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MOULT BY THE GALAH Cacatua roseicapitta tN
THE WHEATBELT OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA

IAN ROWLEY

CSIRO. Division of Wildl i fe and Ecolog),,  LMB No. 1. P.O. Midland. W.A. 605b

Receired l l  Aupust 1967

lr l t"ry mouil  by the Galah in the Western Austral ian wheatbelt exlended over 155 to 185 days
rn 1972. lmmalure nonbreeding brrds started ear ier (Octobe0 and took longer (185 days) than adulis.
Ereeding b rds started to mou t n November after most progeny were feathered but beiore they had
fledged. Fernales took less t ime 1o moult than males, but started ater so thal both sexes ( immatures
and aduts) tended to f inish the moult at a similar t ime, in Aori l .  Primarv No. 6 was the f irst lo be
relewed. ard moLll  p.oceeoed ascende'] l ty ano descendenl y. 5imulla're6dsly.

INTRODUCTION

In thc course of an investigation into the pest
status ol the Galah Cacatua roseicapil la in the
wheatbelt of Wcstern Australia, 397 individuals
wcrc collected to determine what thcy had been
eat ing  (Rowley ,  unpub l ishcd da ta) .  ln  o rdcr  to
provide a ycar-round sarrple, 20 birds werc taken
eirch nronth thloughout \972 lrom within 20 km
of our study areel at Manmanning (30'51 'S.,

117"06 'E . ) .  in  the  cent re  o f  the  wheat  g rowing
area. As opportunity presented, 149 other Galahs
were collectcd lrom the pastoral (= Mulga) zone.
outsidc thc $heatbelt. to provide a measurc of
the dict of these birds bcfore their sprcad into the
farmland districts.

Among other measurements, details of moult
were recorded. and the analvsis of those data is
presented in this paper.

METHOD

Bodv moult and the moult of regimes and
rectrices werc rccorded in thc field; no specimens
werc retained. These data were scored according
to the simple numerical system described by Snow
(1967) and adopted by the Australian Bird Band-
ing Scheme (0 = old; 1= feather missing; 2 :
nc\r'. 73 gro$'ni 3 : new,2/: grown; ,1 : ncw.

ncarly full grown; and 5 = new. fuli grown). This
givcs a total score of 100 tbr a bird with tcn new
fully grown primalics in each wing.

Primaries and sccondarics u,ere numbercd from
the carpal joint, outwards and inwards respec-
tively, as was donc bv Stresemann and
Stresemann ( 1966).

RESULTS

Galahs leavc the nest when approximately 49
days old. before their primarics have finished
growing. The juvenal plumage of fledgling Galahs
shows grey feathcrs among the pink of the breast.
A post-juvenal replacement of body feathers
(terminology of Humphrey and Parkes 1959)
during their first autumn leaves these immatures
with a plumagc indistinguishable from adults
except that the remiges and rectrices, which are
narrower and morc pointed (R. Schodde. pers.
comm.). remain unchangcd until the bird enters
its first major prebasic moult, when one ycar old.
Thereafter moult is annual with the body leathers
taking the longest timc (c. 200 days). The pattcrn
of moult in the secondaries appeared, complcx
and is not analysed further. Moult of the rectrices
appeared to be centrifugal but there was so much
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' l 'he 
moult of thc primaries. howevcr. did show

ii clear pattcrn ancl has been analvsed in detail.
I  t tu te  I  ' l t , ru .  th t  l r1 i rp l , i t '  p I  p r im l r r )  rn , r r r l t  in
males .  fcnra les  and imnatures  th roughout  the
197)-1973 seiison. A histogrant shou,ing the u'cck
when clutches were init i i tted that veirr is included
1 , ,  i l l u \ l r  r t c  t h (  r ( l a t r , ' n \ h i p .  h c t r i r : c n  r r r  u l t  u n d
thc  brced ing  cvc le .  (Wcek I  s ta r ts  l s t  Ju l ) ) .

Figures 2a and 2b show the individual scores of
m o u l t i n g  l L i u l t  m i r l e s  ( N = l l 7 l  . _ r n d  t e m r l e .( \  66) .  respcc t i \ c ly .  rnd  the  Jppropr i  te  rcgres_
\1 . ,n  l ines  (wh i .h  r r re  rh . r .e  rcp i , ,duccc l  in  F igurc
|  ) .

Table I shows the order in which 1{13 adult
Galahs moulted thcir primary fcathcr.s. Thc sixth
p n m r r y  { r n l t c r m o s t  p n n t a r \  -  N o .  l )  u r s  t h c  f i r s r
l o  h e  r r ' p l u c ( d .  f , ' l h r w e d  h r  N , ,  s .  1 r J  t h (  m o u l l
continued simultancouslv inu,ards antl outwards
from that poinl. Most biicls were growing at least
two primarics i lr cach rving at thc samc rlntc.

