
Hearing and vision in the  

Plains-wanderer 

Jack Pettigrew 

 

Research conducted at the University of 

Queensland in the late 1980s by a team led 

by Professor Jack Pettigrew provided some 

fascinating insights into hearing by the 

Plains-wanderer. The Plains-wanderer has a 

remarkable and unlikely acoustic ability.  

Jack wrote that the mating ‘ooom’ call has 

a wavelength 100x the width of the birds’ 

heads (their ‘antenna’), which should make 

it physically impossible for a Plains-

wanderer to localise their call according to 

any physicist given the problem to solve. 

The answer to the conundrum is that 

Plains-wanderers have a huge hole through 

the centre of their head, so that a sound 

arrives twice at each eardrum, which there-

fore acts as a pressure difference receiver, 

like a long directional microphone. This 

system works fine to localise the low  

frequency mating call, but does not work at 

other frequencies (because the bird cannot 

vary the width of its head!). 

Humans often express surprise on  

discovering that so small a bird has such a 

deep voice and that it can, moreover,  

localise wavelengths as long as those it  

produces. By the same token, predators 

would also have great difficulty in locating 

calling Plains-wanderers acoustically.  

A consequence of the unusual anatomy of 

the Plains-wanderer’s large aural canal is 

that it has a narrow range of hearing. This 

may explain the tolerance shown by captive 

birds to noise. So long as they were visually 

isolated from passers-by, the researchers at 

the university found the birds remained 

calm and continued to feed unconcernedly 

in a noisy university animal house despite 

the clanging of pans, the vocalisations of 

sheep and bats, and constant traffic. 

Vision 

The Plains-wanderer’s eye is like that of 

most other waders with optics indicative of 

diurnal-crepuscular activity, rather than a 

predominantly nocturnal function. The  

pupil appears to be irregular with a shape 

like a base-down triangle. Closer  

examination reveals that the bright yellow 

iris has a zone of black pigmentation which 

is confined to the lower half next to the 

margin of the pupil. Observation with an  

opthalmoscope shows the pupil entrance 

has the conventional circular shape. 

This occasional newsletter covers news and information about Plains-wanderer 
conservation and management. Past newsletters are available via a link on the Trust for 
Nature website http://www.trustfornature.org.au/our-conservation-work/priority-species/plains-

wanderer/ and on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/TrustforNatureVictoria  

 
Thanks to all of the contributors to this issue. If you have articles that may be of interest to others, please 
send copies to the editor David Baker-Gabb at Elanus@bigpond.com  
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David Baker-Gabb 

Rainfall on Victoria’s Northern Plains in 

the first four months of 2016 continued 

the trend of below-average rainfall that 

had occurred every year since 2013. This 

all changed during the six months from 

May to October, when well above-average 

rainfall fell with c.50 mm falling in each of 

four months and c.80 mm in each of the 

other two months. The final two months 

of 2016 saw close to average rainfall.   

While less rain fell on the Northern Plains 

in 2016 (520 mm at Echuca) than the last 

very wet years of 2010 (671 mm) and 2011 

(633 mm), the amount of rain in spring 

2016 was amongst the ten highest events 

recorded in Victoria. This resulted in  

significant biomass growth in grasslands. 

Golf ball scores vs landholder experience 

Golf ball scores were recorded regularly in 

a large number of reserved paddocks in 

2016 and this work charted the increase in 

biomass more reliably than ever before. 

The increase in biomass was initially slow, 

probably because the 2015/16 summer  
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Back to Basics in Victoria’s reserves   

Left: Finn’s Paddock, Terrick Terrick 

National Park, overgrown in November 

2016.  

Far left: Typical grassland structure in a 

Plains-wanderer monitoring grid on  

inadequately grazed reserves in  

November 2016.  

Photos: David Baker-Gabb 

had been very dry, soil moisture and  

biomass ware depleted, and the winter was 

cold. By late September golf ball scores 

were at or approaching 13, and the  

decision was made at a meeting of the 

Northern Plains TAG in late September to  

graze selected reserve paddocks that are a 

high priority for Plains-wanderers.   

