Chapter 9.

Final discussion

As an overall conclusion, the Regen' Honeyeater in northern New South Wales occurs in small
flocks each year, breeds successfully in some years, but does not breed in the region in others, and
shows an ecological repertoire that is typical of other honeyeaters that have not declined to the
same extent as Regent Honeyeaters. This thesis provides detailed baseline data on the population
size, habitat and resource selection, brzeding success, and nest site selection of Regent Honeyeaters
in northern New South Wales upon ‘vhich management and recovery of the species can be based
(see Appendix 9). Further ecologicl research to refine these conservation objectives should be

considered.

Population size

Regent Honeyeaters were usually fou1d in small breeding aggregations of up to 20 birds, although
they sometimes occurred as solitary breeding pairs (Chapter 8), and occasionally in non-breeding
flocks of between two and 24 birds. In 1994 the two largest non-breeding flocks recorded for
several decades congregated on the abundant lerp and honeydew resources at Howes Valley (151
birds) and the Warrumbungle Nation:1 Park (47 birds). There was little indication whether these
flocks were due to population increases or just concentrations of birds in a small area where

resources were abundant during droug ht.

Regent Honeyeaters are hard to locatz, and a flexible survey approach, incorporating standardised
bi-monthly counts at many sites, as well as opportunistic searches elsewhere during the breeding
season was used in this study. Usii g this approach, the minimum population for the Bundarra-
Barraba region is estimated at 100 bi-ds. This is higher than the previous estimate of 30 birds by
Ley and Williams (1994). The number of birds fluctuated between years, from as few as four birds

in 1994/95, to 101 birds in the 1995/95 breeding season.

The mean density of Regent Honeyeaters in their preferred Mugga Ironbark woodland was 0.13
birds per hectare (Chapter 2). Abo 1t 4200 ha of this habitat remains in the region, therefore, a

maximum of 520 birds could occur in this type of habitat. However, this figure is inflated, because
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most unsurveyed Mugga Ironbark re nnants are smaller and more degraded than known Regent

Honeyeater sites.

The relatively short survey period (tvo years), and the high levels of variance in the survey data,
provided no indication whether the Bundarra-Barraba population is increasing, stable, or declining.
Furthermore, the small number of bircs scattered across a large region, combined with high annual
fluctuations of bird numbers at kno'vn Regent Honeyeater sites, makes population monitoring
difficult, compared to sedentary species. To produce a Regent Honeyeater population viability
model, the information gathered in th s study on population size, and breeding success and output
needs to be supplemented with data c¢n adult and juvenile survivorship. This can be achieved by
catching birds just before the beginnir g of the breeding season, to look at the age structure of the
population. By knowing the proportion of adult and juvenile birds in a flock, the survivorship of
juveniles in their first year of life can be estimated. Radio-telemetry studies may provide
information about adult survivorship hetween breeding seasons, provided that the transmitters had

sufficient battery life to last for twelve months.

Regent Honeyeaters use habitats that support the highest abundance and species richness of other
birds, and hence they could be considered as a high S species, which is a species only found in
communities with large numbers of texa (Diamond 1975a, Chapter 2). Therefore, the protection
and management of Regent Honeye:ter habitats has important benefits for the conservation of
regional avian biodiversity. Bird sureys should be continued in the Bundarra-Barraba region, not
only to gain further understanding of the long-term variability in Regent Honeyeater numbers, but
to also examine changes in the popula ions of potentially threatened woodland bird species. This is
akin to Mac Nally’s (1997) suggesticn that ornithologists should provide ‘benchmark’ woodland

bird population densities, against which changes can be measured at later dates.

Habitat selection

Landscape attributes

Regent Honeyeaters were found onl/ on Crown, leasehold, and freehold land in the Bundarra-
Barraba region, and usually in small o medium-sized patches. They were not found in the two
large (> 1000 ha) NPWS reserves which were in unproductive woodland that supported low

densities of nectarivorous birds (Crapter 2).  Off-reserve habitat conservation is, therefore,
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essential to protect Regent Honeyeatrs from regional extinction. This needs to tackle the wide
variation in landholder attitudes to maiagement of remnant native vegetation. Effective extension

programs are needed in the Bundarre-Barraba region to foster the role of landholder stewardship
(Binning 1997, Curtis 1997), and to promote the economic value of retaining remnant vegetation.

Where there is an economic cost, som: form cf assistance may be necessary.

