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In  thc  P ionccr  Va l ley ,  wcs t  o f  Mackay ,
Quecns land.  land  is  c learcd  and leve l led  wherevcr
possiblc for sugar canc farming. Only stccp
slopcs ancl gull ics are )eft to carry trees or undcr-
growth. Thc Pleystowc Sugar Mill grounds
cxtcnd from a main road to the banks of the
Pionecr  R iver .  con ta in ing  a  la rgc  indus t r ia l
complcx  w i th in  parks  and gardens  wh ich  arc  in
placcs 100 years old.

'[ 'he 
factory, powcrhouse and associated bui]d-

i r rF .  (o r ( r  lpprox imutc ly  lh rcc  hcc tares  in  a rcu .
Marshall ing yards for mill tramways, which
supp lv  thc  fac to ry ,  cons t i tu te  another  two
hcctarcs and spray ponds for cooling water a
furthcr two hcctares. Thcsc arcas are ln usc
24 huurs per day. at least six days a week and
br igh t lv  f lood l i t  a t  n ighr .  Desp i te  the  t ramc
and no isc  o f  the  work ing  area ,  la rge  numbers
of bircls l ivc and breed throughout the grounds.
Largc flocks of Figbirds are present and nests
arc  f rcqucnt ly  s i tua ted  vcry  c lose  to  thc  work ing
t rcas .

Methods

For thrcc ycars a regular programme of
scarching for nests and recording of summcr
brccd ing  bchav iour  has  been under takcn over  an
arca of 25 hsctares of the sugar mill grounds.'fhis 

area was walkcd every two to three days
scarching all trees and following birds carrying
ncst matcrial or food. Binoculam (8 x 40) were
usccl to obscrve details of behaviour and progress
oI thc ncsting cyclc. Contents of nests were
moni to rcd  us ing  a  mi r ro r  on  a  s ix  met re  po le .
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Observations on the Breeding of Figbirds
and Common Koels
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Obsorvations on Figbirds Sphecotheres vir idis breeding ln one local i ty during 1980-81,
1981-82 and 1982-83, are presented. Observal ions include methods of nest bui lding,
incubation and rearing of young. Dates of laying, halching and Jledging were also noted.
Parasit ism by Common Koels Eudynamys scolopacea occurred in each year and was
included in the study. Breeding success appears to have been a al lected by the unusually
dry condjt ions of ths last two summers.

1'hc anglc of the mirror was adjustable and the
pole consistccl of thrcc scctions suitable for trans-
por t  by  b icyc le .  Es t imat ion  o f  nes t  hc igh t  was
assistccl by marks at onc metre intervals on the
pole. Nevcrthelcss, many nests were bcyond the
rcach of the six mctrc pole at full arm height.
Records refcr only 10 nesls whcrc cggs wcrc laid
and ihc  dara  submi t tcd  to  thc  RAOU Ncst
Rccord Schenrc.

Results

Non-llreeding Seas<tn

ln the non-breecling season flocks of Figbirds
at t imes containing a fcw Olive-backed Orioles
Oriolus sagittatu,r and Black-faced Cuckoo-
shrikes Cirlrlc inr.r not'uehollandiaa, wcre observed
to congregate on fruit ing trees and systcmatic-
a l l y  s t r ip  them.  A  morn ing  feed ing  sess ion  is
genera l l y  fo l lowed by  a  qu ic tc r  t ime o f  p reen-
ing and resting. A further intensive fccd-
ing session occurs from l6;00 hours onwards.
During this afternoon session, birds have
becn observed to fly either from branch to
branch or cvcn 10 adjacent trecs in a swift,
repeatcd, criss-crossing fashion. No conflict over
food is apparcntly involved and thc purposc of
this display is not clear. Flocks favour various
species of nativc and inlroduced fig trees,
fJmbrclla'frccs Schlefrlera actinoplrylla, Alcx-
andra Palm Artlrcntophoenix alexandrae,
Brazil ian Chcrry Ilugenia uniflora and (;uava
Psidium Kuaia|a.

