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Bringing back the bush birds in Buntine-Marchagee

Recovery Catchment
By Dr Andrew Huggett

The birds of the woodland, heath/shrub/mallee, and freshwater and saline wetland habitats of the
Buntine-Marchagee Catchments have been recognised for what they are — precious gems of a
formerly more extensive and probably more diverse bushland bird community. That we still have
these amazing little feathered friends is testament to their resilience and, now, the protection and
progressive restoration of their habitat.

A project to protect and recover the former diverse bird community was started by the
Department of Environment and Conservation (DEC) in partnership with catchment landholders in
2001.In 2001-02 | led a team of CSIRO scientists who surveyed 63% of all remnants of native
vegetation in the catchment (316 out of 503 remnants). A focal species analysis of birds recorded
was undertaken to help prepare a design for the protection and restoration of this landscape. This
was based on the habitat patch size, remnant and habitat area, remnant condition and remnant
proximity, requirements of several focal bird species of the catchment. (see photo).

Crested Bellbird — a bird that’s hard to see and requires
heath/shrub/mallee patches of at least 15 ha to have a 10%

chance of occurring. It can also move along roadside
lcorridors. Photo Bert & Babs Wells/DEC

In October last year, as a private consultant, | began to re-survey birds in nine clusters of remnant
vegetation in the catchment for DEC. These include key remnants situated on either side of
planned habitat linkages and ‘stepping stones’, reference remnants, recently planted habitat
linkages, and paddock plots. My work will help to determine whether and how well current and
future plantings of native vegetation are working to bring back the birds to the catchment. Most of
this bush occurs on the properties of several farming families in the catchment. Some of these
remnants have been fenced to keep sheep out while others have not.

A total of 61 species and over 1,900 individual birds were recorded in the spring and autumn
2006/07 surveys. All of the bush birds recorded five years ago were detected during the latest
surveys. The most abundant species were Brown Honeyeater, Galah, Weebill, White-browed
Babbler, Singing Honeyeater, Inland Thornbill and Red-capped Robin. The least abundant birds,
including two focal species, were Western Gerygone, Grey Butcherbird, Western Yellow Robin,
Elegant Parrot, and Regent Parrot. A rare find in the autumn survey was a female Gilbert’s
Whistler, a bird of inland scrubs and mallee. Flowering Banksia prionotes in the western part of
the catchment attracted flocks of 40-80 birds each of three species of nhomadic honeyeater
(Tawny-crowned, White-fronted, and Spiny-cheeked). Four parrot species were recorded,
foraging on autumn-seeding grasses, across the catchment. Evidence of current Malleefowl
activity was found at three sites.




