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WOODLANDS THROUGH A TREECREEPER'S EYES
Cary Luck

Woodlond homes

JF you see a reddish-brown b i rd hopping r  er t ica l ly  up the
Itrunk of a u andoo tree you can be pretly sure it is lhe
Rufous Treecreeper. Australia has six species of
treecreepers, but only the Rufous Treecreeper occurs in the
south-west comer. In fact, the wheatbelt is probably the
heafi of its distribution. During the early to mid 1900's it
was recorded as one of the most common bird species in
the region. However, sadly, with the clearance of large
tmcts of woodland habitat its abundance has declined
dramatically.

In the wheatbelt, wandoo (Eucalyptus wandoo) and
salmon gum (8. salmonophloia) woodlands appear to be
its favoured habitats. However, notjust any woodland will
do. The treecreeper can be very picky when it comes to
selecting a home. First, it can't do without tree hollows.
Hollows are used as nighl-time roosting sites, to hide from
predators and, most importantly, as the perfect place to
build a nest. Second, it likes large, old trees. In addition to
containing lots ofhollows, these trees have a large, textually
rich surface area with many nooks and crannies that form
suitable hiding places for a variety ofinvertebrates. This is
the perfect smorgasbord for an invertebrate-eating, tree-
creeping bird that can cling to the trunks of trees with its
sharp claws and dig into the bark with its bill.

Third, the treecreeper favours areas with lots of
deadwood and hollow logs on the ground. Hollow logs!
Why would a bird need hollow logs? (Maybe it's Numbat
envy??). Well, there is a logical explanation for this.
Nestling treecreepers spend the first 28 days (or so) of
their life inthe tree hollowwhere theparents builtthenest.
When they eventually leave the hollow they are still quite
weak and for the first few days are not very adept at flying
or climbing trees. Not surprisingly, these young
treecreepers spend most oftheir time on the ground. This
is a dangerous place for an inexperienced bird. To escape
trouble, the safest place to go is the nearest hollow 1og.
Also, since much of their life so far has been spent in
hollows. this is what is most familiar to them.

Food ond finding it
These are just some of the important characteristics

that make a woodland a home for treecreepers. Ofcourse,
one ofthe most impoftantthings ofall is food. The Rufous
Treecreeper eats a wide iange on invertebrates including
ants, spiders, butterflies and moths (and their larvae),
temites, grasshoppers, and various beetles and bugs (to
name a f'ew). We don't know if it favours any pafticular
group. On two occasions I have also seen it eating (or
attempting to eat) small skinks. I guess itjust views these
as large invertebrates! Other researchers have observed it
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