Towards late Octobcr, brightly coloured male
birds sing on prominent high perches in order
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to  a t t rac t  po tcn t ia l  matcs .  Trapp ing  in  mis t  ne ts
lirr bancling* -,--ickls ntorc fcmalcs than malcs on
f i rs l  rppcaranccs .  I lowever  th is  rcsu l t  i s  mis -
lcacling bccausc of thc presencc of immature
malcs  in  fcmalc  tyPe p lumagc and a lso  by  the
hab i t  o f  n ta les  to  fo l lo rv  s l igh t ly  beh ind  thc
Icmalcs .  Scc ing  the  fcmalc  enmcshcd malcs  were
obscr rc r l  to  dc tour  sharp ly  to  av( ) ld  capture .

Ncs t \  havc  been founc l  in  a  w idc  var ic ty  o f
t l ccs  inc lu i l ing  t igs  F f t r r r  sPp.  ( ; ian t  tsamboo
Ilunbutu uruntl inotca, Cassia, Pelloplrcrum
inL'rntc antl Mango M angilcra indi. a. Hcights of
ncst nray var-v from two nlctres to bcyond seven
n lc t [cs  $  i1h  nos t  ncs ts  bc ing  in  the  upper  canopy
At  thc  conrmcncentc l l t  o [  nes t ing  many o f  thc
ncs l  s i t c \  a fc  complc te lv  cxposec l  duc  to  sPr ing
lcu f  shcc ld ing .  Never the less .  the  new growth
pror  i c lcs  p rogrcss ivc l l ,  inc reas ing  cover .

[ : cnra lc  b i rds .  f l y ing  a  rap id  d i rsc t  l ine  to  the
r i rc r  bar rk  bcvr rnc l  thc  gardcns  ga ther  th in  v ines
and grasses for nest construction. Long strands
o l  g rass  rnc l  v inc  a rc  t i cd  to  the  t ip  o f  b ranchcs
har  ing  r  hor izon ta l  fo rk .  Whcn the  bas ic
suspcndcd sha l low cup has  been cons t ruc ted
Iur thcr  \ t r !nd \  l rc  laccc l  th rough i t  to  fo rm an
opcn \\ 'cavc brskct. S()nrc fcmalcs werc secn to
rusc  nra tc r ia l  I ronr  abandonec l  ncs ts  and onc  nes l
r ras  rc -uscd a t  a  Ia tc r  r la tc .  No l in ing  is  ac lc lc t l
iLntl cggs nrav oflcn bc sccn through the thin
Da\c .

F igb i l t l  cggs  arc  gcncra l l y  -12  mm x  24  mm
(Bcru ldscn.  I ( . t80) .  du l l  app le  g rcen in  co lour
u'ith dark bro$n spots and blotches. This colour
may fadc  u i th  cxposure .  Koe l  eggs  are  s l igh t ly
la rgcr  ( - l , l  mm x  24  mm) (Beru ldsen,  1980) ,
pa lc  sa lmon-p ink .  marb led  w i th  rcdd ish  and
\ io ls l -g rcy  espcc ia l l l  a t  the  Ia rge  end.  The usua l
clutch sizc of thc Figbird is two-thrcc eggs,
a l though onc  (unsucccss fu i )  ncs t  was  found w i th
lour  cggs .  Koc ls  usua l ly  Iay  on ly  onc  cgg in
cach ncst parasitisctl

* I lands uscd Nerc prorided by the Aust.alian Bird-
banding Scheme, I)i\ isbn of Wildlife and Rangelands
R e s e l r c h ,  (  S l R O .

Egg l-aliz,q
Egg laying by Figbirds does not commence

imncdiatelv on complction of ncst constructlon.
Iloth birds occupy it in turn for trial periods
o l  ahou l  a  wcck  pr io r  to  lay ing .  When lay ing
comncnccs thc fcmalc occupies thc nest only
for thc actual laying, leaving thc male to occupy
and guartl i t for the rest of thc day. At night,
fcmales  occupy  thc  ncs t  th roughout  thc  nes t ing
periocl. Eggs are laid at daily intcrvals generally
6c twccn i0 :00-  l2 :00  hours .  Ma lcs  cont inue to
sit for several nrorc days bcfole each fcmale
set t l cs  to  incubat ion .  Perhaps  th is  a l lows fcmales
t imc to  rcp tcn ish  t l t c i r  cncrgy  leve ls .

