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LOOKING TO THE TECHNOLOGICAL 
FUTURE 

Bird surveys used to be quite a ‘low tech’ pastime, 
but new technology is helping us learn more about 
our feathered friends. This has been great news for 
citizen scientists and for the birds, improving the 
way we monitor breeding, identify habitat, and 
conduct surveys. 

The purchase of wireless cameras and extendable 
fibreglass poles gave us ‘Cocky Cams’ - cameras 
that we can use to monitor nest hollows up to 16.5m 
off the ground. Previously, we have been limited by 
what we could observe from the ground – Do fresh 
chip marks around a potential hollow suggest 
cockatoos have used it? Does flushing a female 
cockatoo from a hollow mean she has eggs or 
chicks? However the Cocky Cam allows us to see 
into artificial and natural nest hollows, telling us 
what species are using hollows, how many eggs, 
how many chicks, even what age the youngsters 
are. This gives us a lot more information to assess 
the level of success of the breeding season. 
Following a series of training workshops, volunteers 
across the southwest have been gathering valuable 
data throughout the southwest, as part of the Black-
Cockatoo Breeding Surveys (see page 5). 

Observation surveys have become more advanced 
too, with BirdLife’s new data portal and mobile 
phone app Birdata (http://birdata.birdlife.org.au). 
Sightings and surveys can be recorded digitally in 
the field – no need to remember to transfer hasty 
scribbles from a notepad onto a computer-readable 
Atlas sheet. So next time you shake your head at 
somebody staring at their phone screen instead of at 
the birdlife around them, consider they may be 
contributing to citizen science instead! 

 
A workshop at South 32’s Boddington site demonstrates 
the wireless Cocky Cam being used to monitor nest hollows 
of Forest Red-tailed Black-cockatoos. Photo: Mel Durack, 
PHCC 

If you have cockatoos on your property, or are part 
of a community group that monitors a patch of bush 
used by black-cockatoos and think this equipment 
could help you, this equipment is available for loan. 
BirdLife are always happy to help communities build 
skills to identify and monitor the fauna in their local 
patch. 

Tegan Douglas 
Cockies in Crisis Project Coordinator 
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A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A BIRD 
TRACKER 

Murdoch University researcher Sam Rycken shares 
his experience working on a Black-Cockatoo satellite 
tracking project. 

I spend a lot of time out there trying to track a flock 
of any of the three black cockatoo species endemic 
to Western Australia, as part of my PhD research at 
Murdoch University. Whereas sometimes it feels like 
they are everywhere, blocking out any other sound; 
the silences can be deafening as well, where I often 
refer to them as “ghost birds”. 

 
Black-cockatoos wing their way across the landscape. 
Photo: Sam Rycken 

I get up well before dawn, to drive out to where the 
satellite tells me their roost is. Upon arrival you wait, 
until the first rays of sun awaken cockatoo sounds 
from the trees and you can start making out their 
silhouettes in the trees. Once the sun is up they 
start flying around, most of the time gathering in 
some trees nearby. You can tell some of them have 
difficulty waking up, still dozing and stretching out 
while others are already eating or in full 
conversation with one another. 

But then it’s right down to business and they start 
foraging making their way through the landscape 
until they reach the area where they spend their 
afternoon kipping, grooming one another or feeding 
for those who just can’t get enough of the “local 
produce”… And if they did not have a drink yet close 
to the roost, this is usually the place where they 
take turns drinking at the local waterhole (trough, 
puddle etc.) 

 
Black-cockatoos at a vital drink stop. Photo: Sam Rycken 

After their afternoon session they start foraging 
again steadily making their way back to the roost. 
Waiting till the last ray of sunlight before returning 
to roost the sound slowly dies after. Until the next 
day, when it starts all over again.  

When tracking wildlife, they can be compared to 
rock stars in many ways. They’ll make an 
appearance whenever they want, although 
sometimes they don’t show up at all. But when you 
see them, in their natural state, showing their own 
individual behaviors and they dazzle you with their 
beauty; you are instantly reminded what a privilege 
it is to witness them!  

 
A male Carnaby’s remains vigilant. Photo: Sam Rycken 

Sam Rycken 
PhD researcher, Murdoch University 

2017 GREAT COCKY COUNT 
This year the Great Cocky Count will be held on 
Sunday, 9th April, at sunset. We need your help to 
make it bigger and better than last year. Register 
online at:  
http://www.birdlife.org.au/projects/southwest-
black-cockatoo-recovery/great-cocky-count-swbc. 
If you know of any areas that black-cockatoos 
roost in overnight, please let us know at 
greatcockycount@birdlife org.au so that we can 
ensure it is included in this year’s count. 
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COCKATOOS CHAMPIONED ON 
CAMPUS 
This time last year we received some unexpected 
news – two pairs of Carnaby’s had bred successfully 
at Edith Cowan University in the City of Joondalup. 
This observation had cockatoo watchers in a bit of a 
flap – while breeding is known to occur in hollows in 
large Marri and Jarrah trees in the Perth hills, the 
only records of Carnaby’s breeding on the coastal 
plain were far to the south – in big Tuarts near Lake 
Clifton. That two pairs both successfully managed to 
fledge chicks in natural hollows amidst the hustle 
and bustle of Perth’s northern suburbs was quite 
astounding. While it’s possible that these adaptable 
birds are exploiting available hollows on the coastal 
plain due to a lack of hollows out in the Wheatbelt, it 
remains to be seen whether this phenomenon will 
continue. 

