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Following Bill Ramsay's article in the 
winter 2011 edition of The Melbirdian 
about degrees of albinism in birds, 
we received the following note from 
John McKenzie and David Ford re-
garding an apparently leucistic Aus-
tralasian Grebe in South Morang: 

ñThe white Australasian Grebe I 
took a photo of in June this year 
was in a constructed wetland in a 
housing estate in South Morang. I 
have been admiring this bird since 
I first saw it as a young hatchling 
late last year. One of its parents 
(donôt know which) ï still in one of 
the Morang wetlands (see inset 
picture) ï was also very pale in 
colour, though not nearly as white. 
This bird has only a bit of colour-
ation around its head, while its 
parent had the full colour around 
its head. It will be interesting to 

see what offspring this one pro-
duces this year. 

ñThese birds apparently donôt 
wander very far. This particular 
bird has been in the same pond 
since it hatched, even though 
there are plenty of other ponds 
associated with this wetland. Its 
pale parent has moved out of this 
pond into another, not 500m 
south, in Morang Wetlands, Plenty 

Gorge Park, in what the park 
rangers refer to as the "tortoise 
pond". In March, I saw it with an-
other clutch of young ï all normal 
colour. I noticed that a lot of the 
Grebe in the area had two 
clutches last season ï it was a 
good one for the wetlands.ò 

There is no mention of aberrant 
plumage in Australasian Grebes in 
HANZAB (Handbook of Australian, 
New Zealand and Antarctic Birds), 
although Australasian Grebe is in the 
first HANZAB volume, which contains 
less information than subsequent 
volumes about aberrant plumage. 

As Graeme points out, because the 
bird has retained some colour in the 
head, it should be described as 
'partial albinism' or leucistic. 

Leucistic Australasian Grebe  

Leucistic Australasian grebe seen by John McKenzie and David Ford in South Morang ï photo by David Ford. Below, a not-quite-white 

grebe believed by John and David to be the parent ï photo by David Ford. 



Banyule Homestead  

Inside this edition of The Melbirdian, we 
have two pieces on Banyule Flats ï 
Anthea Fleming's Member's Choice seg-
ment in the July Meeting Report and an 
outing report from Diane Tweeddale.  It 
is worth noting that plans were recently 
approved to build townhouses next to 
the iconic Banyule Homestead, which 
overlooks the former pastureland. The 
building is a settler-era, Elizabethan-
style mansion and was one of the first 
buildings given heritage listing by the 
National Trust. 

Extensive lobbying of all councillors by ï 
among others ï the Friends of Banyule, 

occurred during the lead up to the coun-
cil meeting on the 6 June. Letterboxing 
by local residents and emailing by FOB 
to Councillors, members, other commu-
nity groups and the press helped publi-
cise the issue leading up to the Council 
meeting and ensured a packed gallery 
for the meeting. A number of speakers, 
including those from Friends of Banyule, 
Heidelberg Historic Society and the com-
munity put well argued and passionate 
submissions in objection to the applica-
tion. 

MELBOCA 
Branch Meetings: 
Upcoming Guest 

Speakers  

Tuesday 22 November 2011 

8:00pm  

Matt Ruchel: ñVictorian Na-
ture - values and chal-

lenges.ò 

We welcome Matt Ruchel, the 
Executive Director of the Vic-
torian National Parks Associa-
tion, to  give us an up-to-date 
overview of the changes to 
and demands on our National 
Parks. 

 
MELBOCA branch meetings 
are held on the fourth Tues-
day of every month (except 
December) in the Evergreen 
Centre, 45 Talbot Ave, Bal-
wyn, not far from the library 
(Melway 46 E8). The meeting 
begins at 8:00pm and features 
a guest speaker and a Mem-
berôs Topic segment. Entry is 
by a donation of $4. Out-of-
town members and visitors 
are always welcome! 
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Inside This Issue:  

In the meeting report for 28 
June 2011 about a Frogmouth 
family in Janet Flynnôs garden, 
the fourth paragraph should 
begin ñJanet and Peterôs bird 
family came to the attention of 
Marian Weaving, who is doing 
a PhD on Tawny Frogmouths. 
She  rad io - tagged  the 
adultséé.ò  

In Erratum  

Continued page 14 

Angus Muir, from the Morning-
ton Peninsula, a keen bird 
watcher and camera operator, 
was walking along the coast in 
August when he spotted two 
Nankeen Kestrels mating. For-
tunately, Angus is rarely 
caught without his camera and 
managed to capture the event 
on film. 

