
Loss of 
woodland 
threatens 
cockatoos 

With their raucous cries 
and their round-headed, 

almost hawk-like 
silhouettes against the 

sky, cockatoos are among 
the first creatures to 
impress the visitor to 
the Australian 'bush'. 

A l t h o u g h not restricted to this c o n 
t inent , these l a rge parrots have their 
s t ronghold here. T h e sc reech ing o f little 
corel las at dawn and the pink-and-grey 
twist ing o f a f l ock o f galahs in the even
ing sun are as evocat ive o f Australia 's 
o p e n spaces as any kangaroo or g u m tree. 

T o the regret o f m a n y farmers , the 
little core l la and the galah, both voraci
ous grain-eaters, do n o t face ext inct ion, 
but the related white-tai led b lack c o c 
ka too c o u l d suffer a dec l ine in numbers if 
w e d o no t manage our w o o d l a n d s m o r e 
thoughtful ly. 
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L i k e o ther c o c k a t o o s , the white- tai l 
nests in ready-made h o l l o w s i n t rees. 
S o m e o f these cavities are caused by in
sects , particularly termites, c h e w i n g the 
hear twood , but many are formed by fungi 
that either attack the roots and w o r k their 
way u p the centre o f the trunk or infect an 
o p e n w o u n d caused by fire or the loss o f a 
l i m b . T h e m o u l d s d e c o m p o s e the w o o d , 
the w i n d sways the tree and compres se s 
the rotten fragments, leaving a h o l l o w at 
the heart o f the trunk, and a n e w h o m e 
for a pair o f c o c k a t o o s is created. W h e n a 
f u n g u s - r i d d e n b r a n c h s n a p s of f , the 
h o m e has a front d o o r and the birds can 
m o v e in. O lde r trees fo rm large e n o u g h 
h o l l o w s for the c o c k a t o o s , w h i c h there
fore thrive a m o n g mature eucalypts . 

T h e r e are t w o types o f whi te - ta i l ed 
b lack c o c k a t o o (see the b o x ) . T h e l o n g -
bi l led fo rm lives in areas o f h igher rain
fall (more than 750 m m a year) and as 
suitable w o o d l a n d abounds this bird is i n 
n o immedia te danger , but the short-bi l led 
f o r m is threatened. T h e lower-ra infal l 
w o o d l a n d in w h i c h it b reeds is b e i n g 
c l e a r e d f o r a g r i c u l t u r e , e s p e c i a l l y 
whea t -g rowing . Fe l l ing even ex tends to 
the roadside verges , thus des t roying i m 
portant corr idors be tween reserves. 

Other hazards 

W h e r e the trees are spared, c o c k a t o o s can 
still face hazards. D r D e n i s Saunders o f 
the C S I R O D i v i s i o n o f Wi ld l i f e R e s e a r c h 
has found that the short-bi l led c o c k a t o o 
eats the f lowers and seeds o f many shrubs 
and herbs outs ide the w o o d l a n d — for 
example , o n sand-plain heath. T h i s f o o d 
supply, that i nc ludes native plants such 
as banksias, hakeas, and grevil leas and 
t he i n t r o d u c e d c r o w f o o t (Erodium 
spec ies ) , is d w i n d l i n g as land is c leared 

Birds not of a feather: when the floor 
between two nests collapsed, a young 
long-billed corella dropped in on its 
neighbour, a nestling white-tailed black 
cockatoo. 

White-tailed black cockatoos are 
restricted to a corner of Western 
Australia. The short-billed form nests 
mainly within the range of a eucalypt, 
wandoo, dispersing more widely outside 
breeding seasons. Long-billed birds 
spend the whole year in higher-rainfall 
areas. The map shows where 
short-billed birds have been seen during 
and between breeding seasons. 

for farming. T h e impor tance o f a g o o d 
supply o f these plants emerges strikingly 
f rom a c o m p a r i s o n o f t w o o f the study 
areas in w h i c h D r Saunders has been 
w o r k i n g in Western Austral ia . 

