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Presidentõs report  ñ Ken Sherring 

A nice way to end 2008 

Our Christmas break-up party this year was for 
me an appropriate way to finish a very good 

year with our EGBOC group. It was obvious that 
everybody enjoyed the comfortable and relaxed 

atmosphere of Nyerimalang Park which set the 

tone for a nice way to end 2008.  

Looking at 2009 

A reminder: We leave Pinnock St at 8.30 during 

daylight saving.  

You will notice there are a few gaps to be filled 
in on the calendar for leaders, so if you can help 

please let me know. 

Feb. 2: We start the year as we finished 2008, 

at Nyerimilang Park (Avril Yates Day). This will 
include a BBQ lunch (if preferred) followed by an 

Open General Meeting, 

Feb. 9: Macleod Morass. Always a good bird list 

can be expected. 

The first outings are to two of our three repeat 

sites, the other is Canni Creek. These repeat 
sites and the on-going Bushfire Recovery Survey 

sites are providing important data for Chris 

Healey (recorder). Helping Chris with the Bush-

fire Recovery Survey is enjoyable. This survey 
has created widespread interest, but it is also 

interesting for me to see the changes in both 

the flora and fauna from month to month.  

With our usual list of Monday outings, camps 
and on-going surveys, we can look forward to 

another great year Living with the Birds. 
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EGBOCõs monthly Bushfire Recovery Surveys 

have turned up a number of species previously 

unrecorded at Fairy Dell and Monkey Creek.  

Among the new records are the Topknot Pigeon 

(noted by Max and Jill Markey at Fairy Dell in 

November) and Chestnut-rumped Heathwren at 

Monkey Creek.  The bushfire surveys will con-

tinue through 2009, and a new program of wet-

land surveys will also be initiated. 

Just before Christmas the club received the 

good news that our submission to the Federal 

Governmentõs Caring for our Country Community 

Coastcare grants program had been successful.  

The club has been awarded $5000 in support of 

our project entitled Longitudinal study of bird 

communities of coastal wetlands and beaches 

in East Gippsland.   

The project summary reads: ôThe project under-

takes long-term monitoring of birds in the Gipp-

sland Lakes Ramsar site, and adjacent Ninety 
Mile Beach. The project builds on bird monitor-

ing undertaken at selected sites since 1982 by 
EGBOC, with the aim of assessing long-term 

(Continued on page 2) 

Max Markey helps out at the Xmas party.  Photo: 

Ron Mackenzie 

Topknot Pigeon, Fairy Dell,  15 Dec 2008.  Photo: 

Chris Healey 



This edition of The Chat is the first to be distrib-

uted to all EGBOC members under new arrange-

ments with BOCA as an insert in The Bird Ob-

server.  EGBOC is grateful to BOCAõs National 

Office staff and volunteers for printing the news-

letter and for undertaking the unenviable task 

of organizing the mailout.   

I hope you find this new distribution arrange-

ment and the format of the newsletter an im-

provement. 

This issue includes an interesting account by Jo 

Hope of a recent birding trip to Arnhem Land, 

together with some great photos of elusive 

northern species.  It is also a privilege to be able 

to include a summary of recent research find-

ings by owl specialist, Rohan Bilney, on the ecol-

ogy of the elusive Sooty Owl in East Gippsland, 

and comments on the conservation status of 

the species.  Rohan is in the last stages of pre-

senting his research for his Doctorate at Deakin 

University. 

While the club has been in recession for the last 

few months, this has clearly not hampered 

members from continuing their birding activi-

ties, and this issue includes some interesting 

records of unusual sightings in our region. 

I am also pleased to be able to include Harvey 

Roddaõs final annual report in his capacity as 

outgoing Recorder for the club. 

I hope this issue, which will be reaching an ex-

panded readership of the club, will encourage 

more members to participate in the clubõs activi-

ties, to contribute articles on birds and birding, 

and to send in any details or photos of interest-

ing or unusual sightings and bird notes. 

Chris Healey 

From the Editor 
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The Chat is published three 

times a year by the East Gipp-

sland Bird Observers Club, PO 

Box 825, Bairnsdale, Victoria 

3875.   

EGBOC is grateful to the Depart-

ment of Sustainability and Envi-

ronment for support in the pro-

duction of the Newsletter. 

The illustration of the White-

fronted Chat on the cover is 

from The Slater Field Guide to 

Australian Birds 1989.  

