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Report on Wintering Flame Robins

in the Cobram District, Victoria
MARY BATEMAN

Results of banding and observations of Flante Robins pelrolca phoenicea
in the Cobrant district. Victoria. are detailed. The area is described. the
trapping _ntethods, banding resuits, plumage variation, flocking behaviour
and local noventcnt are detailed. (For location map. see Bateman and
F o r d y c e  1 9 7 0 r .

In a previous rcport Bateman and Fordycc
(1970) rccorded that Flame Robins which winter
in the Cobram-Barooga area, feed in the open
during the day and retirc to the citrus orchards to
roost. The orange and grapefruit trccs in thcse
orchards provide excellent shelter as only storm
rains penctratc thcir intcrior. Attempts to capturc
Flame Robins in traps and nets during thc day
had yielded disappointing rcturns but setting nets
in orchards at dusk to capture birds as thcy went
to roost resulted in substantial catches. Somc of
the findings from thcsc studies follow.

Studv Area
-fhc 

study area is next to the River Murray
(Fig. l) along thc u'indinc course of which the
vegetation is predominantly Rivcr Red Gum
forest, and Grey Box whcrc thc soil is well drain-
cd, with occasional groves of Murray Pincs. Ttl
the north in New South Wales the Riverina vege-
tation rapidly predonrinates; to the south there
are the intensely open-irrigated paddocks of the
r ich  da i r t inq  rnd  heeI  ra is ing  are ls  wherc  on l ]
thc  road i ide- '  r rc  t in rbered.  Thcre  arc  peach: rnd
pear orchards, vincyards and poplar forests, all

deciduous. Along the Murray River, on the sand
hil ls arc thc cit ius orchards, and it is in thesc

evcr t recn  qr rpe f ru i t  rnd  or l tnge t rccs  lha t  lhc

Fl:rrie Robins tind shelter to roost.

Method
ln 1968 one orchurrd was visited regularly but

since 1972, trapping has been undertaken at

.euen;.,rr 'tt;t le. nivc also been taken at two others

Nets were spread bcforc 16:45 from the last
rvcek in April t i l l  mid-Septcmbcr. In four orch,
ards, four 20 metre nets werc used linked in an'[- ' shape. In the threc orchards which have been
worked longest, where thc robins are nct-shy,
four 20 metre nets were used in parallel, three
or four rows apart. The sccond net often cap-
tured birds that avoidcd thc first.

Two 20 mctrc nets wil l span six trecs and
covcr fivc lanes betwecn them. The smallest
orchard workccl was of 1500 trecs, so thc samplc
taken was small. This was partly overcomc by
netting cvcry dry night of the period. Also. since
1971,  V ic to r ian  Orn i tho log ic r l  Rcscarch  Group
Flame Robin Survcy banders and neighbouring
N.S.W. bandcrs have cantped in the arca ovcr
one long weckend each year to hclp band robins
This gave
orchards
report.

a mote
and thcir

satisfactory covcrage of two
rcsults arc includcd in this

Resulls

Nunbers Bantled an.l RecaPtutcd
A summarv of thc ntrmber of birds banded and

rcc : tp lu red  t lu r in r  the  f i \ c  mon lh  u in tc r  per iod

eac f r  year  hom iq64 to  lQ74 !s  g ivcn  in  Trb lc
t tt *i l l  bc seen that in atl, 3092 Flamc Robins
have been banded, and thc succcss follorving thc

commencement of trapping at roosting sites in

l969 is  apparen l .  no t  bn ly  in - rhc  n t tmhcrs  hand-
ed bu t  a lso  in  lhc  numbcr  o l  rcco \c r lcs

Pluntage Variatittns
Two p lumager  wcrc  rc l r r l i l l  rec . 'gn isah le  thc
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. Fisurc |. - l\4ap of Cobranr-Barooga distitt sltowittq thc locdlit| ol t lk stud| orcha s. |. G.
(;t.t.\so: 2. "Citnts Grot'e": 3. R. C. lVot>ds: 4. I?.Cutanoghtt: 5. ",\4nratsidc": 6. "Kooringal":7.
' '  Lurtgi Oortult : l l . "(- 'orio .

adu l t  n ra lc  (M)  rnd  brown b i rds  (FF)  compr is -
ing  immaturc  malcs  and females .  I t  i s  no t  known
at wlrat agc mllcs assunre their full aclult plum-
gc but Tablc 2 indicates that at lelst two win

tcrs rnav be spcnt in brown plumagc.
- l - rcvor  PescotL  (1969)  no tcd  tha t  thc  co loLr r -

ing of 'brown' birds fcll into two categories:
('dt?g(t) l brown birds with off-whitc to
brown throats and brrl l to dlrk brown underpurts.
Categort ' ,, - brown' birds with olT-white to
breasts showinil f l :rmc or red tints, or with flanlc-
red blotches on the brcast or belly.

