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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/plainswanderer/ 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

First record of a Plainswanderer moving interstate
Mark Antos
Exciting news! Philip Maher and a group of
bird watchers were out looking for Plainswanderers on The Ranch north of
Deniliquin on 10th April 2017 when they
came upon a male which one sharp-eyed
birder noticed had a band. Philip managed
to safely catch and release the bird.
The male Plains-wanderer was banded
c.124km to the south nearly 11 months
earlier by Mark Antos on Terrick Terrick
National Park. It was one of seven birds
banded that night in May 2016. This band
recovery is highly significant because it is
easily the longest recorded movement of a
Plains-wanderer. It is also the first time a
Plains-wanderer has been documented
moving between Victoria and New South
Wales. This suggests that the populations
are not genetically isolated, and that
individuals are capable of dispersing and
finding suitable habitat in different districts.
It also demonstrates that Plains-wanderers
are capable of crossing inhospitable habitat
such as extensive croplands as well as
woodlands like those associated with the
Murray and Edward rivers.
This record demonstrates how much can
be learned from a single band recovery, the

importance of careful observation to detect
banded birds in the field, and the value of
the work that the Australian Bird and Bat
Banding Scheme (ABBBS) does to facilitate
bird banding and science.
David Drynan from the ABBBS has
recently checked all of the Plains-wanderer
band recoveries in their database. The only
other recapture beyond a banding location
is of a juvenile male which Philip Maher
banded 30 years ago on The Ranch in 1986
and recaptured 40km east on Boonoke
Station in 1988. The Nevinson family on
their property, The Ranch, and Philip
Maher clearly have a long and fruitful
association with Plains-wanderers.
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News from the Range States
Monitoring Plains-wanderers on Victoria’s Northern Plains in
Autumn 2017
David Baker-Gabb

.....there has
been a modest
improvement in
2017 (5 adults
and 9 juveniles or
chicks)

Adult female Plains-wanderer on the
Patho Plains. Photo: Chris Tzaros

Monitoring of Plains-wanderers on the
Patho Plains during autumn 2010-14
indicated that there had been a c.95%
decline in the Plains-wanderer’s relative
abundance there since 2010, followed by a
partial recovery in 2015. In autumn 2017 I
recorded 5 adult Plains-wanderers,
including a male brooding 2+ small
chicks, and 7 juveniles on the Patho Plains
while monitoring 20 paddocks. Three
additional adult females were heard calling
in summer from paddocks where no birds
were located during the autumn
monitoring. A similar number (6) of adult
Plains-wanderers was recorded on the
Patho Plains in 2016 and 2015. While the
incipient recovery in 2015 (6 adults and 24
juveniles or chicks) was not built upon in

2016 (6 adults only), there has been a
modest improvement in 2017 (5 adults and
9 juveniles or chicks).
Plains-wanderers were recorded in just
four of 20 paddocks monitored on the
Patho Plains during autumn 2015, in two
paddocks in 2016 and in three in 2017.
Very low numbers of Plains-wanderers
were recorded on the Lower Avoca Plains
in 2012, and none in annual autumn
monitoring during 2014 - 2017.
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Grassland Fauna Surveys at Terrick Terrick NP: 2016-17 Update

Mark Antos
During 2016-17, habitat conditions
deteriorated throughout Terrick Terrick
National Park. This was due to above
average rainfall and the lack of a timely
grazing response. As a result, grassland
structure was very dense and no Plainswanderers were recorded. Other species,
such as the Fat-tailed Dunnart and reptiles
were also not recorded, while the Stubble
Quail, Little Button-quail and Richard’s
Pipit were recorded at greater encounter
rates than in previous years.
Since the project commenced in
December 2009, over 850km of transects
have been surveyed, 3742 individual
animals recorded and 3670 habitat
assessment plots measured. Specific
findings and developments during 2016-17
include:


only 11% of habitat assessment plots
had golf balls scores of 14-16 (ideal
for Plains-wanderers). By comparison,
in 2015-16, 55% were ideal.



a Plains-wanderer banded by the
project at Terrick Terrick in May 2016
was observed in NSW in April 2017.
This represents a movement of
124km and suggests that Victorian
and NSW populations are not isolated
from each other.



