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ANTHORRHOEA PREISS ,
or Grasstrees as we commonly

know them as in Westem Australia,
are dying as the result of browsing
by parrols in many agricultural areas
such as Boyup Brook, KojonuP,
West Arthur, Beverley, York,
Toodyay and Victor ia Plains.
Grasstrees are long- l ived ( to
hundreds of years old) and have
survived grazing in remnant
vegetation due to their height
(usually greater than one metre).
They are often the only understorey
species presenl within stands of
Wandoo, Jarrahand Marri. Farmers
have observed the death of
Grassrees from parrot damage as
early as fifteen yearb ago. bul damage
to individual trees and the loss of
whole stands has become most
noticeable in the last six to seven
years.

The Boyup Brook LCDC (with
support from KoionuP LCDC. West
Arrhur LCDC, CALM and the
ConseNation Council) initiated a
sl rrdy d uring I 996lo rccord da mage
to Grasstrees by parrols. one of the
main aims of the study was to
provide evidence that itis a problem,
and hopefully initiate support for
effofls in management and research
to reduce (ifnot stop altogether) lhe
loss of trecs.

The Po Lincoln Ringncck ('28'
parrot) is the only species to date
that has been obsewed feeding on
Xanthorrhoea fronds, which thcy
do during thc surnmer and autumn
months. This coincides with the
time when the paddocks have dried
out  and the crops have becn
harvcsted, until a month after the
first winter rains. In 1996 the
damagewas greatest in January and
March (it dropped in FebruarY when
thc Marriwas in flowor), and lowest
dur ing July  lo  Novcmber.  Dur ing
August to November, damaged
frondswhichwere only 2-6cm long,
werc able to grow to a length of 30-
50cm.

I havc ohservcd lhc birds to llY
onto crowns, chew offa long frond,
p l i rce i t  in  one of  lhc i r  leet  (hohi ing

it Iike an icecream cone!) and thcn
procecd to chew small picces off thc
end of the frond. The
eventually drops the long
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frond to
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the ground and starts on another
one. This is why long sections of
frond are sometimes seen at the
base of damaged trees. I also
watched a parot feeding on the
short damaged fronds ofa crown for
37 minutes, whcre it took a total of
416 bites from approximatclY 160
fronds.

The parrotdoes not c{)nsume the
chewed offpieces (the sizo of oaten
chafl) but rathor compresses them
between iLs bill, leaving bite marks
along the length beforc dropping
them onto thc crown. When ParoLs
fsed on the softer, young centrc
fronds, the picces of frond arc
chewed to a pulp before dropping
them. It appcars that the parrots are
atler the juice of the frond - not that
the fronds arc thatjuicy! They taste
abit likeeating grass (and the drying
chaff sitting on the crown smells
like hay, atleast until it starts to rot).
It is probable that the parrots arc
getting a particular nutrient from
these fronds at a time when thcre
isn ' t  much e lse grcen around.
However,  i t  is  wi th  much
consternalion that we see thc death
ot  Xanthorrhoeas as I  resul l  o l th t i r
a(rtivity.

It may be that the Port Lincoln
R i n g n e c k  h a s  a l w a y s  f e d  o n
Grasstree fronds, although verY
in l rcqucnt ly .  ToLl i ry  thc parro l  i5
very adcpt at fccding on cultivated
grain (cg storcd grain, grain lcd to
stock, dropped on Lhe side of the

road and in the stubble) as well as
introduced pasture weeds (eg
Gui ld ford gtass,  corkscrew,
capeweed). Thus it has a large food
source available in agricultural areas
and the species appears to be doing
very well such that they have
increased in abundance in manY
areas over the last twenty YeaN.
However, parrots cannot live ondry
grain and seed alone. Mostparrots
feed on some other plant material
such as flowers, stems, bark and
leaves. Although adult birds may
be able to suNive on dry seeds for a
period of time, the young birds,
fledged in spring, may need other
sources of lood to supplemcnt their
tliet (eg Xanthorrhoea fronds)
especially during the summer and
autumn months. This needs further
investigation.

Six Grasstree sites surueyed
during 1996 had high levels ofparrot
damage.  More than g0% df  lhc i r
crowns had most, if not all, of their
fronds chewed backby parros. The
death rate of Xanthorhoea trces at
these sites was 2470 (38 trees out of
161 surveyed from JanuarY tcr
Novcmber, ) .  Giv(n lh is  dealh ratc
these sitcs are likcly to lose all their
treeswithonly the blackcned stumps
remaining. The density of Grasstrees
can be quitc high, most of the sites
surveyed ranged from 102 to 392
l ive t rccs per  hccure.  At  Onc s i tc .
where a large number ofdeaths had
oecurrcd,  therc were only  36 l ivc
Xanthorrhoca trees Per heclare.

