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Notes from the
Editor

you are out of doors, or have windows
openduring any part of theday youare
likely to hear noisesmadeby birds. Bird
song is famous for its beauty —while
the harsher sounds can annoy and
evenfrightenus. For much of thetime,
birds seem to be randomly twittering,
warbling or cackling — but we should
not underestimate the amount of
communication involved. Messages
are flying back and forth. Birds are
proclaimingtheir speciesandindividual
identities, defending their territory,
wooing mates, calling alarms, begging
for food, signalling intentions ...

The messages are not intended for us.
We are not equipped with keys to the
code but, being a curious species, we
are working out what the birds are
communi cating and themoreresearch
that is done, the more complex the
messages are proving to be.

| would like to thank Steve Garnet,
QPWS, andElinor Scambler for their
help with thisissue.

Information contained in the
Interpretive Birding Bulletin was of
particular use in putting this issue
together. See Bookshelf for details.

Please note

that you are welcome to photocopy
Tropical Topics. However, if the
text is reproduced separately it must
not be altered and must
acknowledge the Environmental
Protection Agency as the source.
[llustrations must not be reused
separately without permission.
Please contact the editor (details on
the back page) if in doubt.

Listen to the sounds around you. If |

Thisearly morning

*2 performanceistriggered by
light intensities, so the exact timing
can be affected by the weather. There
isagenera order in which the different
species start to sing with kookaburras
normally kicking off theperformance.
(Birds which eat insects and worms
may start before the seed eaters.) The
exact timing changes throughout the
season, however, patterns varying
with stages in nesting.

There may be practical reasonsfor
singing at dawn. Theair isusually at
itsstillest so noise travelswell. It may
also be the safest time to sing, when
dim light hidesthe singer from
predators and there is safety in
numbers as everyone joinsin. The
poor light also makes hunting for food
difficult so the birds can put their time
to good use by renewing their
territorial claims. Morningisagood
time to do this. Neighbours may have
succumbed during the night while
newcomers could be on the look out
for an unguarded area. By singing
vigorously at dawn, amaleisalso able
to announce his superior fithess as a
suitor — aweaker bird may need to
first find food to replenish his energy
stocks after along cold night. A

Thedawn chorus

< Atabout thistimeof year, lengthening daysencour agebir dsong,
" gpecieswhich arerélatively quiet at other timesof year suddenly
findingtheir voices, particularlyjust beforethesunrises.

strong bird can emphasise his
message by continuing to sing long
after dawn aswell.

In fact, hormones may be the key to
dawn chorusing. Increasing light
increases the secretion of sex
hormonesin males—themain
participants. Asmorebirdsjoinin,
both males and femal es become
increasingly excited and since the
females of some species are at their
most sexually receptivefirst thingin
the morning (perhaps stimulated by
the surrounding male choir) this could
obvioudly be the most productive time
for amaleto attract amate.

There is a second, less intense, chorus
in the evening asthe light fails, some
birds continuing to sing well into the
night. Notable among these are the
williewagtail which chattersmusically
in the dead of night (perhaps
stimulated by moonlight or street
lights) and anumber of cuckoos. Their
motives -

remain ~3
a
mystery,
still to be
solved.

Songs or calls?

Bird calls, as opposed to songs, tend to be simple, usually non-musical, notes.
They are produced by both males and females at any time of day or year and
usually convey a message such as alarm. Songs are less easy to define but are
usually longer, moremusical and moreelaboratewith multipledifferent
syllables. Whereas the meaning of calls can often be understood by different
birds, songs are essentially species-specific and are no doubt designed to
transmit messages between individuals of the same type. The most elaborate
songs are usually produced by males in the breeding season but females,
particularly in the tropics, also sing (see page 7).
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The syrinx isfound only

* inbirds. It is abox-shaped
organ at the bottom of the

bird’ swindpipe, much

deeper in the bird's body than

e the larynx, positioned in the
throat which serves as our voicebox.

Inside the syrinx the bird’ s windpipe
dividesinto two tubes which lead to
the lungs. These tubes are each
equipped with apair of fleshy lips
which can be closed, completely or
partially, to create the sound as air is
expelled from the lungs. Theselips can
be moved independently so the
quality and pitch of the notes vary,
low notes coming from one side and
high ones from the other. Mini-
breaths, taken in at the rate of maybe
30 asecond, allow the bird to sing

The technicalities of blrdsong S
Wesometimessay someone‘singslikeabird’
impossiblesincewesimply donot possesstheequipment.

—but thisisactually

apparently continuously.