Local landholders who have been strong 

supporters of Plains-wanderer  

conservation, and who have decades of 

grazing experience, had expressed their 

concerns and frustration that the  

introduction of grazing in reserves was 

much too late. By late spring landholder 

predictions had proved correct. Mark  

Antos and his team of volunteers have 

conducted surveys of Parks Victoria grass-

land reserves on the Patho Plains using the 

golf ball scoring technique for the past 

seven years. By the end of 2016 their  

surveys of some of the most productive 

reserve paddocks found no Plains-

wanderers and only 8 per cent of 40 sites 

had suitable habitat structure, whereas six 

months earlier 80 per cent of 100 sites  

were suitable for Plains-wanderers.   



Back to Basics in Victoria’s reserves (cont) 

This biomass ‘rollercoaster’ with reserves’ 

grasslands being structurally suitable for 

Plains-wanderers in dry times, but too 

dense for them in wet ones is the opposite 

of what has been generally the case for 

private grasslands. This situation is  

unhelpful for Plains-wanderer  

conservation and needs to be addressed as 

a high priority on reserved grasslands. 

Before this year there also appeared to be a 

lack of appreciation that while the golf ball 

scoring technique usefully illustrates and 

quantifies the structural outcomes that 

managers of native grasslands are trying to 

achieve for Plains-wanderer conservation, 

the technique gives relatively less insight 

into the process by which these desired 

outcomes can be achieved. This is mainly 

because of the great variation in the timing 

and amounts of rain falling from year to 

year, and consequently, the significant  

seasonal and annual variation in grassland 

biomass. 

Burning 

The controlled burn program for grass-

lands on reserves is another area of major 

concern for locals. Over the past four 

years, burns have rarely taken place in their 

planned year, many have burnt the entire 

paddock rather than a mosaic, and none 

have been adequately monitored pre- and 

post-burn. As a result, we have learnt little 

about the potential benefit of controlled 

burns for Plains-wanderers and their  

habitat, and have seen several paddocks 

slated for burning become much too dense 

for them and decline in quality in the 

meantime. This is another unhelpful  

situation for Plains-wanderer conservation 

that needs to be addressed. 

In December 2016 I reassessed my 20 

Plains-wanderer monitoring grids and met  

with local community groups.  

Recommendations were then made to 

DELWP, Parks Victoria and Trust for  

Nature. A meeting of relevant managers 

was convened by DELWP and all of the 

recommendations listed below were  

accepted.  

Short-term tasks 

 Consider introducing cattle to  

excessively dense grassland paddocks in 

the very near future.  Unless this is 

done, these paddocks are likely to be 

unsuitable for Plains-wanderers for 

some years to come as happened  

following the high rainfall in 2011; 

 Support the ‘learning from landholders’ 

workshop to be held in February 2017; 

 Review the Operational Plan for the 

Northern Plains which was produced 

by the Northern Plains Technical  

Advisory Group; 

 Develop and implement a protocol 

whereby landholder experience and 

community concerns (and hence their 

ongoing support) are given full and 

ongoing consideration; 

 Review and then integrate a protocol 

based on the recently developed one by 

Parks Victoria ecologist, Dr Mark  

Antos, into a revised ‘decision tree’ on 

when to introduce grazing stock into 

reserves; 

 Recognise that while golf ball scores 

can describe when grazing should be 

removed from a reserve, their ability to 

determine when grazing should be in-

troduced is relatively limited; 

 Abandon the current burn program on 

public grasslands on the Patho Plains 

until sufficiently rigorous studies prove 

it to be a success for Plains-wanderers 

elsewhere (eg Lower Avoca Plains);   

 Review the status of paddocks listed as 

ephemeral wetlands as all of these were 

formerly grazed and at least some held 

Plains-wanderers; 

 

The controlled 

burn program for 

grasslands is 

another area of  

major concern 

for locals. 
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Medium-term tasks 

 When allocating grazing contracts for 

public grassland reserves, consider  

giving higher priority to landholders 

who have covenants on Plains-

wanderer habitat, and to those who 

manage other private Plains-wanderer 

habitat as this can help them spread and 

better manage their overall grazing  

impacts;  

 Appropriately support an expert to 

oversee the field implementation of the 

plan and, as far as possible, to ensure 

that mistakes are not repeated; 

 Support the adoption of sound re-

cording as a survey and monitoring 

technique for Plains-wanderers once the 

computer-based data analysis technique 

is developed. 

