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Did You know that"

'  There are e leven species ot
cuckoos in Western Australia
Four of these visit the Perth
region each year. one frequents
the inland and the remaining six
are found in the KimberleY. All
except the Pheasant coucal are
brood parasites.

' Most cuckoos are migratory. On
our Gooseberry Hill Study Area
near Per th.  Shin ing Bronze-
Cuckoos arrive each Year inJulY
or August (Figure i) and most
will have departed for their non-
breeding areas in Indonesia bY
the end of November. Fantailed
Cuckoos anive earlier (MaY-

June) and retreat to southern
Western Australia in October.
Movements by the other two
species are much more erratlc'
The Pallid Cuckoo visits our area
dur ing winter  and sPr ing,
sometimes for the whole Period,
in other years for just a few
weeks. On the other hand,
Horsfields Bronze-Cuckoos are
numerous in some Years, and
rare or absent during others
(Figure 1).

) Cuckoos have zygodactyl feet.
Zy godactyl means two toes
pointing to the front, and two
pointing toward the rear, a

characteristic that cuckoos share

with parrots. Cuckoos also have
prominent rounded nostrils and
long pointed wings. In flight the
larger  cuckoo sPecies can

somet imes be
mistaken for
raptors. They also
have an unusual
d iet  showing a
strong preference
for  hai rY
caterpillars, which
other birds usually
avoid.

) Parasitic cuckoos
never raise their
own young.
Instead, theY relY
on ahost sPecies to
incubate theireggs
and feed their
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Figure 2. Hotsfield's Brcnze-Cuckoo
removing o host egg afterlaying inthe
nest of o splendid FoitY-wrcn at
Goosberry Hi (drawing from videoclip.
artist Belindo Cale).

offspring. When the female
cuckoo is ready to laY, she
searches for a nest of her
favourite host species that is at a
suitable stage ofincubation. She
then lays her own egg inthenesl",
at the same time removing one
of the host's eggs. On four
occasions we have watched
Horsfield's and Shining Bronze-
Cuckoos in the act of laying.
Figure 2 is a sketch made from a
video-recording of a Horsfield' s
Brorze-Cuckoo laYing inthe nest

Fioure l. Arrival and departue dotes tot shining Branze-cuckoos (teft) and Horsfield s Brcnze-

Cuckoos ( ghl) ot Gooseberry Hill' WA
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of a Splendid Fairy-wren on
Gooseberry Hill. The whole
procedure took less than 10
seconds.

Cuckoos are cunning. The female
cuckoo lays her egg in the earlY
morning, shortly after the host
has laid one ofher own eggs. If
she lays before the host has
started her clutch, the host female
will bury the cuckoo egg under
the nest lining and it will fail to
hatch. If the cuckoo lays well
after incubation has begun, the
cuckoo nestling will hatch after
the hostyoung and so willreceive
insufficient food for survival.

Cuckoo eggs are bdaptedtoward
the eggs of the host. In some
cuckoos, the eggs are mimetic,
which means they match the host
eggs in colour and pattern. On
Gooseberry Hill, we sometimes
had difficulty in spotting a
Horsfi eld's Bronze-Cuckoo egg
in nests of Splendid FairY-wrens
and Western Thornbill nests
(Figure 3a). However, close
inspection shows thatthe cuckoo
egg is usually more elongated.
In other cuckoos, the eggs are
not mimetic but cryPtic. This
means that the cuckoo egg is
difficult to see against the
background of the nest. One
example is the Shining Bronze-
Cuckoo which laYs a dark olive
green egg, while its host, the
Yellow-rumped Thombill laYs
white eggs (Figure 3b). Weknow
from experience that Shining
Bronze-Cuckoo eggs are
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