The spectacular picture on the 
right is from that footage. 
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Tuesday 26 July 2011  

The meeting was chaired by Diane Tweeddale , welcom-
ing several visitors among the large audience. The Mem-
berôs Choice topic on Banyule Flats was presented by 

Anthea Fleming . 

We were shown photos of Banyule Flats as Anthea first 
saw it in 1975 ï a swamp with Banyule House high up on 
the hill, built between 1845 and 1848 and still the oldest 
house in the area. A farmland scene in 1980 showed dairy 
cattle on the eastern river flats and beef cattle on the west. 
In 1970, the Heidelberg Council bought the western 
Banyule Flats to construct a sports complex with many 
playing fields there. The local birds there, at this time, in-

cluded field birds such as Australasian Pipit, Eurasian Sky-
lark and Stubble Quail. There were local protests at the 
loss of open habitat and the Warringal Conservation Soci-
ety was formed. The Council was persuaded to undertake 
native plantings along Banyule Road. In 1980, the Yarra 
Valley National Parks bought the dairy farm, looked after 
the billabong and planted lots of Manna Gums to comple-
ment the large trees already there. Bush birds started ap-
pearingðTawny Frogmouth and Common Bronzewing. In 
1989, the Conservation Society planted thousands of trees 

in mixed clumps to counter freeway planning. Now, 22 
years on, these have proved a great addition to Banyule 
Flats.  

With the drought, the billabong dried up, providing good 
viewing of snipe, including a Painted Snipe in 2001. There 
is now a full billabong with good cover and abundant birds. 
Powerful Owl and Eastern Grey Kangaroo have made 
their return, with wombats, platypus and the occasional 
Koala. 

Lately, the freeway threat has again raised its head, al-
though, after the most recent rains, the flood plain on Bev-
erley Road is more evident and a tunnel might not be vi-
able, but Anthea appealed to everyone to be vigilant about 

the freeway threat. The website to contact for further infor-
mation is : www.friendsofbanyule.org. 

Pat Bingham , our guest speaker for the evening, hardly 
needed an introduction. She started birding with a begin-
nerôs course in upstate New York in the late 1960ôs and  
was hooked. She joined BOCA immediately on arriving in 
Melbourne and has been enthusiastically encouraging oth-
ers to get involved in birding matters. Patôs topic for the 
night was Birding in Costa Rica. 

Costa Rica : Meeting Report  

Banyule Billabong in 1980 ï a very different scene from what we see today ï photo, Anthea Fleming 

Continued on page 4 
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Costa Rica, named for its gold deposits in 1502 by Christo-
pher Columbus, is a country about two-thirds the size of 
Tasmania, with many varied habitats. The central valley 
holds most of the population; east and west lie the lowland 
rainforests with dry savannah lowlands to the north-west. 
A mountain range over 3500m runs down the centre with 
no corridors through it. Throughout the talk Pat showed us 
maps to illustrate the tour route. Costa Rica is a land-
bridge between North and South America with 850 bird 
species of which 25% are migratory. 

It was a tour party of six with Frederic Van Hove of 
Amazilia Tours as their guide. Pat had a wish list of 22 
birds, which included Resplendent Quetzal, Three-Wattled 
Bellbird, Bare-necked Umbrellabird, Scarlet Macaw, Boat-
billed Heron, Sungrebe, Sunbittern, Swallow-tailed kite, 
Groove-billed Ani, Common Potoo, Violet Sabrewing, 
White-fronted Nunbird, White-throated Magpie-Jay, Long-
tailed Satin-flycatcher and Montezuma Oropendula. She 
paid tribute to John Barklaôs magnificent photos with which 
she used to illustrate her talk. 

