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POWERFUL PREDATORS| . ﬂ,;;f
AND PASSIONATE PARENTS -
THE LIFE CYCLE OF A WEDGE-TAILED'EAGLE —

Simon

“The wedge-tailed eagle soars aloft, a king on
outstretched wings” —how could it be said any better? This
is a line from a poem my father wrote for me several years
ago, and these words
will never cease to be
fresh in my thoughts.
They immediately
paint a characteristic
image of Australia’s
largest bird of prey,
the wedge-tailed eagle
(Aguila audax). This
‘bold ecagle,” or so its
scientific name implies
(*avedex’ from the word
‘audacious', meaning
bold) is actually very
shy and wary ofhumans
and is usually observed
soaring hundreds of
metres above the earth
on majestic, upswept wings. It is rare indeed to find a
‘wedgie® that will stand its ground and appear bold to
the observer, even during nesting.

Withawingspanofnearly 2.5 mand anaverage weight
of 3.5 kg, the wedge-tailed eagle is the fourth largest
cagle inthe world. Apartfromthe little eagle (Hieraaetus
miorphnoides), the wedge-tail is the only ‘true’ eagle
species Tound in Australia, possessing long legs that
are: ully feathered to the toes, 1Uis casily identified by
i sz, e dummond-shaped fail and obvious primary
feathivrs that give its wingtips a “fingered’ appearance,
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Like many other raptors, wedgies have different colour
morphs depending on their age. Immature birds are
generally golden in colour, and progressively darken
with age to achieve
the almost entirely
black appearance of
mature adults, which
also possess a golden
wing-band and chestnut
nape (neck) feathers.
Although timid in
the presence of people,
the wedge-taiied cagle
isanamazing ftyer, and
it definitely inspires
feelings of charisma
and majesty when
an observer is lucky
enough {0 witness its
full capabilitics 0 the
sky. Duringthebreeding
season, cagle pairs can be observed soaring for hours
together and playing courtship games hundseds oF metres
above the ground. In an act that displays the eagle s trig
skill in the air, the male will often perform di
as ‘pothooks’, where he plummets carthwiril sl !
folded, before opening his wings sliphtly und
swiftly upward to reach a stall, whicl niitis
dive. As well as impressing his miate, e iy
performed at the boundaries of the &
advertise its occupancy o ofher eyl

The size of a wedgie's terniais
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food supply, landforms and human disturbance, but it
is generally 30 - 50 sq km in area. Most territories in
south-west WA are centralised in valley systems and
contain large expanses of uncleared bushland, as well
as open areas that are suitable for hunting, A massive
nest of branches, often more than 2 m deep, is builtin a
large tree withacommanding view overthe surrounding
landscape, Several nests normally exist in one territory.
Sometimes one nest is favoured, and other tmes nests
are used in rotation. Littie is known about why wedgge-
tailed eagles have several nests and what makes them
choose the one they breed in each year, but itis probahly
related to proximity to abundant food resources.

The female eagle usually lays two eggs
on a bed of fresh green {(often eucalypt)
leaves placed in the middle of the chosen
nest, and these are incubated mostly by her
for about 45 days. When they hatch, the
tiny cagiets are covered in natal down that
appears white and fluffy, just like a baby
chicken! Initially they cannot see very well,
and are brooded constantly by their parents
in their first few weeks of life high in the
evrie. The young chicks are vuinerable in the
early stages of development, and during this
time it 1s common for one to kill its weaker
sibling. Although cruel, this is nature’s way
of ensuring the strongest bird survives and
its genes are passed on to represent the next
generation.

Adult wedge-tailed cagles are very
dedicated parents, and are kept busy
providing their developing young with
fresh food regularly. The male cagle
does most of the hunting, especially
while the chick is very young, and the
female spends much time brooding.
Often, after having brought a partiaily
consumed fresh kill to a perch near
the nest, the male wiil brood the chick
while the female teaves the nest and
bas her share of the feed, Although
they are extremely powerful killers,
wedge-tailed eagles are amazingly
gentle when at the nest and show
greal care as they feed then chicks, 1L
is indeed a fascinating experience to
sce a predator show these rase signs
of tenderness!