A t C o o m a l l o Creek , where large areas 
o f land remain uncleared, the birds spend 
the w h o l e year w i t h i n 50 k m o f their 
nes t s . A t M a n m a n n i n g , o n the o the r 
hand, the b reed ing c o c k a t o o s forage in 
c leared farmland where the birds' f o o d 
plants are scarce . C o n s e q u e n t l y the nest
l ings are fewer, g r o w m o r e s lowly , and 
w e i g h less by the t ime they f ledge . After 
the b r e e d i n g s e a s o n the M a n m a n n i n g 
b i rds m i g r a t e to the c o a s t to eat the 
more-plent i ful seeds o f native plants and 
exo t i c p ines . T h i s study emphas izes h o w 
c lear ing a round w o o d l a n d c o u l d eventu
ally force the c o c k a t o o s ou t o f a r eg ion . 

A n o t h e r threat c o m e s f r o m g raz ing 
wi th in w o o d l a n d . A m o n g the ju i cy plants 
to b e devoured are the y o u n g sapl ings 
that r ep resen t the w o o d l a n d ' s future . 
W i t h o u t r e g e n e r a t i o n , t he w o o d l a n d 
s lowly dies . Sadly, animals r o a m i n g il
l e g a l l y o f f pr iva te l and i n t o r e se rves 
cause s o m e o f this damage , u n d o i n g the 
g o o d i n t ended w h e n s u c h sanctuar ies 
were set up . 

A l s o outs ide the law are those c a g e -
bird fanciers w h o cu t into a tree to steal a 
nes t l ing c o c k a t o o . S i n c e these p e o p l e cu t 

Felling even extends to the 
roadside verges, destroying 
corridors between reserves. 

their access h o l e near the f loor o f a h o l 
l o w , n o adult c o c k a t o o s wi l l use that site 
again unless the f loor co l lapses to make 
the h o l l o w acceptably deep . I f this hap
pens , the nest-robbers some t imes return 
to repeat their breaking and enter ing at 
the n e w nes t ' s p o s i t i o n . D r Saunder s 
found a tree wi th three h o l e s , s ignifying 
three succes s ive robber ies . H e even had 
to abandon o n e study area, main ly be
cause it had suffered so m u c h h u m a n 
predat ion. 

O f c o u r s e , nest h o l l o w s have a l imi ted 
life. Branches or w h o l e trees b l o w d o w n ; 
ce i l i ngs and f loors o f h o l l o w s co l l apse . 
F i r e bu rns a h o l l o w tree q u i c k l y and 
c o m p l e t e l y . T h e s e natural agents o f de
struct ion must have been operat ing for 
t h o u s a n d s o f years w i t h o u t p o s i n g a 
threat to c o c k a t o o s , but h u m a n interfer
e n c e has drastically t ipped the ba lance , 
and D r Saunders has found that h o l l o w s 
are be ing destroyed faster than n e w o n e s 
are fo rming . 

Choosing a nest 

T u r n i n g to the bird 's taste in nest sites, 
D r Saunders found that the short-bil led 
f o r m o f the white-tai led b l ack c o c k a t o o 
wi l l use h o l l o w s in any eucalypt spec ies , 
p rov ided the entrance is at least 15 c m in 
diameter (birds back in, and wi l l damage 
their p l u m a g e i f they scrape against the 
sides o f the h o l e ) and the h o l l o w is at 
least 10 c m deep . T h e birds s h o w e d n o 
preference for ho l e s facing any particular 
d i rec t ion , i n c l u d i n g vertically upwards , 
or for any particular h o l e s ize , depth o f 
h o l l o w , h e i g h t o f the e n t r a n c e a b o v e 
g r o u n d , o r ma te r i a l l i n i n g the f l o o r . 
T h e i r b reed ing success was the same in 
all the sites used. 

