long

distances away, including on one occasion in late November 2004 after one parent of the PC
pair with two fledglings was found dead on the road (Holland 2005). Howevédlediéngs,
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which were about three weeks old at the time, seemed to survive the attention of at least 6 very
noisy PCs, whiclecontinued forovera week before gradually dying down.

Also, at08:47 h on 23 Dec 2023 | hedPds and watched at least 15,ftyainly singly from
Cooleman Ridge towards @2 Darwinia Tce Chapmambout 200 m from the nest trde

thought maybe thereas agoshawk oran owltherebut on checking found at least BTs,

mainly in hakeas at the edge of these properties. There was not much movement and no clear
cause otheruckus, and it had quietened down by 09:15 h.
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TAWNY FROGMOUTH NEST, BLACK RANGE NSW, 2023

MATTHEW HIGGINS

mattsnowy@home.netspeed.com.au

Abstract: The Tawny FrogmoutiPpdargus strigoidgss a well knowrAustralian night bird
striking for its camouflage. During 2023 | had the opportunity to observe and record a
Frogmouth nest in the front yard of our property on the far south coast of New South Wales,
Australia. The observation period captured the matigngi on the nest, hatching of chicks,
night feeding, development of the chicks, interaction with predatory Goannas, and successful
fledging.

The Tawny FrogmouthPRodargus strigoidgsis known to many Australians. It is found
throughout most parts of the country, inhabiting the bush and living in suburbs as well. The
birdés most striking characteristic is its
posture, Frogmouths judisappear among trees.

Frogmouths are nocturnal. They perch quietly in the daytime, then become active at night when
they hunt a diet mainly of small invertebrates, ranging from moths to beetles and snails. Small
mammals, reptiles and frogs are eaten too.

Frogmouths mate for life and are very loyal to territory, usually nesting in the same area
sometimes the same tregear after year. | have had the good fortune to have spent some years
watching Tawny Frogmouths. My wife Steph and | observed up toaties go through their

® annual breeding cycle for about a
decade on Mt Ainslie in
Canberra. Now living on the
NSW far south coast, we see
Froggies here too. In fact, a pair
nested in our front yard during
2023.

Normally the nest is a flimsy
platform of twigs, but in this case
the birds adopted an old
Australian Magpie Gymnorhina
tibicen) nest (Fig. 1), built in
2022 by our local Magpies who in
2023 nested a short distance away
in a new tree. Consequently, the
nest was deeper and much more
sturdy than would normally be
expected of Froggies.

Figure 1. Dad Frogmouth in the nest with the two chicks, 23 O&023.
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The male sits on the nest in
daytime while the female
roosts nearby. Nests are
built in August, and eggs
(from 1 to 3 in number) are
laid in September. Chicks
are raised during October,
and fledge the following
month.

Foll owing St ephocs
sighting of the male

Frogmouth in the Magpie

neston 15 Sep, we were able

t o foll ow t he
behaviour on a daily basis.

The nest was above our front

gate and:ould be observed from our Iounge room and deck. It took several weeks to find the
female (Fig. 2) who was well camouflaged in neighbouring bushland. As we got to know her
habits, we often saw her roosting right next to our road and only about 3m abowe Igneel.

Once the chicks hatched it was some time before they became visible above the rim of the nest,
but Dadés uncomfortable movement on the nest
occurred. It is a wonderful experience to watch the developmeng diftta fluff-balls beside

Dad each day. As the youngsters grew, the nest got pretty crowded, perhaps exacerbated by
the cupshape nature of a Magpie nest as compared with the usual flatter Frogmouth platform.
While Dad looked inscrutable, the kidslooking like little bandits- goggled at all and
everything.

As dusk approached, | was
able to set up myvideo
camera near the nest and
watch what most of us rarely
seei the beginning of the
nocturnal feeding rhythm.
The parents prepared to hunt
and the chicks got impatient.
Prey is caught on the wing or
on the ground and the adults
flew back to the nest arttie
waiting chicks. Soon a
continuing pattern of flights

Figure¥3. A Frogmouth hunting in our gake was underway. Hungry

Jahuary 2022. This bird is likely tg mouths continually awaited

parents in 2023 food and made subtle harsh

begging calls. Both parents
flew in repeatedly with food for the chicks, and also had to feed themselves. The soft light of
dusk allowed for filming before complete darkness forbade further camera use. Feeding
continued through the hours of darkness.
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As morning returned each day, Dad and chicks prepared for another daylight session on the
nest, with chicks and parent preening and then settling through the day. The female continued

to perch in neighbouring bushland, barely moving but always aware pfesgnce. Though

Froggies look asleep in daytime, they are usually looking out through slit eyes. The father
especially went into the customary O0stick po

not in fact a bird.
"

Figure 4. Dad Frogmouth shows alarm at the appearance of a Lace Monitor

Native predators include birds of prey, especially Sgtaled Kites Lophoictinia isurg,

which we have seen in our area repeatedly. In eastern Australia, Lace Movidoaaus

varius), also known as Tree Goannas, prey on Frogmouth chicks. These big reptiles
(Australiabés second | argest Goanna) are ade
mammals.