From San José the tour went to La Paz Waterfall Gardens 
(1300m) with its many humming-bird feeders. The first day 
the Violet Sabrewing and the endemic Coppery-headed 
Emerald Humming-birds were seen and brilliantly photo-
graphed. It took eight hours to travel a short distance to 
Gavilon Lodge (60m). Pat showed us photos of Blue-grey 
and Golden-hooded Tanagers, tropical American birds 
with saw-edged bills to mash food. There was also a Clay-
colored Thrush, a people-friendly bird which is the national 
bird of Costa Rica. 

The La Selva Biological Reserve was established in 1950 
ï it is a second-growth forest. The suspension bridge en-
trance to La Selva is 40ft above the river, but is regularly 
flooded in the wet season. The tour party saw several hun-
dred thousand turkey vultures migrating north, as well as 
about 35 Swallow-tailed Kites. We were shown pictures of 
the Yellow Warbler and Chestnut-sided Warbler, two of 
many species migrating north for breeding. 

It was then on to Laguna del Lagarto in the lowlands, with 
lovely buildings and gardens complete with canoes and 
caymans. A highlight here was the Agami Heron, usually 
very shy and found in dark rainforest, but here, out in the 
open. It is about the size of a Great Egret, with a long bill, 
brilliantly coloured and is a very slow mover. One of the 
birds seen here was the Great Green Macaw, endangered 
because most of the Dipteryx trees, in whose hollows they 
nest, have been felled for building material. There are only 
200 breeding birds left. There have subsequently been 
extensive plantings of Dipteryx, but it will take about 100 
years for hollows to develop. The White-fronted Nunbird 
was a quiet little bird compared to the House Wren, which 
is a very noisy cave dweller. The Keel-billed Toucan is 
spectacular, the body about the size of a currawong and 
bill nearly as big again. 

The Arenal Volcano is 7000 years old, 7650m high and is 
one of the ten most active volcanoes in the world. There 
have been minor eruptions since 1968 when the Arenal 
Observatory was set up for research. The touring party 
was lucky enough to see two minor eruptions, a spectacu-
lar one at night and a morning eruption seen from the gar-
den. The gardens were stunning with upland forests and 

the first sight of the Bicolored Antbird, the size of a fat Yel-
low Robin with a big eye. The ant-birds eat the insects dis-
turbed by the army ants.  

The Monteverde Cloud Forest was a reserve set up by 
Quakers to escape American conscription. The Resplen-
dent Quetzal is found here. It was a sacred bird for the 
ancient Indians and is the national bird of Guatamala. The 
Slate-throated Redstart is a local warbler. The Three-
wattled Bellbird sits under the canopy and utters an in-
credible call ï like a tin can hit by a mallet ï which makes 
a marvellous echo. Locally indigenous to Monteverde 
Cloud Forest is the hummingbird-pollinated Heliconia mon-
teverdiensis. 

The tour then went to Palo Verde which is hot and dry af-
fording brilliant camouflage to the Ctenosaur Lizard. There 
are many lianas and mangoes, the latter initially imported 
from Asia for food and now enjoyed by the Capuchin mon-
key. The Turquoise-browed Motmot has a racquet-tail and 
looks like a bee-eater. The Lesser Ground-Cuckoo is 
found here as well. The Scarlet Macaw was seen every 
day on the west coast, but their numbers are diminishing 
due to poaching and habitat destruction. 

The tour then went up the Rio Tarcoles, a wide meander-
ing river with mangroves with banks and low-tide mudflats 
for waders, such as the Roseate Spoonbill. The Boat-billed 
Heron scoops his food with his wide bill. The Common 
Potoo is first cousin to the frogmouth. The Rio Sierpe 
Lodge is 32km down river and very isolated. They had 
some pre-Columbian artefacts in the bar, including a stone 
hand-axe and a chipped granite sphere. The Yellow-billed 
Cotinga, a fruit-eater, was another rare sighting. Here, one 
finds the hummingbird-pollinated native pink climber and 
the non-native Seven Weeks Cap Hibiscus. 

