


T
I  

t i - l . 3 t t . u r r .T l r e  r r r \ t  i \  b . r r c l y  r r ov i r q

l . r r o r r r r d  t l r c  r r l ho r r r t t cd  l o r r r  o f  r

rescarcher stalking cautiously through

the heathland. To his left are five rnorc

soldiers of conservation al l  evenly

spaced.To his right, three kilornetres of

uncharred habitat rvrits to be srrrveyed.

The six drrk figrrrcs press on, each

hunched over a GPS and compass,l i t  by

a circle oflight emitted fronr a rorch on

their forehead. Then, despite thc 600

nletres seprrating eich person fron the

othcr, they al l  stop in abrupt unison,

having reached a predetermined

distnnce from the road. During the two

prrvrorrs days. they lr .rd l l l  t .rkcn plrr in

an intensive training program for this

very Dloment, and the six sir l i lar

rrorninqr lnd cvcninqs yct to roDlc.
Th' '  ' . .^ ' ,1 rh. ,1.rr i l r  ^t- 1l1s

weather, date end location on a

cl ipboard, despite the nunrbing cold,

then switch offhead torches, slide hands

into warnl pockets lnd lisren inrently.

Minutes are lost to the soft clicking of

crickets and the occasional frog. A

meteor crashes into the atntosphere
high above, leaving a smudge of light.

Suddenly, :r clamour of noise rings out
in the still of the eerly morning. The
nrysterious noise increases, reaching a

feverish intensiry Then, as suddenly as
it  began, chere is si lence. Compass

direction and tirne is recorded, elonq

rvith details of the rype end discance of
the cal l ,  and suddenly there's another

call, then another. All around, the dark

landscape is swimming in rhythmrc
whistles Widr so rnuch calantiry the
researchers could be forgiven if they
asked themselves'how could this bird
be rare?' How indeed?

Losing ground
Fronr the nroment renowned

ornithologistJohn Gilbert 6rst collected
:r western cround prrrot rn the lE40\. ics
geographic range and total popularion

size has been diminishing. Knowledge

ofthis shy prrrot was decidedly lacking

for the ensuing 140 years. While two
very sinilar subspecies exist on the

easlern coasl of Australia, our own

Western Australian endemic subspecres

faces i ts f inal chal lenge...  the thrcat of

extinction. Even over the last decade,

western ground parrots could noc be
relocrted in arcas, such as Waychinicup

National Pa* and MouDt Manypeak,

fron which they had previously been
known. If the events of the next five
years don't  aid rhis cri t ical ly

endangered bird in its fight for survival

then we nlay never get a chance to

truly understand its secretive life. I)o
western ground parrots possess the

repertoire of traits required to survive

the rnodern age or will they succumb

to pressures and threats imposed by
people lnd introduced predators?

Previous page
Maln The vast wilderness of the
Fitzgerald River National Park viewed
from West Mt Barren.
Insets Caught on film, the first
photograph of a wild, unrestrained
western ground parrot.
Western ground parrot feathers,
scanned from feathers collected in 1989
by CALM volunteer Kaye Vaux.

Top Fltzgerald River National Park ranger
Peter Wilkins assists the project's
technical officer David Chemello, and a
volunteer from Switzerland, with habitat
surveys.

Above left The first evidence of western
ground parrot feeding, located in Cape
Arid National Park in 2004.

Left Evidence that western ground parrots
have been feeding on seed heads of
semaphore sedge (Mesomelaena
tetragora) that they have collected, piled
up and milleted.
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ground a mere 2(l centilnetres above

the height of thc' vcgetation. Wicb fasr,

strone wing beats i t  rr lvels in eithcr r

long srveeping arc or a sharp ziqzaq,

r r r r . r i h  l i k c  l  q r r . r r l . Thc  t l r q l r t  p . r t t c r r r  r s

often described rs a flap-fl:rp-glide.

Aftcr thc bird reaches a desired clistance

of 50 to 1l)0 nretrcs from rhc
'disrr.rrbance' ir stalls :rbrrrptly in rrrid-

l i r  : lnd crashcs b;rck inro the

unclergro*,th. Tbus, in a sinrplc

movcmenr, rhe bircl hls left no grouncl

sccl)t  for irs epproaching drreat ud

afforded no str ikirrg si lhouettc for lny

opportuDrsfic r iPror.

