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NOTES ON THE CORROBOREE BEHAVIOUR OF THE
NEW HOLLAND HONEYEATER

DAVID C,  MCFARLAND

l5 C\rronc Street. Kcnmorc. Oltt '1069

R?t eift.l I SeDt.nbu, 199.1

The corroboree or congregalron display occurs in a number of honeyeater species. This paper
presenls dala on the display of New Holland Honeyeaters in New England Nauonal Park. Corroboree
frequency is highest n the morning (0.85 displays/hr) and peaks in lale summer and winter (up to
3.3 displays/hr) when breeding terr i tor ies are being establ ished. The displays involve an average ot
six birds with the malori ty ot those identi f ied being adult males occupying nearby terr i tor ies. The
re at ionship between corroboree actrvi ly and co-operative behaviour in honeyeaiers s examined.

INTRODUCTION

The term corroboree was first coined for bird
behaviour b1' Cameron (197t)) for the congrega-
tion display of thc highly sociable Noisy Miner
Manorino melanocephala and was described in
detail by Dou (1975). Corroborees have been
observed in eight honeyeater species from three
gcncra (Pykc and O'Clonncr 1989 and rcfcrcnccs
there in ;  pers .  obs . ) .  New Ho l land Honeyeaters
Phy'l idon.,-ris novoehollandiae also engage in
corroborees and use postures and repeated call ing
similar to those of the mincr display (see Rooke
1979 lo r  descr ip t ion) .  Both  Dow (1975)  and
Rookc (1979) considcrcd that the bchaviour,
derived from submissive displays, facil i tated
the recognition of resident birds in an area.
particularly those returning after some absence.
Some studies (Paton 1979; Pyke and O'Connor
l9il9) have fbund that corroborces occur most
often with the onset of breeding but the behaviour
is not confined to this period. A major re-establish-
ment event is when a breeding territory or centrc
of activity associated with breeding is being
dcfincd for a ncw ncsting scason.

In this paper I examine the corroboree
behaviour of Ncw Holland Honeyeaters, its
frcquency with rcspcct to timc (ovcr day and
during year) and honeyeater activity (New
Holland Honeyeater capture rates and rcsident
numbers) .  and what  b i rds  (numbcr .  scx .  s ta tus)
participate in the display. I also explore the
occurrcncc of corroboree activity within the

honeyeater family (Meliphagidac), especially
with respect to the lcvcl of co-operative social
behaviour displaycd by various spectes.

STUDY AREA AND METHODS

New Hdland Honeyeatcrs wcrc studicd in Ncw EnSland
Nat iural  Park (30'3{) 'S.  152'30'E) iD north caslcrn Ncvr '  South
walcs.  

' l  
hc stud) area wirs in an opco forcst  wi th a canopy of

cucalypts.  an under\ torey dominl lcd by barrksias and a
grounr l  layer ot  tcrns:rnd grasses (McFar land l9 l i5a).

Corroborcc f requenc]_ sas nlc i rsurcd by rccording the
numbcr of  d ispl i lys sccn 35 In c i thcr  s idc o{  a 600 m 1r nsccl ,
walkcd bct*een 07( l ( l  h and 0900 h.  twicc cach monlh in 19t3.
Eirch l ransccl  rcok one hour rc cotnpletc.  Dur ing cach v is i l
ro thc arca.  rhc krc l ! ions of  colour-bandcd bi rc is wcre marked
on r  mnp of  thc study arca.

Ncw Holhnd l loncyer lcr  act iv i ty  dur ing thc sanlc pcr iod
was indicatcd by the numbcr ot  b i rds crrught  in mist-ncts cach
nx)nth To overcomc lhc v i l r iable nei t ing ef for l  a l l  caplurc
ratcs wcrc convcrtcd to thc nuDrber of  b i rds l rappcd per
100 ret  hours.  Thc ra lcs wcrc scparated ink)  lhrce
components:  to la l  a l l  adul t  and immalure bi rdsi  t ransicnt
adul ts adul ts t rappcd oncc o l -v i  and rcsidcnt  rdul l  ldul ls
caught morc than oncc. c(tour-bnnLlcd irnd subscqucntly socn
in ihe study area.

