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AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIOUR OF RED WATTLEBIRDS 

Anthochaera carunculata AND NOISY FRIARBIRDS 

Philemon corniculatus 

HUGH A. FORD and STEPHEN DEBUS 
Department of Zoology, University of New England, Armidale, NSW 2351

Rcccii·cd I:! ( )cwha. /9()_! 

The aggressive behaviour of Red Wattlebirds and Noisy Friarbirds was quantified in a 240 ha 
remnant of eucalypt woodland near Armidale, New South Wales, from 1990 to 1992. Wattlebirds 
spent 1.8 per cent and Friarbirds 1. 7 per cent of their time in aggressive activities. Wattlebirds chased 
from 12 to 3.7 and Friarbirds 0.5 to 1.8 birds per hour from the vicinity of their nests with young. 
Higher aggression rates were shown away from the nest in the 1991 breeding season (7.7 and 6.5 
chases per hour, figures for Wattleb1rds first) and at a heavily flowering Grevil/ea robusta tree on the 
University pf New England campus (6.1 and 17. 7 chases per hour. for Wattlebird and Friarbird 
respectively). 

Aggression is not indiscriminate, but is principally aimed at potential competitors and predators. 
The most frequent victims of aggression were conspecifics (24% in Wattlebirds, 37% in Friarbirds). 
other large honeyeaters {32%, 10%). potential nest predators (14%, 22%) and small honeyeaters 
(12%, 14 % ). Small insectivores were only occasionally chased. The impact of these large 
honeyeaters on other birds may be small in large woodland remnants, though it could be more 
significant in small or degraded patches 

INTRODUCTION 

l lonc\'eaters (Mcliphagidac). cspcciallv the
larger species. arc well-known for their aggressive 
bcha,·iour ( Longmore 1991). D(m- ( I ()77) presented 
d;ita 011 the indiscriminate i111er,pecifie aggression 
or the NnisY M in1.·r ,\!1111ori1111 111ela11occplwlu and
the snwllcr Bell Miner 1'/. 111cla11oplin·.1 can 
e:--clmlc man,· 11<.:ct,1ri\"(1rous and insectivorous 
birds from its.hr1.'1.'ding colonies (Lnyn l'l al. 198.,
and Clarke 198-1). Lonpnore ( I \JlJ I) described the 
Red Wattlcbird A111hoclwcm rnm11rnla111 as 
·lan.!.c'. nois\". acti,·e. ,·en· aggressive
pug�1aci(lt1s. · especially \\'hci1 nesting . so 
a!!,!!,ressin: that sm;illcr birds \\'ill 1101 su1,· loll!!. i11 
ti;� same tree.· or the Nnisv Friarhird Pliile1Tw11
comirn/({WS. he said ·. . o.:t.raordinary cacophony
of sound. squabble ceaselessly. vigorously harass 
other birds. .·. The literature contains adequ,1tc 
evidence or ,1g!!,ressi,·encss in wattlcbirds (Le 
Soucf 190:?.: Fa�·7iloro 1()31: Whittcll J(J3J: Bruce 
1973: Ford 1981: McFarl.1ml 1981) and friarbirds 
(Bate, 1907: Fa\'alorn 1931: Chaffer I\J.1.1: 
I linth�·ood 1939: Wheeler 1%6: McCulloch 1990). 
Both species also occasionally prey on nests or 
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young bird� (Wattlchird - Brown and 13rnwn 
1%,Ci: Friarhird - Chaffer 19-1:'i: Smith 1980). 

Despite the abundance of casual ohser\'ations. 
neither species has been the subject or ,1 long-term 
quantitative study. though data arc presented llll 

aggression bv Wattlcbirtb in ford (1981). Ford 
a;i�I P,1ton (198:?.) and McFarland ( 1986). We 
studied Red W,1ttlcbird� and :---.Jois\ Friarhirds 
from 1990 to earl\ 1993 and qu,1;11ilied their 
ag!!,res�ive behaviour in a ,·,1riet,· of ways_ Our 
rc;ults indicate that neither 

O 

species" i, as 
persistently aggressive as the literature suggests, 
and indeed lll()St interactions arc intraspccilic or 
with other large honc,-catcrs. 

