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Some Retrap Data On The Brown Thornbill
S. J. W[.soN

A regular visual survey of the birds of New Chum,s Road in the
Brindabella Range was commenced late in 1960 by Don Lamm,
formerly of the American Embassy, Canberra.

At his request Bil l Belton (Amcrican
Embassy ) and I commcnccd mist netting in
assoc ia t ion  w i th  h is  survey  i l  Apr i l ,  1961.  The
major papcr en the rcsults of the joint survey
at Ncw Chum s Road ovcr a threc-ycar period
will appcar in The Emu. It wil l include referencc
to thc Brewn Thornbil l, Acuntli iu pusi u.

About the samc time I startcd a second
netting arca at Lcc's Creek Road. Max Murn,
an 1963, commcnccd banding regularly rt
Blundell 's Creek Road and morc icentiy at
tsull 's Head Creck Road. Thcse placcs arc
markcd on thc accompanying skctch map of thc
atea

As a rcsult of these activit ics l itt histories of
w'mc sf'ccies rc now commcncing ttr ( 'rngrgg.
This papcr prcscnts information gathered in
rcspect of the Brown Thornbil l.' fhe 

Iour netting locations are all on thc
casterly slopcs of the Brindabella Range which
forms thc wcstern boundary of the A.C.T. The
Bul l ' s  Heud (  rec l  Road ncn ing  loca t ion  i \  ( )n
one ( ) l  thc  upper  l r ibu tar ics  o l  Lcc 's  Crcck
abovc the Lee s Creek netting location. Lcc's
Creek and Blundell 's Creek miet about a mile
below the netting locations on thesc creeks. New
Chum's Road is on the southern side of the
Bull 's Head Range, a lower buttress of the main
Brindabella Range, and the creeks associated
with it f low directly to the Cotter Rivcr (see
m a p  ) .
. The general area consists of rvct sclcrophyll
forcst on the moister slopes and along ali t irc
crccks. and dry sclcrophyll forcst on lhe r..x-
poscd r idpc \ .  The bc l te r  t imber  wJs  mi l led  up

to about l9:19 and thcrc is now a ntixturc ol
old sced trces unsuitablc for nti l l ing, poor c.;ualit l
t imber tre!'s on the dry slopes, and variable'
regencra t ion  0 l  euca l lp ts  wht re  thc  r imbcr  h : r .
b rcn  mi l leJ .  Undcrgrowrh  r r r i r ,  hu t  in  th t
moister placcs, whcre largc timbcr has been
removed, tlte disturbance of thc arca has
favoured th' '  undergrowth and it is now probabll,
derxcr .  and h igher  than i t  was  pr io r  to  h i l l i ng . -

Dur ing  th t  pcr iod  o t  app i r ' , , im i r tc ly  rh icc
)c r r i  (end ing  Junc  3{ ) .  i9 r ' - l . y  nou-  un . lc r
rc r  i iw .  37  h : rnd ing  t r ip .  wcrc  mJdc t ( r  Nc \a
Chun: s Rord and l7 wirc madc to Lr..r, ' . Crce I
Road.  For  thc  pur foscs  r r l  th is  puper  thc  vcur
is  takcn  i rs  Ju l l  I  r , '  Junc  J r ) .  an j  rhc  ind iv i iua l
bird is regardcd as entcring I new vear wherr
t a k e n  r r f l c r  J u l r  l .

Resulls and Discussion
The numbers of Brown Thornbil ls bandcd

i rnd  re l rappcd.  dur ing  .a ih  \c r r  J t  c rch  n . , l t inS
Iocat lon  i l re  shQwn in  Tub le  I

Tablc I
Numbers of Brown Thornbil ls bande,d ancl

re t rapped dur ing  1961, /64 .

New Chums Roatl  I  Lees (-reek koad
Ni.v i  

' ror i i  '  
wJw .rorar

birds individuals
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I hc percentaPcs o[ relraps at Lce's Creek
Road aie hishc-r lhan thosc at Ncw Chum's
Road throughout the study (see Tables 2, 3, 4
and 5). This, to a large degree, can be ascribed
to the fact that at New Chum's Road lhe nets
are spaced individually or in pairs over a dis-
tance of l i  miles along the road, whereas at
Lee's Creek Road the nets are spaced along the
creek and road over a distance of about * rnile,
while a few others are spaced quite closely
along a second branch of the creek nearby.

Because of the closer placing of the ncts at
Lee's Creek Road there is a far higher chancc
of recovery of a banded bird which is in the
area on the Darticular dav than there is at Ncw
Chum's Road. Unfortunaiely thc sample banded
at Lee's Creek Road is small and this too may
affect the results.

Table 5
Repeat dala for Brown Thornbil ls bandcd in

1962/ 63.

Tolal t imes Ne \  Chum \  Road  IeesCree l  Roa ( l

t 4
2
7

N i l
N i l
N i l
46(l ttt )

ln an endeavour to ascertain whether thcrc
was a regular movement of Brown Thornbil ls
through the netting locations, or whcther thcrc
was a greater probabil ity of rctrapping among
birds banded in a particular month, an analysis
was made for each arca on a monthlv basis. i.e.
birds bantied in each monrh uere iotalled for
each area and the pcrcentage of thesc birds rc-
trapped on subsequent occasions in thc same
localit ies was calculated (Table 6).