Accepting these ‘back to basics’ recom-

mendations is a significant step towards 

effective conservation of Plains-wanderers 

on reserves.  Nevertheless, there is still the 

major hurdle of routinely implementing 

effective grazing to be overcome.   

Hopefully the Northern Plains  

Conservation Management Network 

‘learning from landholders’ workshop in 

February, and a subsequent Northern 

Plains Technical Advisory Group meeting 

to review their operations plan will assist in 

this process.   

 

Back to Basics in Victoria’s reserves (cont) 

When allocating 
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public grassland 
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Typical grassland structure in a Plains-

wanderer monitoring grid on grazed 

private land in November 2016.  

Photo: David Baker-Gabb 



Plains-wanderer records around Werribee 

More than half  

of  the c.140 

records of  

Plains-wanderers 

in Australia 

during 1890-1940 

came from....the 

plains 

immediately west 

of  Melbourne. 
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David Baker-Gabb 

More than half of the c.140 records of 

Plains-wanderers in Australia during 1890-

1940 came from just one area: the plains 

around Werribee immediately west of 

Melbourne (Bennett 1983, Emu 83: 1-11).  

Werribee records declined thereafter, but 

still averaged six per decade during 1941-

1980 (Bennett 1983), with 16 birds re-

corded in the region during 1980-1989 

(Baker-Gabb 1990, Aust Bird Watcher13: 

249-252), and there have been irregular 

records ever since. 

In the last few years there have been at 

least five records. These include: 

1. Little River (2013). Between Bulban 

and Edgars Roads a male bird was 

seen by a CFA member who was 

fighting a grass fire and whose wife 

looked after the Melton bird (see 

below) at Melbourne Zoo. 

2. Mt Rothwell (2012). A male bird was 

seen by a ranger alongside the east-

ern predator-proof fence. 

3. Melton (2011). An adult female was 

captured at Melton shopping centre 

and taken to Melbourne Zoo and 

subsequently released. 

4. Werribee (2011). An adult female 

seen on 29 Mile Rd by three expert 

birders. 

5. Eynesbury Estate (2009). An adult 

female was killed by a dog and 

lodged with the Museum of Victoria. 

To put these recent sightings into  

perspective, five Plains-wanderer records 

from around Werribee are substantially 

more than all of the anecdotal records 

from anywhere else in Australia during the 

same period. Former strongholds such as 

the Adelaide Plains with similar levels of 

bird-watching activity have had no  

records of Plains-wanderers for decades. 

The many historical records of Plains-

wanderers on the volcanic plains west of 

Melbourne mean that the Werribee Open 

Range Zoo is climatically an ideal location 

for their proposed captive-breeding  

program in Victoria.   

The Victorian government plans to  

establish a Western Grasslands Reserve 

near Werribee (see map below) as an  

offset for housing development closer to 

Melbourne.  

A defined 15,000 ha area has been  

quarantined from development and, so 

far, seven blocks totalling about 12 per 

cent of the proposed reserve have been 

acquired and are now being managed by 

Parks Victoria. 
Map source: Victorian National 

Parks Association 



Philip Maher, Aust Ornithological Services P/L 

Philip Maher has been recording information on 

Plains-wanderers in the Riverina for 35 years. 

He goes out searching for Plains-wanderers about 

50 nights per year and so knows more about these 

distinctive birds than just about anyone alive. 

Philip’s 1992 surveys of Victoria’s Northern 

Plains were the essential precursor to the  

reservation of most of the paddocks now managed 

by Parks Victoria and Trust for Nature. 