STUDY SITE AND METHODS 

j\,lost of the work w:1, c;trricd nut ,11 l'.a:-.t\\·lH>d State Fon. .. ·,t. 
\II km sr: of i\r111id.1k. Thi, :'-HI h;i rcrnnant of c'lll'alyp1 \\'o,,d
land l!.1, been dc,cribcd in dclail che1"1crc (c·.g. 1:onl et al. 
l 1JX)). Th1..· dnminant l!Tl' ,pc,.:i\..'" in onkr of ahund;incl· ;ire: 
Ne\\" Lngland S1ringyli,1rk L11rn/1p111., rn/1gi110.,o. lllakcl, ·, 
Red (iu111 /:. l>/okclri. lvLi1111a (;u111 J; ,·i111i11ali1. Y,IIP\\" Box 
r:. mt'lliodora and Long-kav�d Box /�. hrid,t:J• .,iana. 
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RL·d Wa1tkhirds an: r1Tsent throughout the Vl'ar at 
E.ist11·lhld. Noisy Friarhird, an: prc·sent between Au�ust and
early April. and on:asionally in winter. About 20 "in1ir� of
Wa11kbird, hri.:d each war. whereas Friarhirds fluc1ua1cd
hctwec•n 10 and 511 pairs per n:ar. giving densities of about
0.1-0.� and 11.1-0.:i birds/ha respecliwlv (Ford ,,, 11/. 1985. 
unpuhl.) 

. . 

TilllL' budge'ts were L'lHlStl'llc!ed fur each spc<.:ies in 
Sq11rn1hn w DcTe'111her I 990. by following individuals for up 
lo IO 111i11u1cs and n:rnnlinl! their ac1ivi1v al I:i second intervals. 
Om: auivi1y 11·a� aggn;ssi;,n when the: spei.:ii.:s was recorded 
chasin\! ,11· hein\! chased h1· the focal hird. Also in l9 1 JO. hour
long 11�;11ches w�rc· made i11 1H:sts nf both ,pccic, and visits to 
lhL· nL'st and any aggrc·ssiVL' bi.:h;1viuur wnc· 1101..:d. 

As 1vc felt that the• above mi.:tlmds could have undn
csti111atcd lhc im:idcnL·c of ;1ggrc,sion. in spring l<J91 individual 
birds wc,n.: follmvcd I'm up Ill 20 minulc·s and all aggressive 
in1nacti,>11s wnc rcconkd. In 199 I and 1992 we also followed 
parent bird, in th<:ir foraging moVL:m<:nts around nest:.. for up 
to 1>11c hour. rather than watd1inl! the nest. and recordcd all 
11111!rL·ssive interactions in which th.cv were involved. Althou"h 
a· fL'11· birds wcrl' colour-ha1Hkd in" l1J1)1 and J<J92. ncarly �II 
(>hsc-r\'atillns \\'e'rL' ,111 unhamkd birds. 

1 h)n'-'Y'-'at,.:rs ttrl· nftcn aggr�!-lsl\·1,; ;it llowcring trees. and 
one· Ian:,; Silky Oak (,'rcl'il!ea robmw outside the 11otanv 
Dq1;1ru71<:nt ai UNE a11r:1c1cd num..:rous Wattlcbirds an�l 
Fri:1rhird, in DL0 L·c·111hcr I lJ'JI. W,; mack half-huur-long 
wa1d1..:, at this l1Tc' and rc:n,rdcd the number or birds of ead1 
sp,xic:, pre,c,nt. all Lkpanurcs and arrival, and all chase, and 
displacc·1m:nts. 

RESULTS 

Red Wattkhirds and Nnisv Friarbirds show a 
variety of aggressive behavi<n1rs. They may tly 
towards another bird. which then departs. before 
tl1l' aggressor lands 011 its vacated perch. More 
often they will pursue the other bird for some 
distance. often out of si!.?.ht. sometimes for over 
100 m. Occasionally they make contact with the 
bird being pursued. snapping at the tail or back 
with their beaks. or even grasping it with their 
claws. On a few occasions interlocked birds 
lllmblcd to the ground with feathers flying. This 
typically involved conspecifics or other large 
honcyeatcrs. but once a Friarbird vigorously 
struck a Black-faced Cuckoo-shrike Coracina 
1101·acl10lla11cliac. Five Noisy Friarbirds vigorously 
harassed a Collared Sparrowhawk Accipiter 
cirrlroccp/ra/11s which was carrying a dead 
immature Fan-tailed Cuckoo C11c11/u.s pyrrho
plu11111s. One of them held the hawk in its claws, 
almost bringing it to the ground. 