 
A cockatoo’s eye view from one of the artificial hollows, 
looking over ECU’s Joondalup campus. Photo: Simon 
Cherriman 

To supplement the two natural hollows, nine artificial 
nests were installed on site in the lead-up to the 
2016 breeding season. A dedicated team of 
volunteers has banded together to follow the 
progress of the birds at the ECU campus, and record 
how city life is treating them. Each week these 
volunteers, mostly students at ECU, gather in the 
late afternoon to monitor the hollows, recording 
prospecting and feeding activity.  

Their work has shown that this year seven of those 
nine artificial hollows, as well as one of the natural 
ones were used by Carnaby’s, with five chicks 

fledging successfully. The group used BirdLife WA’s 
Cocky Cam to determine the ages of the chicks. 
When the chicks were old enough, Karen and Rick 
from Department of Parks and Wildlife and Simon 
from Insight Ornithology extracted, measured, and 
banded the chicks. Measurements show chicks were 
within healthy ranges, and the bands will help 
determine if the chicks return to the area in future 
years. Observations from the volunteer team show 
the chicks that were banded successfully fledged 
their nests in following weeks, and are making their 
way in the world. 

 
Some of the dedicated volunteers helping survey nest 
hollows at ECU. Back row (L to R): Jonas Polifka, Grant 
Buller, Sam Rycken, Caroline Canham, Mildred Espiritu. 
Front row (L to R): Paul-James Oliveri, Candice Le Roux, 
Casper Avenant, Emily Lette, Melissa Karlinski. Photo: 
Tegan Douglas 

Although the surveys are over for this season, they 
will start again in late 2017. If you would like to 
participate in the citizen science project at ECU, 
contact Candice Le Roux at 
candice.leroux@ecu.edu.au. If you have had black-
cockatoos breeding near you, or would like to know 
more about how you or a local community group 
could survey for black-cockatoos in your patch, 
please contact tegan.douglas@birdlife.org.au. 

Tegan Douglas 
Cockies in Crisis Project Coordinator 

 

  

HAD A CHANGE OF ROOST? 
If your home or email address changes, or if you 
don’t want to receive Cocky Notes in the future, 
please let us know at wa@birdlife.org.au . 

KEEP UP WITH THE FLOCK! 
The Southwest Black-Cockatoo Recovery Program 
is on social media! Keep up to date with all the 
latest happenings: 

       Southwest Black-Cockatoo Recovery Program 

       @blackcockatoos 
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LARGE TREES IN URBAN AREAS 
ARE IMPORTANT FOR CARNABY’S 
BLACK-COCKATOO 

Edith Cowan University researcher Candice Le Roux 
quantifies exactly how important big, old trees are in 
our suburbs. 

I have come to the end of my Masters research 
journey where I have focused on Carnaby’s Black-
Cockatoo nocturnal (night-time) roost habitat on the 
Swan Coastal Plain (SCP) during the non-breeding 
season, which is generally from January until June. 
Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo is dependent on much of 
the urban area during non-breeding periods and has 
recently been recorded breeding in the Perth 
metropolitan region for the first time. For this reason 
there was a pressing conservation need to 
understand the roosting requirements of this 
species.  

Part of my research was to identify what a typical 
Carnaby’s overnight roost tree would be. I assessed 
11 different roost sites (spread out across the SCP) 
and took measurements and observations from 95 
roost trees. Based on the outcomes of this study, a 
roost tree preferred by Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo 
has a number of typical structural characteristics.  

Birds show a preference for roost trees that are tall 
and have a single stem with a thick trunk. They 
roosted in a variety of tree species rather than 
having a strong preference for one particular 
species. The majority of the trees used as roosts 
were Australian and WA native tree species. The WA 
native Tuart (Eucalyptus gomphocephala) topped the 

list as the single most dominant tree species to be 
used for roosting. The Tuart was once wide reaching 
across the Swan Coastal Plain, and has been 
reduced from the pre-European scale of over 
111,600 ha to just 30,300 ha largely due to clearing 
for mining, agriculture and urban development. 
Despite ongoing harvesting operations, the 
introduced Maritime Pine (Pinus pinaster) was also a 
favoured roost tree. Not only do mature pine, 
Corymbia and Eucalyptus species provide roost sites, 
but they have the additional advantage of providing 
food and even hollows (in species such as Tuart) for 
the cockatoos.  

