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stle made by the d
 plunging through the foliage was the
loudest sound they made, but if you K
listened carefully; you could hear the birds
talking to each other with gentle creaking
notes, accompanied by a constant crackling
sound as they prised more pine cones open
with their strong beals.

It’s a familiar scene in many parts of south-
eastern Australia, including in buileup
areas, largely because introduced ¢
- have become a critical source of food for
these majestic birds.




Right: Disappearing pine
plantations are making life tough
for cockies. Photo by Adam Blyth

Far right: phote by Andrew

Silcocks
14 4
12+
10 4

S

= B

e

=

=

g 6+

o

o

i
4 4
2 4
04 1 !

T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T

99 00 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13

Year of survey

Above: Reporting rates of Yellow-tailed Black-Cockatoos in the South-east Mainland
Bio-region declined by around 70 per cent between 1999 and 2013, (Source: The
Stafe of Australia’s Birds, 2015). Simnilar rates were found in the East Coast region,
though reparting rates in Tasmania appeared relatively stable,

to die or blow over in the very winds they
were planted to withstand. Many farmers
are now removing them, and they're often
not replaced. Further, there’s an effort

to eradicate feral pines that are invading
national parks.

Gradually, a once-reliable source of food
has become scarcer, forcing cockies to travel
more widely in search of food.

Thar's not to say that Yellow-railed Black-
Cockatoos haven't always wandered. They
are traditionally altitudinal migrants,
spending the warmer months in steep,
timbered mountains, then heading down to
the lowlands in autumn and winter, when
they tend to move around.

It's just that they wander more now, and
they’re increasingly being seen in buile-up
areas—regional centres, the suburbs and
sometimes even in the heart of the city.
For example, in a study at Wolli Creek, in
Sydney’s south, they weren’t recorded at all
between 1940 and 1992; chereafter, they've
been seen regularly. Similatly, in a 17-year
study in Box Hill, in Melbourne’s eastern
suburbs, black-cockies were seen just twice
in weekly surveys between 1989 and 2005;
now they're scen every winter. [fs a trend
repeated in many towns.




Regularly seeing flocks of black-cockies

in built-up areas gives the impression

thar their population is booming, but if

a species is becoming more common in

the suburbs, does it mean their overall
numbers are increasing? For species like
Crested Pigeon and Little Corella, yes,

but with Yellow-tailed Black-Cockatoos,
almost certainly not. In fact, The State of
Australias Birds 2015 (SOAB) revealed that
their population in south-eastern mainland
Australia has declined significantly in
recent years. Indeed, their influx into

new’ areas recently is likely to reflect their
displacement into unfamiliar territory
rather than an increase in their population.
Most records in the suburbs are of flocks
flying overhead or feeding in isolared stands
of Monterey Pines—essentially flocks of
refugees searching for food.

On South Australia’s Eyre Peninsula, the
plight of the Yellow-tailed Black-Cockataos
is even more dire. There, the population
numbers in the dozens, rather than the
thousands. Their former habitat of Sugar
Gum woodlands has been fragmented,

and they have come to rely on the seeds of
introduced Aleppo Pines as their primary
food source. Aleppo Pines have become so
central to their survival that the movements
of some subpopulations are dictated by the
distriburion of stands of the trees. However,

like Monterey Pines further east, these
conifers are regarded as environmental
weeds. There was previously a program

to eradicate the pines, but now, with the
plight of the cockies better understood,
there is a more balanced approach rowards
sustainable control of Aleppo Pines in
concert with maintaining adequate food
sources for the cockatoos.

The predicament of yellow-tails throughout
their range is about more than just food—
it’s also about recruiting new birds into the
population; in other words, breeding. Most
of the pine plantations that were established
across south-eastern Australia replaced
native cucalypt forests or woodlands. A

key ecological difference between pines

and eucalypts is that eucalypts often form
hollows when they're old, while pines in
plantations never reach a venerable age,

as they're harvested after a few decades, so
hollows never form. Yellow-tailed Black-
Cockaroos require large hollows to nest in,
and suitable hollows are now at a premium.

Extensive clearing of old-growth eucalypt
forests in the Great Dividing Range and the
Otways has had a massive impact on the
availability of breeding sites. And in some
areas, particularly in western parts of its
distribution, there has been an incursion
into the breeding range of Yellow-tailed
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Black-Cockatoas by Galahs and corellas,
which have spread out from drier country.
Could their expansion be impacting on

the breeding success of their Yellow-tailed
relatives? Are the Yellow-tailed Black-
Cockatoos losing out in the race to secure
the diminishing number of suitable tree
hollows? Continuing to log remaining old-
growth forests can only exacerbate the issue.

The net result is fewer breeding
opportunities, leading to fewer young
cockies being incorporated into their
numbers, so the population is probably
growing older. With a low rate of
recruitment of young birds, a critical
threshold will be crossed one day, and we
could see local populations crash as a result,
at least in some regions. With the SOAB
analysis in mind, this could be what we're

witnessing now.

The Yellow-tailed Black-Cockaroos seem to
be confronted with pretry much the same
threats as Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoos in the
West. The main difference, at the moment,
seems to be that there are more Yellow-tails,
Still, there were plenty of Carnaby’s not so
long ago...

Is the Funereal Cockatoo heading

inexorably towards its own funeral?

SEPTEMBER 2018

3