Contact The Editor at the above 

address, or: 

110 Bellbird Road, Clifton Creek 

3875 

Or e-mail: editor@egboc.org.au 

dynamics in bird species diversity and 
abundance. East Gippsland coastal envi-

ronments are under increasing stress from 
changing land and water use, develop-

ment, declining water quality, and climate 
change. The project addresses these im-

pacts as they affect birds through digitising 
paper records to date, continued monitor-

ing of wetlands and beach-nesting birds at 
selected sites, analysis of data, and the 

dissemination of results to relevant land 
management agencies, other environ-

mental groups and the general public. Out-
comes will include updated bird lists for 

selected sites for public distribution, publi-
cation of results in birding and other spe-

cialist and popular outlets, and presenta-

tions to public and specialist forums.õ 

At the October 2008 meeting of the club 
executive, our outing program was de-

signed to enable club members to become 
involved in additional survey activities with-

(Continued from page 1) out compromising our long-standing objec-
tive of providing a varied and interesting 

selection of outings for all members. 

The Community Coastcare-funded surveys 
will occur during our normal Monday out-

ings to relevant sites, enabling all members 

to participate without having to make any 

additional commitments. 

In addition to these coastal/wetlands sur-

veys as part of our normal outing schedule, 
outings to Waterholes, Monkey Creek and 

Fairy Dell have been built into the Monday 

program to coincide with the regular Bush-
fire Recovery Surveys conducted at these 

sites. 

Recent club practice has been to include 
three outings each year to Nyerimilang and 

Macleod Morass.  For this year the execu-

tive agreed to identify regular survey points 
at both sites, and to add a fourth visit to 

each site (outside the normal Monday 

schedule on dates yet to be fixed).   

EGBOC members and visitors are always 
welcome to participate in any of our sur-

veys. 

In this way, club members can contribute 
to long term monitoring of the birds of key 

sites in our region, while maintaining our 

usual friendly and relaxed outings in 

pleasant company. 

 

Welcome New EGBOC Members 

New members of BOCA living in the EGBOC 

catchment area are automatically granted 

membership of EGBOC.  The club wel-

comes the following recent new members: 

Carl Hodgkins of Lakes Entrance 

Linda Sherring of Kalimna 

Rob Taylor of Lakes Entrance 

 



When I saw the flyer for the inaugural bird week 

I couldnõt resist the opportunity. Arnhem Land is 
the stuff of dreams for me. Back in 1969 we 

hired a mini moke and travelled for four days in 
what is now Kakadu. Back then there was only a 

track and a couple of depots selling petrol, ciga-
rettes and beer for the few barramundi fisher-

men and the Aborigines who came from over 

the East Alligator River.  What lay beyond the 
East Alligator River was a mystery. It was impos-

sible to get a permit. Itõs still pretty difficult and 
the Maningrida area only has a fishing lodge 

accommodating a maximum of 16.  

There were fifteen in the party and 6 guides, 

including Dr Richard Noske, an ornithologist, 
from Charles Darwin University, Johnny Estbergs 

an NT resident, ornithologist and naturalist who 
has studied birds for many years with the 

CSIRO, Dick Eusson an author who has run na-
ture based safaris all over Northern Australia 

and Stuart Ankin, and elder employed by Bawi-
nanga Aboriginal Corporation as head guide for 

the Aboriginal Rangers. The area around Manin-

grida is his country.  

All the permits and flights were arranged by the 
Arnhem Land Barramundi Lodge. We flew into 

Maningrida ôairportõ which is a small shack-like 
building with a runway to be greeted by staff 

and driven the 25 minutes to the lodge SE of 
the town of Maningrida. It is situated on a west 

facing escarpment overlooking the flood plains 
of the Thompson and Liverpool Rivers. The sun-

sets are magnificent and the resident kookabur-

ras all blue winged.  

We were presented with our ôshow bagsõ which 
included an itinerary for the week. We were to 

travel in small groups of three, four or eight. 
Included in our bag was a polo shirt with the 

emblem of the bird week on the back, the 
Chestnut Rail. None of us felt we could return 

home without having seen at least one of these 
elusive birds which came to be known as the 

Holy (G)rail. The search was on. All of us were 
successful although some of the party didnõt 

achieve a sighting until the last morning.  

After lunch and settling in to our very comfort-

able accommodation we went out to some billa-
bongs where our first sighting was of a Red Gos-

hawk hovering overhead to be followed by, 
Brown Quail scuttling through the grass and 

Varied Lorikeets feeding on Eucalyptus miniata 
flowers and Bar-breasted, Rufous Banded, 

White-throated and Banded Honeyeaters, little 
Corellas, Little Woodswallows, Silver-crowned 

and Little Friarbirds, Red-collared Lorikeets, 
Restless Flycatchers, Whistling and Black Kites, 

Rainbow Bee-eaters, White-breasted and Black-
faced Cuckoo Shrikes, Great, Intermediate and 

Little Egrets, Green Pygmy Geese, and many 

others. For the southerners among us this was a 

wonderful start to a week of fabulous birding. 