Then on to the Talamanca Mountains, the highest range in 
Costa Rica at 3800m. Here there are reserves set aside 
for indigenous Central American Indians. In the Dota Val-
ley (2600-3000m) is a unique oak forest only on the west 
side of the Talamanca Mountains. The Acorn Woodpecker 
frequents this forest. Underneath the oak trees we have 
native begonias and stalked puffballs. Los Quetzales Na-
tional Park in the Dota Valley is one of the newest national 
parks for Quetzals. There were many hummingbird feed-
ers where the Magnificent Hummingbird and the Fiery-
throated Hummingbird were caught on camera. Rancho 
Naturalista is a mecca for birdwatchers ï 400 birds in the 
area, 200 birds in the garden. In the garden, Verbena 
grows, one of the few hummingbird-attracting plants that is 
not red. We saw photos of the Montezuma Oropendula 
and its colonial nestings with grass pouches nearly one 
metre long. In Rio Platarilla there is lots of rafting. On the 
last morning, the wing display of a flying sunbittern was a 
special farewell. All of the bird wish list had been seen ex-
cept the Sungrebe. 

Pat was thanked by Helen Astor who said she felt she herself 
had just been to Costa Rica because of Johnôs beautiful photos 
and Patôs infectious enthusiasm. Barbara Longmuir advertised 
wares from the Blue Wren Gift Shop. Graeme demonstrated the 
difference in the calls between the Australian and Little Raven on 
his iPhone and took interesting sightings, then the meeting was 
closed by Diane. 

Suny Fernie 
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23 August 2011  

Janet Hand welcomed the audience, including a new 
member, and invited Bill Ramsay to give the Memberôs 
Topic, which he called An Unusual Egret. As BOCAôs un-
usual sightings co-ordinator, Bill had received a report and 
photograph of a bird at Coombabah Swamp, near South-
port on the Gold Coast and a request for identification. As 
the photo is pivotal to this tricky story please read Billôs 
own account in the November 2011 edition of Bird Ob-
server. 

Janet then introduced the guest speaker, Bronwyn Mer-
ritt, who, with degrees and experience in environmental 
science, is now Co-ordinator of Land Management and 
Infrastructure at the Royal Botanic Gardens at Cran-
bourne (RBGC). Bronwynôs talk was titled Bush Birds and 
Bandicoots. The gardens comprise 363 hectares of native 
bushland 45 km to the south-east of Melbourne in the City 
of Casey, with a history of sand mining, agriculture and 
use by the military. 

It was recognised that the sandy soil was suited to native 
plants, and the land was acquired by the Royal Botanic 
Gardens in order to showcase Australian flora. Stage 1 of 
the Australian Garden is complete and Stage 2 is in pro-
gress. They have approximately 65,000 visitors per year, 
and a staff of 45. The recently completed Australian Gar-
den is a big attraction, not least because it supports a 
population of approximately 100 Southern Brown Bandi-
coot. 

The remaining bushland, about 250 hectares, has five 
distinct vegetation types: 

1. Heathy woodland on the sandy rises, domi-
nated by Coastal Manna Gum, an excellent 
habitat for animals and birds; 

2. Wet Heath, which has been invaded by two 
Bell Miner colonies; 

3. Grassy Woodland, 80 hectares of high-quality 
grasses under E.radiata and E.goniocalyx; 

4. Wetland Complex, having dams for native 
perch plus artificial wetlands, rich in birds; 

5. Grassland, which is baled each season due to 
the fire risk, despite supporting Stubble Quail 
and Painted Button-quail. 

Weeds are a big problem and management plans are 
such that 36 sections are weeded once every five years.  

There are approximately 150 species of birds, 25 mam-
mals, 20 reptiles and 12 frogs. The snake population is 
healthy, and with so many visitors, individual snakes 
sometimes have to be removed.  

The Southern Brown Bandicoot is endemic to most of Vic-
toria, but is now quite rare due to habitat loss, predators 
(cat, fox, dog), barriers to movement, few secure 

Bush Birds and Bandicoots : Meeting Report  

Continued on page 6 

Bush landscape at Royal Botanic Gardens Cranbourne: looking east from Trig Tower lookout ï photo courtesy of Bronwyn Merritt 
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Courting Birds: Meeting Report  

27 September 2011  

The meeting commenced with the MELBOCA AGM, 
which was efficiently conducted by president, Graeme 
Hosken, treasurer, Bill Ramsay, and secretary, Janet 

Hand . 

