
Corella, 2001, 26(2): 47-49

ARE WHITE-BROWED BABBLERS TERRITORIAL?
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White-browed Babblers Pomalostomus superciliasus had overlapping home ranges during the non-breeding
season. During the breeding season these home ranges were restricted in area and thefe was little overlap between
groups. There were lhree types ot interaciion associated with this spacing behaviour Foraging interactions involved
the aggregalion oJ two or more groups to forage in a common area, and were more common during the non-
breeding season. Calling displays involved members of two groups calling to each other. This occasionally 1ed to
the third interaction, chases, where one bird kom each group chased each other. Call ing displays and chases
resulted in the separal ion ol groups and occurred almost exclusively during the breeding season.

The mosl parsimonious explanation tor the behaviour of these White-browed Babbler groups was that they
held terr i tor ies during the breeding season, bul became nonlerr i ior ial for the rest of the year. The lack ol terr i tor ial
behaviour during the non-breed ng season may be related to l imited food supplies during the summer.

INTRODUCTION

Hinde (1956), following Noble (1939), deflned a tcrritory
as 'arty tlefended areq'. He identif icd two components
essential to territorial behaviour; the restriction of all or
some types of behaviour to a specitic area, and the defsnce
of that area. He also argued that self advertisement within
the area was commonly associated with telritorial
behaviour but was not essential. This definit ion includes a
rvide diversity of spacing behaviours but excludes
behaviours related to the defence of mates as these are not
restrictcd to a specific area (Hinde 1956).

It has generally been assumed that White-browed
Babblers PorIaloslotrus supercil iasus, l ike Grey-crowned
Babblers Poaratostontus renporalis and Hall 's Babblers
Ponntostontus /14111, are territorjal (Counsilman and King
1977;  Bo les  1988) ;  however ,  l i t t le  ev idence has  been
presented to supporr rhis claim. Boles ( 1988) assumed they
were territorial, because Gould (1865) found them
pertorming a display (huddle display sersa King 1980),
wh ich  K ing  (1980)  la te r  observed be ing  per fo rmed by
Grey-crorvned Babblers during territorial disputes.
However, King also observed this behaviour when the
group was alone and sometimes when the female was
incubating, so it was nor exclusively a territorial display.

In the central wheatbelt of Western Australia, White-
browed Babblers l ived in groups of up to l3 birds in which
there was only one breeding pair (Cale 1999). Their
breeding season extended from July to November, but the
malority of breeding occurred before the end of October.'fhese groups occupied home ranges that were restricted
[o remnant vegetation, although, unlike many other
remnant-dependent species, they l ived in a wide range of
remnants including l inear strips (Lynch and Saunders
l99l). White-browed Babblers are predominantly ground
and bark foragers and they were never recorded fleding
m-o,re than 20 metres away from remnant vegetation (Cal;
1994; Lynch et al. 1995).

ln this paper I describe interactions between White-
browed Babbler groups within remnant veg€tation of the
central wheatbelt of Western Australia. I then address the
specific question; are Whi(e-browed Babblers territorial?

METHODS

This study was caried out within a 1680 square kilometre arer just
no(h ol Kellcrbenin, which is approximarely 200 kilomclrcs casl of
Perth, W€stern Auslralia. This area is part of the Weslern Australian
wheatbel t  that  h ls undergone exlcnsive c lear ing for  the purposes of
agncullurc. Over 500 remnanrs of the original vegelation remain wirhin
the study area,  77 pcr cent  of  these rre less $an 20 hcclares in s ize
and only 4 per cenl  are largcr rhan 100 hectares (Arnotd end
Weeldenburg 1991).  White browed Babbler  groups were moni torcd in
20 rcmnants varying in size from 2 10 70 hectares.

Mottibrhg of snup!

From 199,1 to 1996 I  caughr and colouFbanded 357 Whire-browed
Babblers. Most were caught using mist ncrs, by anracling lhe group to
thc ncls with the taped call ot a fledgliDg. I also b.ndcd nesrlings before
lhey fledgcd and occasionally caughr newty fledged young by hand.
Each bi rd was given a unique colour band combinat ion consist jng of  a
colour band over thc meral band on onc leg and lwo colour bands on
the other leg. Whcre possible all birds from the same group were given
the same colour band ovcr mcral combination and adjacent groups werc
given a di f ferent  combinat ;on.  This madc i t  easier  to idcnt i fy  groups
and 1o determine when adjaccnl groups were aggregaling.

For all babbler groups found in the srudy sites I defincd a Haridr
Pal(h hased on the distriburion of vcgeration considered suilable for
thc permancnt occupat ion of  a group (Cale 1999).  The boundar ics of
these habilal patches were determined from a hardcopy of the 199,t
Landsat imagc and were then verified on the ground. Areas of suitable
vegetalron werc consrdered to be discrcte habirar palches if they wcre
separated by more than 100 metres of unsuitable vegeLation.