Koels parasitising nests may lay on any. ot
thc  th rcc  days  or  sevcra l  days  a f te r  thc  F igb i rds
havc  conrnrcnccd lay ing .

I n< ubutktn

Mak ancl femalcs share incubation through-
out  thc  ncs t ing  t imc.  One pa i r  was  obscrved to
change throughout thc aftcrnoon at intervals of
l5--.10 minutes. Male birds are gcncrally more
casilv t l isturbcd from tl lc ncst and nests are
dc fenc led  v igourous ly  and no is i l y .  Ncs t ing  ne igh-
bours  gcncra l l y  jo in  in  Lhe mobb ing  ac t ion .  One
pair of birds was ablc to dilTcrentiatc bctween
the  in t rud ing  mi r ro r  and i t s  bcarer  who was
rcgu la r ly  a t tackcc l  on  approach ing  the  t r ( je .
LlTorts \\ 'cfc madc to spacc inspcctions so that
thc  l cas t  d is lu rbancc  occur rcd  as  i t  was  lcared
tha t  in tc l fe rcncc  migh t  havc  a  dc t r imenta l  c l lec t
on  ncs l  succcss .

Pretlulion ond Parasit ism

Preda l ion  was no t  obscrved d i rec t l y  a t  any  o f
the  ncs ts  bu t  susp ic ion  fe l l  on  thc  loca l  Laugh ing
Kookaburras Datekt rutt 'acguinede when all
ncsts closc to thcir nesting hollow wcrc robbed
of  cggs  anc l  voung w i th in  a  day  o f  the  kooka-
burra eggs hatching. Broken cggs were found
bcncath  sonrc  F igb i rd  ncs ts  and many ncs ts  los t
one or  a l l  o f  the i r  eggs .  No unhatchcd eggs
r rc lc  fount l  in  abar r rL , rncd  r tc r t r .

Whclc koels parasitised Figbird nests the total
nunrbcr  o f  cggs  d id  no t  cxcccd th rec ,  tha t  i s ,
the kocl prcsumably removes one of the Fig-
b i rc l ' s  eggs .  Fur thcr .  w i th in  thc  s tudy  area  young
koels were found only in Figbird nests, often
, , e c u r r i r r g  i r  t h c . a m (  n c \ t  l o c a l i { , n  i t t  s u c c c s , ' i r c
seasons.
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l la tc l l ing  occur \  a t  r la i l y  in tc rva ls .  commenc-
i r rg  I6 -17  da1,s  a f tc r  thc  f i rs t  cgg  has  bccn la id .
Young [ r i -ub i rds  ha tch  r rakcd  anc l  dcre l t tp  a
j r rvcn i l c  p lunragc  s imi la r  1o  thc  adu l t  f cmalc
* i th  a  b r igh t  o rangc-p ink  gape Ncwly  ha tchcd
l ioc ls  a rc  l i ker r i sc  nakcd u i th  i r  s im i la r  o rangc-
p ln  k  gapc .

l lo th  pa fcn t !  l cc t l  ncs t l ings  an( l  rcnovc  facca l
s lcs .  l l i l t l s  har  c  bcc l  \ ccn  to  fccd  young on
I lL r i t  a l i l  bc r r i cs  uh ich  arc  regurg i ta tcd .  On
onc occnsion tlrc foo(l consi\tc(l of grccn catcr-
p i l la ls .  F igb i l t l  ncs t l ings  so l i c i t  f ccd ing  w i th  thc
r rsua l  rv ing  c lu i rc r ing  anc l  neck  s l rc tch ing  bu t
l .oc l  ch icks  bc l ra rc  in  a  morc  aggress ivc  anc l
n r ; i s r  n ranner .  A t  l in rcs  koc ls  u i l l  j unrp  up
i t rd  dor rn .  an t l  sc ramblc  on  to  thc  c t lgc  o l  thc
ncs t  1o  pu fsuc  fos tc r  l la rcn ts .  Whcrc  ncs ts  a lc
iounr l  lo  contu in  on ly  onc  ac t ivc  cons tan t ly  bcg-
1 : i r rg  ch ick .  i t  i s  usua l ly  a  koc l .