A young ecagle develops very
raptdly. Atabout three weeks ol age 1t has grown a lot in
size butis still covered m witite dowss. Al six weeks, the
caglet is very alert shulfling sround the nest, has many
feather pins emerging (especially on the wings), and is
beginning (o Tearn how to stand. By 1en weeks of age, a
well developed covering of golden Teathers has emerged,
and the caglet exercises s new wings frequently each
day. During the last few weeks betore ffedging, the adult
cagles spend muoch tme away 1roms the nest, and their
youngster will semetimaes endl cominuous “sir, yeee-
sir, yeeesin, yeee-sir ' sgueals as i impatiently waiis 1o
be tended to. This call inercases in istensity when an

continued on page 5
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adult 1s nearby and becomes very
loud and demanding if one lands
on the nest — behaviour much like
a toddler having a tantrum! After
about 90 days oftransformation from
a tiny, white eaglet, the powerful,
mmature cagle is ready to make its
first flight.

Being at the top of the food
chain, wedge-tailed eagles don’t
really have any predators (except
humans). Conversely, though, there
is a huge variety of animals that they
eat themselves, Wedgies are mostly
suited to hunting small to medium-
sized mammals, so in general their
diet includes bandicoots, bettangs,
young kangarcos and wallabies,
as well as introduced species like
rabbits. However, they arc extremely
adaptable predators cating whatever
is most readily available, and
sometimes feed on foxes, feral cats,
piglets, birds like ravens, ducks,
cockatoos, parrots, pigeons and even
emu chicks, and reptiles including
bobtail skinks and monitor lizards.
They have also been known io
cooperatively hunt adult kangarcos.
Carrion is probably an important
part of eagle food for breeding pairs
during thenon-breeding seasen, and
all year round for non-breeding sub-
adults, The increasing number of
road-killed animals, particularly in
country areas, hasno doubt provided
an extra food source for some
cagles, however it is unknown how
these ‘artificial” meals affect eagle
reproduction and the population
size overall.

The most common and effective
method used to determine what
eagles eat is to collect the remains
of prey animals from: their nest.
In the Perth region, | carried out
a university honours project on
eagle diet from 2004 to 2006.
This research involved visiting the
nests of several breeding pairs (o
collect the remains of prey, such as

bones, fur and feathers, which had
accumulated during each breeding
season, These were carefilly sorted,
and idensificd by comparing the
remains, for exampie bones, with
reference material, for example
skeletons from the WA Museum, to
determine the species to which they
belonged. Using this information,
together with data from analysing
regurgitated pellets also collected
from eagle nests, and observations
of feeding events at nests, a list of
the numbers of different types of
prey animals caten during the three
breeding seasons was compiled®.

Thirty-sevenspeciesof vertebrate
were identified as eagle prey in the
Perthregion. This further highlights
the adaptability of the wedge-tailed
eagle to cata wide variety of ammals.
Some of the species listed (for
example magpie larks and rainbow
lorikeets) are quite small, and it is
interesting that eagles invest the
energy (o capiure something that
would appear to be of very litile
reward. Also, many of the native
marsupials are nocturnal, which
indicates that eagles are capable
of hunting in semi-darkness, or
working together to flush prey from
s higing place and capture it during
daylight.

Wedgies were once persecuted
forbeing supposed sheep killers and

thousands were shot through the
1900s when bounties were offered
for their scalps. In most cases, the
eagles were eating sheep that had
died of other causes, so they are not
amajor threat to farmers. Research
into their dict and the general shift
in attitude fowards conservation,
means wedgies today are respected
and seen as valuable assets to our
unigue country.

* Forlistofpreyitemsrecorded
in this study, and of references,
contact the Editor by email.

Simon Cherriman has completed an
Honours Degree in Environmental
Biclogy at Curtin University and
is working as a field zoologist.
He can be contacted by email:
aquiilaB4i@iinet.net.au or mobile:
0422 916 747 Photos. Author.
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‘A King on Outsiretched
Wings’: a documentary
about the wedge-tailed

a DVD by Simon Cherriman
Running time: 30 mins approx.
Cost: $20 per copy

Crder by emall;

aguilagd @iinet.net.au
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