Some chasing by Red Wattlebirds in the breed
ing season (August to January) involved courtship. 

The larger male chases its smaller mate. often 
snapping _at . its tail. Females often have quite
ragged tat! I.eat hers by the end of the season. 
This means that our data may overestimate the 
frequency of aggression in Waulcbirds. In contrast. 
many interactions between Friarbirds in the 
breeding season involve members of neighbouring 
pairs. Too few birds have been colour-banded and 
chases arc so rapid that the frequency of these 
behaviours is not known. 

The incidence of aggression. in terms of inter
actions per hour and proportion of total time in 
aggression. collected by all methods, is shown in 
Table I. In 1990. when all activities were recorded 
at 15 second intervals. less than 2 per cent of the 
time was spent in aggression by both species. In 
1991. when individual chases were counted while 
following birds, we recorded an average of 7.7 
and 6.5 chases per hour by Wattlebirds and Friar
birds away from the nest. The duration of chases 
was not recorded; most arc short and birds arc 
frequently lost during long chases. Hence. these 
numbers of chases per hour will be close to the 
number of 15 second periods per hour in which 
aggression occurred. As there arc 240 such 
pc�·iods per hour. 7.7 and 6.5 chases per hour 
convert into '.'\.2 per cent and 2.7 per cent of the 
time. Aggression rates by the two methods arc 
thus similar. 

Rates of aggression around the nest were some
what lower than elsewhere. ranging ·from 0.5 to 
3.7 chases per hour (Table I). No data were 

TABLE I 
Frequency "r aggn.:ssion. number of chasl:s p1:r hour per 
individual nr percentage of lime in aggression by Red 
Wattlcbirds and Noisy Friarhirds in diffnrnt years. colleclcd 
at different sites. Numher of hours or data collected 111 

parentheses. No data from Friarhird nests in 1991. 

Red Wattlchird Noisy Friarhird 
Nu. No. 

chases/hr % of time d1ases/hr '¼, of time 

Time Uudgcts 
1990 I.X% (l(l.3) 1.7'¼, (16.7) 

1991 7.6X (19.7) 6.5 (5.5) 
Ncsl Watches 
1990 I.IH(IIIJ lJ.:i(l2'J) 
1991 J.67 (20.I) 
1992 2,03(2-Ul) 1.8-1(41) 
Gn•1·i//c11 

1991 6.1 (13.5) 17.7 ( 13.5) 
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wlkcted , 1ruuml Friarbird nests in 1 99 1  as we 
found no nesh in \\'hich the eggs hatched. I n  1 990 
the neqs_ rather than the birds. were watched so 
that tlK-re \\'ere periods when no birds were 
,·isihlc. Therefore the ,1ggressio11 rates would have 
bcrn underestimated. I ,� "1 ()() 1 and 1 ()()2 individuals 
were rollo\\'cd and rates \\'ere cdculated on lv  for 
the periods \\ hen the focal bird \V,IS \'isib lc '  
Assu ming. as in  thL' prc,·ious paragraph.  tha t  an 
;1ggrcs,i\'L' ,1ct in\'\lhc� nnc 15 second period, the 
pcrccnL1)!_c nr t ime spent in  aggre,-,-ion would 
range rro111 0 . 2  per cent lo 1 .5 per cen t .  

