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MARY

BATEMAN

_ Results of banding and observations of Flame Robins Petroica phoenicea
in 1h(_: Cobram district, Victoria. are detailed. The area is described. the
trapping methods, banding results, plumage variation, flocking behaviour
and local movement are detailed. (For location map. see B:teman and

Fordyce 1970).

In a previous report Bateman and Fordyce
(1970) recorded that Flame Robins which winter
in the Cobram-Barooga area, feed in the open
during the day and retire to the citrus orchards to
roost. The orange and grapefruit trees in these
orchards provide excellent shelter as only storm
rains penetrate their interior. Attempts to capture
Flame Robins in traps and nets during the day
had yielded disappointing returns but setting nets
in orchards at dusk to capture birds as they went
to roost resulted in substantial catches. Some of
the findings from these studies follow.

Study Area

The study area is next to the River Murray
(Fig. 1) along the winding course of which the
vegetation is predominantly River Red Gum
forest, and Grey Box where the soil is well drain-
ed, with occasional groves of Murray Pines. To
the north in New South Wales the Riverina vege-
tation rapidly predominates: to the south there
are the intensely open-irrigated paddocks of the
rich dairying and beef raising areas where only
the roadsides are timbered. There are peach and
pear orchards, vineyards and poplar forests, all
deciduous. Along the Murray River, on the sand
hills are the citrus orchards, and it is in these
evergreen grapefruit and orange trecs that the
Flame Robins find shelter to roost.

Method

In 1968 one orchard was visited regularly but
since 1972, trapping has been undertaken at
seven; samples have also been taken at two others.
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Nets were spread before 16:45 from the last
week in April till mid-September. In four orch-
ards, four 20 metre nets were used linked in an
‘L’ shape. In the three orchards which have been
worked longest, where the robins are net-shy,
four 20 metre nets were used in parallel, three
or four rows apart. The second net often cap-
tured birds that avoided the first.

Two 20 metre nets will span six trees and
cover five lanes between them. The smallest
orchard worked was of 1500 trees, so the sample
taken was small. This was partly overcome by
netting every dry night of the period. Also, since
1971, Victorian Ornithological Research Group
Flame Robin Survey banders and neighbouring
N.S.W. banders have camped in the arca over
one long weekend each vear to help band robins.
This gave a more satisfactory coverage of two
orchards and their results are included in this
report.

Results

Numbers Banded and Recaptured

A summary of the number of birds banded and
recaptured during the five month winter period
ecach year from 1964 to 1974 is given in Table
1. It will be seen that in all, 3092 Flame Robins
have been banded, and the success following the
commencement of trapping at roosting sites in
1969 is apparent, not only in the numbers band-
ed but also in the number of recoveries.

Plumage Variations
Two plumages were readily recognisable, the
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adult male (M) and brown birds (FF) compris-
ing immature males and females. It is not known
at what age males assume their full adult plum-
age but Table 2 indicates that at least two win-
lers may be spent in brown plumage.

Trevor Pescott (1969) noted that the colour-
ing of ‘brown™ birds fell into two categories:
Category | ‘brown birds with off-white to
brown throats and buff to dark brown underparts,
Category v — “brown' birds with off-white to
breasts showing flame or red tints, or with flame-
red blotches on the breast or belly.

Roosting Flame Robins are banded in artificial
light which presents difficulties in distinguishing
variations in plumage colour. A powerful spot-
light torch was used to throw light on to a white
background, and since 1971, a colour chart has
been used. This was made from sample colours
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— Map of Cobram-Barooga district showine the locality of the study orchards. 1. 6.
Cirasso: 2. “Citrus Grove”; 3. R. C. Woods: 4. R.Cavanagha: 5.

“Murravside™; 6. “Kooringal”: 7.

of a commercial paint chart, the various shades
of which were tested in field trials to choose the
most appropriate; these were scaled on a board
under clear plastic and the colours have not
faded.

Tables 3 and 4 give the numbers of these
birds in the two categories which have been re-
trapped. Only those birds whose plumage was
described on cach occasion with the aid of the
colour chart are listed. It will be seen that under
these field conditions no clear correlation between
the plumage types and the scx was obtained.