Indiv iduals.  part ic ipal ing i  corrobofces wcrc idcnl i f icd
dur ing 66 hours of  focal$ i rd obscrvr l iors of  colour-banded
birds spread throughoul  the pcr iod whcn New Hol land
Honcycl !crs wcrc most conspicuous in tho arei  (Februrry to
Augusl .  McFar lancl  1985b).  Obscrvat ions lvcre made at  thrce
r imes ol  day 0800-1030 h.  I  lO( l i3-30 h.  150( i  l7 l0 h)
and rccords kept  of  thc lota l  runber of  b i 'ds involved in a
display.  thc ident i t ,v  of  b i rds prescnt  rnd thc locat ion of  the
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TABLE I
I r (qu.n( \  i , l  ! " f l , 'h ' re(  dr \n] . r ] \  ( rn!un nunbcr/h) .  c lprurc ratcs of  rc\ idcDt ldutr  New I Io lLrn. l
h,  ' r ) r \  c . r t ( |5 (nLrnrr , ( r  r - rughr/10( l  qt  h, ,urs) .  numbcr o l  nct  hours rnd rhc maximurrr  nulnbcr o l  colour-
bandcd rcsidcnrs ( toral  and oralcs onry)  recofdcd on maps each m(nrrh.  thc rcsrdcnr numbcrs urc
Inrnrmuf i  valuc\  as rhcrc wefe bi r t ls  unhant lcdrrrmctal  only.  in lhc l fcr  whosc str tus could nor hc
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RESULTS

Corroboree frequency. based on transect data
for thc ycar, averagcd 0.77 + 0.22 displays/h
(mean : !  S.E. .  n  -  24 h) .  1 'he f requcncy of
corroborees seen during transects for the period
Februarv to August was 1.30 + 0.30 displays/h
(n = i,1 h) whilc morning focal-bird obseryations
for thc same months yielded an average of
0.8-5 + 0.18 d isp lays/h (n = 22 h) .  Thc values
were not  s ign i f icant ly  d i f ferent  ( t  :  1 .36,  df  :  34;
P > 0.1) .  Based on focal -b i rd observat ions.
corroborccs were significantly more co|rlmon
in the morning than at other timcs of the day
(a. rn.  = 20.  noon :  6 ,  p  m.  = l0 ;  Xr  :  8 .7,  d f  :2 ;
P  <  0 . 0 5  ) .

Corroboree frequcncy varied during the year
with distinct peaks in February and June (Tablc l).
This seasonal pattcrn w.ls signincantly corrclatcd
wi lh  thc  capturc  ra tcs  o [  . tdu l t  New Ho l land
I loneyeaten  res ident  in  the  area  (Tab le  1 ;
r  :  0 .90 .  d f  :  l0 ;  P  <  0 .01) .  Less  s t rong or  non-
significant correlations were found whcn total
New Ho l lands  ( r  :  1 ) .06 .  P  >  0 .05)  and t rans icn t
adults (r = 0.'16t P < 0.05) were considered. The
occurrence of the display was also correlated with
the number of resiclcnt birds in the area (r : 0.73,
d f  =  l0 ;  P  <  0 .1 ) l ) .  cspcc ia l l y  ma les  ( r  =  0 .80 ,
d f  :  l 0 :  P  <  0 . 0 1  T a b l c  1 ) .