On two occasions Goannas approached the nest tree. Dad Froggie showed alarm at the
Goannasb6 approach. Though Frogmouths hate t
possibly to distract the Goanna from the nest. The chicks were left unguarded, &ddgra

stayed at her roost site, presumably so as not to draw attention to the nest. Other nesting birds
like Butcherbirds, Kookaburras and Magpies harass Goannas mercilessly. In this case Magpies
helped to drive away the Goanna. After several anxiousshtéhe male returned to the nest

and the waiting chicks. |t dafledHitefleavovgrthemestk' y b u
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while the chicks were unguarded on one of these occasions, and were it not for harassment by

a Magpie the Kite might well have taken a chick. It is quite possible that the behaviour of the
parent Frogmouths as described above was based solely on fealf-gmdservation, and not

on the Onest protectiondé motives | have sugg
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Figure 5. Dad Frogmouth on the branch at right eyesoff a Lace Monitor on the trunk at
left; this tree was closely adjacent to the nest tree.
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Figure 6. The morning after fledging: the fledglings are in the centre with Dad beyond
and Mum in the foreground.

As October became November the chicks continued to grow and approached fledging. At
various times we saw them flapping their young wings. They fledged on the night of November
9/10, flying only a short distance and roosting only a half metre above graumthtien tree,

with Dad and Mum bookending them on the log. Next night they moved further away and got
higher and thus were safer from Goannas and foxes. This increasing distance and height
continued for the next several nights until | lost contact thi#m as they travelled further out

into their broad territory.

On 16 December Steph spotted the family, now with the juveniles well developed and the same
size as the parents, in the former fledging zone. It was great to see that all was going well.
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Figure 7. The juveniles when they were spotted in December 2023.

Video shot by me, together with stild]l i mage
Foreverod whi ch I upl oaded t o YouTube i n
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UHIDA7sd2w0

Sources

I reviewed Gi sTawnaFrogmoptlisecond editidn 8048 CSIRO Publishing)
in Canberra Bird Noteg3 (2018): 312314.

Various usual web sources on the species, and field guides, were helpful.
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Abstract In 2023, there was an increase in the numberLifle Eagle (Hieraaetus
morphnoideppairs on territories from the previous year, and the overall breeding success was
higher thanin all previous years, 0.63 chicks fledged per nesting pair. There was a minimum
of five confirmed pairs of Little Eagles with nests in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT),
two pairs unconfirmed to have nests, and a single female. Two of the ACT pa&idsaraisick

each. Three nesting pairs were monitored in nearby New South Wales and two of those reared
chicks, one of which reared a brood of two. Known cao$dailure were wind damage to
nests and eggs and breeding adult mortality. Two adult females were possibly killed and eaten
by Feral CatgFelis catuspnd one male died of unknown cause. Birds formed most of the prey
remains (44%) andCrimson RosellgPlatycercus elegansyas the most frequently taken
species. EuropeandRbits Oryctolagus cuniculusprmed (44%) of the prey remains and the
other prey (12%) were all Eastern Blue TongUi#iqua scincoides scincoides)

Introduction

This is theseventh consecutive annual report on the breeding success and diet of the Little
Eagle Hieraaetus morphnoidg¢sn the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) and nearby New
South Wales (NSW). The report followssimilar formatto the previous reporidor ease of
comparison between years (Rael. 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021a, 2022, 2023). This is part of a
long-term study, by the Little Eagle Research Graauarttime collaborative study group,
whose aim is to assess tireeding ecology, diet, and movemeuoftthe Little Eaglgoopulation

in the area. he Little Eagle is liste@s vulnerable in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT)

and New South Wales (NSVéhd an overall aim of the project is to provide information to
guide conservation of thepecies.

This is primarily an annual update repstowever where applicableany potential effects on
breeding success and food eaten are briefly discussed. ddtaiiedanalyss of t he bir
behavioural ecology will be presented as and when data @llow

Methods

To maintain continuity, fieldwork on the Little Eagle followed the same methods as those
described i n preveta@u20l8, el 202G 2021a,R022, 2623).(Thea e
main procedures were: checking for occupancy of all nests and territories known in previous
years, observations eagle activity from vantage points, following up any sightings of eagles

for potential nesting behaviour, monitoring the progress of each breeding attempt, and
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collecting food remains and cast pellets from below nests and perches. Prey remains were
identified from diagnostic body parts and pellets were stored for later analysi®tRae
2021b).

The activity at each nest was not recorded every dayobservers maintained minimal
disturbance, especially during the laying periadhen the birds might be sensitive ito
Therefore,jt was not always possible to ascertainether pairs laid eggs tw determinghe
causesvhenattemps to nest failed.

All weather records are those recorded at Canberra Airport by the Bureau of Meteorology.

Results
Number of Little Eagle pairs and breeding success

Seven pairs of Little Eagles were observed displaying in August and September in the ACT in
2023, and a female was apparently single as she was not observed with a male. Five of the
pairs were confirmed to have active nests and two other pairs potehadllyests. The male

of one of these pairs was observed catching prey and flying with it for more than two kilometres
before it went out of sight, probably to feed his partner on a nest or chicks, but no nest was
found. The other pair were frequently seerand around a group of trees where there was a
suitable nestbut the birds were never seen on it. Both these pairs were in areas where there
have been breeding pairs in past years, but none have bred there since 2020 araythage
beennew pairs. Two of the nesting pairs in the ACT reared one fledgling each. One was a pair
monitored for the three preceding years, and the other was in a densely forested area in the
Namadgi Nature Park (Fig. 1), where birds had been observed huntingsptayidg in
previous years, but no ndetated The nest site was found in 2023 by watching the birds hunt
and display over an area of forest.

Figure 1. A Little Eagle nest in dense forest in Namadgi National Park, ACT. The nest is
set in a clump of mistletoe 19m from the ground in a Mountain Gum Eucalyptus
dalrympleang.
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