Little Button-quail and Stubble Quail
responded favourably to the increase
in grass height and density. Encounter
rates of over 3 and 4 individuals per
km were recorded, respectively.



very high encounter rates of Singing
Bushlarks and Richard’s Pipits were
recorded (up to 12 individuals per km
for pipits).



formal analysis of fauna and habitat
data has commenced in partnership
with Dr Nick Schultz of Federation
University.



feather samples from 38 individual
Plains-wanderers have been provided
to Dr Shandiya Balasubramaniam of
Museum Victoria for genetic analysis.

The project now has eight seasons of
continuous fauna and habitat data which
are used to help with park management
and provide recommendations for future
actions. A big thank you to all the
volunteers who have helped with surveys
over the years. For the full report contact
mark.antos@parks.vic.gov.au

During 2016-17,
….. grassland
structure was
very dense and
no Plainswanderers were
recorded.

Below: Adult male Plains-wanderer
Photo: David Parker
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Citizen Science Surveys at Bael Bael Grasslands NCR
Mark Antos

It is concerning
that Plainswanderers have
not been
detected on the
Lower Avoca
Plains since 2012.

Nineteen members of the Field
Naturalists Club of Victoria, the Friends
of Terrick Terrick National Park and
other volunteers participated in a fauna
survey at Bael Bael Grasslands Nature
Conservation Reserve and adjoining areas
in March 2017. Vehicle-based spotlight
transects as well as a range of other fauna
survey techniques were used.
In 150km of survey transects over 12
paddocks, only three paddocks supported
good Plains-wanderer habitat, and half of
one paddock contained excellent habitat.
Four other paddocks examined during the
day were so dense that nocturnal surveys
could not be safely conducted there.
No Plains-wanderers were detected.
Encounter rates for common grassland
species such as Stubble Quail, Little
Button-quail, Richard’s Pipit and Singing
Bushlark were very low when compared
to those from Terrick Terrick NP.

Volunteers waiting for nightfall to
commence surveys on Bael Bael NCR
Photo: Mark Antos

The surveys detected 64 fauna species,
including several which were new records
for the reserve such as three species of
bats, Brown Quail and Red Kangaroo.
It is concerning that Plains-wanderers have
not been detected on the Lower Avoca
Plains since 2012. One aim of the survey
was to help inform collection strategies for
Zoos Victoria’s captive breeding program.
The results indicate that this area would
not be suitable for sourcing birds in the
short term.
The survey exposed a wide group of
community volunteers to grassland fauna,
survey techniques and conservation issues.
All groups involved have expressed an
interest to return to the reserve and build
on their preliminary findings. This survey
was supported with a grant from the
Federal Government’s Department of the
Environment and Energy. For a full report
contact mark.antos@parks.vic.gov.au
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Plains-wanderer and feral Cat monitoring on Boolcoomatta
Reserve, SA
David Baker-Gabb
A brief history of Plains-wanderer
monitoring on Bush Heritage Australia’s
Boolcoomatta Reserve 100km south-west
of Broken Hill can be found in the Winter
2016 issue of The Wanderer. This article is
based on an article on ABC online:
http://www.abc.net.au/news/rural/201707-31/rural-outback-new-species-feralcats/8752960).
From March to May 2017 Emily Mathews
was funded to work as a graduate intern
to monitor Plains-wanderers and feral cats
on Boolcoomatta Reserve. Using 24-hour
motion-sensitive cameras placed at 60
sites across the 63,000-hectare property,
Emily and colleagues monitored passing
wildlife over 45 days.
Cameras with nearby baited lures were
strategically placed across the reserve’s
four distinct landscape systems: sandy
dunes, open plains, creek lines and rocky
hills. There were 95 individual cats
identified at 40 sites with greatest
numbers in the rocky hills and fewest on
the open plains. Many of the cats were
very large; up to a meter long. Bush
Heritage has had a very effective fox and
wild dog baiting program running for
several years, but the number of individual
cats recorded there was surprising.
Perhaps the control of these larger
introduced predators has allowed cat
numbers to increase locally? Bush
Heritage is now increasing its cat control
actions on the reserve.
The research team trapped 15 cats and
analysis of their stomach contents
revealed range of bird, reptile and

