
CROW PREDATION NOT SIGNIFICANT
IN LAMB MORTALITY

This is a summary of an article by Ian Rowley,
Division of Wildlife Research C.S.I.R.O. Canberra,
which appeared in the December, 1969 (Vol. 14
No.2) edition of C.S.I.R.O. Wildlife Research.

1. INTR,ODUCTION
Corvids of one sort or another occur throughout

Australia. They are all black birds of medium
to large size, commonly known as crows, but
more correctly there are five species-three
ravens and two crows. The Australian raven
(Coruus coronoades), the forest raven (Cofrzs
tasma.nicus), and the l itt le ra\en (Con)us nelloli)
occur majnly in the temperate region. The Aus-
tralian crow (CorDus orru) and the l itt le crow
(Coruus bennetti) occur in the tropics and the
arid interior. Since sheep are run virtually
throughout Australia, they come into contact with
all flve species somewhere in their range as shown
in Fig. 1.

All corvids are opportunistic scavengers that
feed from a succession of natural sources as
seasons change; carrion feeding and predation on
birds, mammals and repti les occurs as opportuni-
ties arise. Dead lambs and afterbirth discarded
by a ewe provide attractive food for corvids, and
since one in every f,ve lambs born dies within a
few days, it is inevitable that corvids will con-
sentrate around lambing paddocks. In fact, few
healthy lambs are kil led by corvids, but many
sick animals are finished ofi by them. This dis-
tinction is not readjly appreciated by most
farmers, in whose minds corvids and dead lambs
are f,rmly linked as cause and effect.

The purpose of this investigation was to assess
Iamb mortality due to corvids and to describe the
conditions under which it occurs. The work was
almost exclusively concerned with two of the
ravens. Cor?rzs coronoides and CorDus mellori.

2. METHODS
The study of ravens amongst lambing flocks

was confined to South-Eastern Australia. and
approached in four ways:

(a) fnvrs'rjgation of CorDus ecology.
(b) Dircct observation of lambing flocks.
(c) Post-mortem analysis of dead lambs.
(d) Experiments in aviaries.

(a) Conu EcologA
Two study areas used are relevant to this

Ieport; Geary's Gap, N.S.W. (solely CorDus coro-
noid,es\ ar'd Toganmain Station, N.S.W. (both
CorDus coronoides and Corrzs meltori).

(i) Geary's Gap
This study area was thirty square miles of

Southern Tablelands sheep country, 20 miles north

I

Successive photos of raven attack
on 11i-hour old lamb. Thi6 "r ide"
Iasted 45 seconds before ihe lamb
sheltered with a ewe, not it:
mother. When examined later

no wounds were found
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The lack of efiective predation by corvids on
the lambs at Minnipa is interesting because ample
oppcrtunity for attack existed. Twenty-seven
lambs were born in daylight, of which four births
were twin deliveries. No damage was caused prior
to the actual dropping of the lambs because the
ewes circled away from the ravens After birth,
while the ewe was still resting, single ravens
would dash in and take beakfuls of membrane
and attendant fluids adhering to the new born
coat, but no noticeably damaging attacks were
made at the lamb's orif ices, and once the ewe
recovered she butted off the intruding ravens.
with twin births, the flrst lamb born was unde-
fended for up to half an hour, but in no instance
was any damage noticed. Ravens m?de several
attacks at the afterbirth membranes unshed by
the ewes and fed extensively on these and faeces
passed by the lambs. This ofter'] took the form
ol an attack on the a"nus of the lamb but, unless
the lamll was starving and unable to run off,
no extensive woundir]g was observed.

(a) While sleeping, lamb 4? was probed in ihe anal
region by a raven. This healthy lamb jumped up and

moved awal

(b) Co1'1ius coronoid'es holding the tail of a lamb in its
bill. This lamb appears unconcsrned but frequently
such a lamb runs off \tith the raven holding on As
in (a) this approach probably enables xavens to ' l is-

tinguish between sick and healthy lambs

At Minnipa the only bird capabie of damaging
a healthy lamb was the large Australian raven
Corous coronaides. Its greater weight, longer
reach, Iarger l l i l l  and extreme agil ity often enabled
it to maintain a gdp on a running Iamb and con-
tinue to peck. Possibly because of the tough skin
and tightly curled birth coat, no attack of this
nature resulted in serious damage.

(i i i) Roma-A feature of the attacks here was
the co'ncentration on the umbilical cord and the
breech. The Southern Queensland raven appears
larger than average (particularly its biu) and
this, combined with the larger orif ices and sensi-
tive skins of the Border Leicester lambs at Roma,
probably accounted for the injuries observed. The
combination of sensitive skin and large-bil led
raven is not lethal by itself, but when infection
w\th Clostridiuln spp. occurs, deaths become more
frequent. Ihe owner studied 44 new born lambs
that had been recently picked by ravens with-
cut receiving major wounds. He iniected half
with antibiotics and left half untreated. Seven
of the untreated lamtrs died, but none of the
treated ones.

(c) Post Morten Emmind,taon ol Dead Ldmbs

In 1962, all dead lambs from four flocks at
Geary's Gap were sent to Sydney for examination.
Differences in the severity of predation were com-
parable to the circumstances on the property. The
heaviest predation was noted in the flock which
lambed in July, a full month ahead of the other
three. Twetve of the dead lambs were healthy
and yiable apart from the damage caused by
the predator. However, this is not a large loss
from ?00 ewes. Predation was not so efiective
in the other three flocks which were of similar
slze.

A mild winter in 1963 resulted in healthier
Iambs and this was reflected in the improved
flgures both for the number of healthy lambs
kil led and the number of dying lambs flnished
ofi. In 1965, a dry summer prevented hay reserves
from being replenished; netr/ly sown pa,stures
failed to establish themselves and established
qwa. rds  fa i led  ro  g row a f le r  a  poor  au tumn ra in -
fau. This situation led to a drop of weak lambs
and a correspondingly large number failed to
survive.

(d) ADiary Erperiments
Experiments with lamb carca,sses showed that

the targe species of corvids were much quicker at
removing eyes than the small o\es. Coruus coro-
noid,es and CorDus tasmanic?ls were extremely
competent at removir' lg eyes. Both species had
long massive bil ls and this tog:ther with their
powerful feet enables them to take a fi.rm grip

on the lamb and to deliver a plwerful ihrust
generally sumciently strong enough to burst the
eyeball. Four methods of attack were observed:

(i) Picking-raising the beak about 6 inches
and driving at the target with consider-
able force.
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