
Westem Wildlil'e Vol 10 Nu. 2

HUNGRY BLACK COCKATOOS
Tamra Chapman and Helen Pitman

Since European settlement, more
than 80o/o ofall woodlands havebeen
cleared from the agricultural regions
of  Austra l ia .  fh is  has resul ted in
maj or change s to the distribution and
abundance of Australia's cockatoo
species.

W h i l e  s o m e  o p e n -  c  o u n t r y
generalists, such as galahs (Cacatua
roseicapilla), corellas (C. spp.)
and sulphur-crcsted cockatoos (C.
galerita) have increased in rangc
and number, those cockatoos with
specific habitat requirements have
declined.

B l a c k  c o c k a t o o s
( .C a lypt  or  h y  nc hrs spp.)  are
especially vulnerable to the effects
of  habi ta t  loss because they nest  in
the large hollows of mature trees
and feed on the kemels of a limited
number of plants. Most ofAustralia's
black cockatoos have declined as a
result of the effects of habitat loss
and fragmentation. These include a
lack of nest hollows, competition
for nest hollows, predation at nest
hollows and food shortage.

The g lossy b lack-cockatoo
(Calyptorhynchu s Iathami) rs
parlicularly susceptible to the effects
of habitat loss and fragmentation
because it is a sedentary species
thatnests in large hollows and feeds
only  on the :eeds of  sheoaks.  This
species occurs in  easlern Ausl ra l ia
from the Great Dividing Range to
northem Queensland.

In South Australia, the glossy
black-cockatoo relies on the seeds of
the drooping sheoak Allocasuarina
verlicillata (a woodland tree like
the forest sheoak Allocasuarinu

Ji'aseriana known to many Westem
Australians) for food. This black
cockatoo was numerous on the South

Australian mainland at the time of
European settlemcnt. However,
clearing of drooping sheoak resulted
in its decline from the mainland by
the late 1970s and a population of
around 300 birds is now confined to
Kangaroo Island offthe south coast
of South Australia.

A recent study has just been
published assessing the factors that
may have attributed to the decline
of the glossy black-cockatoo on
Kangaroo Island. The lessons leamt
from this study can be applied
to the conse ation of our own
black cockatoos here in Westem
Australia.

lhe s tudy showed that  there
was adequate food available to
support the population, but the
extent to which the cockatoos used
the sheoaks for foraging varied
between patches. The cockatoos
showed a preference for foraging in
habitats with large drooping sheoak
nees and individual trees with more
profitable cones.

The advantage of foraging in
large trees was that the cockatoos

were able to meet their daily food
requirements by foraging in onlyfive
trees perday. This probably not only
helped conserve energy, but also
limited exposure to predators.

Breeding b i rds increased thei r
food intake pertree by significantly
increasing the number of feeding
bouts (places withinthe tree canopy
from which cones were harvested)
per tree and cones harvested per
tree. Thus, breeding birds were
able to meet their daily energy
needs without having to increase
the number of movements made
between trees.

This study has shown that a
combination of habitat structure and
profi tability determines which patch
is suitable for foraging at any one
time. The glossy black-cockatoos
did not feed or breed in regions of
the island where their feeding habitat
requfements were not met.

Studies in Western Australia
have clearly demonstrated that
the proximity of nests to suitable
food sources affects the ability
of Camaby's cockatoos to breed.
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