Colowr Variation in Male Plumage

The rust-coloured eycbrow of the fully
plumaged male seems to be a variable character-
istic. On the colour chart used, variations in in-
tensity of colour ranged from ‘RO’ (no rust) to
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TABLE |

Number of individual Flame Robins handled. Each bird retrapped is included only once.

Year Number Total Number Number Retrapped Number Retrapped
of Netting' Banded in Year of Banding One or More Years Later
Visits or e
Traps Used M* FF* M FF M FF FF/M
1964 10 200m 5 15 1
1965 9 45 traps 1 1 1 I
1966 19 200m 5 9 1 1
60 traps
1967 11 77 traps 5 19 2 2 1
1968 17 600m 27 37 | 2 9 7 2
156 traps
1969 24 1 200m 65 131 10 20 27 24 15
1970 60 3 600m 152 361 31 67 54 76 54
1971 77 12 380m 242 642 38 187 58 73 50
1972 47 3 760m 143 267 17 47 24 27 14
1973 65 5 400m 172 356 21 73 29 3R 18
1974 66 6 (080m 96 341 6 55
Total 405 913 2179 125 452 197 247 156
Years 1964 10 1967 represent paddock and river forest banding: yeurs 1969 to 1974 represent orchard banding

only, using mist nets at dusk to capture birds going to roost. In 1971, with a helper,

180m of nets were spread
on each occasion.

. Running length of netting used.

2. M = adult male plumage: FF = free flying birds in ‘brown’ plumage.

3. FF/M = Free flying (‘brown' plumage) when banded: adult male when retrapped.
TABLE 2

Subscquent changes in plumage of banded free-flying birds.

Band Number Date Banded

(in ‘brown’ plumage)

10.5.69

Date Retrapped
(in *brown’ plumage)

Date Retrapped
(in adult male plumage)

011-33015

3.7.70 8.7
011-28420 8.5.70 12.6.71 10.6.72
010-28463 17.5.70 23.5.71 24.7.73
012-42154 11.7.70 22,571 LA
012-42285 2.8.70 11.8.71 12.6.72
TABLE 4
Free-flying *brown’ birds later retrapped in simi-
lar plumage.
TABLE 3 Colour Retrapped Retrapped
- category in same in opposite
Free-flying ‘brown birds later retrapped in adult E’.hel']‘d colour colour
male plumage, Hande category category

—— - Category 1* 34 (31%) 40 (37%)

Number retrapped Percentage
category in adult male B ® Category 271 25 (23%) 10 (9%)
when plumage
banded * Category 1. "Brown' birds with off-white to brown
= s — ——— — throats and buff to dark brown underparts,
Category 1* 32 43 ~ Category 2. *Brown' birds with throats or breasts
Category 2+ 42 57 showing flame or red tints, or with flame-red

blotches on the breast or belly.
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TABLE 5

Fortnightly composition of populations showing the winter ratio of birds in adult male and ‘brown’
plumage. All birds netted are shown, including those banded previously.

Two Weeks 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973

Ended M FF M FF M FF M FF M " FF M b FF
7 May » o I 7 2 5 _

21 May 28 45 11 5010 34 — 38 %i ﬁl _4
4 June = — 35 51 35 100 36 42 48 82 17 44
18 June - - 25 47 106 197 67 69 40 58 79 141
2 July 19 49 29 58 70 97 20 30 33 57 36 75
16 July 21 33 57 100 71 118 41 61 52 113 2 50
30 July 5 11 28 64 57 118 47 58 44 74 22 70
13 Aug. 4 16 26 60 78 189 38 81 61 94 31 68
27 Aug. — 6 25 51 190 15 50 10 10 ¥ 45
10 Sept. — — — o = - — = = — —
24 Sept. — — - 1 o —_ — = — —

M = Adult male; FF Free-flying birds in ‘brown’ plumage.

‘R4’ (bright flame). Sometimes this colour can
be scen across the top of the head.