Some birds are able to sing two tunes
at once with different notes coming
from each half of the syrinx at exactly
thesametime. Y et more notesare
made by combining the sounds higher
in the throat. The loud trumpeting of
the mal e trumpet manucode of
northern Cape Y ork Peninsulais made
possible by an extension of the
windpipe which runs as along coil
under the skin across its breast.

Birdstend to have very quick
reactions and their response to sound
isno exception. In fact, measurements
indicate that it is not unusual for abird
totake aslittle as 150 millisecondsto
react to asound —which is several
times faster than the human reaction.

Just likechildrenlearningtotalk, birdspick up most fromtheir parents, some
fromtheir neighboursand least fromdistant strangers. Asar esult, many end
upwithdistinct regional accentsor dialects. Wher epopulationsof birdshave
becomeisolated from each other thesediffer encesbecomemor eexagger ated.

In the Wet Tropics, it has been
discovered that golden bowerbirds
inhabiting mountain topsjust 20km
from each other sing quite different
songs. In fact, athough the birds
behaved aggressively when played
tapes of local golden bowerbirds, they
did not respond to the songs of birds
from other areas. It is thought that
different populations of these birds,

In the genes?

whichinhabit
cool wet forests
above900m,
becameisolatedfrom %
each other at theend %
of theice age asthe
climatewarmedandtheir
preferred vegetation
type contracted to  ~
mountain tops.

Morethan meetstheear?
Theremay bemoretobird callsthan
weappr eciate.

For astart we can't hear it dl; the
frequencies used by birds range from
about 30 Hz to well beyond the range
of human hearing —above 15000 Hz.

Birdsare also roughly 10 times better
than us at perceiving time intervals—
in other words they can separate out
sounds produced in rapid succession
so that what we hear as only a
continuous note or abuzz isactualy a
series of different notes. The timing of
the notes may hold a meaning that is
beyond our comprehension.

Subtle differencesin certain
utterances, in different contexts, may
also convey meaning —just aswe may
use acar horn to convey avariety of
messages such as ‘The lights have
changed’, ‘Look out,” ‘Hello’, or * That
was a %#@* &!! stupid thingto do’.

The pitch of acall may carry certain
information. Sincelargerindividuals
generally have deeper voices, alow
pitch may indicate superiority whilea
high pitch may convey
submissiveness. Harsh sounds (in
many animals) are used to indicate
hostility whereas friendly messages
are generally soft and tonal.

Just as we recognise individuals
mainly by sight, birds may instead
depend primarily on their ears. The
standard species call or song is often

%W individualised, each bird adding its
~own ‘signature’. Thisisof particular

importance for birds searching for
mates or chicksin large colonies.

Theability tosingisdeter mined by thesizeof theappropriatepart of thebrain. I n specieswher eonly malessingthisis
much smaller, or may becompletely missingin femalesbut wher eboth sexessingit may beof equal size. Ifabird’s
singing growsin complexity duringitslife, part of thissection of thebrain alsoincreasesin volume—but in species
wheresingingisonly perfor med duringthebreeding season, thispart of thebrain shrinksat theend of theseason and

growsagainthefollowingyear.

It seems that some bird vocalisation
(particularly calls) isinherited; inone
experiment, braincellswere
transplanted from aquail embryoto a
domestic chicken embryo —and when
the chicken hatched it produced quail
calsinstead of its own.

However, somevocalisationisalso
learned. Chicksrearedinisolation
have been able to produce songs
typical of their species, but they are
rather poor, undeveloped versions.
The chick seems to have been
provided with an instinctive
framework whichitwill thenfill out
and develop by listening to other
adults. Somebirdswill only learn
songs of the correct species but
others are less discriminating and
have been tricked, by putting themin

the nest of another species, into
learning the ‘wrong’ songs. The
critical learningperiodfor male
songbirds seems to be between 21 and
100 days after hatching.

Nevertheless, much bird song is
learned and perfected during the
animal’ slife. Lyrebirdsand other
mimics are constantly adapting their
repertoire asthey are stimulated to
copy different noises. ,
Magpiesdo not start to N\
make adult noises until they ;
areat least 15 months old.
Althoughit learnsfrom
parents and neighbours,
each magpi€’ s song is quite
individual, between 12 and 58
percent of the syllables
having been invented.

It appears that some birds are
forgetting how to sing. The Royal
Society for the Protection of Birds
inthe UK, blamestraffic noisefor
interfering with the ability of birds
to hear each other and to learn their
mating calls. Apparently, instead of
amelodious song, some birds are
only able to tweet. Consequently,
mating and, therefore, bird
numbers, have declined drastically.