DBG, editor. 

 

Rainfall in the NSW Riverina in 2016 

Climatic conditions continued to be the 

main factor affecting Plains-wanderers in 

2016. In summary, the Southern Riverina 

in 2016 was too dry early in the year 

(nothing out of the ordinary there), and 

then it was too wet. Just 42 mm of rain 

fell on the Nevinson’s Plains-wanderer 

property between January and the end of 

April on an already very dry plain. From 

the start of May to the end of September, 

a massive 305 mm was recorded with the 

biggest monthly falls in May, August and 

September; the latter month receiving an 

incredible 93 mm. From October to year’s 

end, a further 95 mm was recorded.  

Rainfall for 2016 on the Plains-wanderer  

property was 442 mm compared to 267 

mm in 2015. 

There was a great variation in rainfall 

throughout the district with a disparity of 

118 mm between Deniliquin (550 mm) 

and the Plains-wanderer property near  

Wanganella (442 mm) about 55 kilometres 

to the north. 

 

How the year played out ... 
 
The much higher winter/spring rainfall in 

the Wanganella area in 2016 saw vegeta-

tion return to much of the Plains-wanderer 

country; habitat that had been too bare for 

them for several years. As the vegetation 

started to recover in the spring, there was a 

remarkable influx of Plains-wanderers into 

the district. Where these birds came from 

is anybody's guess — it’s astounding they 

were able to come from anywhere at all. 

Paddocks that had not regularly had Plains

-wanderers in them for many years were  

re-colonised.  

 At the beginning of 2016, we had a small 

population of Plains-wanderers in a single 

paddock that John and Robert Nevinson 

had kept clear of sheep for a couple of 

years. After four years of below average 

rainfall, had John and Robert not  

implemented this exclusion there would 

not have been any Plains-wanderers left on 

the property at this time. Immature birds 

that had been bred in the paddock in 2015 

and a few adults were still being seen  

regularly during January 2016. However, 

by the end of January, with very little  

summer rain, the groundcover was  

becoming decidedly sparse. It became  

obvious that the Plains-wanderers were 

starting to move and by early February, 

none could be found. We went out five 

times in February and three times in April 

and saw no Plains-wanderers.  

Over 30 April—1 May, 18 mm of rain fell 

on the Plains-wanderer property, ending 

the long dry spell. Then, over 8-9 May an-

other 39 mm fell.  

Plains-wanderers in the NSW Riverina in 2016 

As the vegetation 

started to recover 

there was a 

remarkable 

influx of  Plains-

wanderers into 

the district.  
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Plains-wanderers in the NSW Riverina in 2016 (cont) 

A bird tour operator had booked a Plains-

wanderer excursion for 12 May. I was not 

confident we would find a Plains-wanderer 

as I didn’t think that the vegetation would 

have had enough time to recover after rain 

falling so recently. Amazingly, we found an 

adult male. At least one bird had returned 

after just one decent rain event and as yet 

only scant response from the vegetation. 

What a fantastic little bird! 

We imposed a tour embargo to allow the 

paddock to recover after the rain and did 

not go out again with birders until early 

September. About 218 mm of rain fell on 

the plains over May and the winter 

months. This was probably the best winter 

rain we have had since the 1990s. 

On 29 August, John Nevinson and I did 

some reconnaissance for an upcoming 

tour. We found a breeding pair within 15 

minutes. In the first days of September 

another 20 mm of rain fell out on the 

plains, causing the paddock to be saturated 

to the extent that we could not drive on it 

on 3 September. On that evening, at dusk, 

I walked our tour group to the locality 

where we had seen the pair the previous 

week. Right on cue, the female Plains-

wanderer started calling. As we got within 

50 m of the calling female and were  

waiting for it to get a little darker, a storm 

hit. We got drenched. The Plains-wanderer 

stopped calling and we were unable to find 

her. Reluctantly we headed for Deniliquin 

while we still had some traction on the dirt 

road out to the highway.  