Roosting Flanre Robins are bandcd in artif icial
l ight which prescnts clif l icult ics in distinguishing
variations in pluntage colotrr. A powerful spot-
l ight torch was usccl to throrv l ighi on b a whi(c
background,  and s incc  I971,  a  co lour  char t  has
becn used. This *' l ts nratlc from sample c<.rlours

o[ a comnrercial pil int chart. thc various shades
of which wcrc testcd in field trials to choose thc
most appropriatcl thcsc wcrc scaled on a board
undcr clcar plirstic and the colours havc not
fatled.

Tables 3 ancl 4 givc thc nunrbcrs of thesc
birds in the two categories which havc bcen re-
trappcd. Only those birds whose plumage was
dcscribed on e:rch occasion with thc nid ol thc
colour chrrt are l istcd. It wil l bc seen that undcr
thcsc ficld conditions no clcar corrclation bctween
the piumagc t) 'pcs and the scx was obtained.

(:olour Vqrietion in Malc Plunogr

. Thc rust-colourcd eycbrow of thc fully
plunagcd rnalc secms (o bc a variablc character-
istic. On the colour chart usccl, variations in in-
tcnsity of colour ranged front 'R0' (no rust) to
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TABLE I
Numbcr of individual Flante Robins handled. Each bird rctrappcd is included only once.

Year Number
o f

Visits

Number
Bcnded

Total
Nett ingr

' fraps 
Used

Number Retrapped
in Yerr of Brnding

FF

Number Retrappcd
One or More Years Later

M FF I:F/M"M ' FF'

t961
t965
1966

t96',1
t 9 6 8

t969
1970
197 |
t972
t913
t974

l 0
9

J 9

I I
t '7

60
71

66

200nr
,15 traps
200n)
60 traps
77 lraps
600m
156 lraps
1 2 0 0 m
3 600n
l2  380n r
3 760n)
5 400nr
6 080nr

B l  1 0
3 6 1  3 1
612 38
261  17
3 5 6  2 1
3 4 t  6

5
1
5

5
27

152
242
143
l '72
96

l 5
l t
9

t 9

I

2
9

2',7
) 4
5 8

22

I

I

2 l
1 2

24 15
76 54
73  50
27 t4
3 8  l 8

2

20

r 8 7

) )

Tolal 452 197 247

Ye:tr \ . -1964 to-1q67 repre\enl ,  p. t ldock and r iver  forest  banding;  years 1969 to l974 represent orcharcl  b:rnding
onl)  \ rn!  n)r \ l  nel \  i r t  Lhr\L to crpt  re b i rds going 10 roost .  In 1971, r , i th i r  helper,  l80m of  nets werc spreai( )n each occ: ts ion,

L  R u n n i n g  l c n l r h  o f  n r ( i n e  u s e d
L  N I  - . . r L l I l l _ n r :  l c - p t r r n r . r r J :  F F  _  i r c e  f l y i n g  b i r d s  i n  . b r , , $ n .  p l u m r g e .
J.  r r  v t  = f fee i tyrng f  brown- n lum.rge) when banded: adLr l l  n1ale lvheo retrapped.

TABLE 2
Subscqucnt changes in plunage of bandcd free-flying birds.

Brr n i i  N untber

1 5 69 1 1 2t '79 l2-s

Dlte tsanded
(in brown' plunrage)

Drt€ Retfapped
(in brown' plumage)

Date Retrapped
(in adult male plumage)

0 1 1 , 3 3 0 1 5
0 l  l - 28420
010 -28463
0l2-12151
012 -42285

r  0 .5 .69
{t.5.70

t7 .5 .70
11 .7  .70
2.8.70

3.7 .10
12.6.71
23.s.71
22.5 .1r
1 1 . 8 . 7 1

L 7  . 7 1
t0.6.72
24.'7.'73
8 .1 . ' t3

12.6.72

TABLE 4
Frec-flying'brown' birds later
lar plumagc.

retrapped in simi-

Frce- f l y ing 'b rown
nralc plumagc.

