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As a result of changes
to native vegetation cover
since its settlement by
Europeans over 200 years
ago, Australia now poscs
an interesting conundmm
in relation to the supply of
hollows in trees for nest
sites for birds and other
fauna. Eighteen percent
of Australian land birds
nestin hollows intrees and
11% are obligate hollow
nesters. All depend on a
continuing supply of what,
in many areas, is arich and
diverse array of hollows
in a wide range of tree
species. Howcver, what of
the future?

In May 1978, as paft of
a study by CSIRO on the
ecology of two species of
black cockatoo, a 15 ha
remnant of salmon gum
and York gum woodland
on a farming property
at Nereeno Hill in the northern
wheatbelt of Western Australia
was examined. Before clearing fbr
agriculture, the vcgetation consisted
of salmon gum-York gum woodland
on the red loam soils, with tamma
thicket on the stony and lateritrc
ground. The vegetation of thc
patch was dominated by salmon
gum with smaller numbers of York
gum and morrel interspersed. The
understorey was dominated byjam
and there was an area of mallee at
the southem end of the patch. The
density ofthe dominant vegetation
was typical of mature salmon gum-
York gurn woodland ofthe area.

The property containing the
study patch was selected for farming

in the mid-1920s and wheat was
thc first agricultural product after
the native vegctation was cleared
for its establishment. Sheep were
introduced to the area in 1929 and
were allowedto graze on most ofthc
uncleared vegetation on the property.
The rabbit invaded the area and was
comrnon throughoul  most  of  th is
period. The last clearing of native
vegetation on the property, canied
out in the early 1970s, isolated the
patch of  uoodland under  s tudy.  No
attemptwas made to keep sheep out
of the woodland, which provided
shade and shelter, particularly after
shearing.

The patch under study was an
important nesting area for cockatoos
in the d is t r ic t .  These inc luded ( in
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Figure 1 : Tree T027 in July 1981 and the same tree in August 1997. Although
there has been little apparent change over 16 years in the condition of the tree
there is marked thinning of the shrub and tree layers, increase in paddock weeds
and lack of regeneration of the woodland species.

decreasing numerical order): the
galah, thc red-tailed black cockatoo,
thc long-billed corella, thc little
corella, Carnaby's cockatoo and
the Major Mitchell cockatoo. In the
northem wheatbelt, all ofthese are
obligatc tree hollow nesters. [n May
1978 the $ oodland u as searched for
trees possessing hollows of at least
90 mm diameter and at least 90 mm
deep. This was the minimurn-sized
hollow thought to be used as nest
sites by the galah, the smallest of the
cockatoos breeding in the area. The
sizes ofthe trees were notmeasured,
however the condition of each of
these trees was noted. Condition
was rated accordingto the following
categories: good - tree apparently
healthy; staghorn -dyingback fiom

continued on page 9
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nest sites they, and other species
dependent on tree hollows, havc no
future in the area. The fact that dead
trees remain standing formany years
means that for species tliat will nest
in hollows in dead trees (and not all
obligate hollow nesters will do so),
th is  rcsourcc u i l l  be r ra i lab le for
some time aftcr the trees have died.
Howeverthere will be very fcw trees
sur.,'iving the minimum l30 years
required for a eucalypt to grow to a
size sufficient to suppoft a hollow
fbr the smallcst ofthe cockatoos to
nest in, or fbr the longertimc frames
rcquired for bigger hollows.

The results of this study are for
onc 15-ha patch of woodland on
private property in the northern
wheatbel t  o f  WA. How much
credence should the results of thrs
studybe accordedwhcn extrapolated
over much larger areas?As Europcan
development  of  thc wheatbel t
proceeded, woodlands wereregarded
as indicators of better quality
agricultural soils. Accordingly, they
wcre preferentially selected for
farmland and cleared. For example,
in south-western Australia, 94%
of mari-wandoo woodlands, 72%
of m al I ct-p o w d e rb ark wandoo
woodlands, 97 lo of York gurn-
salmon gum-wandoo woodlands,
a n d  7 8 o o  o f  s a l r n o n  g u m - g i r n l e t
woodlands have been c leared
for frrmllnd. The rernaindcr is
distributed mainly on private land
and is being degraded by a variety
of  threatening processes.  I t  ls
clear that the decline and lack of
regeneration ofthis patch at Neereno
Hill is typical ofwoodland patches
throughout the whcatbelt.

The first rule of management
of woodlands in the wheatbelt
should bc to protect all remaining
vegetation. In the first instance thrs
should be fencing remnant patches
to exclude grazing. However, active
management beyond fencing to

reduce grazing pressure will be
required. Management regimes
that foster regeneration need to
be developed as do incentives to
encourage land holders to engage
in active management, instead of
the benign neglect that characteriscs
much of the managcment of rural
woodlands.

Without a major changc rn
attitudes towards rural woodland",
t h c i r  f u t u r e  a n d  t h a t  o f  r h c i r
dependent fauna is exceedilgly
bleak.
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'Btrstards' continued from page 3

Complenenting this has been an
assessmcnt of bustard distributitrn
pattems as rcported by landholders
across Austra l ia  by means of
mail surveys. This has provcd a
successful and valuable source of
infomation and highlights the vital
role rangeland users and landholders
can play to safcguard the future
for bustards, and othcr similarly
l r ig l r ly  rnobi lc  spcc ies acr t rss t l re i r
continental range.

Mark Ziembickiis completing a PhD
on bustard ecology while working in
Darwin on a project documenting
Aboriginal knowledge of mammals
across nofthern Australia.

Praying Mantis eais Brown
Honeyeater!

An amazing detailed record of
a preying mantis killing and eating
a brown honeyeater is given rn
the latcst edition of 'The Westem
Australian Naturalist'1" 1: 247 -249.

The hone;eaters ucrc leeding in
a flowering Grevillea agri/blia on
El Questro Station whcn one was
grabbed by a lurking mantis. It
removed 1'eathers from the neck and
ate thc flesh, including the cyes and
sucking out all the brain. Scveral
other instances of vertebrates being
ki l lcd and eaten b)  prey ing manl i i
in the Kimberley were also repoficd
in the arlicle.

Have any ofour norlhem rcaders
seen this? Ifso, please letZFllhave
thc details!

The WA Naturalists' Club's
Journal 'The Western Australian
Naturalist' has many intercsting
afticles of local relevance. You can
subscribeby contacting the Club on:
erna i l  wanats@i inet .net .au or  v is i l
the web site:

www.wanats.iinet.net.au
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