I)t 'r 'clopnttnr of thc v;ung koels
Thc IrigbirLl ncstl in-!is are usually cjectetl frorn

thc  ncs t  \ \ i1h in  a  t lav  o f  the  koe l ' s  harch ing .
l (oc l  ch icks  progrcss  a t  a  c l i lTeren t  ra tc  to  tha t
o l  thc  F igb i rds .  A t  l6 -17  i tays  o f  agc  a  F igb i rd
ch ick  rcscmhlcs  an  adu l t  f cn ta le  w i th  a  sho l t
t r i l  an( l  i \  cap tb lc  o f  l cav ing  thc  rcs t .  In  con-
t r i . rs t  koc l  ch icks  a t  th is  agc  wcrc  sccn  fca thered
on l \  on  thc  w ings .  $ i th  t inv  tu f l s  on  the  back
( ) l  thc  l rc i ,u l .  th ro ! r t  and ta i l .  Thcsc  b i r .c ls  were
s t i l l  i n  thc  ncs t  2 l {  davs  a f tc r  ha tch ing .

N{a lc  an i l  f cmalc  koc l  ch icks  f ledge w i th  a
: im i la r  pa)c  juvcn i l c  p lumagc.  Bot l t  scxc \
progrcss  rap i r l l v  to  a  darkcr  p lumage s in t i la r
to ,  bu l  \ t i l l  d is t ingu ishab lc  f fonr  thc  a ( lu l t
lenra lc  fo rm.  Fronr  th is  s tagc  thc  n ra lc  bccomcs
n)ore  no l i ccub lc  as  thc  b lack  malc  p lumagc
rcp l i l ce \  thc  p rc ! ious  onc ,  p rogrcss ing  f rom thc
c ! 'o \ \n  ( ) \c t  t l r c  napc .  back  and uppcr  w ing
cor r r ts .  I t  i s  no t  known i f  thc  comple te  adu l t
p lL rmagc has  bcc t r  a t ta ined when d ispersa l  com-
nrc rccs ,  as  voung b i r t l s  a t  th is  s - tage arc  indepen-
( lcn t .  ( lu ic tc r  anc l  morc  h ighcr  in to  the  t rees .

I:lcdging
Young F igh i tc ls  beg in  to  l ! -ave  thc  ncs t  about

l7  days  a l tc r  ha tch ing  rv i th  movement  awav
l r , ' m  t h c  r c \ l  h ( i n F  g r i r r l u a l .  l t  i i  c o n r m o n  t , ,
sce l lrcn1 pcrchcd on the cdgc of the ncst for a
ilav or t lvo bcforc ntoling out to trcarb.v branches
in  rhc  c lav  t imc.  A t  n igh t  thcv  re tu rn  to  thc
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ncs t .  A( lu l ts  cont inuc  to  Ieed young a f te r  they
beg in  to  f l y  an t l  in  a  d i lTcrcn t  loca l i t y ,  adu l ts
in  add i t ion  to  thc  parcn ts  havc  hccn seen to  fcc ( l
juvcn i l cs .

Th is  i s  cc r ta in ly  thc  casc  w i th  young koe ls
\ \ 'h ich  demand a t tcn t ion  aggrcss ivc ly .  Young
k.c ls  u lc  l l rgc r  a r t r l  g rncru l l y  m. r (  c 'n \n icuou: \
than F igb i r t l s  o f  the  same agc .  Sc lambl ing  a long
hranchcs  ra thcr  than f l y ing .  koc ls  range over  a
fairly u'idc afca, acccpting l irod lronr an1, ncarby
b i t r l  responr l ing  to  thc i r  con t inua l  ca l l ing .
Youn-c  koc ls  appear  to  lenra in  in  the  ncs t ing
arca  l i r r  about  a  month  a f tc r  thc  adu l t  b i rds
com n ' rcncc  au tL lmn migra l  ion .