TABLE 3
birds later retrapped in adult

Colour
ciLlegory

b nded

Retrapped

colour
calegory

Rctrapped
in opposite
colour
category

Colour
caregory
when
bltnded

Number retrapped
in adult male
plumage

Percenlage
Category 1*
Category 2i

34  (3 to /o \

2 s  ( 2 3 % )
llJ (3'7 Vo )
t 0  ( 9 %  )

Category
Category

t *
2 I

32
42

43
5 l

2' Cateltot! /. Brown' birds witb
rhroxrs unJ bufi  ro di lrk brown: Ltttcqory 2. Erown birds wirh
\howing i lame or rcJ t ints.
blolehes un the brersr or bel ly.

off-white to brown
underparts.

throats or breasts
or with flame-red
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TABLE 5

Fortnishtl\ corttposition of populations showinc the u,inier ratio of birds in aclult male and ,brown,
ptumlse. Atl brrds netted irre shown, including those bxnded previously.

Two Weeks
Ended

t969 1970 197 | 1972 1913 1974
F F M F F M FFMMM FF

7  May
2 l  M a y
4  JUne

ll l  June
2  Ju l y

l 6  Ju l y
l0 July
l l  Aug .
27 Aug.
l 0  Sep t .

3 4
100  36
t97 67
9't 20

l t 8  4 l
I  18  47
I 8 9  3 8reo r

2 8  { 5  t l  5 0  l 0
3 5  5 1  3 5
25 47 tO6

t9  49  29  58  70
2 1  3 3  5 7  1 0 0  7 !

5  l l  28  64  57
4 1 6 2 6 6 0 7 8

6 2 5 5 1

1 - -

- 1 0
42 48
69 40
3C 33
6 t  52
58 44
E l  6 1
50  l 0

2 4 t 4
3 4
82  11  44
58  79  141
57  36  15

n3  24  50
74 22 't0

91  31  68
f 0  8  1 5

\ l  =  AJ r l l  n r , l e :  I  F  F ree - f l ) i ng  b i r d .  i n  ' b rown '  
n l L r " r r se .

'R4 '  (b r igh t  f lame) .  Somct imes th is  co lour  can
bc sccn across thc top of thc hcad.

fhe absence or prcsence of this colour remain-
cd constant for individuals. Thc intensity ol '
colour varicd but matlcs with no colour in the
c"vcbrow and head did not lcquirc this character-
istic and no change in colour was observed in
others. This l incling is based on the cxamination
of 300 birds with erey cyebrows of which 44
wcrc subsequently rccaptured and 340 with rust-
colourcd cyebrorvs of which 67 were recaptured.

Exanrples of utalcs with dark grey head and
cycbrow colour are:

0 l l - 3 3 0 2 8 .  B a n d e d  l l . 5 . 6 9  ( g r c y  h e a d ) ;  r e -
t rapncd r l  h l rn . l ing  p l t rce  lnu  s ign  o f  rus t  on
cy ib row or  hea, . l  t  un  l . { ) .b9 .  26 . t t  6q .  I?70.
is .o . t t .  tg .o. l l ,  15.6. ' /4 ,  17.6.74 and 6.8.74.

012-42127. Bandcd 5.7.70 (grey hcad)i rctrap-
ocd  r r t  b : r nd ing  p l l ee  l . i lme  co l t r u r i nq )  on
i r . g . t o .  t  t . r . l  t .  1 R . 4 . 7 . r .  l l . r . . 7 . r  r n d  R . R . 7 3 .

Examples of malcs with rust-colourcd head
rnark ings  r rc :

0l l -33088. Bandcd (rusty eyebrows) 27.669;
r ( t rappcd i r t  h lnd ing  p l r rce  (s lme co lour ing)
o o  j . j . 7 t .  1 x . 7 . 7 1 .  t 1 . 6 . 7 2 .  2 3 . 1 . ' 7 3  a n d
t6 .6 . '7  4 .

011-23,134.  Banded 30 .5 .71  (hcad rus t  co loured
all ovcr)l retrapped at banding place (heacl
'R3 or  R,1 '  f lame co lour  a l l  over )  on  12 .6 .7  |  .
1  .7 .71  ,  1  1  .8 .71 .  12  5  

'73  
t tnd  15 .6 . '74 .

Arrival and DcDarture

Table 5 shows thc fortnightly composition of
populations of birds captured from I969 to
1974, i.e. whcther thcv wcrc rnales or 'brown'

plumage. Thc bulk of thc birds arrived in early
May and departcd in latc August. Males and
'brown' birds apparently arrive and depart to-
gethcr.

Flockinq llehaviour

ln paddocks or river forest, lrom latc April to
September, feeding flocks nray be obscrved. Their
movements arc rarely random as they movc in
the samc seneral dircction, often working to-
wards the sun. Flocks are distinct and often five
minutes nlay separate thcir passage. In "orests

especially, thcy drift along foraging as if follow-
ing an established routc.

