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INVASIVE BIRDS - STARLINGS AND THEIR IMPACTS

Landholders are generally
familiar with the local birds
in their area. But what do
you usually do when you
notice a bird that appears to
be unfamiliar? Do you know
what it is, where it is from, and
what impact it may be having
on your business, infrastructure
orenvironment? Whatifitis an
mtroduced pest?

To protect WA’s environ-
mental, production and infra-
structure assets, the Department of
Agriculture and Food’s Biosecurity
Section is working on researching
and controlling or eradicating
numerous invasive species around
the state in partnership with the
community and other government
agencies such as DEC.

The critical importance of the
need for landholders to report
sightings of any unusual birds has
been highlighted through a recent

South Coast starling research

project. Starlings were tracked with
tiny radio transmitters to provide
more in-depth information on their
populations and locations. The
outcomes of this successful research
trial were that many more flocks of
starlings were detected and the area
of the infestation was greater than
had previously been known.

The significant impacts of this
highly invasive species that can
buildup into very large flocks (listed
as one of the worst 100 invaders by
the IUCN www.issg.org) include:

Biodiversity impacts

Starlings impact significantly
on the natural environment. They
compete with native species for
resourcesandtheyareknownusersof
nesting hollows. Larger populations
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of starlings will increase the demand
and impact on this already scarce
and critical resource.

Flocks of starlings are roosting
in wetlands in the South Coast areas
around Munglinup, which will
increase eutrophication of wetland
waters through the large input of
droppings, as well as introducing
weeds. Starlings are knownto spread
weed species such as bridal creeper,
blackberry, African box thomn, and
olivesamongstotherspecies, leading
toincreased weed management costs
for land managers, ratepayers and
community groups.

Starlings are particularly
notorious for their demolition
actions on roosting trees. This also
has impacts on amenity for stock
and communities through loss of
shade trees, native vegetation, and
economic impacts from damage to
tree plantations etc.

The birds also compete with
native species for food resources
suchasinsects and fruits, particularly
given that starlings are such prolific
feeders when their populations
build up to very significant sizes.
For example, it has been noted
that in NSW where starlings are
present, that there is a significant
decline in the presence of native
bird species.

Social and infrastructure

impacts
Increased health
management, building

maintenance costs and
community stresses from noise
and excreta levels are among
some of the most likely impacts
of starling incursions.

Starlings can also transfer
parasites such as mites (causing
skin irritations) and some 25
exotic diseases to humans,
particularly asaresultof theirnesting
activities in buildings. Many of these
diseases also have the potential to
affect the livestock, poultry and bird
breeding industries.

The birds also cause significant
fouling of houses and public
buildings, eaves and gutters through
the vast amounts of droppings and
nesting materials. The nesting
materials(eglots of grassesandfines)
leads to increased fire hazards, and
blocking of gutters and downpipes
may lead to water inundation.

The fouling of rainwater tanks by
starling droppings and regurgitation
destroys water quality, and may
lead to disease risks to landowners.
These unsociable habits also lead
to fouling of machinery which will
impact on farm production and asset
management costs.

The bird’s habit of regurgitation
and defecation of seeds (eg from
olives) has also proven to be a ‘slip
hazard’ forlocal governmentsin SA,
dramatically increasing their public
liabilityrisks and management costs
through on-going clean up of this
horrible mess.

Incursions in SA have led to
losses in the tourism industry, as
some caravan parks have recorded
significantdeclinein visitor numbers
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Starlings

duetothe loudnoise and stench from
roosting starling flocks.

Productivity impacts

Increased production costs from
starling impacts will be passed on
to consumers through increased
prices for consumer goods such
as grain products, fruit, wool, and
other agricultural produce. The
most commonly known impact is
the destruction (total or partial) of
fruit and nut crops such as grapes,
olives, apples, cherries, apricots,
pistachio, etc.

However, starlings have a daily
need for water and are known
for their fouling of stock water
points/troughs, requiring increased
cleaning and maintenance, or else
landholders need to bird-prooftheir
existing watering systems.

Starling-affected landholders
in WA are noticing a considerable

increase in fouling of sheep wool,
even with only small numbers of
starlings present. Fouling of silos,
grain stores and feedlots from their
droppings and regurgitation isalsoan
issue, resulting in increased outlays
by farmers due to contamination and
cleaning costs.

These problems will only
continue to increase with larger
numbers of birds establishing
— which will happen if people don’t
report sightings of birds in their
areas/propertics.

Sources of infestations

Starlings can travel enormous
distances and have been invading
WA from South Australia since the
1970s. They can also stow away on
ships or within transported heavy
loads, from overseas or, more likely,
from the eastern states.

What can you do?

It is critical to remember that
birds need to be properly identified
without endangering other bird
species by mistake. Let us know
the locality where you spotted any
‘suspicious’birds, witha description,
date and your contact details in case
weneed more information to follow-
up. Report any unusual flocks of
birds to DAFWA Pest and Disease
Information Service on Freecall
1800 084 881. Identification can
then be undertaken by a specialist
officer. For more details, go to:

WWW.agric.wa.gov.au
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