Habitat type

Box/Ironbark woodland was the habi:at most often used by Regent Honeyeaters in the Bundarra-
Barraba region, and this study provides strong support to the notion that Mugga Ironbarks are the
most important resource for Regent Honeyeaters, as foraging and nesting trees (Webster and
Menkhorst 1992). The affinity that Regent Honeyeaters show for Mugga Ironbark may be one of
the main reasons for their decline, because Mugga Ironbarks have been preferentially removed for
timber in the Bundarra-Barraba regio, as it has in most of southeastern Australia (Robinson and
Traill 1996). Only four percent of the remaining tree cover in the Bundarra-Barraba region is
Mugga Ironbark woodland (NSW NPPWS North West Slopes and Northern Tablelands Database
1995). Therefore, for Regent Hone seaters to survive, the conservation and management of this
scarce woodland type from further de zradaticn has to be addressed. This will require a reduction
in timber removal, improved managerient on Crown Reserves, fencing to permit regeneration, and

replanting in suitable areas.

Despite their preference for Box/Iron>ark woodland, Regent Honeyeaters are more generalised in
their habitat requirements than repo ted by Webster and Menkhorst (1992). In addition to
Box/Ironbark woodland, they also us:: woodland habitats such as Box/Gum, Box/Stringybark, and
dry plateau complex woodland (Clapter 2). Riparian gallery forest was used by Regent
Honeyeaters as foraging and breeding habitat in some years (Chapter 8). Furthermore, it
supported the highest abundance ani species richness for all bird species (Chapter 2).  The
importance of riparian gallery forest to Regent Honeyeaters and general avian diversity was not
appreciated before this study, and augments the growing body of research on riparian biodiversity

and conservation (e.g., Fisher and Goldney 1997).

Further research needs to be carried out on riparian gallery forest in the Bundarra-Barraba region,
which supports threatened bird species such as the Barking Owl Ninox connivens. The impacts of

grazing and streambed sand extraction have to be reduced within substantial stands of riparian
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forest, such as the Gwydir River breecing site at Torryburn, to allow regeneration of River Sheoaks
and riparian eucalypts. Fencing of tf e narrow and highly fragmented bands of riparian vegetation
along the Gwydir and Namoi catchments, will allow natural tree regeneration, and with replanting
will, improve habitat connectivity. = More continuous riparian vegetation provides resources,
especially during droughts, and may :ssist movement of birds between breeding and non-breeding

habitats. Additional benefits will be 11 water quality.

Tree species selection

Regent Honeyeaters mainly used Mugga Ironbarks for food and nesting sites (Chapter 5).
However, thirty five other plant sp:cies provided food, nesting sites, and roosts for Regent
Honeyeaters in Box/Ironbark woodlaid and other habitats in northern New South Wales (Oliver
1998). Regent Honeyeaters prefer t feed and build their nests in tall, rough-barked tree species
with large canopies, particularly Mugga Ironbarks, Stringybarks, Angophoras, and River Sheoaks
(Chapter 8). At Howes Valley non-oreeding birds foraged in Grey Gums and Forest Red Gums
that were more than 30 m tall (Chaptzr 5). Management of forest and woodland used by Regent
Honeyeaters has to restrict the remov il of meture trees, which was also the contention of Webster
and Menkhorst (1992).  This is lik:ly to provide benefits to hollow-dwelling animals as well.
Furthermore, mature trees take a long time to be replaced through natural regeneration and

planting.

Land management for Regent Honeycater conservation, and the maintenance of general woodland
biodiversity, has to integrate all habita: types used by Regent Honeyeaters, as well as all tree species
within these habitats. Habitat model ing revealed that Regent Honeyeater sites are showing signs
of degradation, particularly from high numbers of mistletoes and low shrub cover. Given their
fidelity to a small number of sites, crresting habitat degradation is imperative. At sites where
mistletoes are killing important food :ind nesting trees, a proportion of the mistletoes may need to
be removed, whilst leaving sufficient numbers for foraging and nesting opportunities for Regent
Honeyeaters. Planting understorey slirubs may be another short-term management option, because

tree planting and fencing of remnants ~ill not achieve results for some time.

Resource selection
Regent Honeyeaters focus their forag.ng on nectar, when it is abundant in their habitat, which has

been the view of previous studies (z2.g., Franklin er al. 1989, Webster and Menkhorst 1992).
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However, this study demonstrates that Regent Honeyeaters use other foods from a broad range of
plants when nectar is scarce (Chapter 5). In 1994 and 1995, they mainly ate lerp, honeydew, and
insects from a wide variety of plants. This has implications for the species of plants that should be
protected and managed for the Reg:nt Honeyeater. The previously held view that they only
require nectar-yielding eucalypts, part cularly Mugga Ironbark, Yellow Box and White Box, would
be inadequate to save them, especially in times of drought, when other species of plants provide
their main source of food. Furthermcre, their offspring require insects, and lerp from eucalypts and
shrubs that are not good nectar producers (Chapter 6). The broad range of foods and plants used
by Regent Honeyeaters necessitates tie broad approach to conservation outlined above under the

habitat selection.

