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This paper describes the nesting behaviour, vocalizations and plumage of 12 pairs of Red-capped Robins 
Petroica goodenovii studied during the breeding season from September 2000 to March 2001 in 12 hectares of 
dry woodland in Capertee Valley, New South Wales. Individuals were reliably identified by plumage, song and 
territory. Four brown-plumaged breeding males had rust-coloured caps. Fourteen distinct vocalizations were 
recognized (11 for adults, three for young). 

INTRODUCTION 

The Red-capped Robin Petroica goodenovii occurs in the 
drier regions of all mainland Australian states (Blakers et al. 
1984) but despite being a widespread and conspicuous 
species, information on breeding behaviour and vocalizations 
is very limited and often anecdotal. The most complete 
behavioural study of the species was made by Coventry 
(1988). but was limited to just three pairs and did not include 
sonagrams. This paper attempts to describe and illustrate the 
complete vocal repertoire of the species and to match voice 
wi1h behaviour. Adult males are brightly plumaged in red, 
black and white but brown males may also pair and breed 
successfully. There is confusion in the literature regarding 
the plumage of brown males and females which I hope to 
partial! y correct. George ( 1950, 195 la, 195 I b) and Hutton 
(1991) studied captive nesting behaviour. Disney ( 1974), 
Hall (I 974) and Hobbs ( 1986) have studied plumage. 
Limited information on Red-capped Robins is found in 
field guides (Stewart 1976; Frith I 984; Simpson 1986; 
Boles 1988; Schodde and Tidemann 1988; Slater 1989; 
Pizzey 1997; Morcombe 2000). In a concurrent paper I 
describe the 2000-2001 breeding biology for the same 12 
pairs of Red-capped Robins referred to in this present study 
(Powys 2004). 

METHODS 

Study site 

The 12 hectare study site in Capcrtcc Valley is located 18 kilometres 
cast of Capertee (33°07'S. l 50°08'E) and 380 metres above sea level, on 
the western slopes of the Great Dividing Range in New South Wales. Mean 
annual rainfall is 500 millimetres and summers arc often hot and dry with 
low humidity. Aspect is north-east with stony soils supporting dry woodland 
including Motherumbah Acal'ia l'heelii. Black Cypress Pine Callitris 
endlil'heri. Narrow-leaved lronbark Euca/ypllls crebm, Tumbledown Red­
gum E. dea/bata, with an undcrstorcy of native herbs and grasses. 

Materials and metftuds 

Birds were not banded but individuals were reliably identified by their 
plumage irregularities and territory: they were given a code name and 
territories were mapped with data being compiled for 29 nesting 
attempts by 12 pairs. as outlined in (Powys 2004). Twenty-five robins 
were colour-sketched from October to December. Moulting, brown males 
were re-sketched in January. February and March to monitor their 
progressive change to full adult plumage (Table I). 
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Male Red-capped Robins called often prior to nesting and were 
located aurally. Vocalizations were taped opportunistically and 
associated behaviour noted. from September to March. Sub-song from 
an adult male was recorded al the end of April 2001. Samples of 
territorial song were recorded from all the breeding males in this study, 
at various limes of the day, and were later analysed both aurally and 
sonagraphically to check for individual variation. 

Voice was tape recorded with a Sony TCD DID Pro DAT and 
Sennheiser ME 67 gun microphone, and analysed on a Macintosh iMac 
computer using sound processing software Peak LE v2. IO(© BIAS 
I 997-1 999) and sound spectrograph software AudioGraph v.3.2 (© 
Ralph Sutherland 2000. Canberra. Australian Capital Territory). 

RESULTS 

Territor y establishment and song 

Eight red-plumaged males and four brown-plumaged 
males paired with females and established adjoining 
territories that averaged 1.02 hectares, in vegetation that 
was dominated by Motherumbah acacia (Powys 2004). 
From September to December male Red-capped Robins 
advertised from prominent perches, giving frequent bouts 
of Territorial Song dikerdreeya-dikerdreeya (Fig. I a) during 
daylight hours until paired and nesting, usually within 
1-2 weeks. One brown male sang intermittently for three 
weeks in November-December before attracting a mate and 
nesting. If a nest failed or if fledglings were nearly 
independent, males would again give the Territorial Song 
for one or two days prior to a subsequent nest attempt. This 
trilled Territorial Song was not loud but carried well at a 
relatively low frequency (kHz) and was audible within a 
distance of 150 metres. 

Females did not give the Territorial Song prior to nesting, 
but four different females used the Territorial Song 
occasionally when feeding nestlings and fledglings (Fig. 
lb). One female with fledglings used the Territorial Song 
when disputing territory with a neighbouring male. H male 
and H female had similar Territorial Songs; the female 
consistently gave a slighter weaker version (Figs l a-b). 
Sonagraphic analysis showed consistent individual vari�.tion 
in male Territorial Song which was sometimes d:scernible 
in the field. The Scolding call heh-heh-heh-heh (Fig. le) 
replaced the males' Territorial Song when the fem,:l� was 