The number of cha,-L', and displaccnH:nt a t  the 
flo\\'cring ( :ri•1 ·if/('(1 rohus111 tree r.ingcd l'ro111 one 
to 57(l p:r hour ( mean = l lJ�. 11 = I f  s . d .  = 1 77 ) .  
The higher l igu1-c i s  a n  underestimate as i t  was 
somet i 1�1cs im11ossiblc to keep track of a l l  chases, 
arri,·,11,- and departure;.. The impression at the 
tree \\'as often 011L' nr continuous noisy squabbling, 
which \\',IS commented upon hy several people in 
o l'fices ncarhy. As thne \\'ere up to fi,·c Red 
Watlkhirds and as man,· ;1s 20 Noisv Friarbirds 
in the tree at  an,· t ime,  ·the aggressi<;n rates per 
bird prL'Sl'll t were not particularly high (Table I ) . 
Wattkbirds sho\\'ed a lower individual rate or  
chasing in  the  Gr(Tiffea than  thcv d id  in Eastwood 
during" thL' spring of the same' year. Friarhirds 
individual ly chased three times as frequently at 
the Gre1 ·il/c(f as in  the woodland. 

The GnTiffea tree was watched for two lrnlf
hours during stead,· rai n .  Onlv t he occasional bird 
visited the flowers and onlv · a  single in teraction 
occurred. Excluding the rai1;v hou/from the total 
had l i t t le  effect 011 the aggrc�sion rates. 

On a\'erage. -Hl .6 Friarbirds and 1 1 . 6 
Watl lchirds a7-rivcd and -l2 .2  and 1 1 . 8 departed 
during the hour. If t he wet hour is excluclecl, there 

TABLE 2 
lmcr;1uio11, among Red \Va1tlcbirds and Noiw Friarbird, at 

:1 (;n•1 ·i//('tt rnhrHJ(J tree in Dcn .. ·mher llJ9 1 .  

Noi:-.y Rcd 

\/i(.'.11111 rriarhinl Wa11ichird Tn1al 

Noi:-.y 1:ri�1rhird 2 15.J 105 2 2.'i') 

Red Wa11khird 22:; 92 3 1 5  

To1al 2 ::,77 197 2 :i7.J 

Mcan No.  hird, 1 1 .7 2.8 
prL'SCl1t ( L'Xcluding 
\\'Cl hnur) 

were -17 . 1 and 1 1 .6  arrivals and -19.6 ,1 1H.l 1 1 . 8  
departures 1-c"pecti,·c ly .  Fri, 1rhirds were signifi
can t lv more aggressi ve .  being the agg_ressnrs in 92 
per cent of c�s�cs, despite o� avcr,;gc account ing 
for nnly 8 1  per cent  of the birds present ( x2 - 22-1. 
p < 0 .00 1 .  di' = I .  T,1blc 2 ) .  Friarbirds chased 
W,1tt lcbirds twice as rrcqucnt ly as Wattlcbirds 
clwscd Friarbirds (i = -12. -1 .  p < 0 .00 I ,  d f  = I )  

Few birds of other species vi�ited the tree. Only 
12  S i l \'ereye� Zosterups latcruli.1. twn Musk 
Lorikects C/ossopsitta cm1ci1111a, two Noisy Miners 
and one Yel low-faced I Ioncvcatcr l,icfie110s1011111s 
cfin·so1Js were ohsen·cd ov�r the 1 1 . 5  hours. 

Al least .1.1 species of birds were seen to he 
chased by the large honcyeaters, 25 hy Wattle
birds ,rnd 26 hy Friarhirds (Table .1 ) .  I n  contrast. 
only six and n ine species showed aggression 
tmvards Waltlebirds and Friarbirds respectively .  
Many or  the in teractions involved conspccilics. 2-1 
per cent for Wattlcbirds and .17 per cent for Friar
h i rds ,  often territory-holders pursuing in truders. 
;\s ment ioned before. some chases. among 
Wattlchirds at least . involved the male chasing it� 
mate. Friarbirds interact with intruders by call ing 
and displaying. frequently in  duct .  rather than by 
chasing. These behaviour-, were not counted as 
aggression .  

Other large honcvcatcrs were the chid inter
spcci l ic victiii,s of }led W,ittlcbirds, with Friar
birds accoun t ing for 1-1 per cent and Noisv M iners 
for 1 8  per cent �>f chases. Wattlcbirds wc;T some
t imes chased by these species, which accounted 
for 72 per cent or the 1 8  cases of aggression 
towards Wattlcbirds. Despite this ,  Watt lebircls 
were the aggressors i n  92 per ecnl or interactions 
with other large honeycatcrs. 