Such a flock may nuntber frotrl four to twenty
birds, and may comprisc birds all in 'brown'

nlumaue. all aclult tnales or a nlixture of both
p lumrr ics .  In  s ( lu i rb l ) l c \  r rh i l c  fced ing .  the  'ub-

nr iss ion  o f  one ; r r  tuo  t t rcnrbers  o f  the  group to

one bird has becn seen This suggests a 'peck

order' within the party.

If one bird is trappcd or netted within vicw
of the srouD. or if a bandcd bird is released with-
in  . i sh i  o f  i t .  o \ \n  q r t )up ,  thc  who lc  p l r ty  f l i c : '
,- ' f i . 

-H.,*cver'. 
i t tha b!ndcd hir(l is hclJ rtnli l

another flock approaches, the sccond flock docs
not rcact to thc rqlcascd bird. No morc than orlc'

50



'I 
lu' .l rrstralian Bird Bantler

.f 
ABLE 6

Examples of  b i rds subscqu:nt lv  rc t rapped wi th onl  t : r  n torc of  the. r ro r rp  in  uh ich  the)  ucrc  h i lnded.

Vol. I -1, No. .?

I land
Numbc r

0  t  | , 68845
{ ) t  l - 68E46
o  I  I - 68847
0 l l - 6 8 8 4 8
0 | 1,68ti .19
0 l l  6 8 8 5 4

0 l  I  3 1 0 5 3
0 l  t - 13054
0 l l - 3 1 0 5 6

0  -33061
0 l  t - 33062
{ ) 1 1 - 3 3 0 6 4
0 l  t - 31065
0 l  I , 3 3 0 6 6

o tz -42230
{)12-1223 |
o t2-42233
o l2-4223 4

Plunragc* Date
Urnded

23.6.70

:.

2  t . 6 .69

22 .6 .69

I )ares I lc t fapped

F F
FF
F F
FF
FF
M

F F
FF
FF

FF
FF
FF
FF
M

F'F
FF
M

18 .7 .70

12.6.7 |

12 .6 .11

12.6.71
1 2 . 6 . 7 1  ( M )

'7 
.7. '10

7 .7 .70

|  1 .6 .72  (M \
r  r . 6 . 7 2  ( M )
| |  .6.72

20.7.7 |
20.7.7 |  (M)

t0.6.72

10 .6 .72  (N l )

12 .6 .11
12 .6 .71  (M)
r 2 . 6 . 7 1  r M )

8 .7 .73

8 .7 .13

2 .8 .72
2 .8 . ' 12

10 .6 .72

10.6.72

7.l l .7l
7 .U .71

r 'M  =  Adu l t  ma l c t  FF  -  F ree - f f y i ng  b i r d  i n ' b rown 'p lumage .

or rarely two of any lceding l lock havc hccn
capturcd  a t  the  onc  t im9.

If an rttcmpt was nladc to folkrw thc flock on
foot. thcy would fly oll in the apparent dircction
of passa-{c. Oncc I followcd a flock of 16 birds
by car for l ive kilomctrcs: thc), covcrcd thrce
k i lo r rc t rcs  in  an  hour .

(iroups nray rvork ovcr an arer nlorc tl lan
once a day (P. Balmforrl, pcrs. conrnr.) and thc-v
nray be found in thc samc arca irt alnrost thc
samc lirrc on succceding clays (J. Ipscn. Pers.
comnl .  ) .

As thcy rpproach a citrus orcharcl after sullset.
a flock ceases to fecd. The birds pcrch on sur-
rounding fences or trccs, bobbing up and tlorvn
fronr pcrch to ground. Finnlly. one of cithcr
plunagc takes off and Il ics to thc orchard, thc
othcrs follow scvcrirl l l , up to a lninute latcf. 

' I-hey

fly low and fast in thc same general direction but
lulonq lancs bctwccn the trees which may be tcn
nretris apart. A grcat dcal of shift ing aborrt oc-
curs in the lanes.-Roosting is normally compltted
wi th in  tcn  minu tcs .

Actual roostinc positions in trees have not besn
invcstigatcd since lq6!), rvhen a robin flushecl

from i trcc wlls tttken by a Spottecl Owl Ninor

novacseelandiqc. Howcvcr, at Kialla. 72 km south
of this arca, Fllmc Robins havc been obserr,. 'cl

nd photographed roosting 150 n)m apart. $' it l ' l
four or f ivc birds to a trec (J. Richartls, pcrs.
comnr .  ) .