Following right along, Graeme led the monthly meeting 
and introduced Elizabeth Lloyd, who brought a significant 
video to show us as the Memberôs Topic. Elizabeth is a 
member of Friends of the Great Victoria Desert, who carry 
out surveys each year for the South Australian Depart-
ment of Natural Resources. They head into the desert 
with all they need for two weeks plus emergency supplies. 

This year they had the delight of seeing Princess Parrots, 
twenty or so, and one of the party, Fred Murray Walker, 
took excellent footage of these beautiful birds. Not only 
did we see the birds perched in the Marble Gums, but 
subsequent billing and cooing proceeded to copulation in 
a strong wind, and with interesting tail management. This 
is probably the first time Princess Parrot sexual activity 
has been recorded, and is encouraging for the future of 
that species. 

Graeme then invited Janet Hand  to give her talk on 
Courting Birds, a presentation which she had previously 

prepared on lovebirds. Janet honed her topic to Australian 
birds, but mentioned that the family of lovebirds is limited 
to Africa and Madagascar, where nine species are recog-
nised. Famed for their fondness for sitting in pairs and 
mutual preening, they have been kept in captivity around 
the world since the mid-1800s. Stringent quarantine rules 
prevent importation into Australia. 

Parrots and lorikeets, like lovebirds, perch together and 
preen each otherôs feathers. Doves and pigeons display 
with cooing and bobbing, and male finches present 
grasses to their intended, which could be nesting material. 

Waterbirds usually conduct their courtship in the water: 
Great Crested Grebe face each other with crests and ruffs 
erect, preening and offering each other nesting material. 
At the climax of the display they rise up and collide breast 
to breast, but mating occurs in the hidden confines of their 
nest. 

There were four apt examples in Janetôs category of  
ñsmart movers and shakersò. Brolgas dance, and the 
dance can be lengthy. The Peacock displays his magnifi-
cent tail to his much plainer mate. Lyrebird males also use  

populations, urban expansion, fragmentation and isola-
tion. Camera monitoring showed that within RBGC the 
pests are fox, cats, rabbits and Common Myna, and all 
these have separate management plans. Fox manage-
ment consists primarily in maintaining an 8km feral-proof 
fence, which has gates specifically designed for wombats. 
Recent surveys show that there has been a spike in ban-
dicoot numbers, especially since the 2010/11 spring and 
summer rains. The bandicoots themselves are healthy, 
strong and mainly just need monitoring. But foxes avail 
themselves of the main gates during public opening times, 
and, as yet, a means to stop this has not been found. Fox 
baiting occurs as necessary. 

RBGC has obtained permission to trap Common Mynas, 
the main goal being to reverse the downward trend in in-
digenous birds. Ten monthsô trapping has removed 250 
mynas, but there has been a subsequent increase in Bell 
Miners. Despite this, however, there has also been an 
increase in indigenous bird species. 

Fire Ecology and Management are key elements in the 
total management of RBGC. They carry out small (2hec) 
mosaic burns and achieve good regeneration. 

Urban Growth is building up to be a big threat to the viabil-
ity of the gardens. The City of Casey has a current popu-
lation of 220,000, and housing estates abut RBGC to the 
west, north and east. It is critical that a bio-link be estab-
lished to the south, it being the only possibility of keeping 
wildlife populations in communication with each other.  
 

RBGC is working tirelessly to achieve this corridor before 
it is too late. 

In closing, Bronwyn showed us some amusing video foot-
age of a project funded by DSE, and designed to help 
bandicoots pass back and forth across the feral-proof 
fence. Pipe-mounted trapdoors have been set in the fence 
at ground level, designed to be a snug fit for a bandicoot 
and deter larger animals. The RBGC bandicoots get 
plenty of tucker; quickly learning how to negotiate the 
trapdoor, their tubby tummies required considerable wrig-
gling to get through the pipe. 

Pat Bingham thanked Bronwyn for telling us about the 
aspects of RBGC which we, as birders, donôt know about. 

Janet negotiated her way through a list of announce-
ments, only a few of which need reporting here. She an-
nounced forthcoming outings and camps and invited Ruth 
Akie to highlight items on the Blue Wren Gift Shop stall. 
Graeme Hosken took interesting sightings and gave out-
ing reports, and Janet asked for volunteers to help her 
with displays and as outing leaders. 