Friarbi rcls in teracted rather less with other 
large honcycatcrs. but un l ike Wattlebirds were 
about as l ikely to be the victim (44'¼, ) as the 
aggressor ( 56"/4, ) .  Two incidents indicated that 
Red Wattlcbirds may be dominant over Noisy 
Friarbirds a l  the breeding site. On Novernber 1 9 .  
I CJ9 l ,  a female Friarbird �as taking bits o f  stringy
bark to a nearly complete nest, with her colour
banded mate nearby. when a male Watllchird 
chased her three t imes. He then landed near the 
male Friarbird. faced h im and cal led.  The latter 
opened his beak weak ly  but  otherwise d id not 
respond. The male Wattlebird called again and 
was joined by a colour-banded female Watt lcbird.  



1 44 H. A. Ford and S. Debus: Aggressive behaviour of Red Wattlebirds and Noisy Friarbirds 

TABLE 3 
Frcque1K,. of a!.!!.!re,sivc interactions involvin!!, \Vattlchird, and Friarbird, and other ,pecic, near the 
nest and ·c1,ewl;�re in 1 990 10 1992. Ch = \Va11lehird or Friarbird chasing the ,pccics. RC = h..:ing 

cha,cd hy it. 
Red Wattlcbird 

Nest 
Ch IK 

Red \Vattlchird ,\111/wchuera can111c11/aw 
Noi,y Friarhird Pi1ii<'ll10II comirnlarus 
Noi,y � l iner ,\/o11ori11a 111elt1111"·1plwla 

Othcr Large Honcycater 
All Large Honcyeatcrs 
Potential Predators 
Bro\\'n ( io,hawk r\ccipircr Ji1scia111s 
Collared Sparrowhawk ,\. cirrhOa/Jhalm 
Laughing Kookaburra /)acelo 1101·a1·g11i11cae 
13-f Cuckoo-shrike Comci11a 1101•aelwl!a11diae 
(;re·,· Shrike-thrush Col/11r ici11cla /11m11011ica 

.j() 

J7 
:18 

124 

1 1  

Olive-hacked Oriole Orio/11., rngi11m11s J 
Grey Flu1d1crbird Cmc1ic11.,· 1orq11w11s 7 
Australian Magpie (;n1111orhi11u 1il>ice11 2 
Pied Currawong Srrepera grac11/i11a 
Australian Ra\'\:n Corl'IIS coro11oidl!s 
Forc�t Ra\'cn C. ws11u11,in,s 
RaH:n Cor\'11\ ,p. 
Al l  Predators 
Others 
( ·rc,1.:d l'ig.:on Onp/11111.1 lophmes 
S-t·r.::-.tl.'d Cockatoo Caca1u<1 galerita 
Crinhnn Ro,clla J>latyc<'rcu., clcg,t111s 
1-..a,tcrn Ro,�lla />. exi111i11s
Saned Kim!fish.:r / /11/cvon s1111,rn
Rufou, \\'hi,tkr l'ac/1_,:ccphala r11ji,·e111ris 
l .cadc11 Fl\'catd1cr Mriagra rn/,cnila
Stri:,tetl Tlwrnhill ,lrn111hi:a li11ea1a
Yl'llow-rumpcd Thornhill A. cl,rysorrhoa
Thnrnhill ,lrn111hi:a ,p.
Yl..!llnw-foc...:d I loncycatcr

/ . i<·l1t•1u>.,t<J11111., cl1r_,·sops 
Fu,cou, Honcycatcr L. ji1.<e11s 
\Vhitc-11apcd Honcycatcr Me/i1hri'/H11S /1111a111s 
Eastern Spinchill 1\rn111horh_rnch11s 1c1111iros1ris 
Other Small Honcycatcr 
Spotted Parda lute l'ard11!0111s p11111w111s 
Striated l'ardalotc f'. s1ria111s 
l'ardalotc l'ard11!01m ,p. 
Common Starling S111m11s rn/garis 
Dusk, Woud,wallow ;\r1t111111s c_1•111101naus 
\Vhit�-win!.!cd Chou�h 