Foraging and aggressive behaviour

Regent Honeyeaters behave like other honeyeaters; they spend a similar amount of time feeding,
resting, breeding and fighting as other species (Chapter 4). I found no evidence that they normally
spent excessive amounts of time find ng food, or that their foraging effort was affecting breeding
and other activities. However, non->reeding birds did spend up to 80% of their time feeding in
1995, suggesting that food may sometimes b limiting, especially in autumn and winter when few
trees are flowering, and lerp is not abundant. Further investigation into foraging behaviour in the
non-breeding season should be done in conjunction with radio-telemetry studies of post-breeding

birds.

Regent Honeyeaters spent less than two percent of their time in aggressive competition for food
and nesting sites (Chapter 4 and 7), which concurs with the results of Webster and Menkhorst
(1992), but contrasts with the high aggression levels measured from the limited studies of Davis and
Recher (1993) and Ford et al. (1993). In the latter case, the high aggression levels were measured
for two breeding pairs that nested in flowering Mugga Ironbarks, from which many large

honeyeaters were taking nectar.

Regent Honeyeaters mostly chased co 1specifics and other nectarivores, indicating that the species is
capable of defending itself. = Therc were only a few interactions recorded between Regent
Honeyeaters and Noisy Miners, which are renowned for displacing small woodland birds from
remnant vegetation in northeastern V ctoria (Grey et al. 1997). The low aggression rates during

the course of this study were probably influenced by the low flowering levels, compared to those
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during Davis and Recher’s (1993) observations. In “boom” flowering years, Regent Honeyeaters
and other small nectarivores are probably aggressively excluded from the best nectar sources by
large honeyeaters such as the Noisy Friarbird.  Alternatively, smaller species simply avoid trees
with the highest abundance of flowers and large honeyeaters, to reduce the likelihood of aggressive
encounters.  However, I found no evidence to suggest that controlling the numbers of Noisy

Friarbirds, or Noisy Miners at Regent Honeyeater sites in northern New South Wales is necessary.

Reproductive biology

Regent Honeyeaters displayed breeding behaviour that is typical of other honeyeaters that have
been studied. Their reproductive effort and uvenile feeding rate is equal to, or higher than, other
non-operative honeyeaters that have jeen studied (Chapter 7). The feeding rate of juveniles by
adults was high, one explanation beir g that food resources are scarce, and each “feed” comprises
only a small amount of food. Howe er, I found no evidence that nest failure or loss of fledglings

was caused by lack of food to juveniles.

The overall nest success of Regent F.oneyeaters between 1993/94 and 1996/97 was in the upper
range recorded for other Australian v/oodland birds, although there was high annual variability in
breeding effort and success (Chapter 3). Parallel variability was recorded for Regent Honeyeaters
at two other key breeding sites; Chiltern, Victoria (Collins and Jessup unpubl.), and Capertee
Valley, New South Wales (Geering ¢nd French 1998), and for Noisy Friarbirds on the Armidale
Plateau (H. Ford unpubl.).  The tigh variability in Regent Honeyeater breeding productivity
necessitates further monitoring of brceding events at key Regent Honeyeater locations, including

the Bundarra-Barraba region.

Hot weather appeared to be a main cause of failure of Regent Honeyeater nests in northern New
South Wales. Egg and nestling predation wzare other likely causes of nest failure, but I found no
direct evidence of this occurring. Ho vever, nestling predation by a Pied Currawong was witnessed
by Ley and Williams in the 1997/98 breeding season. Considering that Regent Honeyeaters show
some fidelity for a small number of br:eding sites in the Bundarra-Barraba region (Ley et al. 1996),

the control of nest predators at these sites may need to be considered.

Regent Honeyeaters may use a ‘boom or bust’ approach to recruitment, whereby they invest a large

breeding effort in the atypical years v hen resources are abundant, and a moderate to low effort in
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most other years. In years when nectar is superabundant, breeding and foraging activities may be
disrupted by large nectar-feeding birds that saturate the best woodland patches across the region
(Davis and Recher 1993). Regent Honeyzaters may no longer be able to exploit fully these
exceptional breeding conditions. D vis anc Recher (1993), therefore, suggested the need for a
reduction in numbers of large aggress ve nectarivores in Regent Honeyeater sites. However, this is
unlikely to be effective, as the resource-rich remnants would soon be saturated with new birds, once
others had been culled, and may be uadesirable for species such as lorikeets, which may also have
declined. The long-term solution to the management of the Regent Honeyeater is to address and

reverse the loss, fragmentation, and dcgradation of habitat.