It continued to rain in September with 93 

mm recorded on the Plains-wanderer 

property. It was now so wet that the Plains

-wanderers were flooded out of the  

paddock we had been finding them in. On 

25 September, we heard at least two calling 

females in another paddock. Walking out 

with torches, with effort and luck we 

found one of them. This was the only way 

we could find Plains-wanderers in the  

following weeks. With all the wind and 

rain we were getting, it was not easy and 

we had four misses in September although 

females were sometimes heard calling.  

Despite the very wet conditions Plains-

wanderers were still attempting to breed.  

If the females laid eggs, nests were most 

likely being flooded out at this stage. 

 

 

 

 

At least one bird 

had returned 

after just one 

decent rain event 

and as yet scant 

response from 

the vegetation. 

What a fantastic 

little bird! 
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Alert juvenile female with facial  
feathers typically raised.   
Photo: David Baker-Gabb 



In early October, a Black Falcon and a 

Spotted Harrier were occasionally seen 

hunting together out on the plains. While 

the Spotted Harrier hunted low over the 

plains the Black Falcon followed up 

above. Anything the harrier flushed could 

be dived on by the falcon and if the falcon 

missed, the harrier got another go at it. 

Few birds would have escaped this power-

ful partnership. This odd duo was seen on 

one occasion sitting on a fence near 

John’s house about 150 m apart. As we 

watched, the harrier took off and landed 

right beside the falcon, seemingly the best 

of companions.  

The Spotted Harrier partially built a nest 

in the box tree clump near John's house; 

however, as it didn't appear to have a 

mate, its efforts came to nothing. Around 

this time, John found the legs and feathers 

of an adult female Plains-wanderer under 

a dead tree at the rear of his house. We 

don’t know which bird-of-prey was the  

successful predator, but where John found 

the legs and feathers was a more likely spot 

for a Black Falcon to have plucked and 

eaten its prey than a Spotted Harrier.  

While the identity of the predator is  

uncertain, it is likely that neither would 

have carried the Plains-wanderer 5 km to 

John's house from the paddock where we 

were finding them. What it did signal was 

that Plains-wanderers were probably  

present again in the large paddock around 

John's house where we had not had them 

regularly since the paddock flooded in 

2010. However, it was still too wet to  

access that area to check.  

 With the occasional miss, we continued to 

find Plains-wanderers in October in the 

second paddock where we had found them 

on 25 September. The rain persisted until 

around 6 October. By 12 October we 

could drive on the second paddock and 

found a courting pair of Plains-wanderers 

that evening. On 15 October, we decided 

to try the paddock behind John's house 

and found a courting pair plus an adult 

male. On 17 October, we listened for calls 

at dusk and could hear three females  

calling. For the rest of October and  

November we found one or other of the 

three females, mostly by hearing the call at 

dusk and tracking her down on foot with a 

torch. The only time we could not do this 

was if it was windy and either the birds 

didn't call or we couldn't hear the calls. 

More Plains-wanderers appeared to be 

coming in at this time as we were finding 

more females or pairs in other parts of the 

paddock.  

 

Plains-wanderers in the NSW Riverina in 2016 (cont) 

While the 

Spotted Harrier 

hunted low over 

the plains the 

Black Falcon 

followed up 

above.... Few 

birds would have 

escaped this 

powerful 

partnership.  

Page 8 

Black Falcon and Spotted Harrier hunting 

companions perched close together.  

Photo: Philip Maher 



Plains-wanderers in the NSW Riverina in 2016 (cont) 

By mid November it appeared we had five 

different adult females in the paddock. 

Given that we were predominately seeing 

females through October and November, 

we surmised that most of the males were 

on nests at this time.  

On each of 4 November and 20  

November, we located an immature  

female, both about three months old. I am 

unsure if these two birds were bred on the 

property or if they came from further 

afield. It is possible that they bred on the 

property before it became very wet in  

September. A nest with four eggs was  

located on 7 November and another on 29  

November in the paddock where we had 

been seeing Plains-wanderers back in late 

September/early October. While I was 

doing some reconnaissance for Plains-

wanderer habitat I recorded a male in the 

late afternoon, back in the original  

paddock they had been flooded out of in 

early September. This made it three  

different paddocks we had Plains-

wanderers in, and by year’s end we had 

found them in a fourth paddock.  

