The SCA is always willing to listen to conservation subjects throughout the world. We have recently
received a Conservation Biology Essay from a student in Tasmania, writing about the Orange Bellied
Parrot. It’s nice to hear from a young lad, interested in what happens to birds in the wild — Ed.
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Lindsay Millard

The environmental challenges that humanity faces today are large and complex, none
more so than the problem of biodiversity loss. It has been recognised for some time
that the more diverse a system, the better able it is to cope with those stresses placed
upon it. It follows then, that today’s world is less resilient than that of the past. For,
although it is natural for species to become extinct when changes to their environment
occur, the rate at which species are currently disappearing is alarming. What is of
more concern is that new, better-adapted species are not replacing these that
disappear.

Apart from this, “stability in diversity” argument, other environmentalists would
argue that there is an intrinsic value to be found in the natural world. Regardless of
the physical effects due to species decline, these people believe that there are non-
physical effects that accompany the destruction of a species, and that these effects are
more important than the human progress that caused them.

It would seem, then, that there is a responsibility for humans to maintain as great a
species diversity as possible. Such a responsibility can be explained through both
physical and non-physical arguments.



One of the species threatened because of human actions is the Orange-bellied Parrot
(Neophema chrysogaster). The adult parrot typically possesses bright grass-green
upper body parts, bright orange belly, yellow undertail, and is around 21cm long
(http://www.parrotsociety.org.au, 5/4/2000). Deep royal-blue flight feathers appear as
a narrow band on the edge of the folded wings. A bright orange patch is present
between the male’s legs, and is similarly present in the female, although duller in
colour. In adults the bill is grey. In juvenile birds the bill is of a yellow colour
(http://www.nre.vic.gov.au, 5/4/2000).

Of the group known as grass parrots, the Orange-bellied Parrot is the most southerly
distributed. The species migrates from February to late March in order to winter in
areas from Gippsland, in Victoria, to the edge of Lake Alexandrina, in South Australia
(Brown, 1995). The Orange-bellied Parrot is a gramnivore, typically found feeding in
the low vegetation of coastal regions such as the button-grass plains in Tasmania.
During their migration north, however, the parrots feed on a variety of seeds, from sea
rocket to the beaded Glasswort found on King Island.

Generally this species roosts in shrubland within 10 kilometres from the coast, as can
be seen from Figure 1 below. The breeding sites of the bird are constrained to the
coast of Southwest Tasmania, where eggs are laid in the hollowed trunks and
branches of Eucalypt trees (http://www.parrotsociety.org.au, 5/4/2000).

i

U

Figure 1: Habitat of the Orange-bellied Parrot
(from http://www.tasweb.com.au, 19/4/2000)

The parrots’ return to Tasmania occurs from October to November, with nesting
commencing in late November. Each female lays 4 to 6 small white eggs, and then
must incubate them for 21 days (Edgecombe, 1985). Once hatched, the young birds
will remain within the nest for a period of around 5 weeks, leaving usually in late
January (Brown,1995).

The Orange-bellied Parrot is one of only two Australian migratory parrots, and
because of this migratory behaviour it faces some unique problems. The parrot faces
threats in the two major factors identified by King as the causes for population
decline. These are factors that reduce survivorship in the population and factors that
reduce fecundity in the population. King also states that, “(d)estruction of habitat can
be identified as a cause of endangerment in 65.3 percent of taxa.” (King, 1977). Basic
solutions put forth by Wilson include, “...the protection and then management of



habitat as national parks and nature reserves and second, for the larger species,
captive breeding and subsequent release to enlarge species range” (Wilson, 1986).

The 1600 km? breeding grounds for the parrot are protected to some degree by being
part of Tasmania’s Southwest National Park and part of a world heritage and
wilderness area, however, this area is home to introduced bird species that may
provide competition for the parrots’ required food. Other areas of the parrots’ habitat
are not safeguarded to the same degree. It is the winter habitat of the parrot that is of
most concern, as development and other forms of human activity have threatened the
ability of the land to support the parrot as required.

Since European settlement the wintering sites of the Orange-bellied Parrot have been
reduced significantly in size. A consequence of this habitat removal is competition for
food, a factor not isolated to Tasmania. European introduction of seed-eating birds
such as sparrows, goldfinches, and greenfinches pose a significant threat to the
parrots’ ability to obtain enough food and for the environment to be able to support a
larger parrot population in the future (http://www.parrotsociety.org.au, 5/4/2000).

There have been significant changes in the fire regime of the parrots’ wintering sites,
severely affecting the availability of food and suitable nests in these areas. There is
also significant destruction of the saltmarsh feeding grounds of the parrot due to,
“industrial and urban development, agricultural practices and recreation”
(http://nre.vic.gov.au, 5/4/2000). There is much concern over the birds’ preference for
the saltmarsh in the Port Phillip Bay area, near Melbourne and Geelong, the two
largest industrial areas in Victoria (Male, 1995) where the main concentrations of the
parrot can be found. There are, however, many areas secured as Wetlands of
International Significance, thus ensuring a large amount of protected wintering sites,
should the parrots choose them.