Future research and conservation

This study has gathered valuable ecological information for the conservation and management of
Regent Honeyeaters, although no clear ecological threatening process was identified (e.g.,
competition, predation, poor reprodtiction). However, the continuing loss and degradation of
woodlands and forests threatens thei- future survival. Although the mobility of the species and
annual fluctuations in numbers make:. it impossible at this stage to assess the current population
trend, there is no evidence to suggest that this population, or other populations have stopped
declining. Therefore, further researc1 into population dynamics, and the commencement of major

land management are needed to halt tt e likely continued decline of Regent Honeyeaters.

Continuation of research, particularly aimed at age structure of populations, and adult survivorship
will eventually provide answers about the viatility of the species. The viability of the population in
the future will provide a guideline whe ther on-ground land management objectives are achieving the
desired stabilisation or improvement of the Regent Honeyeater population. The integration of
research and land management in the Regent Honeyeater recovery process will provide a strong test

case for other recovery plans for threa ened woodland birds and communities in the future.

My research objectives were achieved in a short time scale and a modest budget, and used the
resources of several dedicated local n: turalists. However, it will be difficult to sustain research on
Regent Honeyeaters, because of the current decline of funding from government research bodies,
and a tendency for conservation agencies to neglect research in favour of on-ground action. There
is also some scepticism aimed at ecolc gical studies on single endangered species, rather than whole

communities. Some ecologists argue that conserving a regionally rare species should take second
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priority to saving the majority of more tolerant species (e.g., McIntyre et al. 1992), or that single
species conservation should be match:d by the preservation of national biodiversity (Verner 1986,
Kitching 1994). Kitching points ou: that there is little evidence that preserving single indicator
species will lead to assemblages of species being protected. However, the conservation of regional
and national biodiversity can be achie /ed through the broad-scale land management needed for the
Regent Honeyeater. Ecologically sensitive land management is essential for sustainable agriculture,

and the future survival of the Regent FHoneyeater, and the maintenance of woodland avian diversity.

Land management for the endangered “flagship” Regent Honeyeater must be carried out in a broad
range of habitats and resources, anc across large regional areas. If such broad-scale habitat
protection and degradation reversal can be achieved to save the Regent Honeyeater, other
threatened woodland biota (e.g., Swi't Parrot, Painted Honeyeater, Square-tailed Kite, Turquoise
Parrot Neophema pulchella, Squirrel GGlider Petaurus norfolcensis) stand to benefit. Furthermore,
cost-effective maintenance of total regional avian diversity can be achieved through the
conservation objectives recommended in this thesis, and in the Bundarra-Barraba regional recovery

plan (Appendix 9).
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Appendices

Appendix 1. GLIM 4 (Crawley 1993) binary response curves of significant microhabitat
variables from recently -occupied transect model. (* = explanatory value, + =
estimated probability ¢ f Regent Honeyeater occurrence, numbers next to + or * =
number of cases with the same value). Y axes of all response graphs represent the
probability of RHE occurrence.
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Appendix 2. Binary response curves of significant microhabitat variables from recently and
historically-occupied tra 1sect model.
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Appendix 3. Binary response curves for significant landscape variables from recently-
occupied transect model

3.1 nrh (distance to nearest Regent Honeyeater transect)

I

1.0 +293%5 * *
|
|
|
I
l

0.5+
1295
| 567
| 62
| 252
| 3+

0.0+97582242, 2 222222 442 224 44
0. 2000. -.000. 6000. 8000. 10000. 12000.

distanc e to nearcst RHE transect (m)

3.2  ped (distance to patch edge)
I

1.0+ *8 8§*5 *
!

|
|
|
|
0.5+
I 9
| 9+
| 949
| 25 5
| 22 2+
00+ 99*93¢24 5 72 2* 4 2 2
0. 250. 500. 750. 1000. 1250. 1500.

distance from transect to edge of habitat (m)

33 riv (distance to river)
[

1O+ 32 23%% « x %6+ *x  x
t

|
|
|
|
0.5+
|
|

12793 4352323442+ 3+5735222+33 ++ +
| +
|
0.0 +2 483 232% 122442 2*4%4222%23  * * *

+ 4 +. 4 e 1.

0. 2000 4000. 6000. 8000. 10000.
distaace to nearest river (m)

251



Appendices

34 alt (altitude)
. |
1.0+ 2% * * 27 44 * *
|
|
|
i
I
05+
|
|
| ++2 2+43 4 ++ +++ 32599942+ +2523+2
|
I
0.0+ ¥ kD kQRDD J Rk xRk 9036 8T4** F 25%3* )
400. 500. 600 700. 800.

altitude of transect (m)

252



Appendices

Appendix 4. Binary response curve of significant landscape variables from recently and
historically-occupied traisect model.
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Appendix 5. Binary response curves cf significant GIS landscape variables from recently-
occupied transect model
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5.4 dp10 (% dry plateau complex at 10km)
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5.7 dp20 (% dry plateau complex at 20km)
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Appendix 6. Einary response curves of significant GIS landscape variables from recently +
historically-occupied transect model.
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Appendix 7. Binary response curves for significant variables in final, recently-occupied transect
model.
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Appendix 8. Binary response curves of significant variables of final, recently + historically-
cccupied transect model.
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8.4  prip (proportion of riparian tree species)
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Appendix 9.