I visited most habilat patches regulrrly (approximalely I-4 times per
month) throughout the breeding seasons (July_Ocrober) of 1994 to
lqq6 Vt \ r r1 dur ing rhe non-brredrng 5eason $ere less f requenl .  bur
t ' !en lhe lonScr pe' iuJ.  lhe lutat  numbr,  or  v isrrs wa5 rpprox nrr( ty
lhe same as for rhe breeding season. During visits to a libitat parch I
attempted to locate all groups of babblers occupying it. The loiarions
of  a l l  groups were mapped using aer ia l  photographs for  analysis of
home range size and shape.
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Sonic l rmes mcmbers of  sevcral  groups were observed togethcr.  In

thcse cascs I  considcred borh groups to bc prcscnt  i f  I  recorded ar  least
lwo banded birds f rom erch gfoup,  lhe tota l  number of  b i rds was
consistcnt  wi th the expcclcd numbcr in bolh groups,  and I  could f ind
no s ign of  thcsc groups elsewhcre.  I  considered thcse per iods of  group
mlxrng as rnteract ions i f  group composi t ion was not  c lear or  somc
physical  or  acoLrst ic  bchaviour occuned. Di l tc fences in rhe f requcrcy
oi interactions bel\','een lhe breeding ard non,breeding (combincd prc-
bfeeding and pos!  breeding) seasons was resled using Chi  square
analysis wi th correct ion for  con! inuiry (Zar I996).  Cal l ing displays anct
chascs were combined in lh is anatysis,  bccause of  rhe tow cxpccted
frequencics fof  chascs

Home range.s

The honre range of a group was defined by lhe smallest polygon that
encompitsscd al l  observed local ions of  that  t roup.  The boundar ics of
th is home rar€le werc rcs l r ic ted lo nar ive vegetat ion.  Al l  locat ions
recordcd lbr  a group throughoul  the three years of  thc study wcre
combidcd lo estimate its home range size. Estimates of home range size
werc calculated for  groups thar were fo l lowed rhrough al  leasr one fu l l
year.  Because thc s ize of  mos!  home ranges was delermined f rom
accumulatrng data over sevcl t l  years,  they are s l ight  oveFest in lates of
the ;rrea uscd by a group in any one year. Howevcr, rhe purpose of these
nome rangc cst lmi l les ls  to compare thc change in arer  used bclwcen
the bfeedi0s and non-brccding season. and s ince both l re b iased in the
same $ay th is compar ison ferra ins val id

T\vo mcasures.  l inear d imension and area.  $erc uscd ro descr ibc lhc
size of  home ranges fhc l inear d imension was dcf ined as rhe stra ight
l ine distance belwe€n rhe farrhest  two points on the boundary Fotygon
ol thc honre rangc The area of cach home rangr was mersured to the
nearesr 0.1 hectare.  *h i le rhe l inear drmension was measured to rhc
nearcst  l0 metres Thr isc nteasurerncnls were madc for  (he lota l  area
occup,cd by cach group and for the arca each group occupied during
the brceding s!rson (def ined as July ro Octobct

II,ESULTS

Home range slze

Home ranges varied in size from 1.5 to 15.3 hectares,
with an average of 6.6 hectares (Table l). The total home
range of a babbler group was on average 65 per cent larger
in size and 85 per cent longer than the area they occupied
during the breeding scason (Table l). A group's total home
range frequently overlapped with those of adjacent groups
but there was very l itt)e overlap between home ranges
during the breeding season.

TABI-E I
The avcrrge a.ea and Iincrr dimcnsions of the lotal home rangc and the
brcedrng homc range of  30 groups of  Whi lc,browed Birbblers The

values arc presented as mean 1S.E.

Arca (ha) L inear Dimension (m)

Almost all of the other interactions occurred during the
breeding season (13 of l4 observatiens) and all involved
call ing between members of diffbrent groups (C.r11i,rg
displaysJ (Tdble 2). Call ing displays generalJy involved
more than one bird fiom each group, but not all members
of groups were involved on all occasions. Call ing displays
sometimes led to the third type of interaction (C,/rases)
where two birds, one from each group, chased each other.
I was never able to determine which individuals were
involved in chases. During call ing displays and chases it
was common for some members of the different groups to
forage together. However, in contrast to foraging
interactions these intcractions were short (less than 20
minutesJ  dnd a lw l ls  led  to  bo th  g roups  mov ing  some
distance away from each other.

DISCUSSION

Some of the observed interactions (calling displays and
cftcses) between groups of White-browed Babblers resulted
in these groups separating from each other. These
behaviours were also associated with a reduction in the
overlap between group home ranges during the breeding
season. These observations are consistent with Hinde's
(1956) definit ion of territorial behaviour, and are broadly
similar to the territorial disputes described for the Grey-
crowned Babbler (Counsilman 1977; King 1980) and Hall 's
Babbler (Balda and Brown 1977). However, call ing
displays and chases in White browed Babbler groups were
only evident during the breeding season, and though call ing
displays often involved many group members, chases only
involved individuals. This differed from the territorial
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Interactions between groups occurrcd at all t imes of the
year (Table 2). Flowever, tha types of interactions occuning
during the breeding season and the non-breeding season
ditfered significantly (X),,, = 4.65 p = 0.031). The most
common type ot interaction was fbr mcmbers of two or
more groups to lorage as a srngle gro]up (Forcgi g
i,tenction). These interactions could last for several hours.
The end of a foraging interaction was never obvious,
because ind iv idua ls  s lowly  coa lesced bdck  in to  the i r
respective groups. Most foraging interactions occun-ed
during the non-breeding period. Three of rhe eight fbraging
interactions I observed during the breeding season occurred
between groups that had finished nesting and had young
juveniles. Therefore, these cases could be considered pos!
breeding interactions. Another four of the foraging
interactions during the breeding season involved newly
budded groups interacting with their original group. These
lnteractions occurred while the budded groups were
establishing their new territory and building their f irst nest.