These findings highlight the importance of mature, 
tall trees within the urban landscape of the Swan 
Coastal Plain. Unfortunately, large, mature trees are 
at risk of damage or removal by land clearing for 
urban development, agriculture and forestry 
industries. The concern is that consistent removal of 
suitable roost trees will put pressure on the locations 
that Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo are able to roost. 
This would place stress on the population if preferred 
roost trees are removed from well-favoured roost 
sites because it is likely that such roost sites are 
chosen because of their close proximity to water and 
food sources. Once large old trees are gone, it can 
take centuries to replace them, and that is why I 
would like to highlight the importance of retaining 
and maintaining mature, large trees as another step 
to protecting the Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo 
population. 

Candice Le Roux 
Masters Researcher, Edith Cowan University 

  

Roost by numbers - 
the characteristics of 
preferred Carnaby’s 
Black-Cockatoo 
nocturnal roost 
trees. Image: 
Candice Le Roux.  
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BREEDING SEASON ROUND-UP 

BirdLife’s 2016 Carnaby’s breeding surveys have 
been completed. 27 volunteers and three staff 
racked up approximately 670 hours of surveys, 
monitoring 23 sites from Coorow to Borden. A total 
of 575 hollows were surveyed, 394 natural and 181 
artificial hollows. In addition to the traditional tap-
and-flush method, this year was the first to feature 
‘Cocky Cam’. Almost two thirds of hollows were 
surveyed in this way, allowing volunteers to look 
into hollows to see exactly what was happening 
inside, providing some really interesting results.  

Carnaby’s pair prospecting for hollows in late November 
near Newdegate. Photo: Adam Peck.  

109 active nests were found at 12 of the sites. Of 
these, 65 were in natural hollows and 44 were in 
artificial ones. Interestingly we found a preference 
for artificial hollows, with 24% of them in use 
compared to 16% of natural hollows. This is despite 
half of the artificial hollows having been installed 
very recently. The sites with the highest breeding 
rates were Joondalup (64%), two sites near Moora 
(38 and 29%) and a site northeast of the Stirling 
Ranges (22%). The common feature of all these 
sites is the presence of artificial hollows. However 
the results at Joondalup contrast with those at 
Murdoch University where no Black-Cockatoos were 
breeding and ten of 15 hollows were occupied by 
Galahs. 

 
A clutch of Boobook Owls in an artificial hollow at Murdoch 
University (top) and a Nankeen Kestrel in a natural hollow 
(bottom). Photos: Adam Peck. 

Lots of other hollow-dwelling fauna were detected in 
our surveys. Australian Wood Ducks, Grey Teal, 
Corella species, Nankeen Kestrels, and feral Honey 
Bees were found in a number of natural hollows. 
Galahs, Regent Parrots, and Boobook Owls were 
seen making use of artificial hollows. There is 
potential for some of these species to outcompete 
Carnaby’s for nest hollows. 
  
Thanks to all the volunteers and land owners who 
helped out this year, we couldn’t have done it 
without you! In 2017 we would like to expand our 
use of Cocky Cam to increase our knowledge and 
gather more accurate breeding data. If you have 
information about areas where black-cockatoos are 
breeding, or would like to be involved in the 2017 
surveys, email carnabys@birdlife.org.au. 

Adam Peck 
Carnaby’s Black-Cockatoo Project Coordinator 
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One Carnaby’s chick and one egg in the bottom of an 
artificial hollow. Photo: Adam Peck. 

BLACK-COCKATOOS AND YOUR 
PROPERTY: A NEW RESOURCE FOR 
LAND MANAGERS 

Do you have a large property, farm or bush block 
where black-cockatoos come to visit? Would you like 
to know what you can do in and around you property 
to help out your feathered visitors?  

Our newly-released booklet ‘Black-cockatoos and 
your property’, has information about approaches to 
revegetation, protecting and restoring habitat, tips 
for cockatoo-friendly water sources, as well as how 
to identify if black-cockatoos are likely to be 
breeding on your property.  

 

Hard copies are available from the BirdLife WA 
office, and an electronic copy can be downloaded 
from the BirdLife website. Requests by community 
groups for multiple copies of this brochure or any of 
our others are always welcome. 

 
The new ‘Black-Cockatoos and your property’ brochure is 
available now. 

 
 

 

 
Cocky Notes is published with funding from 
Lotterywest.  
The Southwest Black-Cockatoo Recovery Program 
is funded and supported by a number of 
organisations, including Lotterywest, the Elizabeth 
Gabler Charitable Foundation, the John and Beryl 
Henderson Foundation and those represented 
here. 