Table 6
Monthly totals and subsequent rctraps of

Brown Thornbil ls banded durins the oeriod
1961/64 .

Table 2
Recovery of Brown Thornbil ls banded in

l96 t  /62 .

I New Chum's I Lee's creek
Road Road

Brown Thornbi l ls banded
in l96t /62

Retrapped in 1962/63
Retrapped in 1963/64
R6trapped over the 2-year

period 1962/64

Table S
Repcat data for Brown Thornbil ls banded in

t96t /62.
' I  

otal t imes Ne\,v Chum !  Road Lee s Creek Roau

Once

3 l imes
4 . .
5 . .
6 . ,

Nol relrapped

I
5
I

N i l
I
I

20(63c4 )

106
t3(12'/o)
151t47. )

21122'/r )

1 5
61.40E(,)
6(40Vc\

8 ( 5 3 % )

January
F€bruary
March
Apri l
May
June
Ju l y
August
September
Oclober
Nov€mber
December

5\42'/. J
t3(33./.)
100% )

r0(404 )
7 tf5./. I
4(3 l q )

t l l 28L  )
t2(3r'/c )
4131'/. )

2\9q, )
3t '75ft )
t t2o'/c )

; stJo.o. r
12  2 (  187 .  )
I 8  8 (427c  )
1  2 (50q . )

Once

3 l i m e s
4 . ,
5 . ,

1 . .
Not relrapped

5
2
I

N i l
I

N i l
I
s l 3 3 % )

t 2
39
3 1
25
20
20'1
4

3 5
3 9
l 3
25

2

) 1

5

89

22
l l
3
I
I
I

Ni l
61163'/t I

Recovery
1962/63.

Table 4
of Brown Thornbil ls banded rn

TOTALS

Although the monthly samplcs are as yct loo
low to provide a reliable guide on the questions
of regular movement or the probabil ity of re-
trapping among Brown Thornbil ls banded in a
particular month, the higher percentage of retraps
among birds banded in April may be significant.
As wil l be discussed later. f ive Brown Thornbil ls
known to have moved between nctting localit ies
in the area werc either banded or retrapped in
April.

Also in the retrapping records thcrc is a small
incidence of retrapping in the same month. Two

I  New Chum's Lee's Creek
i Road Road

Brown Thornbi l ls banded
in  1962 /63

Retrapped in l96l/64 1 t 0 7 q .  )
3 2
91287. )



7 irt  .4ustrLt l iun l) inl  I lLutler

irr

I
b i rds  bar rdcd  in  Apr i l  wcrc  rc t r rppcd in  Apr i l
two \cars l i l tcr but wcrc not takcn in an! othcr
nronth. Four birds. all bandcd at Lcc's Crcek
Road. we'rc not onlt ' bandcd in Scptc'mbcr and
r!'trappcd in Scptcnrber a vcar lat!-r but ir l
addition wcrc rctrappcd in othe'r months as wcll.

Thcsc four birds rvcre handlcd in Fcbruarr
{ i ) n . \ ' t .  M i r }  { t w i c c r -  S c p t c m h c r  t r i l h l  l i m . .  i .
Octobcr ( twicc ) arrd Novcmbcr ( lbur t imes ) .
Fivc othcr:r takcn in othcr monlhs wcre retrappcd
no!  on ly  in  the  s rmc n lon th  a  vcar  la tc r  bu i
a lso  in  o thcr  months .  In  thcsc  cascs  thc  inc idencr '
o f  hand l ing  o i  thesc  b i rds  was January  ( tw icc) .
March  ( tw ice  ) .  Apr i l  ( tw icc ) .  May ( f i ve  t imcs) .
Scptcmbcr  ( f i vc  t imcs) ,  Octobcr  ( th ree  t imcs) .
Novcmbcr  ( th rcc  t imes)  and D:cember  ( tw icc) .

Despitc thc frcqucDt visits to both areas it is
not unusual l i)r thc first retrapping of an in-
dividuxi to occur morc than two vears aftcr
band ing .

Tabie 7 givcs cxamples of Brown Thornbil ls
brnded in  1961, /62  and i l lus t ra tes  thc  var iab i l i t v

e Bntv n 
' l  

l l()t 'nbil l  ut tv\t I ' lpto ,\ '  . ( hulier

o l  rc t rapp in -c  rcsu l ts  rv i th  ind iv ic luu ls .  A ! : i r in  thc
h igher  rc t rapp ing  1- . robrb i l i t r  r l  l - c . "s  (  re . \
Road is  cv i t i cn t .