TABLE 2
Tlpcs of group inlcnctions and dreir frcqucncy of occunence at diiltrcnr

limcs of the year See lcxt for descfiptions oi intcraction rypes.

Inleraction type
Cal l ing

Timc of  year I roraging displays Chrses Interacdons

Breeding (July-Ocr)
I'ost-breeding (Nov-Feb)
Pre brecding (Mar-June)

8 1 0 3 2 1
8 1 0 9
8 0 0 8

Total home rang€
Ilreeding hom€ rangc

6 6 1 0 . 6
4 0  r  0 . 4

853 t 69
162 t 18

Interactions between groups

I observcd 38 interactions between groups of White-
browed Babblers. All except two of these interactions were
between groups in the same habitat patch. The two
exceptions involved groups from adjacent habitat patches,
which were connected by remnant vegetation and were
only a tew hundred metres apart. Most interactions were
between two groups (35 interactions), but two interactions
involved three groups and one involved four groups.
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disputes describcd fbr the other Australian babblers (Balda
and Brorvn 1977; Counsilman 1977; King 1980). ln these
species most individuals from each group were involved
in disputcs and firr at least Grey crowned Babblers disputes
occurred thloughor.rt the year (Counsilman 1977).

The observed behaviour of White-browed Babblers could
be interpreted in two ways. Firstly, the size of home ranges
during the brccding season may be restricted by the
Ioca t ion  o f  the  nes t  and th is  cou ld  resu l t  in  g roups
occupy ing  mutua l l y  exc lus ive  areas  w i thout  invok ing
telrito|ial behaviour. Given that there was competit ion for
brccding positions in both sexes of this species and males
guarded females (Cale I999), call ing displays and chases
may be related to mrte defence and not territorial
behaviour. I believe this explanation is unlikely, because
some call ing disputes involved a large proportion of the
birds in both groups and this would not be expected if
these inleractions were related to mate defence.

I  be l ieve  the  most  pars imon ious  exp lanat ion  fo r  the
obscrvcd behaviour of babbler groups is that they hold
breeding tenitories, but afe not territorial during the non-
breeding season. This is similar to the behaviour of somc
other co-operatively breeding species, such as the White-
winged Chough Corcorax ntelanorh oaiplros (Rowley 1978)
and the Hoatzin Opisthoconus /roa:iD (Strahl and Schmitz
1990). These species leave their territories during the non-
brccding season and sometimes aggtegate in Iarge flocks.
The lack of tenitorial bchaviour in these two species during
the non-breeding season was associated with the l imited
availabil ity of l ln essential rcsource (i.e. food, Rowley
1978; and warer, Srrahl and Schnitz 1990). The foraging
aggregrtions of White-browed Babbler groups may be
s imi ia r  to  th is  behav iour .  Suppor t ing  th is  v iew are
observations of babbler groups moving during the summer.
Thesc group movemgnts were associated with a low
abundance oi invertcbrates in their habitat patches and
inveftcbrate resources tended to be highly aggregated
within remnants (Cale i999).

Ileinsohn et aL. (2000) described the coalirion of White-
winged Chough groups after an extensive drought. These
coalit ions providcd an opportunity for the amalgamation of
small groups and the authors proposed that this was an
importrnt component of the species' social behaviour.
A l though Whi te -browed Babb ler  g roups  d id  no t
rmalgamate, foraging interactions during the non-breeding
season were associated with a major period of dispersal by
male babblers (Cale 1999). Foraging interacrions therefore,
provided oppoltunities for these males to have social
Interaction with potential new groups. I have argued
elsewhere (Cale, in press) that social interaction is an
important requirement for male dispersal, and this may be
an alternative reason for the prevalence of groups coalesing
during the non breeding season.

These observations on the territorial behaviour of White
browed Babblers were made in the degraded remnants of
a highly tiagmented landscape. What impact thcse changes
in habitat have had on the behaviour of this species is
unknown, because of the lack of observations on spacing
behaviour in other parts of its range. Baldwin (1975) stated
that White-browed Babblers in the Inverell district of New
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South Wales became nomadic after breeding, but she did
not givc any details of this behaviour. This suggests that
at least some groups in this area were not territorial during
the non-breeding season. However, this arca has also been
moditied by agricultural activity, though the extent of this
modificatjon is l ikely to be less extreme than in the current
study area.
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