mammal species. One cat’s stomach
contained the remains of a Little Buttonquail, indicating that Plains-wanderers
could also be susceptible to becoming
prey of feral cats.
Despite the number of feral cats on the
reserve, Emily and colleagues located
eight Plains-wanderers on Boolcoomatta,
and two more on Bindarrah Station to the
south of the reserve. This exceeds the
three Plains-wanderers that Ron and Di
Davies located there in 2016 and indicates
a recent positive population trend on
Boolcoomatta Reserve.

Despite the
number of feral
cats on the
reserve, Emily
and colleagues
located eight
Plains-wanderers
on
Boolcoomatta,
and two more on
Bindarrah...

Left: A large feral cat captured by a
motion-sensor camera. Photo: Bush
Heritage Australia.
Bush Heritage science intern Emily
Mathews. Photo: Dianne Davies
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Autumn and Winter 2017 monitoring on NSW Riverine Plains

David Parker

Plains-wanderer
monitoring
during autumn
revealed ten
adults....During
winter a total of
12 Plainswanderers were
found.

Ideal Plains-wanderer habitat near
Urana, NSW. Photo: David Parker

The long term Plains-wanderer
monitoring program in New South Wales
is in its 17th year, thanks to the continued
support of all involved. Plains-wanderer
monitoring during autumn revealed ten
adults (3 females; 7 males) from three of
the 16 long-term monitoring sites. These
observations included two pairs at one
site, indicating their possible interest in
breeding.
With a dry June, conditions on the plains
were quite different compared to the same
time last year, including easy access to
sites and less grass. During the winter
round of monitoring a total of 12 Plainswanderers were found on four of the 16
monitoring sites. These observations
included four lots of pairs (a pair at each
site) and, surprisingly, a male sitting on a
clutch of eggs. This is an early breeding

attempt and hopefully it will be the start of
a good breeding season. At one site, the
observation of a pair was the first time a
Plains-wanderer had been seen on the site
during regular monitoring since 2012,
while for another the record of a pair was
the first time since 2004 that birds had
been seen on the site. Both observations
reflected the improved conditions at these
sites resulting from last year's rain and well
maintained habitat.
Winter also produced a number of
observations of displaying Brown
Songlarks, many nesting Banded Lapwings,
and the first record of a Black-tailed
Native-hen on a monitoring grid. Even
after 17 years of monitoring, new species
can still be encountered on the grids.
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Genetic studies of Plains-wanderers

Shandiya Balasubramaniam

I am collecting feather samples from Plainswanderers in order to characterise levels of
genetic diversity and population structure
across their range in Australia. As a result of
the substantial population decline since 2001
and the small size of the remaining
populations, there is the possibility of
inbreeding within populations and reduced
genetic diversity across the species as a whole.
This could have severe implications for the
persistence of the Plains-wanderer over time.
The findings of this study will also inform the
captive breeding program for Plainswanderers soon to commence at the
Werribee Open Range Zoo near Melbourne
and Taronga Western Plains Zoo in Dubbo.

samples were provided by Mark Antos and
Museums Victoria, while those from NSW
were supplied by Taronga Zoo. These
samples were stored in new ‘zip-lock’
plastic bags with date and location details
and then sent to me at: Sciences 3W,
Museums Victoria, GPO Box 666, Vic
3001. I am currently trying to obtain more
samples from NSW, which is one of the
two remaining strongholds for this species.
I am also hoping to obtain samples from
South Australia and Queensland in order
to determine the levels of genetic
segregation across these populations.
Additional feather samples would be
greatly appreciated.