T h e birds d o no t snap u p every avail
able site. O n l y about 4 0 - 4 5 % o f h o l l o w s 
suitable for the c o c k a t o o s were o c c u p i e d 
by birds o f o n e spec ies or another . D r 
Saunders has d i scovered that, a l though 
m a n y h o l l o w s remain untenanted , the 
behav iour o f the female prevents other 
c o c k a t o o s f r o m m o v i n g i n as c l o s e 
ne ighbou r s . 

F o r 2—3 weeks w h i l e she is c h o o s i n g 
and preparing the nest, the female chases 
o ther female b l ack c o c k a t o o s f rom the 
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immedia te vicini ty . O n c e she beg ins to 

incuba te , she stops harrying other birds , 

but as the b reed ing season is o n l y about 

13 w e e k s l o n g her behav iou r mus t re

strict the popu la t ion densi ty to s o m e ex

tent. D r Saunders did find o n e tree h o l d 

ing three o c c u p i e d nests , but the females 

had ' q u e u e d up ' to m o v e in . 

Strange bedfellows 

C o c k a t o o s share their w o o d l a n d wi th a 

variety o f o ther ho le -dwel le r s , i n c l u d i n g 

kes t re l s , barn and b o o b o o k o w l s , and 

other parrots, but m o s t o f these spec ies 

c h o o s e smaller h o l l o w s than the c o c k 

a toos . Even galahs are unl ikely to c o m 

pete for h o m e s , as they s e e m to prefer 

nest sites w i th smal ler en t rance h o l e s 

than b lack c o c k a t o o s wi l l accept . 

I f y o u peer into e n o u g h private resi

dences , y o u wi l l eventually c o m e across 

s o m e u n o r t h o d o x c o h a b i t a n t s , as D r 

Saunders c o n f i r m e d o n e day w h e n he 

was greeted by two very different nest

l ings — o n e a white-tailed b lack c o c k 

a too , the other a long-b i l led core l l a — 

sharing a h o l l o w . 

Or ig inal ly the youngsters had l ived in 

adjacent cavit ies l ike flat-dwellers, wi th 

the core l la 'upstairs ' , but the intervening 

f l o o r c o l l a p s e d and the t w o nes t l i ngs 

f o u n d themse lves in o n e large h o l l o w 

wi th two entrances. T h e y bo th f ledged 

successful ly . 

A n even stranger ep i sode involved a 

red-tailed b lack c o c k a t o o , Calyptorhyn-
chus magnificus. W h e n the nest l ing was 

about 25 days o ld , a female m o u n t a i n 

d u c k c h o s e to lay her eggs in the same 

h o l l o w . 

Eventual ly the y o u n g c o c k a t o o found 

itself sharing its h o m e with a c lu t ch o f 

n ine d u c k e g g s . Its parents b rought food 

by day, w h e n the female d u c k was away, 

and the d u c k incubated her eggs dur ing 

the ch i l ly winter n ights . A l t h o u g h the 

nest was unusual ly c r o w d e d , the duck

l ings all hatched and the c o c k a t o o satis

factorily f ledged in due cou r se . 

L e s s fortunate were the white- tai led 

b lack c o c k a t o o s in two nests invaded by 

swarms o f bees . Persistent in their hive 

The diet of one group of short-billed 
white-tailed black cockatoos. In the 
breeding season shrubs and herbs, with 
some insect larvae found in the flowers, 
made up the whole diet. 

cons t ruc t ion , the bees forced the c o c k 

atoos to abandon their nests, o n e with 

eggs , the other hous ing a nest l ing. 

S u c h observat ions are the h ighl ights in 

a great dea l o f rou t ine . T h e t agg ing , 

measur ing , and observ ing wi l l con t inue , 

g iv ing us an increasingly detailed under

standing o f the b i o l o g y o f these interest

ing birds . T h i s k n o w l e d g e w i l l be in

valuable for conserva t ion — that is, i f it 

c a n b e a p p l i e d i n t ime . T h e greatest 

danger is that grazing wi l l prevent most 

o f the w o o d l a n d — the c o c k a t o o s ' very 

h o m e — from regenerating. 