In Australia, predation by cats and
foxes on lyrebirds has been blamed

insomeareasfor adeclinein their
vocal repertoires; musical mentors
have been removed before they
have passed on their skillsto
younger birds.




Thebirdscan sing

Australian females, especially thosein thetropics, liketosing. M ost bir d r esear ch hasbeen donein temper atezones,
whereit isunusual for femalebirdstosing, sothiswaslongassumed tobeageneral rule. However, it isnow r ecognised

that thisisnot so.

Themain function of femalesongis
thought to beterritorial defence with
the message aimed largely at other
intruding femaleswho may have
designs on the resident’s nest site
and/or her mate. Thisisparticularly
relevant in specieswhere malesmake a
habit of mating with more than one
partner and their attentions are divided
between different households. To a
lesser extent, female song in certain
species may serve to attract mates.

Hormones, undoubtedly, play an

Duettlng in the trOpICS ———
Australian birdsareparticularly good at singingduets. Somepair ssing
together in chorus, their voicesover lappingfor someor all of theper for mance.
Others,suchasmagpie-larks, alter natetheir perfor mancesoftenintheform of
aquick-firecall and answer . In somecasesthisalter natesingingissotightly-
timed it would seemthat just onebirdismakingtheutterance(which probably
meansthat weunder estimatetheamount of duettingthat isactually goingon).

Apart from helping the pair to keep in
touch, particularly in dense forests, it
islikely that the birds are co-operating
to defend their territory, thefemale's
song serving to repel other females
whilethe male’ swarns other malesto

The call of thewhipbirdisusually a ,
combined effort. It startswith athin W;j
piercing (but hard to locate) whistle and 32*/ /
(easier to locate) whipcrack whereupon ﬁ'/
the partner adds several sharp chirrups. g7

It haslong been thought that thecall is 4/

important rolein singing; both male ] initiated bythemale
and female songbirds have hormone keep away. The frequency of duetting  5q Compl}éted bythe {
receptors in the song-related part of among Australian birdsis perhapsdue  female, but the

their brains. Morespecifically male to arelative scarcity of breeding opposite may also
hormones seem to be responsible. habitats and a need to defend them betrue.

vigoroudly. Itisalso particularly
common intropical areas—the
home of 80 percent of duetting
bird species. Perhaps the more
sedentary nature of tropical birds
isthe clue—where both birds may
be engaged in defending
permanent territoriesall year
round.

Femal e European robins, which never
sing during the breeding season when
they share aterritory with a (singing)
male, start to do so during the winter —
atime when they not only have a
personal territory to defend but also
have elevated testosterone levels.
Indeed, female birds which do not
normally sing have been induced to do
so after being injected with male
hormones.

Stimulatingcoos
Recent studies overseas with
dovesindicate that their calls
play animportant rolein stimulating
hormonal activity. It seemsthat amale's
song inspires the female to produce nest-
calls—but that it is her own cooing, not
themale's, which then stimul ates hormone

Duetting may also promote development and egg follicle production.

pairbonding and help synchronise
breeding activities. Thismay be
important where nesting depends
on unpredictable seasonal events
such asrains, and cues are more
subtle than a simple lengthening
of daylight (the main northern
hemisphere cue). It may also bea
form of ‘ mate-guarding’ through
which one partner tests where and
how far away its mateis— and that
he or sheis not off philandering
with the neighbours, an activity
which genetic testing of broods
revealsisnot at all rare.

Somefemal edoveswere, experimentally,
deprived of their voices— and did not
ovulate. However, when tape recordings
of their own cooings were played to them
development carried on asnormal. Some
development took place if the coos of
other females were played but noneiif just
mal e cooingswere heard. Deaf femal esstill
produced calls and showed some
hormonal response which has been
explained by nerve connections between
the bird’ svoice-box (syrinx) and the
hypothalamus where hormonal activity
takes place.

Androgens, athough they are male
hormones, are linked to oestrogen
production and are thought to be
present in high levelsin femalesjust
before nest-building —the time at
which vocal females do most of their
singing.

The female superb fairy-

i~ Wren sings strongly

* throughout the year.

P Since her partner (left)

~F frequently disappearsto
consort with neighbouring

\ females, itisleft to her to sing out

&7 and defend her nesting territory.

Taping out?

