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INVASIVE BIRDS . STARLINGS AND THEIR IMPACTS
Anna-Marie Penna

Social and infrastructure
impacts

I n c r e a s e d  h e a l t h
m a n a g e m e n t ,  b u i l d i n g
m a i n t e n a n c  e  c o s t s  a n d
community stresses from noise
and excreta levels are among
some ofthe most likely impacts
of starling incursions.

To protect WA's environ-

Starlings can also transfer
parasites such as mites (causing
skin irritations) and some 25
exotic diseases to humans,

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
or environment? Whatifitis an
introduced pest?

mental, production and infia-
structure assets, the Department of
Agriculture andFood's Biosecurity
Section is working on researching
and controlling or eradicating
numerous invasive species around
the state in partnership with the
community and other govemment
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
proj ect. Starlings were tracked with
tiny radio transmitters to provide
more in-depth information on ther
populations and locations. The
outcomes ofthis successfirl 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 intovery largefl ocks (listed
as one ofthe worst 100 invaders bY
rhe JUCN www.issg.org) include:

Biodiversity impacts

Starlings impact significantlY
on the natural environment. TheY
compete with native species for
resources andthey are known users of
nesting hollows. Largerpopulations

of starlingswill increasethe 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
weedspecies such as bridal creeper,
blackberry, African box thom, and
olives amongst other species, leading
to increasedweedmanagement costs
for land managers, ratepayers and
commumty groups.

Star l ings are part i  cular ly
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
such as insects 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.

particularly as a result oftheir nesting
activities in buildings. Many of these
diseases also have the potential to
affectthe livestock, poultry andbird
breeding indushies.

The birds also cause significant
foul ing of  houses and publ ic
buildings, eaves and gutters through
the vast amounts of droppings and
nesting materials. The nesting
materials (eg lots ofgrasses andfines)
leads to increased fire hazards, and
blocking of gutters and downpipes
may lead to water inundation.

The FouJing ofrainwatertanks by (1
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 falm production and asset
management costs.

The bird's habit ofregurgitation
and defecation of seeds (eg from
olives) has also proven to be a 'slip

hazard' for local govemments in SA,
dramatically increasing their public
liabilityrisks and management costs
through on-going clean up of thts
honible mess.

Incursions in SA have led to
losses in the tourism industry, as
some caravan parks have recorded
signifi cantdecline in visitornumbers
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Starlings

due to the loudnoise and stenchfiom
roosting starling fl ocks.

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 rs
the destruction (total or partial) of
fiuit 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-proof thei r
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 liom therr
droppings and regurgitation is also an
issue, resulting in increased outlays
by farmers due to contamination and
cleaning costs.

T h e s e  p r o b l e m s  w i l l  o n  l y
continue to increase with larger
numbers of birds establishing

which will happen ifpeople don't
report sightings of birds in therr
areas/properti es.

Sources of infestations

Starlings can travel enormous
distances and have been invading
WA liom South Australia since the
1970s. They can also stow away on
ships or within hansported heaq/
loads, from overseas ol morelikely,
from the eastem states.

What can you do?

It is crirical to remember thar
birds need to be properly identified
without endangering other bird
species by mistake. Let us know
the locality where you spotted any
'suspicious'birds, with a description,
date and your contact details in case
we need more information to follow-
up. Report any unusual flocks of
birds to DAF WA Pest and Disease
Information Service on Freecall
1800 084 881. Identification can
then be undertaken by a specialist
ofEcer. For more details, go to:

www.agric.wa.gov.au

A n n a - M a r i e  P e n n a  i s
Com m un icat ion s Off icer -
Biosecurity (lnvasive Species), at
DAFWA. She can be contacted on:
a m pe n n a @ag ric.wa. g ov. a u

LITTLE WHITE BAT
Teagan Smith

s
During an annual biological

expedition to the Murchison inJuly of
this year an amazing findwas made.
In caves where bat colonies ofHill's
Sheathtail Bat (Taphozous hilli)
and Inland Cave Bat (Vespadelus

finlaysoni) havebeen monitored for
over 45 years a little white fluffball
of a bat was discovered. This little
white fluff ball tumed out to be a
Hill's Shearhtail Bar, which is very
common throughout the arid zone
ofAustralia, however these bats are
normally brown in colour.

One would naturally jump to
the conclusion that this bat was an
albino. However, the little bat does
not display albinism but rather
leucism. Leucism is a condition
characterised by the reduction of
pigmentation within an animal.
Leucism can cause the reduction in

all types of pigment, which differs
from albinism as it results in the
reduction of melanin (a pigment m
the skin, eyes and hair) production
only, despite the melanocytes
which produce melanin still being
present.

The result can be all over or
only patches of the body having
a lack of cells capable of making
pigment. Partial leucism is more
common than complete absence of
pigment cells, and is localised or
incomplete, resulting in irregular
patches of white. This is known
as a "pied" or "piebald" effect. In
contrast, albinism always affects the
entire animal.

Another difference between
albinism and leucism is in eye
colour. Due to the lack of melanin
production in the retina (eye) albinos

tlpically have red eyes due to the
underlying blood vessels showing
through. In contrast, leucistic
animals have normally coloured
eyes.

Leucism is lound in many species
but only a lew cases have been
recorded in bats.