On average, the total number of birds involved
i n  r r  i o r r o l ' , ' r c c  u a s  6 . 1  =  U . 3  ( m e t n  -  S . E . .
rangc = 1-12. n = 36). Two-thirds of the displays
had bctwccn four and six birds attending. Of the
birds identif ied in displays 91 per cent werc malcs
and only 9 pcr ccnt fcmalcs (n = 66 observations

of l8 individuals). All of the recognizcd birds
occupied tcrritorics in the vicinity cithcr as
nembers of pairs or as single birds (unpubl. map
data). (Thc identif ication ratc of participants
(scx and status) was low because the main aim
of the obsenations wils to time budget specil ic
individuals and litt le t ime was available to
exrmine the other birds prcscnt.) On 17 occasions
when an obscrvcd bird was noted as flying ovcr
othcr tcrritories to reach a corroborcc not once
were thcy attacked by the owncrs of those
territories. In at lcast six cases this was becausc
these tcrritory owncrs wcrc already attending the
display. Corroborees occurred both within known
tcrritorics (arcas successfully defended over at
least two weeks, n : 24 tirnes) and in urdcfcndcd
nrcas bctwcen territories (n = 12).

DISCUSSION

Both thc diurnal and scasonal changcs in
corroboree frequency can be attributed to
changes in the encounter rate between resident
birds partly through increased activity of thosc
present and increased numbers of rcsidcnt birds
in thc arca. During thc day nrorc birds are
detected (active) in the morning than in the after-
noon or irt midday (McFarlantl 1985a) hence
there is a greater chance of a display being
triggcred in thc morning. 

'I 'he yearly pattern of
high corroboree frequencies in February and June
coincides with increased activity and numbers of
adult New Holland Honeyeaters re-establishing
territories for autumn and late wintcr brccding
(McFarland 1985b. 1986a,b). Corrotrorees out-
sidc this pcriod could be due to the fact that
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rcsidcncy among honeyeaters. such as New
Holland Honeycatcrs can vary with birds
rcoccupying areas at different t imes (Pykc and
O'Connor 191t9; Pyke et al. 1989).

On average six birds participate in corroborees
with those involved usually being adult malc
tcrritory owncrs that havc tcrritorics ncar the site
of the display. These results support thc findings
of  Paton  (  1979)  and Pyke and O 'Connor  (1989) .

Thc function of corroborec trchaviour is not
clear but one explanation is that the display
er r i rh le r  h i rd .  lu  i r \ s  c i i r te  . rn , . i  le l rn  to  recogn i /e
neighbours or others in the group (Dow l97ll).
Ncw Holland Honcycatcrs occupy territories or
centres of activity in closc proximity (McFarland
1986a) .  Wi th in  these 'ne ighbourhoods '  (sen . ra
Rowlcy 1975) the corroboree behaviour rnay bc
a non-aggressive means of allowing rcsidcnt birds
to congregate and idcntify surrounding territory
( rwncr \  thc r (b \  rc , . luc ing  lu tu re  Jggress ion  co \ l \
(t ime and cncrgy) associated with territory
defencc. Both New Holland and Whitc-chcckcd
Honeycaters P. nigra appcar to bc able to
recognizc ncighbours and are lcss aggrcssive toward
thcm compared to responscs to transicnts (Rooke
1979:  Armst rong 1991) .  A  conscquence o f  th is
discrinrinatory behaviour is thc potcntial for
c r ' { r p ( l r i l i \ c  r r c t i r i t i c r , r r  i r l  l ( r \ l  n ( ' n - i l g A r e { \ i \ e
associations anong ncighbours that know eircll
o thcr .  Among honcycatc rs .  such 'co-opcr | t i ve '
ac t ions  may inc lude mobb ing  prcdators  (Ford .
pers. comnr.). chasing transient conspecil ics and
la rger  compet i to rs  (R<xrkc  1979;  Dunkcr lcy
1989) .  fo rag in r  i l t  c lumped resources  (McFar lanc l
l9lt.1a) and co-opcrirt ivc breeding (Arrnstrong
1990) .  Houevcr .  thcsc  cvents  appcar  to  bc  r i r rc
among New Hrll l lands given tltc lack of reports in
thc  major  s tuc l i cs  o f  th is  spcc ies  (Paton  1979;
Rooke 1979;  McFar lan i l  1985b;  Armst rong 1990) .
Thc fcw rccorcis present arc probably bcncficial
s ide  c l fcc ts  to  the  morc  inpor tan t  reduc t ion  in
in tc r -nc ighbour  aggress ion .  Thc  bcnef ic ia l  s idc
effects nray. howcvcr. bc more dcvcloped and
p lay  grca ter  ro lcs  in  o thcr  spcc ies .