A popular method of attracting birdsisto play ataped
recording of the bird’s song or call. Many birds react just
asthey doto areal bird —isthat an intruder on my
territory? A potential mate? A threat? A sign of food or
predators nearby? However, thereis increasing anecdotal
evidence that frequent tape playback in some areas has
resulted in some species become ‘taped out’. In other
words, they no longer respond, whether to atape or to a
genuine bird message.

WAY.. |M NOT FALLING
R ONE OF THOSE
RECORDERS AGAIN

Humans too can get confused — there are reports of bird
surveyors at Iron Range having to go and check before
noting down magnificent riflebirdsin their morning census,
in case the callsthey heard were actually coming from
someone’ s tape. Tapes can also induce birds to attack
humans — this has happened in Australia to both owl and
southern logrunner researchers.

<p

birders, thewelfare
of the birds and their
environment comesfirst ... limit the use of recording and
other methods of attracting birds, and never use such
methodsin heavily birded areas, or for attracting any
speciesthat islocally, regionally or nationally threatened
or endangered...”

Ml-.l-y a

Some birdwatching organisations cover tape usagein their
code of ethics. The Queensland Ornithological Society Inc

advises that, “In any conflict of interest between birds and Acknowledgments to Elinor Scambler




Signallingwith sound

Although birdsareabletoproduceawidevariety of soundsthesedonot constitutealanguage, but rather aseriesof signalsand, if
thereisareply, responses. Nonetheless, birdsar eabletousetheir voicestocommunicateawidevariety of messages

‘Keep out’ Contactcalls
Each bird species has a unique repertoire of callsand Birdstravellinginflocks
songs used mainly for communication between tend to call frequently,
" individuals of the same type (and put to good use by probably to keep in
birdwatchersintent onidentification). Early inthe contact. Twittering
" morning, asthe local kookaburra gang rouses us with their sunbirds, chattering
own particular salute to the sun, they aretelling all other metallicstarlings,
kookaburras within earshot that they have aterritory and raucous cockatoos and
that they are ready to defend it. Songs of other bird species % harsh-voiced lorikeets
areignored since they do not indicate competition for territory, % often keep up a babble of
food sources, mates or nesti ng spots. In fact they are =d sound as they feed
communicating in adifferent ‘tongue’ which means nothing to the together (although a
kookaburras. Instead, they have ears only for the calls of their own type, needing to know  feeding flock can be quite
that everyonein the nei ghbourhood is keeping to their own patch. amazingly silentattimes).
Then, when they are
ready to move off, one
bird begins to call and the others stop
feeding and joinin until they all take off.

Migrating bee-
eaters keep up
a constant
burbling.

Much bird calling is devoted to this function. Just as birds fly freely acrossimaginary
lines which we defend with guns, land mines and stringent passport controls, so too are
humans oblivious to the numerous closely guarded boundaries they traverse
unthinkingly throughout the day. The world is divided into countless territorial mosaics,
overlaid one upon the other, and each of vital importance to one species but largely
unacknowledged by others. The boundaries shift as stronger birds win disputes over
weaker rivals and as older birds die and young challengers move in. The dawn (and dusk)
choruses are atime for taking stock. Disappearances are noted and quickly acted upon.

Even birdsin feeding flocks of mixed
species seemto find acommon ‘ linguistic’
ground; sonograms have shown that their
callsareremarkably similar and presumably
Cut across species barriers to be recognised

‘Comehither!” by all membersof theflock.

N A bird sterritorial call may often beinterpreted by arival as’stay
off my patch’ —but by a potential mate asa‘ come hither’ message;
attracting a partner is another essential function of birdsong. The booming
of the male Australian brush-turkey —made by inflating the wattle with air —
is used not only in aggressive male-to-male encounters but also to advertise
the location of his mound to potentially visiting females. However, often a

The sounds of migrating flocks can be
heard far above the earth the birds seeming
to call more frequently in fog and other
conditions of low visibility — perhaps they
aresimply trying to avoid mid-air collisions.

somefemales.

Why do some bird species produce elaborate songs and others not? Since
females seem to prefer the males with the most elaborate songs, and are most
likely to breed with them, thistrait would beinherited. This may thus be an example of
‘runaway’ evolution, comparablewith the extraordinarily elaborate plumesfavoured by

great deal more effort is put into the production of ‘love’ songs. The lyrebirdis
astunning example. Themale' sfamous mimicry israrely produced in defence of
territory but is put to full effect when heisaiming to attract afemale.

Alarm callsare generally of two types and are quite similar across arange of species.

