Breeding diet and behaviour of a pair of Grey Falcons Falco
hypoleucos and their offspring in north-western New South Wales
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The diet of a pair of Grey Falcons Falco hypoleucos was investigated in Sturt National Park,
arid north-western New South Wales, by analysis of pellets and orts collected during
October—December 2003 beneath a nest in a riparia Coolibah Eucalyptus coolabah beside a
gibber plain. The falcons fl edged a brood of four young in a year of above average rainfall in
the first half (and average rainfall overall), from an estimated egg-laying date of early
August. The falcons’ breeding diet (n = 62 prey items from 58 dietary samples) consisted, by
number, mainly of birds (99%, 63% being parrots) and one mammal; parrots formed most of
the biomass (90%) of identified avian prey. Geometric Mean Prey Weight was 29.6 grams,
and dietary diversity (Shannon Index) was 1.98. Small-medium (<100 g) granivorous birds
were selected as prey (P <0.01).
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Waterbirds were surveyed at the north-western end of Peery Lake, a large freshwater
overflow lake on the Paroo River, between October 1990 and January 1994, following a
major flood that filled the lake in April 1990. Before drying, the lake was recharged by a
moderate flood in January 1993 and retained water throughout the study. The survey area
comprised about 555 hectares or 11 percent of the lake, plus the adjacent shoreline. Over nine
survey periods, a total of 54 waterbird species was recorded, of which eight species were
recorded breeding, although only in low numbers. Species richness in individual survey
periods ranged between 17 and 42 species. The number of waterbirds in the survey area
varied greatly between survey periods, from 636 to 14 359. Two species, Pink-eared Duck
Malacorhynchus membranaceus and Grey Teal Anas gracilis, accounted for about 60 percent
of all waterbirds, but the common species varied between survey periods. The responses of
waterbirds to the two flood events were markedly different. Waterbird numbers were initially
low after the first flood, peaking 27 months after flooding. By contrast, waterbird numbers
were high in the first year after the second flood, but fell sharply 12 months after flooding.
The abundance and diversity of waterbirds recorded on this small portion of Peery Lake
affirmed the lake’s importance to waterbirds. The study also showed the dynamic and highly
variable nature of the waterbird fauna, whose response to particular flood cycles at the lake



can diff er widely and cannot be predicted by simple measures such as the size and salinity of
the lake.
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Two subspecies of the Grey Grasswren occupy terminal swamps of separate inland rivers,
Amytornis barbatus barbatus on the Bulloo River and A. b. diamantina in Goyder Lagoon on
the Diamantina. There have been sporadic reports from three other discrete areas; the Eyre
Creek, Diamantina River and Cooper Creek floodplains. In a survey of those outlying
populations, Grey Grasswrens were sparsely and unevenly distributed, being found at eleven
localities (including one within 20 kilometres of Goyder Lagoon) but undetected at 16 where
they had been observed previously, in some cases over several years. All five populations
appear to be isolated from one another by distances of between 50 and 150 kilometres over
which suitable habitat appears to be absent. Grasswrens from Eyre Creek belong to the same
subspecies as those in Goyder Lagoon where Eyre Creek terminates, suggesting that in
relatively recent times those two populations at least have been in reproductive contact, but
the subspecific status of the other two outlying populations remains unknown. Our findings
indicate that the outlying populations are small and that one or more might be declining
towards local extinction. On the other hand we infer that Grey Grasswrens may be more able
to disperse during exceptional seasonal conditions than is widely assumed to apply to
grasswren species. Factors that might explain why the outlying populations are small and/or
declining are discussed.



