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A simple method is proposed for est imating relat ive abundances of forest birds. An
unmarked area of about 3 ha ls searched for 20 minutes and al l  birds seen or heard are
counted. The method has been used widely in Victoria and i ts scope and l imitat ions are
discussed.

lnformation is olten needed about relative
numbers of birds in forest habitats. Many people
woulcl l ike to collect this information but are
cletcned by the array of methods and the comp-
licated analysis involvcd in many of them, often
not  jus i i i l c l  b_ \ '  the  qua l i t y  o f  the  da ta  o r  the
lcvel of detail needed. l lere a simple method is
proposcd which has provided satisfactory data
about bird communities in south-castern
Australia (e.g. Loyn et al. 1983, Loyn 1985,
Chestcrfield et al. 1983). Many morc sophisti-
cated methods are discussed by Ralph and Scott
(1981) and various methods used in Australia
are discussed by Hermes (1981), Kavanagh and
Recher  (1983) ,  Loyn (1978,  1980) ,  Pyke and
Recher  (1984) ,  Recher  e /  a / .  (1983) ,  Rcchcr
(1984), Shields and Recher (1984) and others.

THE METHOD

Tiiis consisls of searching an ultmarkcd arca
about 3 ha, walking slowly and stopping at wii l l
and recording numbers of individual birds of
cach species seen or heard in 20 minutes. Results
can bc expressed as numbers of birds of each
spec les  per  count  (o r  per  l0  o r  100 counts ,  e tc . ) ,
or as pcrcentagcs of total birds observed. Spccies

can be grouped into families ol guilds of species
that bchirve in a particular way (e.g. bark-glean-
ing birds). The numbers of species observcd psr
count can bc uscd as mcasurss of diversity.
Total numbers of species in a habitat or area
can bc calculated by accumulating results from
many counts.

If a singlc arca is monitored through time
it is important to keep the boundaries constant,
which can bc done by mar:kirg them or using
natural foatures. If the searches form part of a
general survey, there is no ncsd to record boun-
daries, and the shape and even size of each area
searched can be allowed to vary. In previous
studies a reclangular shapc has usually bccn
chosen (about 200 n x 150 m, or 300 m x 100 m),
though sometimes an irregular shape is more
appropriate (c.g. coinciding with a colony of
Bell Miners or a particular habitat). Bifds
observed outside the area chosen can be record-
cd as "off"; they shoulcJ be excludecl from
analysis when monitoring an area through time
but coulcl be includcd in a general survey if they
were sti l l  in the region or habitat under con-
sideration. Such inclusion would create a bias
in favour- of conspicuous species with loud calls;
the size of this bias varies with conditions,
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ex tensrve  hab i ta t ,  some o f  the  same inc l i v idua ls
c( 'L r l ( l  .be  |ecordcL l  , ' r r  n lo re  tnan one search
{c \pccr i l  y  u t ten  "o f l "  

b i rL ls  i r re  inc ludeJ  in  rhc
a .na l l s is t ._The.c  c ln  be  r .ecor , led  o , . . ru ra . .  o i
. \ tmc on  h l l t  to  n ta \e  searche i  compurab le

the)  \ l r , iu l r l  bc  t rcare , l  a .  t l i f l e renr  in r l i v i . iu r l s  in
t h e  a r t h l ) . 1 \ .  T h i s  $  i l l  i n r  u l v c  a  : n r r l l  b i a :
l o $ l f L l , . c o n . p i c u o u s  s p c ( i e \ .  h u t  s u e h  o b s e r  r a _
I l u n s . " L l n l )  I o r m  a  i m u l l  p e t c e n t u g e  o l  l l t c  I i r l i l l
a n ( l  r l  l l l c y  r r c r e  e r c l u J e . l  l h c  i t Z c  r , l  t h c  b i a j
wou ld  vary  w i th  the  nuntber  o f  ,u . .a r i i *
searcltes.

R.ESULX'S AND DISCUSSION
lf /^' 20 M inuras?