The next morning it was up at 6.00am for break-

fast at 6.30 so that we could be on the road by 
7.00am when it was just light, a routine estab-

lished for the week. Our party visited the flood 
plains where one of our first sightings was a 

small flock of Gouldian Finches foraging with 
Red-backed Fairy-wrens and Masked Finches. 

We saw 79 species that day and apart from the 

Gouldians the highlights were, Black Falcon, 
Weebill with bright yellow chests, Red-winged 

Parrot, Rufous-throated Honey eater and Austra-
lian Pratincole.  As one member of the group 

was to remark, òseeing one pratincole is good 

but seeing hundreds is even betteró  

The next day, a group of us travelled by boat to 
Haul Round Coral Cay where we identified seven 

varieties of terns, boobies, Osprey and Brah-
miny Kite, Common Noddy, and Lesser Frigate 

bird. We detoured a short way up the Liverpool 
River to see if we could see the rail but to no 

avail. We did however see, among other birds 
Azure, Little, Collared, Sacred and Forest King-

fishers as well as Shining Flycatchers, Mangrove 
and Large-billed Gerygones and Broad-billed 

Flycatchers.  

The following day travelled out into the stone 

country with Aboriginal guides to see rock art 
and escarpment birds. Among the highlights 

was a sighting (and photograph) of a White-lined 
Honeyeater, a Sandstone Shrike-thrush and a 

Chestnut-quilled Rock-pigeon. While driving out 
we stopped on the way to see what was about.  

In a tree near the edge of the road we heard the 
tell tale sounds of young birds squeaking to be 

fed. We spotted and photographed seven juve-
nile Gouldian Finches being fed by a female. 

This was a first for the area as the nearest re-
corded breeding records for these birds is an 

area South of Katherine. We also saw our first 

pair of Black-tailed Treecreepers. 

The following day on the way to Moremaker 
Billabongs we stopped on the road where there 

was a small amount of water draining from a 
pipe forming a large puddle. There were flocks 

of at least 100 Gouldians coming down to drink 
in the early morning. In fact along this section of 

the road there were several large flocks of not 
less than 50 containing both adults and juve-

niles. The Gouldian Finch would appear to be 
thriving in Arnhem Land, a cause for celebration 

for this beautiful, rare and endangered bird.  

The following day on our way to the Blythe River 

with an Aboriginal ranger we had good sightings 
of Zitting Cisticolas, Long-tailed Nightjar, Rose-

crowned Doves, Black-breasted Buzzard, Emer-
ald Doves, Torresian Imperial Pigeon, Brolgas, 

Red-headed Honeyeater, Grey Whistlers, Pheas-
ant Coucal, Spotted Harrier, Brown Falcon, Little 

Bronze-cuckoo and the ubiquitous Lemon-

bellied Flycatchers which were everywhere. Hav-

(Continued on page 4) 

Gouldian Dreaming: the inaugural Arnhem Land bird weekñ Jo Hope 

òseeing one 

pratincole is good 

but seeing hundreds 

is even betteró  
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ing Stuart, the Aboriginal ranger, with us was 

wonderful as his eyes were so sharp and could 

spot birds from a long distance. 

On the final full day I joined a party of four on 
the Thompson River in search of the Holy (G)rail, 

We nosed up a small  creek on an outgoing tide 
watched by a large crocodile that slid into the 

water ahead of us and then there, about four 
metres away, ferreting for food along the muddy 

bank, was a Chestnut Rail. Our search for the 
(G)rail was over and we could wear our shirts 

with pride. It wasnõt at all worried by our pres-

ence and went about its business while we sat 
in the boat taking photos. Also on that day we 

spotted a juvenile Great-billed Heron, not the 
first sighting but this one stuck around and flew 

to the top of a small tree peering down at us. It 
still had down feathers which stuck up on its 

head making it look like it was having a ôbad 
hair dayõ or maybe it was a punk hairdo. It again 

(Continued from page 3) was very obliging for the snap happy bird watch-

ers. On the way back we saw many waders and 
Black-necked Storks (Jabiru) working their way 

around the crocs sunning themselves on the 

mudflats.  