What can we do to reveNc this
trcnd? Rcduoe thc availability oI
cultivated grain? Reduce Parot
numbcrs? Provide parols with a
supplement so that thcy no longer
fecd on Grasstree fronds? lncrease
the abundance of their Predators?
( F o r  e x a m p l e ,  e n c o u r a g e  t h c
prcscnce of carpet snakes, race-horsc
goann:rs and possums whichPredatc
nesls in tree hollows, or birds of
prcy whichpredate on young fledged
birds.) Encourage thc return of the

undent,orcY t0 rc mnant vcgel.ation
to increasc thevaricty and ab undancc
ol their nalural sources of food'r

The relatively high abundance
of Port Lincoln Ringnecks is an
indication of an imbal:rnce behvecn
t h e  f a (  t o r s  t h a t  r l l d w  t h e i r
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populalions to increase and those
that restrict tieir numbsn, and the
damage they are causing indicates
an imbalance in their food supply.
There is a sense of urgency to get
management strategies, combined
with monitoring and research, up
and running in order to reduce
damage that these parrots are
causing.

The research during 1996 was
funded by a Save the Bush grant,
National I-andcare Program grant,
and the Hon. Monty House MLA
and supporx from Hilda Turnbull
MLA,

Boyup BrookLCDC 08 9765 1552

Shapelle McNee is a Consultqnt
Biologist, contactable on
08 9457 5008
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Have you noticed
porrot grozing of

gross/rees in your areo?

Parrot damoge ta Grasstree.
(Phota: Alan Price)

Wendy Porter, on Environmenlol
Mqnogement  s luden l  o f  Ed i lh
Cowon Universily In Joondolup
is  under tok ing  o  lh i rd  yeqr
mqnogemenl project inlo the
lmpocl of porrols on grqsstrees.
Pleose contoct her on
08 9446 7991 if you con help.

BANKSIAS,  BARDIES AND COCKIES
- A FINELY-TUNED BALANCE

by Byron Lamont

f)[/ HEN walkins rhrough
/ 7 banksia woodland.. it is often
not iceable that  parrots  and
cockatoos have torn off the l'lowers
in search of nectar, or borers in the
flower axis. Stephen van Leeuwen
and Byron Lamont of Curtin
University have been investigating
what effect this has on the
'reproductive success' of the rare
Banksia tricuspis - with some
unexpected results.

B. ticuspis (I_nsleur Banksia) is
confined to a small area of rocky
country around MtLesueur. l_arva€
(bardies) of the wood-boring moth
Arthrophora tunnel through the
central axis of the flower. Port
Lincoln Parrots (28s!) rip up the
ilowers in their search for nectar,
while Little Corellas and Carnaby,s
Cockatoos leed on the bard ies,
damaging - often totally destroying -
the flower spikes while they do so.
All of this severely reduces the
number of fruits set by each plant -
6070 are destroyed by predators each
year, 46Vo by Carnaby's Cockatoos
alone.

So you might think, reduce the
bird numbers and you'll get more
seeds ... but, which birds? At fint
guess you mightsay - thecockies, of
course !  But . . .

A\tho]lgh 460/o ofthe flowers are
destroyed by cockatoos in theirsearch
for  bard ies,  th is  is  actual ly  a
beneficial relationship. The birds
have the uncanny ability to detect
which oI the flower heads contain
bardies and they fip theseapart, rather
than those which do not have any.
Some observers have noted how
cockatoos turn theirheads to the side
before feeding and have suggested
that they are able to hear the bardies
munching! Others have suggested
they see the frass left at the tunnel
entrance holes and use this as a clue

Bardie inside Lesueur Bqnkio ower

as to which heads to attack. The
flower heads lacking bardies, and
so notattacked by the birds, are free
to set seeds for the next generation.

Ifnone of the flower heads werc
attacked, all the larvae would reach
maturity. There would be such an
increase in future insect populations
that they might finally destroy all
banksia flowers. This might result
in the eventual extinction of tne
I-esueurBanl<sia because they would
no Ionger produce sufficient seeds
for replacement. ot the old plan{s.

I-oss of habitat in the wheatbelt
has made Camaby's Cockatoo an
endangered species, and its numbers
are declining. As this study shows,
that could have far-reaching effects
on the other  members of  the
ecosystem of which they are an
integral part.

For the full story, read: S. J. van
lreuwen & B.B. I-amont. 1996.
'Floral damage by animals and its
impact on reproductive success .n
Banksia tricuspis Meisner
(Proteaceae)' IN: Gondwanan
Heritage: past, presentand future of
the Western Australian biota. Ed:
S. D. Hopper et al. Surrey Beatty &
Sons, Chipping Norton.

Prof. B y ron L amont c en b e co nt&ct ed
at the School of Environmental
Biology, Curtin University, on
08 9266 7368.
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