The findings of
this study will
also inform the
captive breeding
program for
Plains-wanderers.

I currently have 46 samples from locations in
Victoria, eight from New South Wales, and
one from South Australia. The Victorian

Adult female Plains-wanderer. Photo:
Chris Tzaros

Page 8

PhD Student Profile

Daniel Nugent
Daniel Nugent

By undertaking
this project I aim
to provide insight
into the
importance of
food resources
for the Plainswanderer and
other grassland
birds….

I am a PhD candidate from La Trobe
University. My research project is
investigating food availability for the Plains
-wanderer and other grassland birds in
Victoria’s Northern Plains grasslands.
Although several ecological studies have
been undertaken on the Northern Plains,
there has been no research into
invertebrate and seed communities which
form the diet of most birds that use these
grasslands. Abundant and accessible food
sources are essential for supporting healthy
populations of grassland birds. Therefore
we need to understand the effects of past
and current land management practices on
them. By undertaking this project I aim to
provide insight into the importance of
food resources for the Plains-wanderer
and other grassland birds, and to
determine more about how they use their
habitat. To achieve these aims my project
includes four separate studies:
Study 1. Looking at the effects of past
cultivation on food resources and
grassland birds by comparing the
abundance and diversity of invertebrates
and plant seeds between paddocks with a
range of different times since they were
last cultivated.
Study 2. Investigating how Plainswanderers use their habitat and forage for
food. To do this I’ll be using a number of
wildlife tracking techniques, including
attaching miniature GPS units to
individual birds to follow their movements
at particular times of day.

Daniel Nugent Photo: Bianca Fauth

Study 3. Examining how different
vegetation types influence food availability
and the types of birds using grassland as
habitat. I’ll do this by comparing bird,
invertebrate and seed bank communities
found in a range of open to closed
vegetation structures.
Study 4. Investigating the effects of
grazing and planned burning on food
resources and habitat suitability for
grassland birds by utilising experimental
grazing and burning regimes. For this
study, I’ll be comparing areas that are
managed with conservation grazing
(spring and summer rest), crash-grazing,
deferment (not grazed), and planned
burning.
From this research I hope to inform
management of Plains-wanderer habitat
and Victoria’s native grasslands, thereby
contributing to the conservation of this
globally significant species.
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Landholder profile

John and Robert Nevinson
David Baker-Gabb

John Nevinson’s grandfather acquired
Spring Plains (11,000 acres) north-east of
Wanganella on the Hay Plains in 1898. In
1911 the family purchased The Ranch
(9,000 acres) where John has farmed all
his life. His brother Paul was on adjoining
Spring Plains for over 70 years. In more
recent years the Nevinson’s have purchased another three nearby properties
closer to Booroorban totalling 26,000
acres. Robert and his brother David now
live there with their families. Plainswanderer habitat only occurs on about 2%
of the Hay Plains grasslands, and The
Ranch has consistently been one of the
best properties for them in New South
Wales.

John has always been interested in wildlife.
In 1980 he was driving across The Ranch
with his family and Philip Maher to do
some surveys for the Atlas of Australian
Birds. Suddenly Philip noticed that a flock
of sheep had disturbed a pair of Plainswanderers. This was a momentous occasion because it set in train a series of lifechanging events for several people, including the Nevinson family. In 1981 Graham
Harrington from the CSIRO research
station in Deniliquin began a Plainswanderer banding project on The Ranch,
as well as Boonoke Station 40km to the
east, ably assisted on many nocturnal
searches by the Nevinson family and Philip
Maher. Then in 1984, David Baker-Gabb
began a three-year study of Plainswanderers centred on the Nevinson’s
property.

This was a
momentous
occasion because
it set in train a
series of lifechanging events
for several
people, including
the Nevinson
family.

Robert and John Nevinson in a paddock
with many Plains-wanderer sightings.
Photo: David Baker-Gabb
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Landholder profile (cont)

During the
course of these
studies over 500
Plains-wanderers
were banded….