Competition for habitat is one threat faced by the Orange-bellied Parrot, with
predation being another of significance. On mainland Australia it is likely that foxes
and feral cats play a noteworthy contribution to the birds’ low numbers. In Tasmanian
habitats feral cats act alone as predators of the bird, but there is fierce competition for
nesting sites with the European Starling.

The population of Orange-bellied Parrots is thought to have fluctuated dramatically
since European settlement, from thousands of birds to the currently stable population
suspected to comprise of 200 birds, with 40 to 50 breeding pairs. It has been found
through study that the breeding pairs remain together for life, with each breeding pair
occupying the same nesting site for a period of up to 5 years
(http://www.parrotsociety.org.au, 5/4/2000).

Due to its numbers and range the Orange-bellied Parrot is listed as endangered under
the Tasmanian Threatened Species Protection Act 1995, as well as under the Federal
Act. The IUCN Red List regards the Orange-bellied Parrot as “critically endangered”
(CR, C2b), due to having a total population of less than 250 mature individuals and a
steady decline in numbers and size of range, resulting in a single subpopulation
(http://www.environment.gov.au, 19/4/2000). This small population is very sensitive
to impacts such as disease and stochastic events, as well as the dangerous Bass Strait
crossing undertaken every year.



A number of recovery criteria have been established which will assess the Orange-
bellied Parrot’s management in an effort to remove the species from its IUCN status,
hopefully to a category of Lower Risk — Conservation Dependant within a 30 year
period. Steps towards such a listing include, “...increasing the number of mature
individuals in the wild population to 250 birds, or more; increasing the carrying
capacity of critical winter habitat and ensuring that the species persists in its present
range, and demonstrating by 2001 that the probability of extinction of the species in
the wild by 2011 will be below 50%” (http://www.environment.gov.au, 19/4/2000).

A number of criteria have been established that must be met (relative to 1996 levels)
by 2001:

o Increase the area, or carrying capacity, of critical winter habitat by 10%.

« Actively maintain the carrying capacity of breeding habitat through frequent
burning.

e Increase the probability of mean winter survival, or cohort longevity of banded
birds by 10%.

e Increase the maximum number of birds counted during the winter census by
10%.

e Release 20-30 captive bred birds into the wild during each plan year.

« Continuously update the model PVA to estimate the risk of extinction in the
wild within 10 years.

The actions required to meet these criteria include recovery coordination, managing
habitat and food, monitoring habitat and food, monitoring the population, captive
breeding and release and public information and education
(http://www.environment.gov.au, 19/4/2000).

In 1986 a captive-breeding program for the Orange-bellied Parrot commenced, with
the capture of 10 wild juveniles at Melaleuca. The program has experienced some
problems such as outbreaks of parrot beak and feather disease (PBFD) in the earlier
years of the program. In seven years from 1986 there were 118 reared young, 11 of
which were released in 1991 and 12 released in 1992 and subsequently monitored. It
was concluded from the breeding and release trial that the captive-bred birds readily
adapted to their natural environment and migrated in a similar fashion to the wild
birds. It should be noted, however, that the best results are achieved from captive-bred
birds that possess high reproductive rates, wide ecological tolerances and a communal
nature (Fyfe, 1977). The Orange-bellied Parrot, whilst social, does not possess a wide
ecological range, nor a high fertility rate.

Future aims have been suggested that include the protection of sites from
development that may impact on the species’ chance of survival and the protection of
suitable habitat around known wintering sites in order to cater for population growth.
Surrounding sites have also been observed to be used for feeding and sheltering
during migration and, as such, have further worth. It has also been suggested that
plant species used by the parrot as a food source can, and should, be encouraged to
grow more extensively. One source of damage to the birds’ food supply is the
degradation of land caused by rabbit and stock species, grazing and trampling seed
sources (http://nre.vic.gov.au, 5/4/2000).



However, in the recovery of any species one must be sure to take into account the
social and economic costs of any management plan. The wintering sites of the
Orange-bellied Parrot occur near densely populated areas and, as such, management
of these areas must be well thought out with regards to impact on human life as well
as to that of the birds. One proposal in 1980, an airfield on Swan Island, was
abandoned due to its possible impact on the parrot, as was a marina proposed for
Swan Bay in 1987. There are now restrictions in place that will limit the extent of
impact on the bird from any new developments.

It is apparent, then, that there are many issues in the management of threatened
species. Knowledge of the species, its habitats and possible threats to these must be
recognised. Action must be taken to ensure that threats are minimised, whilst at the
same time, ensuring that the species numbers do not decline further, possibly by
introducing captive-breeding techniques. With all these considerations in mind it is
vital to remember the social and economic costs that they may be incurred. Of course,
some would argue that any cost is worthwhile for preserving the biodiversity and the
intrinsic value found in such a species.
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