The Australian

BIRD BANDER

Flame Robin Banding in Northern Victoria
1. M. BATEMAN and J. D. FORDYCE

The authors experiences in their work on Flame Robins (Petroica
phonicea) in northern Victoria arc recorded. The study forms part of

the VORG Survey on this

species.

The general arca of operations

extends from Barooga on the New South Wales side of the Murray

River to about Sheppurion
is shown in Figure 1.

At Barooga, using nets and traps, catches of
Flame Robins in the winters of 966, 1967 and
1968 were disappointingly small.  Accordingly,
banding was carried out in various places and
in different types of habitat in an cffort to find
the most regularly productive locations  for
catching this species during the “winter” scuson.

Flame Robins were found to be roosting in
citrus orchards, although, in many instances they
were not observed in the surounding pastures.
The roosting areas were located in the orchards
by lightly shaking the boughs of the citrus trees
at night, causing the birds to give their un-
mistakable alarm calls.

When the numerous deciduous trees lose their
leaves, the dense foliage of the citrus trees pro-
vides good protection. After sunset the robins
come in low and fast between the rows of trees.
They do not call in flight but may be distinguished
on clear nights as they fy between the rows of
trees to the roosting places, usually in the most
sheltered section of the orchard. These circum-
stances provide excellent conditions for evening
netting. This is not so in the carly mornings,
as the birds leave the roost quite late and fly
out high above the trees instead of between the
TOWS.

One of us (Bateman) had been banding in a
small forest reserve in sandhill country near the
Murray bank five miles upstrcam from Baroogu.

and  Wangaratta

27

in the south, This area

The urea is clothed with Murray Pine, red gum,
hox and casuarina. On the eastern and western
sides are citrus orchards. The surrounding country
is cleared for wheat, sheep and cattle farming.
Open areas within the reserve are let for grazing:
some robins feed here in winter. With nets and
traps 14 Flame Robins were caught in 1966, In
1967, 40 were banded from 24 visits. In 1968
the sccond member (Fordyce) joined the project
and when catches with nets and traps in the
reserve were small, we tried netting at dusk in
the western orchard. Nets were spread after 4
p.m. and left until late dusk. With four nets, on
& Jung, 15 July and 18 August 1968, 45 robins
were banded and three (banded nearby in the
forest reserve in 1967) were retrapped. Most of
the birds arrived at dusk but some were captured
in complete durkness.

In 1969 the eastern orchard was netted also,
and from the two orchards in 22 visits from
May to August, 198 Flame Robins were banded
and 2! (banded in 1968) were retrapped. In
addition, 27 individuals were caught a second
time during the scason. No robins were caught
in three trips in April and three trips in Scp-
tember.

Two other orchards, one in Barooga and one
in Cobram yiclded only nine birds from four
visits in July and August. Another orchard south
of Shepparton, provided special interest. It is
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® Figure L. The general arca of  operarions

showing the locations mentioned in the text.

the only surviving citrus block in a grazing and
fruit canning arca, Visits to this orchard by one
of us (Fordyee) on 2.9 and 16 August 1969,
resulted in 32 robins being banded. No robins
were seen during the day, but they appeared on
the surrounding fences at dusk. All had  ap-
purently left the arca by 25 Auvgust. We propose
regular visits to  this tocation throughout the
1970 sesaon.

Two more locations were tried. At Wangaratta
i one of a numbar of orchards on granite sands
at the foet of the Warby Runges, 11 robins were
netted on 20+ July 1969, despite rain which delayed
the cerection of nets. As this site involves a
round trip of ncarly 140 miles, regular visits arc
not practicable. The sccond location, a sparse
patch of grey box saplings at Tamleugh, 22 miles
south-cast of Shepparton was used by Flame
Robins partly as a staging camp and partly as a
regular roosting site. It is open grazing country
with very little shelter. Here 29 robins were
caught m six visits between 12 April and 14 June
1969. Most of the birds then left and the re-
mainder took 1o the higher trees, making netting
catches difficult. Tt is possible that the birds
found the saplings inadequate shelter as the
weather became colder. Other patches of saplings

Juine, 197(}

® Flame Robin (male) ar nest in a bank.

Photo: R. P. Cooper
were cxamined at various times, but no robins
were  caught. However on 23 August, Jim
Richards returned to the site and netted four
birds. Some robins remained in this arca all day
and a fxw were caught in daylight.

Summary
This study has shown that some citrus orchards
may prove to be suitable seasonal banding stations
for Flame Robins. Similar locations within the
range of winter movement of these birds are
worth investigation.
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