A n d that danger is no t un ique to this 

par t o f A u s t r a l i a ; it e x i s t s i n m u c h 

agricultural country. A large propor t ion 

o f Austral ia 's birds, a lmost 19%, depend 

u p o n tree h o l l o w s for breeding or shelter, 

and i f the w o o d l a n d g o e s they g o too . 

Smal l w o n d e r that D r Saunders w o u l d 

like to see guide l ines for w o o d l a n d man

agement drawn up — and adhered to. 

John Seymour 

More about the topic 

T h e availability o f tree h o l l o w s for use as 

nest sites by white-tailed b lack c o c k 

a t o o s . D . A . S a u n d e r s . Australian 
Wildlife Research, 1979, 6, 2 0 5 - 1 6 . 

F o o d and m o v e m e n t s o f the short-bil led 

f o r m o f the whi te- ta i led b l a c k c o c k 

a t o o . D . A . S a u n d e r s . Australian 
Wildlife Research, 1980, 7 (in press) . 

S imul t aneous use o f a nes t ing h o l l o w by 

a c o c k a t o o and a duck . D . A . Saunders . 

Emu, 1976, 76, 2 2 3 - 4 . 

T h e white-tai led b lack c o c k a t o o is re

stricted to south-western Australia, and 

o c c u r s in two distinct forms, l iving in 

rather different habitats. After m a k i n g 

many measurements o f birds and eggs , 

and analysing cal ls , diets, and distribu

t ions . D r D e n i s Saunders of the c s i k o 

D i v i s i o n o f W i l d l i f e R e s e a r c h has 

suggested h o w these two forms arose. 

In a m u c h wetter period o f Australia 's 

evo lu t ion , w o o d l a n d stretched across the 

southern part o f the con t inen t , ho ld ing a 

c o n t i n u o u s p o p u l a t i o n o f b l ack c o c k -

A s the cl imate b e c a m e drier in late 

P l i o c e n e or ear ly P l e i s t o c e n e t i m e s , 

perhaps two or three mi l l i on years a g o . 

the w o o d l a n d s shrank into the southern 

corners of Australia, in the south-west 

and south-east. 

If D r Saunders is right, the long-bi l led 

form of the white-tailed bird is descended 

from the c o c k a t o o s that were isolated in 

the south-west at that t ime. T h o s e birds 

that headed the other way gave rise to the 

m o d e r n yellow-tai led black c o c k a t o o s o f 

south-eastern Australia. 

T h e Saunders theory is that, dur ing 

o n e o f rainier spells o f the P le i s tocene 

age . s o m e yel low-ta i ls c rossed what is 

n o w the Nullarbor Plain into Western 

Australia and gave rise to the modern 

short-bil led f o r m . By this t ime the two 

popula t ions had evolved a number o f dif-

l e ivnces : they did not interbreed and they 

have remained distinct ever s ince . 

W h y bo th the cockatoos in the south

wes t shou ld have abandoned y e l l o w lor 

whi te is a mystery. Indeed, s o m e indi

viduals o f both the long- and short-billed 

forms d o have ye l low p ]umage where the 

rest o f the popula t ion have whi te — in 

the cheek patches, on the tail, and around 

the edges o f many o f the w i n g and body 

A s a result o f his researches, D r Saun-

dets has r e c o m m e n d e d that the short-

b i l l e d form of the w h i t e - t a i l e d b i rd 

should be transferred from the spec ies 

Calyptorhynchus baudinii into the same 

spec ies as the two forms o f yel low-tai led 

b lack c o c k a t o o , C. funereus. T h i s leaves 

the long-bi l led white-tailed bird as the 

o n l y r e m a i n i n g representative o f C. 

Dis t r ibut ion and t a x o n o m y of the whi te-

tailed and ye l low- ta i l ed b l ack c o c k 

a t o o s C a l y p t o r h y n c h u s s p p . D . A . 

Saunders . Emu, 1979. 79. 215- 27 . 
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