 By early December the females had largely 

stopped calling west of John's house and 

they became much harder to find. I was 

expecting at this time to see some males 

with chicks in this paddock but could find 

none. They didn't appear to have any 

breeding success here, however, it is a big 

paddock (about 1500 ha) and there was a 

fair amount of cover on it, so it is likely we 

missed chicks. We know there were at least 

two successful clutches for the 2016  

season as we found chicks in the paddock 

where I had found nests in November: on 

8 December we located a juvenile,  

probably a male about two months old, 

and on 22 December an adult male with 

four almost full-grown young about six 

weeks old. Two of these chicks were again 

seen on 28 December, independent of the 

male.   

We know there were at least two success-

ful clutches for the 2016 season as we 

found chicks in the paddock where I had 

found nests in November: on 8 December 

we located a juvenile, probably a male 

about two months old, and on 22  

December an adult male with four almost 

full-grown young about six weeks old. 

Two of these chicks were again seen on 28  

December, independent of the male.   

We recorded about ten different females 

on the Nevinson’s Plains-wanderer  

property in the spring/summer of 2016, 

and undoubtedly there were others we did 

not find. This is the highest number of 

breeding birds we have had on the  

property for many years, possibly since the 

late 1990s and early 2000s.  

We recorded 

about ten 

different females 

on the property 

in the 

spring/summer 

of  2016, and 

undoubtedly 

there were others 

we did not find. 
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One of five adult females in the  

Nevinson’s paddock.  

Photo: Philip Maher 



Despite this, we had more ‘dips’ this year 

than any year since we started searching 

for Plains-wanderers in the 1980s. A  

failure rate that reflects the drought  

conditions prevailing at the beginning of 

the year and the thwarting rain of early 

spring.  

Despite the high number of females  

present they do not seem to have bred as 

well as we had hoped, particularly  

compared to last year when we recorded 

about four clutches of young from fewer 

females. However, this year they were 

spread out over a much larger area and 

there was more groundcover, making 

them more difficult to find. So it is  

entirely possible there was greater  

breeding success than our observations 

suggest. It will be interesting to see how 

many juveniles we find in the first few 

months of 2017.  

Acknowledgements 

As always, there would have been no 

Plains-wanderer searches without the  

incalculable support and assistance of the 

Nevinson family. The depth of that  

support was demonstrated when Robert, 

co-leading a Plains-wanderer weekend in 

the spring, had to go and fight a fire as 

brigade captain. John, struggling with 

pneumonia, came out to replace Robert as 

co-leader.  

Summary of 2016 Plains-wanderer 
search statistics 
 
The drought conditions of 2012, 2013, 

2014 and 2015 carried over into 2016 until 

May when rain started to fall. We then 

had good rainfall totals each month until 

the first week in October. There was a 

game-changing total of 93 mm in  

September. Both climatic conditions of 

drought and flood wreaked havoc with our 

searches for Plains-wanderers in 2016. Still, 

we’ll take the wet over the dry every time. 

In 2016, Robert and/or I went out spot-

lighting for Plains-wanderers with clients 

on 57 nights (56 in 2015 and 43 in 2014). 

The number of clients totalled 304 birders 

(241 in 2015 and 196 in 2014). We only 

conducted one more search with clients in 

2016 than in 2015 but had 63 more clients.  
 

We had 40 successful outings with a total 

of 222 happy clients (50 successful outings 

and 230 happy clients in 2015). Seventeen 

searches with a total of 82 clients failed to 

find a Plains-wanderer, (6 searches in 2015 

& 2014 and 11 disappointed clients in both 

2015 and 2014). Failed searches occurred 

in February (5x), April (3x). September 

(4x), October (4x) and November (1x).  