The absence or presence of this colour remain-
ed constant for individuals, The intensity of
colour varied but males with no colour in the
eyebrow and head did not acquire this character-
istic and no change in colour was observed in
others. This finding is based on the examination
of 300 birds with grey cycbrows of which 44
were subsequently recaptured and 340 with rust-
coloured eyebrows of which 67 were recaptured.

Examples of males with dark grey head and
evebrow colour are:

011-33028. Banded 11.5.69 (grey head):. re-
trapped at banding place (no sign of rust on
eyebrow or head) on 1.6.69, 26.6.69, 1.7.70,
25.6.71, 18.6.73, 15.6.74, 17.6.74 and 6.8.74.

(012-42127. Banded 5.7.70 (grey head); retrap-
ped at banding place (same colouring) on
8.8.70, 11.7.71, 28.4.73, 23.6.73 and 8.8.73.

Examples of males with rust-coloured head

markings are:

011-33088. Banded (rusty eyebrows) 27.6.69,
retrapped at banding place (same colouring)
on 7.7.71., 28.7.71, 11.6.72, 23.7.73 and
16.6.74.

011-23434. Banded 30.5.71 (head rust coloured
all over): retrapped at banding place (head
‘R3 or R4 flame colour all over) on 12.6.71,
1.7.71, 11.8.71, 12.5.73 and 15.6.74

Arrival and Departure

Table 5 shows the fortnightly composition of
populations of birds captured from 1969 to
1974, i.e. whether thev were males or ‘brown’
plumage. The bulk of the birds arrived in early
May and departed in late August. Males and
‘brown’ birds apparently arrive and depart to-
gether.

Flocking Behaviour

In paddocks or river forest, from late April to
September, feeding flocks may be observed. Their
movements arc rarely random as they move in
the same general dircction, often working to-
wards the sun. Flocks are distinct and often five
minutes may scparate their passage. In ‘orests
especially, they drift along foraging as if follow-
ing an established route.

Such a flock may number from four to twenty
birds, and may comprise birds all in ‘brown’
plumage, all adult males or a mixture of both
plumages. In squabbles while feeding, the sub-
mission of one or two members of the group to
one bird has been seen. This suggests a ‘peck
order’ within the party.

If one bird is trapped or netted within view
of the group, or if a banded bird is released with-
in sight of its own group, the whole party flies
off. However, if the banded bird is held until
another flock approaches, the sccond flock does
not react to the released bird. No more than one,
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TABLE 6

Examples of birds subsequontly retrs i i ;

ples of birds subsequently retrapped with on> or more of the group in which they were banded.
Band Plumage* D: ates Retr:
Namber g [,?.nllhi_:]ed Dates Retrapped
011-68845 FF 23.6.70
011-68846 FF b %:;% st
011-68847 FF 12,671 o ek
011-68848 FF . 20.7.71
011-68849 FF 20.7.
011-68854 M 12.6.71 -
011-33053 FF 21.6.69 12.6.71 10.6.72
011-33054 FF n 12671 (M) N
011-33056 FF 10.6.72 (M)
011-33061 FF 22.6.69 70 12.6 ¢ 2
011-33062 FE n e oy 7
011-33064 FF [2.6.71 (M)
011-33065 FF 7.7.70
011-33066 M 10.6.72
012-42230 FF 18.7.70 11.6.72 (M) 8.7.73
012-42231 FF h 11.6.72 (M)
012-42233 M 11.6.72
012-42234 8.7.73
M = Adult male;: FF = Free-flying bird in ‘brown’ plumage.
or rarely two of uny feeding flock have been novaeseelandiae. However, at Kialla, 72 km south

captured at the onc time.

[f an attempt was made to follow the flock en
foot, they would fly off in the apparent direction
of passage. Once 1 followed a flock of 16 birds
by car for five Kilometres: they covered three
kilometres in an hour.

Groups may work over an area more than
once a day (P. Balmford, pers. comm.} and they
may be found in the same arca at almost the
same time on succeeding days (J. Ipsen, pers.
comm. ).