Corrorn; 111c/111101)1a111phos 
U11idc111ifi.:tl Small 13ird 
Al l  Other Species 
Total 

25 

6 

.j 

43 

s 

9 
103 
252 

J 

3 

3 
6 

Elsewhere 
Ch BC 
58 

26 2 
:w 7 
2 

125 10 

2 

17 

6 

2 
lJ 2 

2 

38 2 

I, 

� 

2 

6 

:'i 

..\ 
36 

199 

0 
1 2  

oisy Friarhird 
Nc,t 

Ch BC 
.j 2 

.J9 2 
2 
1 

56 5 

5 

(, 

.j 

1 1  
I 

32 

·' 
9
.j 

(, 

2 

7 

2 

6 
36 

124 

3 

13 
19 

F.lscwhcrc 
Ch BC 

.j 

I J  

7 

24 

s 

7 

2 
.j 

15 
44 

(, 

5 

1 1  

0 
I I  
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She had had a nest less than I()() metres away. 
\\'hieh had failed about two weeks previously. The 
Wat tlebirds duetted. ,iftcr which the male alld 
then the female inspected the rriarhird nest. The 
111ale Friarbird sllO\\·ed no response and when the 
l'cmak Fri,irhird returned to tllL' nest with more 
material sh<.: was chased awav hv both Wa_ttle
hirds. On November 2.1. 199 (. the l'cmale Friar
bird was dismantling her first nest and building a 
new one about 60 111ctres further awav from �1e 
Watt lebird territorv. She remained p-aired with 
the same male. On November l (i. 1 99.1, a Friar
bird ,1tte111pted to return In a nest. where it had 
heen incubating 1 1  days previously, but was 
chased a\\'a\· lw a male Red Wattlebird. A fcm,lic 
Red W,llllchi;·d then took material fro111 the 
1-'riarbird nest. hut dropped it. /\ ncwlv completed 
v\'attkhird nest \\·as found 20 mcl res from the 
1-'riMhird nest. No further acti\ i t\' was scell a t  the 
Fri,1rhird llest. but t\HJ voull"- hatched in the 
Wattkhird nest on Dcecn-1hcr � and were found 
tkad ill the nest on December 11 .  J l)(J3. 

Se\·cral other ,pecic, that were pursued were 
pntcntial prcdatnr, of adults or c[!gs and nest lings 
( l-1''., ,ind 22", ,  of chases h\' Wattlehirds a1�d 
Friarhirtb). This excludes o-ther la rge honey
catcrs. which arc ,tlso potential nest predators. 
Proh,ibl\' ollly the Brown Goshawk /\ccipitcr 
Ji1scia111.1· and Cl1llared Sp;irruwhawk 1 \ .  cirr/l(J
ce11l///l11s presented an\' threat to adults. 
Wattlehirds chasL'd a r,ingc or potential nest 
prcdatllrs c\·en when ll l lt lle,1r their llcsts. whcrc;1s 
Friarhird, mosth· chased them when the\' were 
cluse Il l  their ne�ts. 

Sm,dl l1<111e\·e;1tcrs \\'ere pmmincnt among the 
other �pccic, \\'ith \\'hich \Vat tkbirds , ind Fri,1r
hird', interacted. accountinµ ror 12 per cent and 
1-1 pn CL'll t of cha',es re,pcctivclv. Roscllas were
also eornmon targets or the large IH1nc\·catcrs'
attacks. Small in,L�ctivorL'S ,  such a� pmdall)tes and
thornhills \\'ere only infrequent \'ictims or

, 1ggrc,',io1 1 .  The LL'aden Flycatcher-, 1H_1·i11gm 
r11/,ec11l11, Fuscou� I l l l l le\eaters Lic/1e11usto11111s 
/i 1.1·n1.1 and Du',h· Wi10tb\\ allo\\'s 1\ na11111s·c'_l'a110111en1s that ,i°ttacked Friarhirds, all h.id
acti\C ne�ts close to a Friarhird nest.