-fhe.ntcthod 
was clevclopcd in a sLudy of frag_

m u n t c J  l , . r c { r  p r L c h c i .  t l i e l c  t h c  m f , i n  u i m  w a s
lo  f in . l  . r l l  r cs i r l cn t  :pec ie r  jn  50  pa tche\  o f  0 .5
t o  l / / l  h a  ( L o y n  l q 8 5 ) .  I r  $ a s  f o u n d  t h a t  a
per ru( l  o l  l c \ {  than 20  mi r ru res  nas  insu l l l c icn t  r t ,
locatc all birds even on thc smallest patches,
l]tt l  that an area of up to about 3 ha could be
scarched adequately in thal t ime. Units of 20
nrinutes we-re thcn adopted to obtain compar_
able data from larger patches. There was'not
cnougn t lmc to  measure  and mark  exac t  3  ha
. r Ieu .  rn . l  rh ( ic  werc  ju , lge t l  apprux imate ly :  rhc
In ! | | ]  rn tc rc \ [  u l  thu  \ tuJy  was in  the  spec ie r
prescnt and abscnt, and thcir relative numbers,
firthcf than in morc accurate mcasures of
populatiotr density. Thcre could have been
prob lems in  in rerprer ing  numbers  o f  b i rc ts  per
( ' . ,u r ) l  hc l \  cc l l  p r i chcs  s rna l l c r  than I  l ta ,  bu t  in
l : rc t .  rn ru l l  parchcs  had such grosr ly  d i f fe len t
hr fL t  con tmun l t rcs  (e ipcc ia l l l  when na l i ve  uDJer_
storcy had bcen dcstroyccl by grazing stock) that
no subtle interpretation was required.

The 20 minute period was also found to be
useful in extcnsive forest, for monitoring specil ic
areas such as Bell Miner colonies (Loyn el a/.
l ( )8 .1 )  and in  gencra l  survey  work  (e .g .  Chester -
0e lJ  . r  , r i .  198-1) .  Shur lc r  per iods  J i t l  no t  a l lo r . , ,
a thorough scarch, and it was clear that repeated
shortcr counts would give a heavy bias towards
conspicuous birds that call often (e.g. White-
throatecl Treecrccper); such individuals might
bc l leard continually during a 20 minute search,
but would only be rccorcled as singlc individuals.
Inconspicuous species could be found by flushing,
spotting briefly or hearing an occasional call
somc time during the periocl.

l,onger periods wcre not efficient as few addi_
tional individuals werc being i. lentif ied in a 3 ha
arca; rherc werc problems in .interprcting bird
movcmcnls and renentbering bird locations
{ncncc  lh^e  _usc  o f  n rapp ing  surveys  in  somc
s iudre \ ) .  l l  l he  a rea  covcred  was er tended therc
would bc more chance of confusing the analysis
by including additional habitats. in ,rru.yr" oi
cx tcns ivc .  hab i ta ls ,  many 20  mlnu tc  searches
wc lc  made ln  sLrccess ion  wh i lc  wa lk ing  th rough
lhc  I t rb i ta l  u r rJ  . ,ubr lc  l rab i tu t  vur ia t ionr  w i r .c
recorde(l Ior cach and analyscd later when
nccessaly.

There may be an idcal t ine and area for a
search of this. sort, though these parameteri
\  u r l r l  v a r y  w i t h  i o r e s t  r l p c  a r r d  t r t h e r  c o n _
dr l r ( )ns . .  A  de la i l cd  \ rudy  wou ld  he  neer lcd  to
work these out and the value of such eflort is
, leba tab lc :  thc^  purpo5c  o f  t l r i s  paper  i s  to  repor t
p r r .on i t l  sx t i . lac t ion  w i lh  r l )c  metho. l  . l cscr ibc . l
in  a  u ide  ^ range o f  V ic to r ian  cuca lyp t  fo resr \
lano  some to res ts  overseas) .