Ncs t ing  Data
Dcta i l s  o f  the  nes t ing  o f  F igb i rds  f rom thc

th fcc  ycars  a rc  sunrmar iscc l  in  Tab le  L  In  1980-1 l l
thc  t i rs l  sgg  was la id  on  l f  Novcmbcr  1980.
l iggs  wcrc  la ic l  in  a  to ta l  o f  l9  ncs ts  observec l ;
ha tch ing  occut rc ( l  in  l5  o f  thcse  S ix  ncs ts  wcrc
paras i t i sec l  by  koe ls  rv i th  f i vc  koc ls  ha tch ing  an( l
a l l  o f  t l r cse  f le r lg ing  succcss fu l l y .  Anothcr  s ix
ncs ts  p roduccd l5  F igb i r i l s  to  f l cdg ing .

In  thc  l98 l  sunrmcr  many nc \ ts  had bccn
conrnlsncc(l b.v I Novcnrbcr. Thc first sgg was
obscrvcd  on  l2  Novembcr .  On l4  Novcmbcr
thcfc was a wilt l eleclrical storm \4ith strong
winc ls  anr l  hcavy  ra in .  Many nes ts  wcre  des t roy-
cd bcforc cgg-layin.rr and in thrcc othcrs thc
ent i rc  c lu tc l r  \ vas  los t .  Some b i l t l s  con t inued
incubat ion  bu t  in  tha t  season a l l  the  eggs  were
los l  bekr rc  ha tch ing  i l l  a t  l cas t  l l  ncs ts .  In  n inc
n ' t ( ) rc  ncs ts  voung ( l i cd  o r  \ \ ,e rc  ea tcn  by  prc -
da tors .  F rom s ix  rcmain ing  nes ts .  l l  young:  ten
F igb i rds  and a  koc1,  f l cdget l  success fu l l v .

ln  two o thcr  ncs ls  koc i  cggs  wcrc  la id .  Onc
koc l  egg u 'as  los t  n inc  c lays  a f tc r  lay ing  a l though
thc  F igb i rd  eggs  remaincd and i l t  thc  o ther ,  a l l
lh fec  young ha tchcd anc l  wc .c  s t i l l  a l i ve  four
days  Ia te r .  Unfor tunate ly  lhese ncs ts  wcre  no t
obscrvcd  fu r ther  and thc  ou tcome is  no t  known.
It is prcsumed the koel survivecl as a koel chick
of appropriate agc was resident in the area a
month  la tc r  bu t  these nes ts  a rs  no t  inc ludc t l  in
thc  da ta  g iven in  Tab le  L

Whcn thc  I982-83 breed ing  scason com-
menced,  lhc  d is t r i c t  was  in  the  gr ip  o f  i t s  sccond
fu l l  ycar  o f  d rought .  On ly  l6  ncs ts  were  recorded
lor  the  en t i re  scason.  thc  f i rs t  egg no t  be ing
la id  un t i l  2 l  Novembcr .  Hatch ing  occur red  in
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TABLE I

l ) c l i | i l s o f l h e o c s 1 i n g s u c c ! s \ b y F i 8 b i r d s a n d ( i ) m m o n K o c l s a l P i o n e e r V . l l l c y . o u c e n s | l n d d u r i n 8 1 h c l 9 8 ( r 8 l . | 9 t t I ' 2 l d l ( ) 8 2 , 8 ]
brccding scaso s wi th tabulaled ra infa l l  dal i l

Date
Year lsl Egg

Numbcr of Nests Number of Young Bre€din8* Success
Fledged FiSbirds

I - r id
YounS

I l i r tchcd
Young
FlcdScd

Prrasi ta\ed
by Kocl \ Kocls Ir igbird\

l ( ) S 0  S l  l l N o \

I9t l  I  f i :  l lNo!

1 9 8 : ' 8 . 1  l l N o v

l 5

l 5

t5

l 0

l : 0 7 9

l ( r  - .