A short, soft call is often used when distant,
aerial predators have been detected.
Sometimesreferredtoasa‘seet’, itis
beameddirectionally tofellow family or
flock memberswhoimmediately takecover
or to nestlings which know instinctively to
keep quiet. Thiscall isvery difficult to
locate because it is broadcast in narrow
frequency bandwidths. Curiously, those
calls belonging to birdsin the northern
hemisphere use high (narrow-band)
frequencies(7-9kHz) whileAustralianbirds
use lower ones (2-6kHz). It has been shown
that one of the main aerial predatorsin the
northern hemisphere, the sparrowhawk, is
unable to detect the high-pitched ‘ seet’
noises further away than 10m and it is
thought that at least some Australian
raptors have difficulty locating narrow-band
callsinlow frequencies.

The other alarm call is strident and loud and
transmitted in wide frequency bands.
Although it may indicate the location of the
caller, it not only servesto tell other birds
that there is danger around, but also tells
the intruder that it has been spotted and

that further stalking is useless.
Reinforcements have been called and
together the birds may mob the predator
until it backs off.

Thistype of call isused particularly
frequently by birdsliving in family groups
and during the breeding season when there
are nests to be defended. In both cases the
birds giving the alarm are protecting closely
related, genetically-similar membersof the
species. However, just asascreamis
understood by every human, no matter what
language they speak, alarm calls also
translate between species. Certain species
tend to be quicker at spotting predators and
giving the alarm than others and thus attract
other birds to them. It has been observed
that young golden-shouldered parrots and
hooded parrots, as well as a collection of
finches, doves, trillersand sittellas, willie
wagtails and flycatchers, feed in the vicinity
of nesting black-faced woodswallows which
are particularly good at detecting and
chasing potentially dangerous butcherbirds
and kookaburras.

., AQPWS
§ ranger recalls
awillie
wagtail which
onceacted asan
4 early warning system
— for him when he was
livingin Victoria. A magpie used
to dive-bomb him when he went into
-his back garden but each time the
zmagpi e swooped, thewilliewagtail
sent out a burst of chatter. By ducking every
time he heard the warning chatter, he
managed to avoid being impaled by the
magpi€’ s beak.

Similarly, whenbirdsareforaginginmixed
species groups (each individual

benefiting as the collective foraging
disturbs more insects) certain ‘ sentinel’
species often form the core of the group,
having attracted other species. In the dry
forests of eastern Australia as many as 23
different species have been observed
foraging together with thornbills and
silvereyes functioning as the core member
sentinels. Some sentinels abuse the trust
placed in them, however. If one noticesa
flock member about to capture achoice
pieceof food

it may sound a
fasealarm
which causesiits §
rival to runfor
cover and allows
the sentinel to
grab the
morsel for
itself.




Beggingfor supper

The begging cries of nestlings seem to urge the parents to bring

more food. In experiments overseas, when tapes playing these
cries were placed next to nests, the additional begging

spurred on the parents to deliver more food to the nest.

Further experimentswith cuckoos and reed warblers

. have revealed the secret of the cuckoos' successin

persuadl ng foster parentsto feed an individual as much

food as they would an entire brood of their own chicks

(not the equivalent of just one bird’ s share). Where an

/ at the rate of 0.4 per second and an entire brood at
/ about 3.6 calls per second (competition causes
individualsto cal harder), the young usurper is

1 individual warbler chick isableto produce begging cries

Mimicry

A number of
birdsmimic.The
most famous
(apartfrom
parrots and hill
mynas) are lyrebirds and
bowerbirds which copy human
noises. However, many other bird
such as drongos, crows, magpies, singing
bushlarks and certain honeyeaters mimic
the songs and calls of other species.
Although most mimicry seemsto be
aimed at attracting females, it may also be

apparently ableto beg at an a\}erage rate of 5.6 calls per second, thus inspiring its

‘parents’ to deliver the equivalent amount of food.

Loud begging calls appear to invite discovery by predators, so in order to reduce this risk
(and save thelittle nestlings’ energy) they seem to be programmed to beg only when the
parents are near. The parents of some species may produce a special call to initiate this

begging while other nestlings react to vibrations of the nest,
the draft of parents wings or, in the case of hole-nesters, a
darkening of the entrance.

Bigleaves—Ioud calls

In forests, particularly dense ones, where
visionislimited, sound isaparticularly
important method of communication. +
However, leavesin atropical rainforest, because
they are large, hard and shiny, reflect and distort
sound so the calls of rainforest birds, particularly
those frequenting the canopy, tend to be simple,
loud and repetitive. On the forest floor long, low
pitched calls, such as the booming calls of the
cassowary and the Australian brush-turkey,
travel well. Sound also travelswell acrossthe
surface of water.