DISCUSSION 

Thi', studv has sho\\'n that Red Wattlchirds and 
Noisv Friarhirds interact a l!l!,ressivelv with a wide 
range of (\lher ,pccics of l1�rds. J t  i'ends support 

to the popular notion that both species arc 
pugnacious. frequently driving away other birds 
(e.g.  Longmore 1991 ). However, the frequency 
of ; 1ggrcssivc acts, either ,ts proportion of time 
(less than 2'¼,) or number of chases per hour (0.5 
to 7. 7 ;1way from flowering t recs) is not very high. 

Other studies have found that a Red Wanlebird 
holdino a territory in a liowcrino tree averaoed .17 
chases �Jcr hour (F-'cml 198 1 )  anJ Red Wattl:birds 
in hanksia heathland spent from 0.-1 per cent 
to 2 . 1 per cent of their time in aggression 
(McFarland Jl)8Ci). the latter being similar to the 
present study. Other species or  honeycater at the 
sa1m: site spent from 0 . .1 per cent to 2.2 per ccllt 
or their t ime in aggression (Mcr:arland 1986).
New Holland Honeveaters l'/1 1•/ido11rris 1101•ae
lwll1111!liae at  a site· ill YietnrL1 pcri'ormcd 2 . 2
aggressive acts per hour (P,11011 1980) and New
1 lolland and White-checked Honcycatcrs /'. 
11igm near Svdncv avcra\!,ed 2.1 attacks per hour
(Armstrong "199 1\ Most of these st udics wcrc
carried out  in arc,1s with cxtcnsive llowerin!!. of
ncctar-hcaring shrubs.

� 

Our observations on the Gn'i·i//ca rohusw tree 
,howcd that Noisy Fri,irbirds al least show higher 
aggression rates around nectar sourccs than 
elsewhere. E\·cn so. indi\·idual hirds probably 
n11ly chased, or \\'Crc chased. once e\·cry .1--1 
minutes while at the trcc. an activitv \\'hich 
usually only lasted a few seconds. 13i;·ds that 
departed probably \\'Cllt to rest elsewhere, so that 
thc aggression rates or imli\·iduals could have 
hecn l(;wer than thmc estimated bv \\'atchin\!. a t  
thc lloweri ng t rec. The imprcssio1i of cease-less 
squ,thhling results from the l,1rge number of birds 
present and the fact that Friarhirds can lw very 
Ill ll�\'. 

Our d,ita indicate that the tarl!,ch or most \,\lattle
hird ,ind Friarhird aggrcs',io1; arc co11spceifics. 
other large honeyeatcr� 7ir potential nest predators. 
For \Vattlcbird�. till'SL' categories accounted for ::!-l 
per cent . .12 per cent and I J per cent of chases and 
for Friarhird� 37 per cent. 10 per cent and 22 per 
cent. Based on data on chases in Tahlc 3. Wattle
birds Illa\' dumi11atc Friarbirds in the hreedin° 
areas. Indeed, we recorded two apparent cascs of 
Friarbirds deserting their nc:-as after harassment  
by Wattlcbirds. This is  probably because Red 
Wattlcbirds arc prcsent year-round and start 
breeding early in the season, whereas r:riarbirds 
arrive in August and do not start breeding 
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unt i l  November. I n  contrnst .  Friarbirds were 
more aggressive al  a flowcri11g GrcFi!lca robu.\/a 
tree a11d more nftc11 chased Wattkbirds than the 
reverse. 

Some of the potent ia l  nest predators ( e .g .  
Cuckoo-shr ike.  Shrike-thrush a11d Oriole ) may 
1101 pose a major threat to large honcyeatcr nests 
and could ha\ c been pursued more because they 
arc potent ia l  competitors. taking large insects. 
Small honcycaters ( I 2'1/., and I -+% of chases) and 
roscllas ( 10% and 7'¼, of chases ) were the only 
other birds frcqucntlv chased by Watl lcbirds and 
Friarbirds. 130th rnscllas and small honcycatcrs 
take s imi lar fond to the l,1rgc honcycatcrs: nectar. 
insccb and al ternative carbohydrates such as 
manna and lcrp ( P,1ton 1 980. Ford u11publ . )  They 
arc ,tlso frequent targets of aggrcssin11 by Bel l  
M inns ( Poiani ct ({/. 1 990) .  Small  birds may be 
,u_:�rcssi,·c towards Noisv Friarbircb near the nests. 
p:1;sibly seeing the Friarliird as a potential predator. 
Leaden Flycatchers often associate with Friar
birds whcn nest ing. possibly for protection against 
pre,btors ( rvlarchant I lJ8]:  Ford and Tremont 
unpubl . ) . This association , 1 1 1d explanation seems 
sensible frnm uur observatio11s. though it seems 
that the Flyuitchers do not always appreciate 
their l arger protector. 