Birds capturccl sit le by sirlc in thc same nct
have bccn recapturcd togcther in latcr scasons
(84 ins tanccs i  sce  exanrp lcs .  Tab lc  6 )  r l though
not ir lwilys .lt thc samc site in thc orchard. Thc
l'rcqucncy of such 'pairing suggcsts a pcrmanent
atti lchment to a flock r:lt l ler than mcrclv aftach-
nlent to a roost-

Movenrenl Withlu the Wintering Area

Many bircls were regularly retrappcd at their
banding placc. Thc following arc sorrlc cxamples
'irom I47 instances (78 nralcs and 169 'brown'

birds ) .
( l12-52647.  Brown b i rd  banded 26 .5 .6 t i ;  re -

l rappeJ  i r t  b rn t l ing  p lucc  l8  8  r rR.  I  I  5  t ' t ) .

2 l . 6 . 6 9 .  l 8 . 6 . b S  a n d  I 4  7  7 0 .

o l l -42127.  Adu l t  ma lc  banded 5  ?  70 ;  rc t rappcd
at  band ing  p lace  8 .7 .70 .  11 . '7  11 .  28 .473.
23 .6 .73  and l l .8 .73 .

0 l l -33088.  Adu l t  m l lc  banded 27 .6 .69 :  rc t rap-
pcr l  a t  band ing  p lace  1  .1 .7 l  ,  28  1  .7 l  .  11  612-
18.8.'72. 23.'7.73 ttnd 16 6 74-

5 1
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TABLE 7
Numbcr of Flame Robins recaptured in subsequent years.

Septcnber, 197 5

1973 197419711966 1967 1968 1969Year Number l965
Banded Banded

I

t t
5

2 0 I
2

l 4
24
64

196
5 1 3
884
4 1 0
528

964
965
965
967
968
969
970
971
972
973

l t
l l
l t 1

2 5  1 3  6
8 9  3 8  1 6

179  106  36
84  19

78

t t l
1 t

2 0  1 2 6
65 19

t 8 6

0 l l -68860.  'Brorvn '  b i rd  bandcd 25 .6 .70 ;  re t rap-
p c d  a t  b a n d i n g  p l a c e  1 3 . 6 . 7 1 .  1 l . 7 . 7 1 ,  1  l  8 . 7 1 .
2 8 . 5 . 7 2  a n d  I 1 . 6 . 7 2 .

0 l l -33053.  'Brown '  b i rd  banded 21 .6 .69  (c rown
blotched grey-brown); retrapped at banding
placc 22.6.69, 25.4.7Q, 1.7.7O. 28.7.'70,
12 .6 . '1  1 .  3 .7 .7  1  and 10 .6 .72 .

Survival

In Table 7 is shown the total number of
Flame Robins recaptured in subsequent years.
One banded in 1966 and another in 1967 wcre
recaptured seven years later. Thc data from thc
years 1969 to 1972 appear to be a clear indica-
tion of losses with the elapse of t ime but the
number of birds recapturcd within thc first and
sccond year after banding is surprisingly high.
Thcrc scems litt le doubt that thcsc birds return
each wintcr to the same region around tht- Mur-
ray River. Thc observations and banding over
the next few years should further clarify nrany
aspects of tbc biology of the Flamc Robin.

Conclusion

There can be no doubt that the densc, cver-
grecn foliage of a citrus trec is a selected roost
of the Flamc Robin. Trapping around these
roosts with mist nets has lcd to largc numbers
being banded and rccaptured. Clearly many re-
turned to thc same area each winter, roving in
flocks which may occasionrlly move fJom (n)e
orchard to anothcr to roost but usually remaining
within a l imitcd distance of three to l ivc kilo-
metres. Sonre birds l ive longer than srven years
but unti l birds of known age are present in the
wintering population it wil l not be possiblc to
intcrpret the true significance of the mortalit ies
inferred in thc annual decline in recirptures.

Further studies may resolve somc of the prob-
lems of differcntiating immaturc malcs front fe-
nrales. As yct, no recoveries havc bccn reportcd
away from this banding areil- Consequently the
area ovcr which thc birds from this wintering
area dispcrsc to breed is not known. Howcver,
thc cxtcnt of the area in which these stuclies are
being conductcd is not grcat, and that of thc
favoured roosting sites are much less. Fortunate-
ly some of the importi lnt overwintering nrove-
ments and rcquirements of this species are now
known, and lend thcmsclves to cnvironmental
managcmcnt should this beconrc nccessary in the
futurc.
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