David Baker-Gabb with David and
Robert Nevinson holding Plainswanderers ready for banding in 1985.
Photo: Philip Maher

John also gained his bird banding license
at this time. During the course of these
studies over 500 Plains-wanderers were
banded, and much of what we now know
about the species was subsequently
published.
Philip Maher’s Australian Ornithological
Services bird-tour company was also born
out of the 1980 sighting of the pair of
Plains-wanderers with the Nevinson
family. Over the subsequent 35 years
Philip has shown more than 7,000 visiting
birders from all around the world this
‘must-see’ species on the Nevinson’s
property. Often, John and Robert have
assisted in locating Plains-wanderers for
visiting birders. Nowadays, Robert
participates in some of the commercial
activities of the bird tour business which
diversifies his farming operations.

During my recent visit to The Ranch, John
and Robert had a number of interesting
observations and suggestions born of their
many decades working with sheep, native
grasslands and Plains-wanderers. For
example, Robert mentioned that Plainswanderers appeared to need a variety of
plant species within a grassland. When a
small paper daisy grew profusely in the
northern end of their best Plains-wanderer
paddock, the birds moved to the southern
end where there was a greater variety of
plants.
On the topic of introduced grasses, Robert
mentioned that a hot summer fire in 2010
killed all of the rye grass seed in another
paddock and there was none there for at
least six years. This created ideal Plainswanderer habitat in a paddock that had
formerly been marginal for them.
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Landholder profile (cont)

Robert also suggested that there might be
some benefit from conducting spraying
trials to kill emerging grassy weed seedlings
in autumn with very dilute herbicide. This
should kill the seedling introduced grasses,
but not the adult native perennial plants.
The native grasses seedlings that emerge
some months later should also be safe.
John and Robert noted that there were
many fewer foxes in the district nowadays
than there were 30 years ago when Plainswanderers were also more numerous. Back
then they routinely flushed 1-2 foxes out
of every paddock when they were
mustering for events such as lamb
marking. Nowadays they flush 0-1 fox
from the whole farm when mustering.
They put this marked decline in fox
numbers down to many more neighbours
baiting them, with several local farmers
baiting at least twice a year, sometimes
more.
Lambs are worth much more money
nowadays so it is worthwhile expending
more effort to control foxes.
Moreover, the lambing season now
extends for longer than it used to. After
mating the merino ewes with merino rams
the ewes are all pregnancy tested. Those
that are not yet pregnant are then joined
with a Suffolk ram. The result is that
lambing and hence fox baiting needs to go
for longer than ever before.
Robert thought that one of the best things
that governments could do for farmers
with Plains-wanderer habitat on the Hay
Plains was to establish a pool of funds to
buy feed for sheep in dry periods.

This would allow farmers to feed their
sheep in containment areas away from
Plains-wanderer habitat. This would be of
great benefit to Plains-wanderers and
native grasslands during these stressful
times.
Experienced Plains-wanderer enthusiasts
can learn a lot from spending a morning
with farmers such as the Nevinsons who
have spent a lifetime observing native
grasslands, sheep and Plains-wanderers.

John and Robert
noted that there
were many fewer
foxes in the
district nowadays
than there were
30 years ago
when Plainswanderers were
also more
numerous.

Female Plains-wanderer. Photo:
David Parker
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Lopping tall trees to improve Plains-wanderer habitat

David Baker-Gabb

Plains-wanderers
avoid all trees
...the avoidance
distance depends
on the height of
the tree and
hence the
amount of land
that a perched
predatory bird
can overlook.