Data for birds from thc pastornl areas of West-
e rn .Aus t ra l ia  showcd a  s imi la r  pa t te rn  o f  a  p rc -
basic moult. after brecding was conlpleted.
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DISCUSSION

In  1972 i t  was  obv ious  rhar  b reed ing  Ga lahs  d id
not start to moult unti l the rcproductivc cycle was
\ rc l l  rd \ i rnccJ .  r r i rh  cggs  l t . r lChL.d  Jnd lnung ne \ ( -
l ings old enough to thcrntoregulalc for themselves
(more  than th ree  wccks  o ld ) .  and there fore  no t
lcqu i r ing  fu r t l l c r  paren ta l  b rood ing .  Nes t ing  was
latc in 1972 and thc rnoult started beforc thc
young had fledgecl. Fentales tended to take less
tinc (c. 15-5 davs) than males (c. 165 days) tir
complete the motrlt. but since the! usually started
latcr. both sexcs finishe<l at about thc siime timcl
the regression l ines in Figure 2 are not starisricall\r
diffcrcnt. In]nlaturc. non-brecding birds took
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Figure l(r) The prcgrcss ol nnult in ntuk', breetlhg. Culahs
during /972-197.1.
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Figurc l( lr) .  The pngress ol moulr in len le, brceding.
Galahs dri  S I972-I97.1.

l onger  (c .  185 days)  to  mou l t  and,  s ince  they
started earlier. this meant that both sexes (adults
i lnd  inmatures)  tended to  f in ish  the  mou l t  in
Apli l. Primarl ' No. 6 was thc first to bc noultcd
and thereafter moult proceeded inwards and out-
wards  s imu l taneous lv -

1 1 1

General moult is under hormonal control
(Payne 1972) and is usually found to be incompat-
ible with an active breeding cycle. Galahs are
capable of relaying (after a first nesting attempt
has failed) at any stage up to the time nestl ings
are about 2l days old, after which they do not
relay (Rowley. unpublished data). That t ime of
recalcitrancc corrcsponds to thc onset of moult
and suggests that moult in the Galah starts when
the gonads cease to bc activc.

The moult of parrots in the wild has been
litt lc studicd. Wyndham (1980), considering the
Budgerigar Melopsittacu.s untlulatas in New South
Wales, found no evidence of an annual cycle of
m o u l l .  \ 4 , ' u l l  , , e c u r r c d  d u r i n g  t h c  h r e c d i n g
season ancl thcrc was no incrc:rsc in intcnsity of
moult following breeding. [n one individual. a
complete cycle of moult took six to cight months.
A second cycle often started before the comple-
tion of thc l irst. thus there was less than 12
months between cycles. In both sexes. birds with
activc gonads wcrc often moulting (Wyndham
1980) .

In  a  la tc r  paper .  W1 'ndham (1981)  descr ibed
the moult of captive Budgcrigars as starting with
pr imary  No.5 .  He misquoted  St resemann and
St resemann (1966)  as  sav ing ' In  par ro ts  mou l t  o f
the primaries starts with the middle feather
(pr imary  No.  5 .  number ing  f rom thc  inncrmost .
clutwarcls). ' In fact, Stresemilnn and Stresemann
(1966) state that moult in parrots 'consists of a
divergcnt course of moult trom H6 to H1 ascen-
dent  and to  H10 dcscendent '  (p .  1 '1  o f  t rans-
la t ion) .  La ter .  (p .  356)  f rom the  works  o f  H.
Hampe. thcy coincd Hampeschen Regel' or
Hampc's Rule to clescribe this moult sequence.
which is common to all the parrots that had bccn
studied and which the)' write as:

A 7-8-9-10" i't-3-2- I

A la te r  paper  c lca l ing  w i th  the  mou l t  o f  the
Eastern Rosella Plul)-cer(us crlf l i&r (Wyndham.
et al. 1983) ir lso found that primary noult started
with the fifth primary (P5). They found that pre-
adults' started their plimary noult a montlt
before thc adults. but that thcre was no signil icant
differcncc betwccn malc and fcmalc adults.
Adults startcd their primary moult after most
young had fledgcd and completcd it bclbre the
o i rsc t  o f  w in te r .  in  114 daYs.
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T h e , p r t t e r n  r n d  r i m i n g  o t  m o u l t  i n  t h e  G u j a hr \  srmt t i l r  lo  that  of  the Easlern Rosel la  and r  t r i i

l j ., '.,.-*p.,!t.O ol a temp_erare rcsidenr \pecie\ (asJre breed_rng pai rs) .  This  p laccs thc annual
: : f : :a l  

o l - re l lhers inro rhe non_hreeding prr r  o frnc year .  \ tar t ing as joon f , j  lhe loung no loneer
nceo trroodrn€ and tinishing before thc on"er-t_rf
wrnter  rood shor tages.

The.Budger igrr .  on rhe orhcr  hand,  is  u wi t le_
t ravel l lng nomad.  breeding as and where c i rcum_
stances become favourable and thus moults
Tl l l luuu: ly  rhrouehour lhe year  on i ln  e ighr
montn cvc le.
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