Regent Honey:ater Recovery Plan for the
Bundarra-Barraba region, New South Wales

Damon L. Oliver
Division of Zoology, University of New England

This regional recovery plan follows th¢ same format as the National Regent Honeyeater Recovery
Plan 1994-1998 (Menkhorst 1997). The act.ons proposed in this plan are based on a thorough
review of the current ecological literati re, the Regent Honeyeater research findings of Andrew Ley
and Beth Williams from 1984 to 1998, and the information contained within the publications and

Ph.D. thesis of Damon Oliver, Division of Zoology, University of New England.

Current ecological knowledge

The recent national decline of the Reg:nt Honeyeater was first reported by Peters (1979), and the
first review of historical ecological in ormation for the species was presented by Franklin et al.
(1989). More recent publications on the ecology and recovery planning of Regent Honeyeaters in

Victoria and New South Wales can b: found in Webster and Menkhorst (1992) and Menkhorst
(1997).

Research on the Bundarra-Barraba population of Regent Honeyeaters has been carried out by
Andrew Ley and Beth Williams, and < ther members of the Bundarra-Barraba Regent Honeyeater
Recovery Team Operations Group since 1984.  In particular, data on breeding behaviour and
success, population size, habitat use ¢nd regional movements of colour-banded birds have been
collected (see Ley 1990, Ley and Willams 1992, 1994, Davis and Recher 1993, Ford et al. 1993,
Ley et al. 1996, 1997). More recently Damon Oliver, in collaboration with the above authors, has
undertaken an extensive ecological in/estigation of Regent Honeyeaters in northern New South
Wales as part of his Ph.D. research at -he Division of Zoology, University of New England (Oliver
1998a). Specific aspects of his -esearch include regional population surveys of Regent
Honeyeaters, habitat and resource selection, foraging behaviour, roosting behaviour (Oliver 1998b),
breeding behaviour (Oliver in prep), b-eeding success and nest site selection (Oliver et al. 1998),

and diet of juveniles (Oliver 1998c). Andrew Ley and Beth Williams have continued studying
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Regent Honeyeaters in the Bundarra-Barraba region in 1997/98, by continuing Damon Oliver’s bi-
monthly surveys, colour-banding breec ing birds, and monitoring nesting events to improve long-

term information about the variability of breeding effort and success.

Current Species Status

The Regent Honeyeater (Xanthomza phrygia) is classified as endangered under the
Commonwealth Endangered Species ¢ ct 1992, and under Schedule 1, Part 1 of the New South
Wales Threatened Species Conservatio1 Act 1995. Under the criteria of BirdLife International, the
Regent Honeyeater ranks as endangeied as tae population is estimated between 250 and 2500
individuals, and has undergone a contraction in range. Estimates of the Regent Honeyeater
population size in the Bundarra-Barrata region are variable, but exceed 100 individuals at least in
some years (Oliver et al. 1998). The maximum regional population size could be as many as 400
birds (Oliver 1998a). However, the jopulation dynamics and viability of the Bundarra-Barraba

population is yet to be determined and I igh priority must be given to further investigation.

Reasons for concern about the status of the Regent Honeyeater in the Bundarra-Barraba region
¢ low population number and low densities throughout the region:
+ some evidence of poor breeding success in some years;
# reliance, and some fidelity to, a small number of breeding and foraging sites in the region;
¢ lack of information on region i\l population dynamics and viability (i.e. is the population
stable, declining or increasing?):
¢ reliance on Box/Ironbark woodland that comprises only 4% of tree cover in region;
¢ continued clearance of Box/I onbark and other woodland types;
¢ grazing and sand extraction a key riparian gallery forest breeding site;
¢ evidence of habitat degradation (mistletoe infestations, grazing, firewood collection) at

key Regent Honeyeater sites in he region.

Existing conservation measures

The Northern New South Wales Groip of Birds Australia have mapped remnant Box-Ironbark
woodland in the Bundarra-Barraba region (B. Williams and A. Ley unpubl.). This information has
been digitised and added to the GIS data of the Northern Tablelands and North West Slopes

database of the NSW NPWS. Prelimiiary vegetation surveys have also been done to the north of
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the region, in the Inverell district, and his infcrmation will be added to the database. Vegetation
cover and comrnunity structure data i; currently being gathered by Julian Wall (DLWC) for the
purpose of defining key areas of threatened habitat in northwestern New South Wales.  GIS

vegetation information may be useful for constructing predictive models to assess suitability of new

sites for Regent Honeyeaters (Oliver 1€98a).