Right. Sugar Gums with tall emergent dead
limbs that prevented Plains-wanderers using
the suitable habitat between the
photographer and the trees 200m away.
Far right. Sugar Gums after lopping showing
the increased area of grassland habitable by
Plains-wanderers.
Photos: David Baker-Gabb

In the past, Sugar Gums were commonly
planted around house blocks and sheds as
a source of firewood and shade on
Victoria’s mainly treeless Northern Plains.
A range of tree species have been planted
along roadsides in more recent years.
Many of these trees have suffered dieback
and have tall dead limbs. These emergent
limbs are ideal perches for avian predators
such as birds of prey and ravens.
Plains-wanderers avoid all trees and even
tall shrubs such as mature African Boxthorns, the avoidance distance depends on
the height of the tree and hence the
amount of land a perched predatory bird
can overlook. Plains-wanderers have not
been found within 200 m of trees about
8m tall and within 370 m of trees around
20 m tall. Small and medium-sized birds
comprise 30-40% of the diet of birds of
prey such as Spotted Harriers, Black
Falcons and Brown Falcons, and so it is
not surprising that a relatively poor flyer
such as the Plains-wanderer goes to great
lengths to avoid the favourite hunting
perches of birds of prey.

There are several clumps of dead and
introduced trees more than 10 m tall on or
close to native grasslands on red soil that
provide hunting perches for predatory
birds on the Northern Plains. In 2015 a
clump of Sugar Gums on Bill and Sandra
McGillivrays’ property had all of its
emergent dead limbs removed, thereby
creating at least 20 ha of prime habitat for
Plains-wanderers (see below). The
released area is sufficient for two breeding
pairs. Similarly, in 2016 the grassland that
Andy McGillivray covenanted had a small
number of Sugar Gums removed.
A clump of mature Red Gums near the
centre of Bill and Sandra McGillivrays’
covenanted grassland was a high priority
that represented a substantially greater
challenge. In April 2017, Nick Iwanov
from AusNet Services organised the pro
bono lopping of the mostly dead emergent
limbs on several c.20 m tall Red Gums.
AusNet Services paid also for Hickmans
P/L to undertake the work. This financial
contribution towards the recovery effort is
greatly appreciated.
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Lopping tall trees to improve Plains-wanderer habitat (cont)

Nick Iwanov
from AusNet
Services
organized the
pro bono lopping
of the mostly
dead emergent
limbs on several
c.20m tall Red
Gums.

From top: Lopping emergent limbs 20
m above the ground.
Red Gums with emergent dead limbs
before lopping.
Red Gums after lopping.
Photos: David Baker-Gabb

Captive breeding facility at Werribee

Works on the
construction of
the new Plainswanderer facility
are full steam
ahead

The new captive breeding facility under
construction. Photo: Yvette Pauligk

Yvette Pauligk

Recent Publications

Works on the construction of the new
Plains-wanderer facility are full steam
ahead at the Werribee Open Range Zoo
west of Melbourne. The basic structure is
up, and our wonderful works and
horticulture departments are completing
the last modifications. We are designing
the pens to have one slightly dense and
one sparser enclosure side-by-side. We
aim to see if there is a preference for
habitat type in captivity when the birds are
given the option of both. Pens are fitted
with a heater, water misters and a camera.
In each pen food and water can be
changed from the central raceway. This
will enable a hands-off approach to
minimise the stress to the birds.

Plains-wanderer and other grassland
birds

Designs have been discussed for an
incubation room. Ideally, chicks will be
reared by their parents, but it is important
that we have a back-up option if things
don’t go to plan. We plan to have the
incubation room completed by late
October, at a similar time to the captive
breeding facility. Potentially we will be
collecting birds before the end of the year.

Please send contributions and comments to:
David Baker-Gabb, editor
Elanus@bigpond.com

This 28 page lightweight booklet will
neatly fit into a car glove-box. It has
clear illustrations of 12 species of
grassland bird and descriptions that will
help land managers and students identify
them in the field. It also contains useful
information on managing native
grassland for birds. Free copies of the
booklet can be obtained from Caroline
Wilson, Birdlife Australia, Suite2-05, 60
Leicester St, Carlton, Vic 3053.
caroline.wilson@birdlife.org.au
The Australasian Bird Fair donated
$10,000 to the Plains-wanderer project in
late 2015. Half of the money was used to
produce this booklet. The other half was
used for fencing to soil type on a
covenanted grassland with multiple
records of Plains-wanderers.