The final morning we spent looking at Gouldians 
again and Black-tailed Treecreepers. We also 

found a spotted Owlet-nightjar. 

It was a perfect birding week with excellent 

weather, good food, accommodation and lead-
ers. I would like to go again in a few years if only 

to spend a week in the legendary Arnhem Land. 

The grouping total saw 190 species, many of 

which I havenõt mentioned, but the list did in-
clude the Hooded Parrot, Pacific Baza, Grey, 

Northern, Mangrove, and Arafura Fantails, Pap-
uan and Tawny Frogmouths and the Mangrove 

Robin.  

landed on her hand to be fed. 

A few days later Susan again wore the leopard 

skin jacket and once more Rosie kept away. 

She took off the jacket and cast it aside ð Rosie 

flew onto her hand! 

My friend Susan feeds a Crimson Rosella daily 

which eats out of her hand.  She told the story 
of going out one morning to her garden in Me-

tung to feed Rosie. 

Susan was wearing an imitation leopard skin 

jacket.  Rosie would not come near her! 

The next day Rosie behaved normally and 

Feeding Rosie ñ Sue Welté 
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Left to right:  The Holy Grail, aka Chestnut 

Rail, Large-tailed Nightjar, Great-billed 

Heron juvenile, Arnhem Land, NT.  Photos: 

Jo Hope. 



Many years ago, while on my morning walk, I 
was given quite a fright by a very loud bang 

nearby, like a sledge-hammer hitting a hollow 
log.   No other people were present and I was 

unable to explain the noise.  A couple of years 
down the track I heard the noise again and no-

ticed a Common Bronzewing Pigeon slowly flying 

past.  As I watched, it cupped its wings and 
slapped them together under its body, produc-

ing a loud bang.  When I heard the original 
bang, a pigeon must have been close to my 

head. 

In the second week of last November I watched 

a Bronzewing picking up thin sticks.  It would 
pick one up, give it a good shake, drop it and try 

another.  After ten or so attempts it flew off, with 
its chosen stick, to its nesting site in a saw-tooth 

banksia;  the breeding season was on.  A few 
days later a pigeon "clapped" near where I was 

walking. 

Since I've only heard this "clapping" during the 

breeding season, I presume that it is a territorial 
"I am bigger and better than you" type of dis-

play.  

Diet varied considerably by season, though little 

between years.  

Sooty Owls roosted in a range of sites usually 

typified by dark and secluded locations includ-
ing eucalypt hollows, foliage and caves or rock 

shelters.  

Home-range size ranged between 310-3421 

hectares, varying considerably due to breeding 
status and sex.  Home ranges of males were 

larger than those of females.  

Although strongly associated with rainforest, 

Sooty Owls occurred in virtually all forest Eco-
logical Vegetation Classes, from Damp Forest 

through a range of dry forest types.  

Breeding was not tied to seasons and was infre-
quent, although possible peaks in fledging were 

noted during spring, with chicks also recorded 

fledging in autumn and winter.  

Populations appear to be strong currently.  How-
ever, continued reduction in forest quality and 

loss of hollow-bearing trees through current 
forest management practices, combined with a 

reliance on only two prey species which are also 
dependent on tree hollows, are of concern for 

the conservation of Sooty Owls.        

Sooty Owls (Tyto tenebricosa) have experienced 

considerable change to their environment over 
the past 200 years.  This includes reduction of 

habitat, changes in forest structure and compo-
sition and major reductions of prey. Current land 

management practices contribute to further 
conservation concerns.  There is a pressing 

need to improve ecological understanding of 

this species, particularly in regard to resource 

use.  

My research aims to obtain information on a 

range of ecological factors in various localities 
and habitat types in East Gippsland, including 

feeding ecology, selection of roosting sites, nest-
ing and breeding, home-range and habitat utili-

zation. 

Sub-fossil deposits representing the prehistoric 

Sooty Owl diet were analysed and compared 
with contemporary prey remains from regurgi-

tated pellets, in order to understand how the 
owlõs diet, and the composition of the mammal 

community on which they preyed, has changed 
since European settlement. Significant declines 

have occurred in many historically important 
prey species, particularly terrestrial species.  

The result has been substantial dietary change. 

The contemporary diet comprises predominantly 
arboreal mammals resulting in increased die-

tary overlap with the Powerful Owl (Ninox 
strenua) which is found in the same habitats. 

The Clapping Pigeons ñ Ron Mackenzie 

The ecology and conservation of Sooty Owls in East Gippsland ñ Rohan Bilney 
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Photo:  Common Bronzewing Pigeon by Ron Mackenzie 