()orroborce belruviour in tha Mcliphugidae

The proposal I \r, ish to explore is that $'ithin
thc honc_\'catcr tanti ly thc prescncc i lnd cxtcnt
( ) l  \ ' r ) r r r ' h t r t ( (  i t L l t \ r t y  J p l r l r \  l , r  v i t l y  u j l h
l h (  d c l r c r '  , , l  p r , ' t i r t r i t l  r v h t  n  h r c e t l r r r !  l r n d
thc  lcvc l  o f  co-opera t ivc  behav iour  o f  a  spcc ies .
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Quantitativc data are very l imitcd and need to be
collectcd to tcst t lre following idca. However, I
believc cnough anecdotal evidcnce is available for
a cursory examination of any relationship.

Corroborees have not been recorded for wattle-
birds Anthochaere spp. and friarbirds Philemon
spp.; honeyeatcrs with large and/or widcly spaccd
breeding tcrritorics, (Hindwood 1944). but such
birds do exhibit submissive posturcs similar to
clcnlcnts found in a corroboree (McFarland
1983). Co-operative behaviour by any ol these
spccics has not been conllrmed.

Honeyeaters. such as the New Holland and
Whitc-chcckcd, also occupy pair tcrribrics but
these are ofien close together. While corroborees
are present in these species both the display and
uth( r  co-opcra t ive  ac t i \ r l y .  \uch  r rs  cu- t - rper i r l i ve
breeding, is relatively rarc (Pykc and O'Connor
1989;  Armst rong 1990;  unpub l .  da ta) .  Howcvcr ,
in species where corroborccs i lrc common, c.g.
Fuscous Honeyeater Lichenostomus /rsarls and
Whitc-plurned Honeveater L. penicil lutus, thcrc
are more reports of co-operative attacks on
conspecifics and larger competitors and prcdators
(McFar land 1984b,  pers .  obs . :  Dunkcr lcy  l9 i l9 )
and a suggestion of co-opcrative breeding
(Schoddc and T idemann 1988 bu t  see  Dunkcr lcv
1989) .

Among thc rccognizcd co-operatively brccding
honeyeaters thcrc irrc thosc that havc groups
l i v ing  in  c lumped te r r i to r i cs .  c .g .  Yc l low- tu f tcd
Honeycatcr L. rnelanops, and thosc that have
groups  w i th in  la rgc  co lon ics .  e .g .  No isy  Mincr ' .
C)nly the rr.riners havc bccn studicd in detail and
corroborccs are bolh common and thc ntost
s t r i k ing  soc ia l  c l i sp lay  o f  the  spcc ics  (Dow 1975) .
Thc Noisy Miner has highly dcvclopccl co-opcrative
bc l rav iour  no t  on ly  in  b reed ing  bu t  in  thc
mobbing of predators and the almost total
exclusion of other birds fronr the resourccs of the
co lony  te r r i to ry  (Dow 1975.  1977) .  I t  i s  m1,
proposition that corroborccs init iallv arose as
rnud i f ie t l  rpper r :cn tcn l  J i \p l . r \ \  t l r ; i r  redu.cd
inter-ncighbour aggrcssion among close lerritory
owncrs .  Howcvcr .  undcr  cc r ta in  cond i t ions .  c .g .
h igh  tc r r i to rv  dens i t ) , .  the  d isp lay  has  Icc l  to
cnhanced soc iz r l  cohes ion  w i th in  l roups  o f  b i rds
and ths advantagcs of the cohcsion (co-opcrative
breecling and rcsourcc dcfclce) havc achicvcd
grc i l le r  n ror l l rnc  ce  rn  s (  ' l nL  \ l l cc ic \ .
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