Robert and/or I did about four  

reconnaissance trips of which two were 

successful. Robert also came upon a Plains

-wanderer on two occasions while working 

on the farm.  

Plains-wanderers in the NSW Riverina in 2016 (cont) 

Despite the high 

number of females 

they do not seem 

to have bred as 

well as we hoped, 

particularly 

compared to last 

year when we 

recorded about 

four clutches of 

young from  fewer 

females. 
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Male with four large young, 22 December 

2016.  Photo: Philip Maher. 



Landholder profile 

The Northern Plains Conservation  

Management Network had a paid part-

time facilitator from 2005 until mid-2013. 

Thereafter Andy became the inaugural 

President until the end of 2016. This land-

holder based group has a strong interest in 

seeing the Plains-wanderer well managed 

and conserved on both private and public 

land. Andy and the Northern Plains CMN 

have played an important role in a wide 

range of recovery actions such as obtaining 

funds for fencing to soil type, pest control, 

revegetation, as well as participating  

actively in meetings and field days. 

In 2016, Andy and his family agreed to 

place a Trust for Nature covenant on c.200 

acres of high quality native grassland in his 

Stellmachs block. We look forward to 

finding Plains-wanderers during future 

surveys of this covenanted paddock.  

Andy does not 

like to see the red 

soil bared out 

and aims to have 

the property in a 

condition where 

it can carry 500 

head of  cattle in 

a bad season. 
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Andy McGillivray 

David Baker-Gabb 

Andy is the third generation among the 

McGillivray extended family to take up 

farming on the Patho Plains. Andy runs 

around 500 head of cattle on c.8,000 

acres of mainly native grassland. Cattle  

numbers are markedly reduced on his 

farm over the hot summers (December-

February) and returned there in March.  

Andy does not like to see the red soil 

bared out and aims to have the property 

in a condition where it can carry 500 

head of cattle in a bad season. In a good 

season more stock may be purchased 

and kept for varying amounts of time.   

Andy and his brother George formerly 

owned what was described by Philip 

Maher in our 1993 report as one of the 

best blocks for Plains-wanderers on the 

Northern Plains. Five Plains-wanderers 

were recorded there during 17.5 km of 

nocturnal surveys. This block was  

subsequently sold for a reserve and is 

now managed by Parks Victoria as part 

of Terrick Terrick National Park. In 

drier years this block is still one of the 

best for Plains-wanderers on the  

Northern Plains. 

 

 

Far left: Andy McGillivray addressing a 

field day gathering on his property.  

Left: Andy discussing grassland issues 

with Trust for Nature’s grassland 

reserves manager, Deanna Marshall.   

Photos: Kirsten Hutchinson  



Daniel Flaim 

Daniel Flaim 

I am a PhD candidate from La Trobe  

University’s department of Department of 

Ecology, Environment and Evolution.  

My research is focused on conservation issues 

facing the Natural Grasslands of the Murray 

Valley Plains in Victoria. This vegetation 

community has been drastically reduced in 

extent and quality by agricultural practice, to 

the point where it is now nationally listed as 

Critically Endangered. The community  

provides vital habitat for the Plains-wanderer 

and many other species of threatened flora 

and fauna. The management of this habitat is 

therefore of major importance to  

conservation in Australia. 

I am investigating the link between different 

types of vegetation within the grasslands and 

the presence of Plains-wanderers. I believe 

that vegetation dominated by herbaceous  

perennials provides relatively stable year-

round habitat structure of the kind  

preferred by Plains-wanderers, and that 

this vegetation type will be associated with 

recorded observations of the species. I am 

also using satellite imagery to map the  

extent and configuration of different  

vegetation types, including herbaceous  

perennials, across the landscape. Together 

these investigations should help managers 

understand current Plains-wanderer  

distributions, as well as providing  

mechanisms to monitor, improve and  

expand available habitat, and so assist  

conservation of this and other species into 

the future. 

PhD student profile  

I am investigating 

the link between 

different types of  

vegetation and 

the presence of  

Plains-wanderers.  
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Clockwise from top:  Setting up a 

drone for grassland surveys.   