Planting of key eucalypt species at four sites on private and crown land close to Regent Honeyeater
sites, has been carried out by the Nor hern New South Wales Group of Birds Australia. Other
limited plantings have been done by landholders within the Bundarra-Barraba region. Fencing of,
or exclusion of grazing from, important Regent Honeyeater sites has been implemented by two
landholders in the Torryburn area, with advice from Hugh Ford and Steve Falconer and the

assistance of WWF Australia.

Ecological studies on Regent Honeyea ers have been conducted since 1984 by Andrew Ley, Beth
Williams, and other members of the Northern NSW Group of Birds Australia, and since 1994 by

Damon Oliver of the Division of Zoolo;ry, University of New England.

Biodiversity benefits

Achieving the conservation objectives of the Regent Honeyeater Recovery Plan, will have benefits
for other rare or threatened birds that use the same sites and resources as Regent Honeyeaters.
These include Painted Honeyeaters, Swift and Turquoise Parrots, and Square-tailed Kites.
Protection and enhancement of riparian gallery forest will provide suitable habitat for Barking Owls
which are known to occur in the regio1. Appropriate management of Regent Honeyeater habitat
will also maintain the notably high aviin specizs richness and abundance of the Bundarra-Barraba
region. Other threatened woodland fiuna, such as Squirrel Gliders (H. Hines pers. comm.), and

Koalas which have been recorded a Regert Honeyeater sites stand to benefit from habitat

management.

Conservation objectives

Long-term objectives

1. To ensure that the species persi..ts in the Bundarra-Barraba region
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2. To achieve an improvement in the conservation status from endangered to vulnerable, or to
demonstrate that the regional pc pulation is stable or increasing in the next 5 years (1998-
2002) by:
¢ retaining and enhancing stanc s of all woodland types, particularly Box/Ironbark
communities, and riparian galle1y forest, which contain the “key” plant species used by

Regent Honeyeaters (Oliver 19¢8a);

¢ achieving sympathetic and sustainable habitat management at key breeding and non-

breeding sites in the Bundarra-F arraba region.

Specific objectives
¢ continue to survey and monitor known Regent Honeyeater sites and continue research

into breeding success and move nents using colour-banding, with the aim of developing a

population viability model for tt e Bundarra-Barraba region;

¢ identify important sites used :n the ncn-breeding season, using radio-tracking techniques;
# identify potential new habitat from exploratory ground surveys and employing predictive

habitat models at landscape scalz (see Cliver 1998a);

4 map vegetation in the regions north cf Bundarra-Barraba region, particularly to

identify new stands of Box/Iron »ark woodland;

4 retain, enhance and manage ilentified stands of dry open forest and riparian gallery forest
containing key plant species in the Bundarra-Barraba region, as well as regions north to

the Queensland-New South Wa es bordzr. These include remnants on leasehold and
freehold land, streamside and roadside reserves, travelling stock reserves, and stands in

state forests and conservation re serves;

¢ inform local landowners and :ommunities about Regent Honeyeaters and their

predicament and needs.
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¢ identify key threats to known key habitat to develop and implement species management

to reduce threats.

Assessment criteria

Representatives from the following organisations should provide input and support:
NSW NPWS
NSW State Forests
NSW DLWC
Armidale and Tamworth Rural :_ands Protection Boards
World Wide Fund for Nature
Landcare
Northern NSW Group of Birds Australia
Division of Zoology, University of New England

Landowners and other commun ty memrbers of the Bundarra-Barraba region

and assess the success of the recovery rlan, based on the following criteria:

# Population numbers at knowi. key sites in the Bundarra-Barraba region remain at

current levels, and preferably increase;

¢ Reporting rates away from ct rrently well known sites (e.g. near Barraba township)

increase to levels near those at rzgularly used sites;

+ Breeding effort (number of b eeding attempts) and success, on average, remains at the
same level as recorded between 1993/94 and 1996/97 (see Oliver et al. 1998), or

improves.

Recovery Actions
1. Organisational arrangemenis

Foundation members of the Bur.darra-Earraba Operations Group of the National Regent

Honeyeater Recovery Team wil. evaluate and review their progress. Implementation of
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1.1

recommendations from their pa;t and current research should mainly be the responsibility of
the NSW NPWS, and also repre sentatives of the following organisations:

¢ State Forests of NSW

+ NSW DLWC

¢ Landcare

¢ Greening Australia

+ World Wide Fund for Nature

¢ Armidale and Tamworth Rural Lands Protection Board

¢ Barraba, Bingara, Guyra, Mailla anc Uralla Shire Councils

Team members and representatives of the above bodies should meet every 12 months to
assess the effectiveness of the re covery plan and progress of implementation of

recommendations.