As they approach a citrus orchard after sunset,
a flock ceases to feed. The birds perch on sur-
rounding fences or trees, bobbing up and down
from perch to ground. Finally. one of cither
plumage takes off and flies to the orchard, the
others follow severally up to a minute later. They
fly low and fast in the same general direction but
along lanes between the trees which may be ten
metres apart. A great deal of shifting about oc-
curs in the lanes. Roosting is normally compl:tec
within ten minutes.

Actual roosting positions in trees have not been
investigated since 1969, when a robin flushed
from a trec was taken by a Spotted Owl Ninox

gl

of this arca, Flame Robins have been observed
and photographed roosting 150 mm apart, with
four or five birds to a tree (J. Richards, pers.
comm. }.

Birds captured side by side in the same net
have been recaptured together in later scasons
(84 instances: sce cxamples, Table 6) although
not always at the same site in the orchard. The
frequency of such ‘pairing’ suggests a permanent
attachment to a flock rather than merely attach-
ment to a roost.

Movement Within the Wintering Area
Many birds were regularly retrapped at their
banding place. The following arc some cxamples
from 247 instances (78 males and 169 “brown’
birds).

012-52647. ‘Brown' bird banded 26.5.68; re-
trapped at banding place 18.8.68. 21 5.69,
21.6.69, 28.6.69 and 14.7.70.

011-42127. Adult male banded 5.7.70; retrapped
at banding place 8.7.70, 11.7.71. 28.4.73.
23.6.73 and 8.8.73.

011-33088. Adult male banded 27.6.69: retrap-
ped at banding place 7.7.71, 28.7.71. 11.6.72,
18.8.72. 23.7.73 and 16.6.74.
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TABLE 7
Number of Flame Robins recaptured in subsequent years.
Year Number 1965 1966
Banded Bomiod 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974
1964 20 00 _
1965 2
1966 14 1 1
1967 24 s 3 : } i i
1968 64 20 12 6 1 1 1
1969 296 63 49 25 13 6
:g;? R&lif‘; 186 89 38 16

179 106 36

1972 410 84 19
1973 528 78

O011-68860. ‘Brown’ bird banded 25.6.70; retrap-
ped at banding place 13.6.71, 11.7.71, 11.8.71,
28.5.72 and 11.6.72.

011-33053. ‘Brown’ bird banded 21.6.69 (crown
blotched grey-brown); retrapped at banding

place 22.6.69, 25.4.70, 1.7.70, 28.7.70,
12.6.71, 3.7.71 and 10.6.72.

Survival
In Table 7 is shown the total number of

Flame Robins recaptured in subsequent years.
Onc banded in 1966 and another in 1967 were
recaptured seven years later. The data from the
years 1969 to 1972 appear to be a clear indica-
tion of losses with the clapse of time but the
number of birds recaptured within the first and
second year after banding is surprisingly high.
There scems little doubt that these birds return
cach winter to the same region around the Mur-
ray River. The observations and banding over
the next few years should further clarily many
aspects of the biology of the Flame Robin.

Conclusion

There can be no doubt that the dense, cver-
green foliage of a citrus tree is a selected roost
of the Flame Robin. Trapping around these
roosts with mist nets has led to large numbers
being banded and recaptured. Clearly many re-
turned to the same area each winter, roving in
flocks which may occasionally move from one
orchard to another to roost but usually remaining
within a limited distance of three to five kilo-
metres. Some birds live longer than s:ven years
but until birds of known age are present in the
wintering population it will not be possible to
interpret the true significance of the mortalities
inferred in the annual decline in recaptures.
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Further studies may resolve some of the prob-
lems of differentiating immature males from fe-
males. As yet, no recoveries have been reported
away from this banding area. Conscquently the
area over which the birds from this wintering
area disperse to breed is not known. However,
the extent of the area in which these studies are
being conducted is not great, and that of the
favoured roosting sites are much less. Fortunate-
ly some of the important overwintering move-
ments and requirements of this species are now
known, and lend themsclves to environmental
management should this become necessary in the
future.
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