Photo: Nathan Wong 

Vegetation dominated by   

herbaceous perennials rather than 

grasses retaining good structural 

complexity despite high winter and 

spring rainfall, Spring 2016.  
 

Daniel astride his grassland survey 

vehicle.  Photos: Daniel Flaim 



(Rabbits, African Boxthorn, Foxes); 

 Assisted a Deakin University BSc (Hons) 

project investigating the value placed on 

the Plains-wanderer by local landholders 

who were found to have developed a 

strong sense of community pride in this 

iconic bird; 

 Revegetated >450 ha of grassland and 

woodland across the Patho and Lower 

Avoca Plains with 20 kg of seed; 

 Obtained funding for annual culling of 

Foxes and Rabbits since 2013 across 

>150,000 ha of the Patho Plains; 

 Raised grant funding for 5.1 km (463 ha) 

of fencing to soil type, and a threatened 

flora and fauna project, under the 

‘Northern Plains Improved Grazing for 

Native Pasture’ project;  

 Run several field days together with other 

organisations; 

 Obtained funding from the Norman  

Wettenhall Foundation for the  

publication of the Managing Native  

Grasslands for Plains-wanderers booklet; 

David Baker-Gabb 

Faye and Andrew Bail have been working 

together on their covenanted native grass-

lands with Trust for Nature for the past 20 

years (see The Wanderer, Issue 1, vol. 1).  

Before Faye met Andrew she preferred the 

green irrigated dairy country she grew up 

on and thought that the dry plains were a 

‘desert’. However, Andrew worked away 

with his gentle persuasion and Faye is now 

a passionate, vocal supporter of native 

grasslands on the Northern Plains. 

When Andy McGillivray retired as  

President of the NPCMN in December 

2016, Faye Bail was elected to the position.  

Prior to the formation of an elected  

committee in 2013, the organisation had 

been managed since 2005 by a series of 

paid facilitators. 

The NPCMN has always had a majority of 

local landholders in the organisation, but 

government and other organisations have 

also been represented, with Trust for Na-

ture and Parks Victoria being the most  

active over the years. Among other things, 

over the past decade the NPCMN has: 

 obtained funding for fencing to exclude 

stock from >200 ha of vegetation  

remnants such as Red Gum clumps and 

Black Box creek lines, as well as erecting 

rabbit-proof fencing on >100ha; 

 erected ‘No Shooting. Managed for  

Conservation’ signs on a large number of 

roadside paddocks; 

 surveyed 140 landholders for their interest 

and involvement in feral pest control 

Faye is a  

passionate, vocal 

supporter of  

native grasslands 

on the Northern 

Plains. 
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Faye Bail, the new President of the Northern Plains Conservation 

Management Network (NPCMN) 

Photo: Andrew Bail 



 

Faye Bail, the new President of the Northern Plains Conservation 

Management Network (cont) 

Please send contributions and comments to: 
David Baker-Gabb, editor 

Elanus@bigpond.com 

 Obtained funding from the Norman  

Wettenhall Foundation for the  

publication of the Managing Native  

Grasslands for Plains-wanderers booklet; 

 Hosted numerous locals and visiting  

biologists as guest speakers at  

meetings; 

Faye would like to see this local  

community-based work continue.  

Faye and her local committee recently  

organised a Patho Plains Landholder 

Workshop which aimed to collate local 

farmers’ experiences in managing their 

native grasslands over many decades.  

There is some further work needed to 

develop how landholder experiences 

might be most usefully incorporated 

into reserve management 

Faye would also like to see feral pest 

control continue, additional fencing to 

soil type completed, and more  

community involvement so that many 

more people become aware of the 

unique flora and flora of the Northern 

Plains and just how threatened some 

of these plants and animals are. 

Faye would also 

like to see ... 

...more  

community 

involvement so 

that many more 

people become 

aware of  the 

unique flora and 

flora of  the 

Northern Plains.   

Photo: Faye Bail 