Toshareor not to share?

It's hard not to imagine that the excited hubbub of birds gathering
to roost together is an exchange of the day’s news and, indeed,
some sort of communi cation may be taking place regarding food
resources; it has been observed that birds leaving the roost in the
morning often fly to food sources discovered by other members the
previous day.

Selected ravensin the USA were experimental ly fitted with radio-
transmitters and released at different locations, some with food
(fresh road-kills) and others without. After spending the night at a
common roost, those which had ‘ discovered’ food revisited the
sites, along with companions from the roost. However, no birds
returned to the empty release sites. No one knows how the birds
communicated —whether vocally or visually —but it would seem
that some sort of messages were passed. It is aso interesting to
speculate why the birds would willingly share food. Perhapsitis
better to share afind (which will inevitably be taken by another
scavenger if left too long) in the anticipation that you will be
allowed to sharein the next find by a colony member.

Gullsmakea‘food-finding' call when they join afeeding group,
which attracts yet more individuals to the find. It seems odd that an
individual bird, particularly such anotoriously greedy bird asaguill,
would advertise food at the risk of losing it. However, there is safety
in numbers. More company at the feeding site

means more eyes |ooking out for danger —and / -

less chance that a predator will single out the
finder for attention. It has been observed that
house sparrows face the same dilemma, but that
the finder of the food makes a choice. If the food
isbig enough to shareit will ‘ chirrup’ to call
othersbut if not it will quickly and quietly scoff
the morsel and move on.

Parent-chick communication also
includes warnings. When thealarmis
given, the little black chicks of the red-
necked crake scatter, crouch and
remain immobile. They also send out
high-pitched whistleswhich may help
the parentsto locate them again once
danger has passed.

> accompaniment.

used to confuse predators who may be
perplexed by hearing another individual in
the vicinity. It has been suggested that
some hirds, such as butcherbirds, may
mimicthecallsof small birdsto entice
them close enough to be grabbed for
dinner!

‘Parroting’ isthe expression often
used to describe rote and mindless
imitation but researchersin the USA
working with an African grey parrot
have found that the bird is able to
understand what it is saying and to use
Englishtocommunicatemeaningfully
with people around him. He can ask for
15 different foods (“I want banana”)
but if given the wrong thing will repeat
the request until the correct item s
produced. He uses numbers up to six
appropriately and can identify colours,
shapes and materials and, since his
wings are clipped, can ask to be taken
to particular places (“Wannago chair”).
Heisalso creative and, when given
dried corn instead of fresh corn, named
it “rock corn”. It seemsthat birds may
well be much moreintelligent thanwe
think.

M echanical sounds

Some birds, instead of using their voices, make soundsin other
ways. The male Australian brush-turkey inflates the skin of its
neck to create abooming sound while the male musk duck inflates
the bladder under its beak to amplify its piercing whistle. Sooty
owlsand barn owls, when threatened, make clicking soundswith
their tongues, presumably to intimidate predators. The black-
necked stork (jabiru) apparently hasno voiceat al but, likeall
storks, makes a‘ clappering’ noise by repeatedly snapping its
beak shut. Thisis used by both adults and nestlings as a defence/
threat display and aso by courting adults.

Wings can also be used to make noise. Maleriflebirds lap their
wings together as they arch them above their head in dramatic
courting displays. Certain mal e snipes create a drumming noise by
vibrating their tail feathers during display flights —but we do not
hear thisin Austraiasince these migrantsbreed inthe  #§##,
northern hemisphere. Special feathersin the
wings of crested pigeons make the distinctive
whistling sound as they take off, but the
function of thisisabit of amystery.

Very occasionaly birds use instruments.
Palm cockatoos use sticks to beat against
hollow wood and an Albert’ slyrebird was
filmedin Lamington National Park using a
vine, grasped in one foot, to beat arhythm
in time to its song — perhaps a unique
occasion of abird using instrumental



Q | gathered frog eggsfrom a
puddlein February.Four months
later, | still havetadpoles! Theodd
froghasdeveloped, but hasbeen
devouredbyfelowtaddies!
Conditionsin my plasticcontainer
areobvioudyfar fromideal —1 use
creek water totop up water levels
and feedthemwith lettuceleaves. Do
you haveany suggestionstoensure
futuresuccessand howlongwould
you expect eggstobecomefrogs?

A The species of frog may be
relevant. Some rainforest frogs, such
as the northern barred frog, can take
from oneto two yearsto fully
develop, so four monthsis not an
extraordinarily longtimefor some
Species.