For those who remember Barbara Garrett and husband 
Bill , it was noted with sadness that Bill has died. Barbara 
led mid-week outings, and, later, bunk-style camps, and 
was a leading light at Warrnambool BOCA, always with 
Bill at her side. 

Noting that the September meeting would be MELBOCAôs 
AGM, Janet declared the meeting over. 

 
Daphne Hards 

Continued from page 5 

Continued over page 
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the tail in courtship. Sixteen highly modified tail feathers 
are thrown forward over the head during display. Albertôs 
Lyrebird uses a vine or twiggy platform for display 
whereas the Superb Lyrebird chooses to be on or near an 
earth mound. Both males sing loudly with mimicry. 

Many birds have plumage colour changes prior to the 
breeding season. We miss seeing the breeding plumage 
of our wader migrants which breed in the northern hemi-
sphere. Cattle Egret don an orange head, Australasian 
Grebe advertise with brown head with yellow spot, Austra-
lian White Ibis have red areas under the wing and White-
necked Heron have darker streaks on the front of their 
long neck. 

Other species grow extra feathers or plumes, such as the 
Nankeen Night Heron which grows a long extra head 
feather which lies down his back. 

Fairy-wren males undergo striking colour changes. Young 
males resemble the plain females in the non-breeding 
season, but attain bright plumage in time for spring. The 
cycles continue for 4-5 years and then they keep their col-
ourful strip all year round. 

The next group strut their stuff. Musk Duck males exude 
their musky odour, engorge the lobe at the throat and per-
form a noisy splashing courtship display. The male 
Frigatebird puffs up his red throat patch, and male Austra-
lian Bustards produce a long beard. Of course, Janet had 
excellent photographs from the BOCA collection to illus-
trate her talk. 

Bowerbirds are considered by some to be the most ad-
vanced of all birds due to their remarkable courtship be-
haviour. Males of all Australian bowerbirds (except the 
Spotted Catbird and the Tooth-billed Bowerbird) build 
bowers or clear a court, and decorate in various ways to 
impress females. Species with the brightest plumage have 
the least spectacular bower.  

With bower built, the males call much of the day, some 
with song almost exclusive to courting. Females perform 
all the nest building, egg incubation and the feeding of 
young. Janet described the characteristics of each of the 
8 Australian species; our Victorian bowerbird, the Satin, 
builds a stick bower and paints the inside with a glue 
made from chewing leaves, then decorates the entrance 
with blue berries and blue objects. Males thieve building 
material and blue items from each other, and bowers are 
reused for 1-2 years before rebuilding. 

Parenting amongst birds is extremely diverse. Swans and 
Musk Ducks appear to mate for life, though Swan females 
may be unfaithful. Most bird species share in nest building 
and raising of young, however, Mallee Fowl hatchlings 
have to dig themselves out of the mound and completely 
fend for themselves. Few survive due to foxes and cats. 
With Australian Brush Turkeys, the temperature of the 
mound determines the sex of the offspring. 

Chicks of Emperor Penguins are left in large crèches 
while the parents feed. Emu males are solely responsible 
for watching over the young, and one adult male may be 
seen with a dozen chicks. Three families exhibit co-

operative chick raising, viz. choughs, babblers and apos-
tlebirds. In this way adolescent birds learn to build nests 
and forage for food. 

Lastly, the cuckoo family has the ugly trait of laying an 
egg in the nest of another species, often a much smaller 
bird. When hatched, the baby cuckoo instinctively evicts 
other eggs and chicks from the nest, leaving the host par-
ents to raise the young cuckoo. We have seven species of 
cuckoo in Australia. 

Bill Ramsay thanked Janet, and compared his courtship 
tactics to the Chestnut Tealôs ñburp-whistleò! 

Graeme continued with a colourful roundup of outings 
completed, and many spring outings and camps ahead. 
Barbara Longmuir emphasised that the Blue Wen Gift 
Shop is closing, and that we should all buy items, many 
discounted, while we can. Graeme told us of Bell Miner 
traps and noted that magpies are swooping again. After 
Interesting Sightings Graeme closed the meeting. 

 
Daphne Hards 

Princess Parrot ï photo, Wikipedia. 

Continued from page 6 