Tablt' 7
Band ing  and rc t fap  dr ia  io r  in t l i t , i c lL ra l  I J rown- I  

hornb i i l s .

r . 1 8 7 5  N ! $  (  h l m  \  R d  1 5 . 1 0 . 6 1  r l  . r  ( , t
r r J l l ) . t  . .  t 5 . 1 0  6 1  I t . { 6 . 1
, i  l 5 l  I  - .  l l . , l . ( , 1  ? 6 0 ,
4 6 l l l r  - .  I  4  a r :  l l  I  l . 6 r
4 6 5 t S  . .  t l . 5 . 6 t  9 . j  o i
l r l l 5 r i  I  re  \  Crec \  Rd.  l1  I  I  61  10  1 .61
46t9 l r  _ .  4 .4 .61  : .15  6 .1

5  t l
t l l

t t i

I  t l

It is cvidcnt that whilc thc numbcr Of l l ft\vn
T hornb i l l s  in  the  New Chum's  Road arca  i r
hi-gh, it is not eas) to rctrap an individual oD
subscqucnt occasions. For this reason thc figurc
ol 23 individuals (?2'ln ) relrspps'6 in subsc-
qucnt  ycars  o f  thc  106 bandec l  in  l96 l r6 l  i s
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considered most satisfactory (Table 2). Except
lor the white-browed Scrub-Wren (Sericornis

lrontalis) the retrapping rate for Brown Thorn-
bil ls has been higher than that for any other
species netted in any numbers.

Movement
There are no previously published rccords of

movements of the Brown Thornbil l and so it is
regarded among ornithologists as a sedentary
specics. For this reason onc of the most intercsl-
ing aspects in the results of these surveys is the
recovery of the few birds which have been
rctrapped away from the locality where they
were banded. One bird was retrapped first at a
locality I mile from the banding place (in a
direct l ine) and later at the banding place itself.

Table 8 gives in detail the known movements
of these birds. The birds referred to in Table 8
have not been taken again on subsequent
occasions. Because of tbe mounlainous nature
of the area it is probable that distances travelled
wcre much grealcr than indicated in Table 8.

Table B
Brown Thornbills banded in the Brindabella

Range and recovered away from the banding
station.

Ban.t B.rded
No.  I

o l o  I

n* Ci'r-t
46189 Road 1 ,4 .62

61297 Road 6 .10 .61

61955 Road 10 . :1 .64

1r2862 Ct .  Rd.  4 .4 .64

42611 Road 14 .4 .62

Distance Aliilu-

(d i rec l  Move-

Road 14 .4 .62  2  h i les
B lund.u  s

Ck.  Rd.  11 .4 .64  l  m i lc

Road 24 .5 .64  I  h i le

( -k .  Rd.  11  4 .64  l  m i le

Road 15.4.64 I mile
Bu l !  Head

( - t .  Rd.  15 .6 .64  I  m i le

Approximatelv 4,oO0 birds of 40 species have
been"banded in  the  Br indabe l la  Ranges.  l t  i s
suggeslive that while five out of a total of oYer
400 Brown Thornbil ls have moved between four
banding stations, only nine individuals of f ive
other species have bccn retrapped in the Range
away from the original netting locality.

The movement of these Brown Thornbil ls
may be  due to :

(a) post-breeding wandering by juveniles
leaving their parental territories;

(b) seasonal movement in response to annual
changes in temperature and food supplyl

(c) random exploration for suitable breeding
and feedins territories.

Continued work- in the area wil l, i t is hoped.
eive a better indication of this movement.

950f1.
U p

l00fi,

l00fi.
U p

100f1,

| 00ft.
U p

65oft.

Life Expectancy o[ a Brown Thornbill
It is of interest to note that of the 29 Brown

fhornbil ls banded at Lee's Creek Road bctwccn
November, 1961, and October, 1962, l7 wcrc,
by retrapping, known to be alive 2 to 30 months
after bandins.

The average known lifc of the 29 birds was
Just under 10 months. Actual l i fe for the l7
retraps would have bcen longer as they were
n-ot banded as nestl ings and werc all released
a| lve .

The oldest Brown Thornbil l relrapped so far
in the Brindabella Ranges was less than three
years old (by banding and retrapping dates).
fhis contrasts sharply with a bird of this species
recently reported by Jack Hood (personal conr-
munication ) as having been banded on April 8,
1956, and retrapped on May 22, 196,1.

Conclusion
The figures herein must be interpretcd with

some caution as the samples are not as largc as
one may desire nor have the survcys bccn in
progress sufl iciently long to determine Iife his-
tories with accuracv. lt is considercd rhat the
available information does indicate that know-
ledge of the l ife histories of Australian birds can
be greatly improved by the form of survey beiDg
carried out in this area by my team and othcrs.'Ihe 

results of mist netting on a survey basis
are influenced greatly by the fact that even with
a species normally iound at shrub level, the nets
cannot be expected to catch all birds present on
the particular day. Regular netting on a threc
week or once montbly schedule wil l tcnd to
overcome the problem and so far as has bcen
Dossible to observe. has no effect on the bird
population of the survey area. Operations con-
tjnued on this basis wil l give a reasonable chancc
of occasional netting of a good proportion of
the birds of sedentary species such as the Brown
Thornbil l, and provided thc survcy is done over
a sufi iciently long period exccllcnt rcsults mav bc
antlclDateo.
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