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Although foraging success is an important determinant
of fitness, in most species we know relatively little about
energy expended during foraging or the rates of success
per foraging attempt. Not only does foraging efficiency
affect an individual's htness di.ectly but in species that
have alloparental care (such as cooperatively breeding
birds) it also impacts on indirect f itness.

The Laughing Kookaburra Dacelo novaeguineae is a
large, predatory, hole-nesting kingfisher, endemic to eastern
Australia (Simpson and Day 1996; Legge and Cockburn
2000). Laughing Kookabunas live in co-operative breeding
groups trom two to eight birds, which consist of a
dominant pair and offspring from previous years (Legge
and Cockburn 2000). These helpers assist in incubating
eggs and feeding nestlings (Parry 1913i Legge 2000a). As
the number of helpers increases, individual kookaburras
decrease their workload so that the total amount of food
given to nestl ings remains the same, indicating that
provisioning young is a costly process (Legge 2000b).
Helpers thereby significantly reduce the energy expenditure
of breeding pairs in provisioning food to their young
(Reyer and Westerterp 1985). Laughing Kookaburras
predominantly take terrestrial prey items, captu ng these
by perching above a foraging area and then diving down
onto the intended prey irem using their beak to gdp ir.
They take a variety of prey ranging from insects to
mammals, birds and repti les (Barker and Vestjens L984).
Laughing Kookaburras are also one of the few species
that have adapted well to l iving in 'disturbed' habitats
alongside humans (providing suitable nesting sites are sti l l
available).

In the summers of 2002/03 and 2003/04, members of a
family of at least f ive Laughing Kookaburras were
observed foraging in a small Sydney suburban backyard
(10 m x 6 m). The backyard is micrchabitat poor, consisting
of grass (5-20 cm tall depending on time since mowing),
one small Banksia and a row of six gardenias with sffaw
around their bases. Adjacent to the property is a patch of
open eucalypt woodland from which the Kookaburras are
often heard call ing and are assumed to nest within. The
Kookaburras perched on either a wooden fence or
aluminium clothes l ine surveying the backyard before
striking. A 'successful'strike 

occurred when a kookaburra
dived down on to the ground and was then seen with a food
item in its beak. In 'unsuccessful' strikes not only was no
lood ircm seen in rhe bird's beak bur lhe bird rhen conrinued
to probe the target area with its beak without success.

A total of 68 strikes were observed of which 40 (58.89o)
were successful. Most of the strikes were into either grass
or a layer of straw (Table l), with a variety of prey items
taken (Table 2). After a strike the birds flew back to a
perch above the ground where prey items were invariably
'bashed' against the perch (i.e. the fence or clothes l ine)
in order to kil l  them before consumption.

TABLE 1
Strike success by Laughing Kookaburras in various suburban mjcro-

habitats.

Prey location Successful strikes Uosuccessful strikes
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FORAGING SUCCESS BY THE LAUGHING KOOKABURRA

Grass
Slraw
Other
Total

'21 (60vo)
l0 (55.67.)
6 (607o)

40 (58.87o)

t6 (40o/o)
8 (44.4vo)
4 (4oEo)

28 (4r.2/o)

TABLE 2
Numbcr of prey items of each (ype taken in successful slrikes by

Laughing Kookabunas.

Prey item Number caughl

Juvenile Eastern Blue-Toogued Lizards
Caterpillars
Coleoptera larvae
Hemiptera (Bug)
Mice

UDidentified prey items

2 (sEo)
| (2.5Ea)

t2 (30%,
4 (109o)
2 (sEo)

t0 (2s%)
9 (22.5Ca)

This study provides data on strike success of
Kookaburras in an unnatural but common habitat (i.e. the
suburban garden) in which at least one out of every two
strikes was successful. The only other kingfisher for which
strike success has been documented is the oiscivorous
Amazon Kingfisher Chloroceryle amazona- *hich had un
average sfike success of 34 per cent (Davis and Graham
1991). This is considerably lower than thar observed in this
study. The kookaburras took a range of vertebrate and
invertebrate prey, comparable to that observed in other non-
piscivorous kingfishers (e.g. the Common paradise
Kingfisher Tanysiptera galatea (Bell 1980)). Whilst
microhabitat can affect foraging success (Robinson and
Holmes 1984), only two habitats (grass and straw) were
comparable in this study, both having similar levels of
strike success (60Io and 55.67o respectively).
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These observations provide preliminary data on forasins