However, there are many other
factors which may slow down
development. Oneisalack of protein.
Although they are essentialy
herbivores (which turn into
carnivores as they grow into frogs)
tadpoles obtain protein from
microscopic diatoms etc. asthey
graze on algae and rotting leavesin
the natural environment. To
overcome this, you could try
suspending leftover chicken bonesin
the water for the taddies to nibble off
remaining meat morsels, or feed them
with alittlefish food.

Other reasons for impeded
development could be overcrowding,
inappropriate water temperature, |low
oxygen levels, lack of sunlight
(required by some tadpoles to
assimilate nutrients) or
generally poor
water quality —the
creek water, or
perhaps the
sediments on the
bottom, could be p
contaminated in some

way.
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Questions & Answers

Q | havealwaysbelieved that
butterfliesliveonly for 24hours.|s
thistrue?

A No, unless an accident befalls
them or they are eaten by a predator,
they can live anywhere from a couple
of weeks to nine months. The lifespan
depends on species and weather
conditions. Those butterflies, such as
blue tigers and crows, which gather
on coastal areas and offshore islands
over winter livelonger than if
favourable weather conditions had
encouraged them to breed
immediately after emergingfromthe
pupae.

Acknowledgements to Jack Hasenpusch of
the Australian Insect Farm.

Q What insectseat the
leavesof stinging
trees?

A The
caterpillars
of white
nymph '
butterfliesaswell as several stick
insects, aweevil and a chrysomelid
beetle eat the |eaves of the Gympie-
gympie stinging tree (Dendrocnide
moroides) — the bush with large
heart-shaped serrated |eaves which it
isagood ideato avoid. (It isoften the
well-eaten |eaves which sting us,
since they are less obvious than the
whole ones.) Green possums eat the
leaves of the shiny-leaf stinger
(Dendrocnide photinophylla), a
larger treewithsmaller |eaves.
The sting from thistree, which
has fewer stinging hairs, isless
painful — but is, nonetheless,
definitely to be avoided.
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Facts and Stat'S

Between 15 and 24 distinct calls (not
songs) can be produced by birds, the
number varying according to species.

Somebirdsmaddenuswiththeir
sound. Thepallid cuckoo, which sings
repetitively at night,isknownin
Australiaasthebrainfever bird.In
Malaysiathat titlehasbeen bestowed
ontheplaintivecuckoo, which hasa
similar habit. (Itisalsocalled the
‘dead child bird’ sinceitisthought to
begrievingfor adead child.) In South
America,itisthebellbirdwhichis
calledthefever bird.

Duetting has been observed in 222

birds speciesin 44 families; 55 percent
of these were true songbirds. It ismore
common in specieswheremaleand
femalelook alike.

Studiesof thesong of amar sh

war bler in Belgium showed that it was
abletomimicthesongsof nearly one
hundred Eur opean speciesaswell as
over onehundred African species—
learned duringitswinter visitsthere.

We share similar peaks of sensitivity
with birdsin the pitches ranging from
1500Hzt04000Hz.

Observationssuggest that thewhistle
part of theeaster nwhipbird call may
vary accor dingtotheindividual and
that theanswer er onlyrespondstothe
whistleof itsmate. It alsoappear sthat
thewhistler can lower thepitch of its
whistletomatchthat of anintruder —
perhapsaway of directing
aggressiontoaspecificindividual.

Experimentsin Europe showed that
femaleGermanchiffchaffsrearedin
isolation, without having ever heard
the song of their species, responded
with increased heartbeats when they
were exposed to the songs of fellow
German chiffchaffs— but did not react
at al when they listened to the songs
of Spanish and Portuguese chiffchaffs.

Androgenlevelstendtobeelevated at
timesof aggr ession between rivals—
malesand females—leadingtoan
increase in singing.

The differences between the songs of
golden bowerbirdsisolated from each
other on mountain tops in the Wet
Tropics may bethefirst stepina
gradual evolutionary divergence. Itis
thought possible that these groups
could ultimately changeinto different
races and even into different species
with time. Genetic testingisbeing
carried out to clarify thistheory.

Themagpieproducesthelongest
known bird song—it can continuefor
uptohalf an hour without repetition.
1



Out and about

& Anticipating the breeding

k% season, gangs of young male
. yellow-bellied sunbirdscanbe
7% seen twittering loudly and

W chasing each other, possibly
N testing out established
territories. Fromtime

~» totimethey may all
suddenly stop and
perch motionless asif
playing agame of
statues — quite a
remarkablesightin
what isnormally such
an animated bird. The
reason for this display
is unknown.