Most casual accounts of aggressinn by these two 
lar�e hnne\'eatns relate to other honcveaters or 
ne:t, 1rinm::s. such as lorikects ( e . g .  "Le Snuef 
1 902:  Farnlorn \ l)3 \ :  H imhvood 1 939: 13ruce 
\ l.)73 ) or to predators ( hawk - 13atcy 1 907: cat -
Whitte l l  1 93.1: rn,, en - Wheeler 1 %6 ) .  Both Red 
W;11tlcbirds and Noiw Friarhirds wi l l  also 
diveh( )mh ;111d peck at l;umans that arc banding 
their  nest l ing , ind fledglings ( Ford. personal 
cxpericncL' ) .  

Noisy Miners arc apparent ly indiscriminately 
aggressive to other birds ( Dow 1 977 ) .  Oel l  Miners 
arc also a!..'.!..'.ressive to manv other birds. but the 
wrgets are-�1�ually pntentiai competitors and nest 
predatllrs ( Smith and Robertson 1 978: Poian i  
1 99 1 :  Poiani et ({/. 1 990) .  Th is  is s imi lar  tn the 
pattern shown by Red Wattlcbirds and Noisy Friar
birds. thou!..'.11 their a t lacks 011 smal l  insectivores. 
other than~ honeycatcrs. arc quite infrequent . 
Ripley ( l lJ5l)) suggested that honcyeatcrs may 
show aggressive neglect . i . c .  a level of aggression 
that is excessive and indeed wasteful, leading to 
nest ing fai lure .  We do not believe that this is true 

for Red Wattlcbirds and Noisy Friarbirds as not 
only is aggression mostly well directed. but also 
its frequency may be overestimated by casual 
observations of many individuals at flowering 
trees. 

Observations on aggression undcrcstimalc the 
impact on birds that avoid areas occupied by 
aggressive species. Noisy and Bell Miners occupy 
breeding colonies that arc almost devoid of 
small  i nscctivorcs and honcveatcrs ( Dow 1 977:  
Smith and Robertson 1 978). That th is is  the 
result of these species avoiding miners. is 
shown by the invasion or the area by small birds 
when miners leave or arc rcnwved ( I .oyn et ({/. 
1 983: Clarke 1 98-+: Poiani ct ({/. 1 990 ) .  Smal l  
insectivorous and nectarivorous birds arc not 
conspicuously absent where Wattlebirds and 
Friarbirds arc breeding. possibly because they 
arc not co-operat ive .  I lowevcr. the scarcity of 
other ncctarivorcs at such an , 1 ttrnctivc nectar 
source as a flowering Gre1 ·i//e(I rohust(I tree 
probably resulted rrnn; them avoiding. the large 
honcyeatcrs. 

The role of Wattlcbirds and Friarbirds may be 
different when the habitat becomes fragmented, 
degraded and s impl ified. Honcyeaters ,;nd other 
birds mav become co11ccntratccl in a few rcmain
ino rich 11atchcs. Whereas Red Wattlcbirds and 
N�isy Friarhirds perhaps do not have the impact 
on other birds that Noisv and Bel l  Miners do. 
there may be t imes wh�n their aggression is 
sign i f icant .  Red Wattlcbirds can have an impact 
01; small  birds ( Woinarski 1 98-1: Davis and Recher 
1 9<J3a) and Noisy Friarbirds can significantly 
harass other honcycaters. especially the endangered 
Regent Honcyeater X(ll11/10111yza plirrgi(/ (Franklin 
et ({/. 1 989) . 13recding Regent Honeycatcrs may 
experience a very high rate of i n teractions with 
Friarhirds. which could lead to nest abandon
ment ( Davis and Recher 1 991b : Ford et al.

1 993 ) .  
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