success In.the.Lrughing Koolabuna in a suburban hab]tai
\ omparabte observations need to be made o[ strike success
ln a variety of rnicrohabitats in order to inu"rt,gut"-ho;
such 'disturbed,habitats 

influence lafitat quatity i ia stri<e
success and./or a greater range of food availability.
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Professor Kaplan is a researcher for the Centre for Neuroscience and
Animal  Behaviour ar  rhe Univer: i r '  of  New Englaod.  New Soulh Wales
ano rnrs book ls  lhe rerul t  of  ten ycars research inrc magpies.  Af thoush
f l  rs  very dcra, ted.  even the mosl  arnareur b i rdwatcher wl i l  easi lv  d ise_st
the wealrh of fascinating informarion atout ttris tesr tnowr anj wia?ty
distfbuted Australian singer.

. - : ! : - ' . : :n ot . l .  corer  or is in(  and (r rssr f icrr ,on.  . rnaromy. d ier  anJ

1: :" - l i i ,  i1?" 
rerr i ror iat i r )  and drrpersat .  bonding and breedins.

f i ] : ' . " ,  i " "  
socrar devetupmenr.  agonr\r ic  and cooperar ive bchaviour,

song proctucrron. communication and mimicry, magpies and humans,
$inding up wi lh lhe \uc(e\s uf  rnagp,e,  Numerou,  b l , :ck rnd whirepnolographs r t tu\r r  (  erch \ecl run  ̂ f  rhe boot  and colour photograph.
do tusl ice lo.rhrs hrndsome bird Dirgramr L\ptain nrne,  pdr"  ro rnutc
ror  (Jsy undrrsrdndrng lhc caprron ro lhc pho(oE,rr lhs in Figure o i
ascnbes an expression of  tenderness to a hand,raised juveni te wi th
$hrch thr \ , rcv ie\rcr  happr ly r -pre(s.  Rrferences . r re g, \en rhroughoul
wtrn r  numher retet in l  lo rhe fu l l  l i . l  Jr  lhe end ot  the book

_ Because magpies are so well known we probably accepr rhem as not
Derrg anything specia l  but  thci r  whote sociat  system is d iverse and
complex. Probabty most of us know rhat breeding po;rs ure ac.ompanieO
h) one or  morc hetpcr,  and thrr  they rre present ar  a r rme\.  Not  sLr.
i  nLJc rr (  tour mJrg'nal  p ' IoulrnE, dnd one dominanl  oreedrng group.

$hile rhr four.seasoDal rnaps uken from the New Atlas of Aus!rulian
drrd\  show wide seasonal  f luctual ions.  wirh lhe widesl  spread in wiDler
ano teast  In summer

The loutrg that stay in the parental territory arc usually female, the
mares Jorn-rng other groups.  This is  conlrary to the usual  d isDersal
pattem5 of cooperalively breeding birds wheie the female leavJs rhe
parenlat  lef f r tory and lhe males stay wi th the pareDts to assisr  wi lh
oerence ano reaaog ol  the young

^- l^ . .y '? i  : "  
song reveats rhe reat  super ior i ry of  rh is b i rd.  possibty

one or rhe bfst  \ rngers io Ausrratra and perhaps intemat iooa ) .  t t  i l
a l \o a mimic of  orhrr  \prcres as c lear ly shoun by the sonograin of  i
magpre mrmrckrng (hr  duert ing of  l$o kookaburras.

The section dealing with interactiotr with humans exDlains whv
magpies attack and how to avoid them. Magpies recognize i"Ji.r.."ii
those wbo live in their terilory, orhers bei;g potenial enemies. The
wrsesr way ror strangers to avoid attack is simply to avoid those
Ierrrtoncs occupied by breeding birds. Simple?

I  derected only one !ery minor l )po -  lhe omr\ l ion ol  an .o.  rn' loo rn rhc capl ion accomp.rnl ing Figure I0.2

Tbis is a book that will be treasured by anyone even sligbrly
j l l . l l . l .3  l l  

th,1 ub,quirou" son8"re, .  $hos( 5ons ,arun8 e!cn ronser
lhan rn hour wirhout  a break.  seem\ to be 5un8 w,th lo)  
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