Drier weather meansthat riversare
becoming more salty where they reach
the sea which in turn encourages
certain fish to swim further upstream.
Good conditions this wet season have
resulted in large numbers of juvenile
barramundi, mangrovejack, grunter
(spotted javelin), fingermark and pikey
bream in the waterwayswith promise
of good fishing for the next couple of
years. Banana prawns have also
benefited and are being found in large
numbers. Unfortunately, tilapia, the
pest fish from Africa, have also done
wll.

The strange mushroom-like flowers of
the parasitic plant, Balanophora
fungosa, are often acommon sight on
therainforest floor during winter.
Despite its appearance (and its
common name, ‘fungusroot’) this
plant is not a fungus. Because it
produces no chlorophyll it is unable to
manufactureitsown food from
sunlight so it lives parasitically on the
roots of certain plants. Its leaves are
reduced to afew

scales protecting
theflowers.
Above them,
small whitemale
flowersare
arranged inaring
around the base of
countlessfemale
flowerswhichare
massed into a
globular creamy-
brown knob.

Femaleflowers
T

Maleflowers—__g

Therearea 77 7 '
fewwildkoalas ™ 7"\

on the Atherton

and Evelyn Tablelandsand it is
believed that there are fragmented
populations around Herberton, mostly
to the west of the Herberton Ranges,
and moreinthe Millstream area; an
injured koala, caught by a dog, was
rescued from the areain 1998 and
rehabilitated.

Acknowledgments to Robyn Gobert

Someitems, past their ‘'use-by
date', havebeenremovedfrom
thewebversionof thenewd etter.

In July each year, matureor nater ock
lobster s (painted crays) migrateto the
deep waters along the edge of the
Great Barrier Reef inorder to breed.
During thismigration, the male places
asperm packet on thefemale's‘ chest’.
When the eggs leave her body she
breaksthis packet with specialy
adapted small claws and the sperm
attach themselves to the eggs as they
pass. They are then carried by the
female for about a month until they
hatch.

Thelarvae then drift in the currents for
about nine months before turning into
little lobstersand, if they are lucky,
finding a place on the reef to grow.

In the Gulf of Papua, huge
aggregations of ornate rock lobsters,
sometimes many thousands strong,
areknown to travel asfar as500km to
breed. Itisaone-way trip for the
adults most of which die after
Spawning.

July isagood timeto seemale
antechinuses out and about during
the day. Although normally nocturnal,
the urge to mate — stimulated by
increasing daylight — leads these little
animalsto throw caution to the wind.
Scurrying from nest to nest, they are
desperate to deposit their limited
amount of sperm as quickly and as
widely as possible before their almost
inevitable death. The femalesgive
birth about a month later. (See
Tropical Topics50 for details.)




Book shelf

I nterpretive Birding Bulletin
Dr.Wm. JamesDavis(editor)
Available from 136 Payne St,
Indooroopilly, QLD 4068
Subscription: $30.00 for one year (6
issues)

The editor of this useful 16-page
newsletter is keenly interested in all
aspectsof bird behaviour, inparticul ar
birdcommunication. IntheBulletinhe
hasmanagedto synthesiseagreat deal
of informationfromnumerousscientific
papers into a readable and very
Interesting publication.

TheLifeof Birds
David Attenborough
BBC(1998)

Thebook of the TV series; the chapter
Signals and Songs deals with vocal

and visual communication.

Bird Behaviour
Robert Burton
Granada(1985)

This has interesting sections on vocal
communication.

Reader’s Digest Complete Book of
AustralianBirds
Reader’ sDigest (1993)

Australian Natural History Vol. 24 No.
11 Summer 1994-95
FemaleDovesCooto Themsdves
Rachel Sullivan

TREE Vol. 13 No. 4 April 1998

E}Jl&ctionsofduetandsolosongsoffemale
irds

N.E.Langmore

A local birdbook

Birdsof Queensland’sWet Tropics
and Great Barrier Reef and whereto
findthem

LloydNielsen

Gerard Industries Proprietary Limited
(199%)

This field guide to the 433 species
recordedfromour regionhasanoriginal
and useful layout for identification.
The introductory key lists distinctive
features such as ‘black and white
plumage’ or ‘ perchessidewaysontree
trunks’. Page numbers then lead the
reader to lists, with small coloured
illustrationsand descriptionsof all birds
with these distinguishing features.
More information and a guide to the
best areasfor birding are

included in later -

sections of the book.
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the Department of Environment
andHeritage (EPA).
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in Tropical Topics.
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