Appoint full-time extension offi :er funded by NSW NPWS to liaise with landholders,
government agencies and Landcare, for voluntary conservation agreements, wildlife refuge
agreements, threatened species jroperty agreements, or covenants on freehold land where
Regent Honeyeater habitat is th eatened by current landuse practises (e.g., ringbarking

regrowth eucalypts, heavy stock grazing).

Obtain funding for the Bundarr: -Barraba region Operations Group to continue regular
surveying and monitoring of known sites every two months, and for further breeding studies

in the next 5 years (1998/99-2002/03) (salary $15000 p.a., travel costs $9000 p.a.).

2. Active management

2.1

Survey and map stands of key tiee speces (Box/Ironbark woodland, riparian gallery forest)
on crown and freehold land in ri:gions surrounding Bundarra-Barraba. In particular,
complete mapping recently undertaken oy Bundarra-Barraba Operations Group in the
region north east of Inverell, wt ich has had recent Regent Honeyeater records, but
otherwise received little attenticn. Utilise NSW NPWS GIS database to run predictive

models to assess the suitability of new sites within and outside Bundarra-Barraba region.
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2.2

2.3

[\
W

Use all available administrative avenues to protect and enhance important Regent
Honeyeater habitat, including State Environment Planning Policy 46, and Native Vegetation
Conservation Act, Threatened Species Property Agreements, voluntary conservation
agreements, wildlife refuge agreements and covenants. Involve Rural Lands Protection
Boards in management agreements so that stronger penalties can be enforced for illegal
timber removal in crown reserve s with important habitat, and to minimise impacts of road
metal and gravel quarries in rescrves.  Educate Shire Council Road Engineers about
ecologically sensitive maintenar ce of rcads near key sites. Encourage shires to produce
roadside management plans. P:omote the idea of significant roadside vegetation areas used

by Regent Honeyeaters, similar to the svstem used in Victoria for Grey-crowned Babblers.

Develop Regent Honeyeater maiagement plan to address key threats in identified core

breeding habitat.

Management of significant woo lland and forest stands in the Bundarra-Barraba region
requires:

¢ the retention of mature trees ‘vithin stands;

¢ that regeneration is occurring to replace large trees;

¢ maintaining high tree canopy cover at all key sites;

¢ encouraging shrub regeneratin at some key sites;

¢ maintaining diversity of tree : pecies within Box/Ironbark woodland, and in some
locations plant Stringybarks for nesting material;

# protecting key sites from deg ‘adation by active management of grazing reduction,
removal of excessive mistletoe, ind illegal collection of firewood:

# monitoring and minimising ir1pacts of sand mining on riparian breeding habitat at the
Gwydir River, Torryburn;

¢ increasing size and connectivity of habitat patches used by Regent Honeyeaters to

increase amount of potential hahitat and to reduce the possible impacts of large habitat

edges.

Use tree-planting programs (e.g. Greening Australian, Landcare), with the assistance of
local community (e.g. schoolgroups) to create habitat on cleared land, and to connect

remnant stands, creating larger »atches. Promote the planting of shrub layer to provide
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2.4

source of nesting material for R :gent Honeyeaters, and to discourage the colonisation by

Noisy Miners, which may comf ete with or displace Regent Honeyeaters.

Appoint a “woodland conservat on extension officer” (see 1.1) (as opposed to specific title
of Regent Honeyeater Extensior Officer) to work with local community at Regent
Honeyeater sites. Such a perso1 should promote benefits of fencing and replanting for
maintaining biodiversity, rather than focussing too much on one bird species, as well as
improvements to farm production and ecosystem health. An ideal role model for this
position would be Ray Thomas >f Mollyulah-Tatong Landcare Group,or Ruth Trémont
from WWEF.

3. Population monitoring

3.1

3.3

Continue bi-monthly surveys fo - Regent Honeyeaters aria other endangered birds (e.g.,
Swift Parrots) at all known sites, using 1Damon Oliver’s transects or sites that were occupied
by Regent Honeyeaters. Ideall'’, the same standardised 20-minute, one-hectare survey
should be used, and all bird spe :ies and their abundance recorded to demonstrate changes, if
any, to numbers of Regent Honcyeaters and other birds. This will require funding for
salary and travel costs. If finan:es unavailable, this could be perpetuated by ornithology

(Zoology/Natural Resources) stidents at UNE, as part of course requirements.