I t )

* l l .ccdirg \uccc\s orc lsurcd i rs nunlbcr of  younS l ledgcd/c lu lch comn)cncecl

Rainfall Da!a
Annual  lo ln l  Ourr lcr l \

(n]n l )

lgl{{}-ltl I I (J(,

lg8l- f i l  I  7 l . l
l()81 lt] I llll9

n)lr l  prccedrng bfteding

70 .8
It' N
:r.l.{

ninc ncsts unrl from fi\ 'e nests six Figbirds
rcachcd l l c t lg ing .  Dur ing  th is  season on ly  two
o l  lhc  ncs ls  conta inec l  koc ls  and one o f  these
lc l t  thc  ncs t  succcss fu l l y .

Usual causcs ol loss of young Figbirds were
predut ion  (p robab ly  by  o ther  b i rds) ,  s to rm dam-
agc .  c jcc t ion  by  koe ls ,  and prcmature  depar tu re
I ronr  thc  nes t .  In  sc rc ra l  cases  t lead  young b i rds
ncrc  lound dang l ing  be low thc  nes t .  Parents
cont inucd to  dc fcnd thcsc  young fo r  a t  leas t  a
tl l, ' '  aftcrwarcls.

Discussion
In nornral scasons brccding ceases with tl lc

onsc t  o f  the  \ \ ' c t  scason in  January .  Dur ing  dry
ycars  b i rc ls  havc  ex tcndcd breed ing  a t tempts  by
ubout  a  month  and in  1982,  two young b i rds
llcdgcd succcssfully on 6 Fcbruary.

This survcy was carried out in a garden
cnv i lonn lcn t  whcrc  pcrmanent  water  f rom both
humarr activit-v and thc Pioncer River is frcely
availablc. Figurcs recordctl at Pleystowc Mill
shorv  an  avcragc  annua l  ra in fa l l  o f  l730mm
orcr  thc  pcr io t l  l c ) - .19-1982.  For  thc  th ree  years
o f  thc  s tudy  thc  annua l  ra in fa l l  to ta ls  were  I  169,
17 ,1-1  and 1089 mn rcspcc t ive ly .  However ,  ra in -
fa l l  fo r  each o f  thc  th rcc  Ju ly  to  Septembcr
quar tc rs .  imnrcd ia tc ly  p rcced ing  the  breed ing
season \ !as  70 .11 .26 . I t  and 34 .4  mm respcc t ive ly ,
comparcc l  lo  lhc  44  ycar  a lc ragc  o f  75 .3  mm.

l f  b rccd ing  success  is  ca lcu la tcd  as  thc  number
\ ) l  v , run I  i l cJ ! ,cd  pcr  c lu t r 'h  cummcnccJ ,  a  \hurP
J" . rca ' .1  ca t t  bc  ,ccn  l ron t  t l t c  6 rs t  t r r  thu  lo l l t rw-
ing two scasons. Although there werc less birds
brieding in the thild ycar the brecding success
rvas identical to that for the sccond year' Perhaps
this fcflccts lcss compctit ion in foraging betwcen
activc brcecling pairs. Since ths overall number
of kocls in tltc survcy is low, no attcmpt has
bcen madc to calculatc brecding succcss for koels
but  thc  resu l ts  appear  s imi la r .  Th is  i s  no t  sur -
p r is ing  s ince  koc ls  we le  found on ly  to  paras i t i sc
Figbird ncsts in thc study area.

( ertainly the reasons for thc reduced nesting
success in both Figbirds and koels are outside
the scopc of this study. However, it docs seem
that thc prescnce of localised pcrmanent water
is not sull icient to cnsurc maximal nssting
succcss. Rathcr. thc poor bresding rcsults for the
two drought years may simply reflect an overall
reduction in thc availablc food suPply both
prior to und during the breeding scason.

Acknowledg€ments

The permission of the Queensland Museum
to  v iew thc  koe ls  in  thc i r  s tudy  co l lec t ion  is
gratcfully acknowledged. Rainfall data kindly
supp l icd  P lcys towc Sugar  Mi l l .

Rcfcrcnce
l lcru ldscn,  G. (19t i0) .  A Fje ld Guide to Ncsls and

Eggs of  Austrr l ian Birds,  Rigb) Publ ishc.s L imi ted.
Adelaidc.

M. M. and M. J. Crouther,
c/- Amalgamated Sugar Mil ls.

Pleystowe. Qld 4741.