Although this nrlnoeuvre alorrc rs

bri l l iant enough in i ts cxccution, r

rtound parror runs a fulther 21) nretres

arvly fiorn tbe landing sitc.This hrlts any

further advance frorn i preditor ible ro

scc thc lancl inq zone, but :rny reselrchcr

hoping to follow a bird is also foilcd. If
you are lucky enough to relocate rhc
disturbed parrot, you have two furdrcr
chances of glinrpsing the crit ically
endansered l:lur On rhe third flush,
nrost ground plrrots fly more than 400
rnetres rwly and are lost fron sight.

Eals to the ground

The rariry ofsighrings cxplains rvhy
tlrc bcst nrcthod of locating rvcstcrl

!91'ound parrots is through listcuirrg
survcys. l\esearchers can be nainecl co
disti:rguish a ground parrot call lronr
the plethora of darvn and dusk call iug
species Over many early rnornines lnd
latc cvcrrines, rcseirrchers cin sprcad
sysreDuricrl ly rhlough l landscape rncl
nrilp dre prcsence or rbsence ofgrounc{
parrors. Enrployins this nrethod,
CALM\ Western Ground Pl' lot

l lecovery Projcct tearu has be'cn

surveying rhe vasr reaches of both

Fitzgerald l{ ivcr and Cape Arid

nationrl  prrks on WA\ southc'rn coast.

This project opcrrtcs under the

wltchful guidrncc of thc South Coast

Threatened Birds l l .ecovery Tlaur,

whicb irrcludes plrk managcrs,

scie'ntists, rescarchcrs ind cornrnuniry

melnbers. Tlle prolect opemtes rviti] :r
qrant froDl the Nerural Herirage Trusr
(NHT), rvhich rvas sccurcd by CALM

through the South Coast l legional

Init iat ivc Pl;urrr ing Tearn (SCl\ l l ' jT).

Listel irrg surveys are conducted

during thc only t ime t l lat westerD

eround parrots f ly by choicc. Calls can

be heald rvhile the birds rnove fronr

t l r ( r r  d . r y t r r r l .  f i cd r r r i  . , r c . r .  r o  t l r c r r

rt i i lht-cintc roosr' .Thi '  r i 'ky . 'ct iviry i .

,  o rd r r ,  t e , l  j r r r t  . r n  d . r r k .  w l re r r  t h r r r  i .

thc lcast chance of beine detecred by
p l cd . r t o r s .  1 l r i .  i . ' ) l - t l i eh t  pu r rod  i s

be l i r r c , l  t o  \ c l vc  i r r  i n )po r t , l r ) t  r o l r  i r l

thc birdls soci;r l  behaviour, rvhich r lry

inchrcle cl l l ing l lcl  cl isplaying to mrtes.

Unfor trrrretely, this lr lci l l rs that

rcsc:trchcrs lrrd voluntccrs hivc to oc

onr in thc f icld orlc hour beibrc surrr ise

cvery nror nint.  Furthernrore, rhcy

nccd to bc in thcir l istcning posit iols

for onc' hour fol lowing sunser. I f  cne

wcrihcl condit ions :rrc kirrd (no rvind

or rair) rhcr a bircl  cln bc hclrcl  up to

+0O nlctrcs r\\'l),.

Thc rvester n qound par rot cel l  is ;r
rhvthrnic . ,r , l r ist lc thrr has bccn

tlescribed ls resenbli lg 'Mor se-code'

or a kert le rvhisrle. C;r l !s erc eithcr r

l is ing or level pitch, rncl consist of lwo

ro four nores, rcpcared in succcssion

A f i 'w othc: aninr;r ls havc sinri l l r  cl l ls;

one in plrticular is the tr*,ny-crorvnecl

lrorreyearer.

CALM rcccivcs nrany rcpor-ts fiorr
intercsred pe'opJc' rvho believe drey
nuy luvc sec:r e rvcstern grouud parrol

Above left A western ground parrot
captured for radietracking in 1989 at
Fitzgerald River National Park.
Photo - Allan Burbidge

Left An eastern ground parrot from
Tasmania.
Photo - Dave Watts/Lochman
Transpatencies
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