If surveys are continued, they require at least a qualitative ranking or index of flowering and
bud potential for each survey si e, whether or not Regent Honeyeaters are found, to further

investigate the relationship between nectar availability and site selection

Provide incentives (financial, p¢ rsonnel) to carry out opportunistic searches in Inverell
region, Warrumbungle National Park ard Pilliga Nature Reserve, with the aim of finding
Regent Honeyeaters, and specif cally to locate birds colour-banded in the Bundarra-
Barraba region. Involve Barrat a field naturalists in all monitoring activities. They may be
able to carry out qualitative, or ¢:ven quantitative surveys in some of Damon Oliver’s

western transects, if Armidale p:rsonnel are unavailable.
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3.4  Ensure all sightings are reported to the National Regent Honeyeater Recovery Team Co- |
ordinator (DNRE, Melbourne). Provide Barraba personnel with regular updates of

activities, and sightings further €ast in the region.

4. Research

Further ecological research on tlie Bundarra-Barraba Regent Honeyeater population is
necessary to fill in information gaps from previous research by Ley, Williams, Oliver and
others. Ideally, Honours or postgraduate students from the University of New England
should be involved. Some finaicial sudport for travel and equipment should be sought
from NSW NPWS or budgeted ~or in the second stage of the national recovery plan (1998-
2002).

Movement studies

4.1 Continue colour-banding birds and mon:toring for resightings of banded birds. If feasible,
radio-track individuals for large- scale movements to identify new post-breeding autumn and
winter habitat. Colour-banding will at least provide local movement data and further

evidence of site fidelity.

Ecological requirements

42  If movement studies or opportur istic surveys identify new habitat in autumn and winter,
investigate the use of resources, and conduct activity budgets to assess whether food

limitation, or excessive aggression is a problem.

43 Investigate the nectar production of key eucalypts used by Regent Honeyeaters. In
particular, test the hypothesis that large- trees produce more nectar per flower or more

flowers per unit area/volume th:.n smaller trees (Honours or Masters project).

4.4 Investigate flowering phenology and distribution of key eucalypts used by Regent
Honeyeaters, with the assistance of apiarists, with the possible aim of developing a

movement model based on reso 1rce patterns.
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Breeding population studies

4.5  Continue monitoring and measu ing the breeding success of Regent Honeyeaters in the next
five breeding seasons, at regular breeding sites, to assess whether breeding success and

effort are stable or decreasing.

4.6 Use colour banding and breedin;; data of Andrew Ley, Damon Oliver and Beth Williams to

produce a population model, which could be done by Honours student.

Socio-economic studies of landholder “stewardship”

4.7  Study the feasibility and impact >f landholder “stewardship” (Binning 1997, Curtis 1997)
of protecting/managing remnant vegetation (Honours/Masters project for Agricultural
Economics/Natural Resources s'udent). Survey landholders in the region for their
responses to voluntary conserva:ion agrzements or coveﬁants. Measure landholder
opinions to on-farm benefits, an 1 tax incentives for fencing off woodland remnants, planting

trees for firewood production, windbreaks, shelterbelts.

5. Extension

5.1 Local community should be macde aware through regional media releases. Articles in

wildlife magazine, journals and 1ewsletters are a valuable means of increasing support and

awareness.

5.2 Interest groups (e.g. Barraba pe sonnel, Armidale personnel) could be kept informed

through a newsletter twice-year y.

53 Local government and commun ty groups need to be kept informed and involved in

recovery program, and on issue : regarding management of habitat.

5.4 Consideration should be given to applying to funding bodies (e.g. NHT) for habitat
restoration work, or to encourag e companies involved in mining operations to invest money
in rehabilitation of habitat immcdiate tc and surrounding the impact site (e.g. Woodsreef

Asbestos Mine, Sand Mining at Gwydir River, Gold Mining exploration at Black Mountain).
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6. Captive Management

6.1

6.2

If Bundarra-Barraba region population reaches critically low level (e.g. no birds recorded in
two years of continued surveys, or if there are no breeding records in two consecutive
years), consider establishing a sn all breeding colony at Taronga Zoo. Wild birds will have
to be captured and housed in avi: ries for captive husbandry. This recommendation will be
based on the success of the current captive breeding program at Taronga Zoo, and the

findings of the DNA study being carried out at present.

If captive husbandry successful, :onside- release of captively-reared birds at both known

suitable sites, and new sites, basc d on przdictions of habitat models (Oliver 1998a).

7. Review of progress

The Bundarra-Barraba Operations Grou? will conduct aﬁ annual review of progress of the
recovery plan. The review shotld also involve members of the national recovery team, and
people from outside the Regent Joneyeater recovery effort. Each regional member of the
operations group will present a progress report. For example, ecological findings will be
presented by members of the Ncrthern NSW Group of Birds Australia, and the liaison
officer (see 1.1) will report on the success of implementing management recommendation

based on research, and the recovery plan.
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