5L,rpc, Lintirarion.t unJ (omptri.rons vit/t
othcr Method.,t

The r'rcihocl conbincr the simplicity of a
simple tlanscct with the flexibil i ty of in area
scartcl 'r. In cs;encc it is vcry similar to the
transects dcscribed by Recher c/ a1. (19g3) and
Sh ie lds  and Recher  (1984) ,  bu t  by  us ing  a  t ime
per-iod as thc main unit of sta;dardisation it
avoids thc nced for measurilg and marking out
a study area. Shields and llecher concluded that
thcir transect method gave a more complete
samplc than thlce otlter methods tested by them,
and that it took the lcast cffort. The 20 minute
scarch gives greater. f lexibil i ty; for example in a
glvcn timc a single area couid be searched
repeatcdly, or many adjacent areas could be
searched to give a general indication of the avi-
fauna in a larger region or nlore extensive
h a b i t r t .  W h e n  t h e  h u b i r a t  c h a n g e s .  t h e  d i r e c t i o n
o l  t ra \e l  eou ld  be  a l te re . l  o r  searches  begun in
the new habitat.

Time of day ancl weather conditions affect
any census method. I lowever, t lansects and area
searches arc buffered against these eflects to a
greater extent than short stationary counts in the
same way that they have less bias towards con-
spicuous species. Under poor conditions, indi-
vidual birds are seen or heard less often than
under good conditions, but the totals found in 20
minutes are not reduced in proportion. Experi-



ence has shown that 20 minute searches can be
continued throughout the day except when the
wind is strong or on hot afternoons. The same
buffering applies to differences betwccn open and
enclosed habitats, though care obviously needs to
be taken especially when making searches in very
open lrabitats where large numbers of individuals
may be  "o f f '  the  imag inary  a rea ,  and thus  re la -
tivc abundance could bc ovcr-cstimated. Evcn
in this situation the method can be useful in
olltair)i|g (lata on spccics co[]position. It js
in rpor tan t  tha t  observers  shou ld  be  a le r t  and
rcasoDably skil led. Knowledge of calls is espc-
cially inlportant in delse forest habitals where
ovcr 909o of records are by call alone.

Thc nrcthod could have similar applications
Lo thc  I {o l i ing  B i rc l  Survcy  (Cu l len  1980)  where
bircl spccics, but rot numbers, are recorded in
5 minute periods by a stationary obscrver. The
Rol i ing  B i |c l  SLr rvey  mcthod is  c lear ly  s tandard-
ised and avoids the need to count birds. However,
counting is not an arcluous procedure and the
:10 miuulc scarch has nany advantages for
ob ta in ing  da ta  on  b i rd  communi t ies .  The mcr i ts
ol thc 2{) nrinutc periocl have alrcady been dis-
cusscd. Thefe are also l lrcrits in searching rathet
Ihan lena in ing  s ta t ionafy  as  more  b i rds  can be
lound in  a  g iyc r  t imc,  lhough thcre  may be  a
s l igh t  ioss  in  tc rms o f  s ta  nda rd  i sa t ion .  Count ing
bircls was nccessaly to rcvcal the spectacular
in l lux  o f  psy l l id -ca t ing  b i rds  a f tc r  cxper imenta l
rcmoval of Bell Miners (Loyn et al. 1983), and
counting is essential for surveys where it is
desircd to measure re'lative abundance.

Thc main i imitation of thc method is that it
di)cs not mcaslLre absolute abundancc. Compar-
isors ol bird population dcnsil ies bctwccn areas
nrLlst bc madc with caution, particularly with
rcgtrrd to any differences in the opcn nature
o l  t l re  hab i ta ts .  Nevcr lhe lsss  gross  d i f f c renccs
wi l l  bc  cv i ( l cn t  w i th  th is  as  w i th  many o ther
survey nrethods. Data can be obtained from far
nlorc arcls than b)' the morc accuratc mcthod
of territory mapping or other methods where
prccise arcas ate marked out. Mcthocls where
(listanccs to individual birds are measurcd are
tedious and involve comPlicated and sometlmcs
clucstionablc analysis. l 'he important point is that
fircst bilcl communities differ enormously in the
relative abunclances of t l i lTerent species and such
i l i f t c rcnccs  are  gcnera l l y  o f  g rea tc r  in te rcs t  than
fine diflerenccs in absolute Population clensity
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Thesc dilTerenccs in rclativc abundance can be
clexrly demonstratecl by various survey ncthods,
of rvhich the 20 minute scarch has proved parti-
cL tJar ly  s imp lc  and e f lcc t i ve .
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