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The important role of open habitats … and wetlands
The past week or so has been an amazing time around The Cape for birdlife and it has emphasised
the important role the open habitats play in supporting some of our beautiful feathered friends. Since
July, we have had occasional observations of the stunning Blue-winged Parrot in the south west of the
estate, but since the 10 September, we have had daily sightings of a flock (sometimes around 22 birds)
foraging in the grassy open habitats. And they are not the only birds who rely on this habitat. To top
off a great week, we have a new species identified in the wetlands, with a recording of an Australian
Spotted Crake call and it was a mere 20 meters away from a secretive Lewin’s Rail (listed as vulnerable)
which was also calling. These varied habitats are really beginning to attract and house an amazing array
of wildlife, including many threatened species. Our bird species count is now up to 120!

Blue-winged Parrots (BWP) are small birds about the size of a Budgerigar and feed mainly on the ground on herbaceous plants and
weeds. They are listed as a vulnerable species. Not a lot is known about their breeding habitats and movements, so the local Birdlife
Australia Bass Coast chapter are undertaking a project to find out more about them, and these observations in The Cape are providing important information to help better understand and secure their future.

STOP PRESS

The first observations for this season of the vulnerable Latham’s Snipe have been reported within The
Cape. These amazing intercontinental migratory waders are arriving to spend the next few months to feed and recharge after their
exhausting five plus day journey from northern Japan and north east Russia where they breed. The Cape conducts three annual
surveys as part of the Latham’s Snipe Project and our first counting activity is next week. I will share more information about these
amazing birds and what is being done to understand them better in coming editions of Cape Chatter.
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The Blue-winged Parrot … what the fuss is all about
Apart from being amazingly beautiful little birds, not a lot is known about these grass parrots, but enough is known to be worried
about their future. Recent observations suggest they may be on a similar survival trajectory as their close cousin, the critically endangered Orange-bellied Parrot. These birds inhabit south east Australia, Tasmania and larger islands in Bass Strait and south and west
Gippsland is also their domain. They are ground feeding parrots and nest in small hollow openings of fallen branches and trees but
also in rotten fence posts—their breeding season commences from September. It is believed their mainland movements are along the
south east and into the semi-arid inland, but it is known that Tasmanian birds migrate to the mainland in March after breeding and
return during September-October. So—are the birds at The Cape Tasmanian BWP on their way home or are they mainland birds
ready to breed in the area? No one knows at this stage.
Left: This trio of birds appear to be from the
left: female, male (brighter yellow face) and a
juvenile (dull colouring)

What are they eating?
This is the third year in a row the birds have been
observed at The Cape and in pasture nearby west
of Wilson Rd at the F Break car park. Based on
these observations, it appears they are currently
very fond of feeding on weeds that have appeared
in areas where recent soil disturbance has occurred.
In particular, their most popular plant is cerastium
glomeratum (sticky mouse ear chickweed) which the
male is sitting in the photo left and the bird is eating on the cover page. There is also an abundance
of thick capeweed which they roost and hide in.
The birds are extremely well camouflaged and quickly take to flight
when disturbed, but generally return to the same feeding spot.

The preferred habitat of BWP is samphire
flats, farmlands and coastal heath. Most
commonly known foods are the
seeds/fruits of grasses, herbs and weeds,
such as sarcocornia, sclerostegia, suaeda, slender
barb grass, groundsel and lady’s thumb.
Based on these observations, The Cape
developer is exploring areas where similar
habitat can be developed and mowing
regime’s altered during the Sep-Nov period
to encourage food sources for the birds.

Enlarge the photo and see if you can find 18 BWP!
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What other birds require open habitat ...
In addition to the large grazing animals, Eastern Grey Kangaroo, Common Wombat, and Swamp Wallaby, the open habitat spaces around
The Cape support a large variety of ground dwelling and feeding birds in addition to the BWP. So when walking around the many
paths, take a moment to see if you can spot any of these birds on the ground, particularly during the Sep-Nov period when grasses
and herbs are flowering and attracting a range of invertebrate pollinators.

The Eurasian Skylark (left) and Australian Pipit (right) are very similar in appearance and rely exclusively on open grassy spaces. The
Skylark can be differentiated by its erect head crest. You can often notice them in the air performing song flights where they hover
and sing about 20m above ground! The Pipit often bobbs it’s tail when standing.

Aerial photo courtesy of The Cape

Grass feeders European Goldfinch (left) and Red-browed Finch (right)
The White-fronted Chat (below) is part of the honeyeater family, but inhabits open habitat and has been seen at The Cape in October.
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More birds of the open habitat ...

The Cape would not be the same without the hilarious antics of
the Little Corella and Galah flocks which thrive on the grasses of
the open habitats during spring. The Galah is generally around in
good numbers other than summer when the disappear to breed in
nesting tree hollows, while the Little Corella arrives as the grasses
start to ‘pop’ and the capeweed begins to flower. The most colourful Eastern Rosella is a stunner when its vibrant plumage stands
out among the green and yellow of the capeweed fields.
Flame Robins, Willie Wagtails and Crested Pigeons are also commonly
seen on the ground feeding among grasses and disturbed soil
areas in search of seeds and invertebrates.
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A wander into our little bit of wilderness ...
It has been a little while since I ventured into some retained habitat within The Cape, so last week with gumboots on and snake
bandage in the backpack (yes … they are about) I spent a few quiet hours in search of the Lewin’s Rail, to see any early signs of
the Latham’s Snipe and check out for cuckoos which resident Joe Spano has been hearing. I was not disappointed. The south east
natural wetland is buzzing with activity … small bush birds and some lovely freshwater species. No cuckoos sadly!

A pair of Pacific Black Duck and a male Chestnut Teal in breeding plumage were in a
bit of a turf war while this White-faced Heron quietly went about feeding in a very
methodical way through the shallows. Nearby, on a dead tree in the wetland, the
Little Pied Cormorant conducted a few sorties and returned often to rest and dry the
wings! On the edge of the wetlands, small bush birds and honeyeaters were feeding, drinking and preening themselves in the shallow waters.

In addition to this selection of small bush
birds, there were White-browed Scrubwren,
Brown Thornbill, Red-browed Finch, European
Goldfinch, Yellow-faced Honeyeater and Eastern
Yellow Robin.
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On the return past the small south east wetland ...
As the sun was lowering and I was emerging from the ‘wilderness’ I heard the calls of a Lewin’s Rail coming from a thick patch of
Swamp Melaleuca (the same location I heard this bird call about a year ago). I sat for a while in the anticipation of capturing a
glimpse of this very secretive bird but to no avail. I headed on to the small constructed wetland near the Cape Community Farm
and pondered life for a few minutes. To my surprise, I heard the sounds of a bird coming from the reeds/sedges between the two
ponds. It was a ‘crik, crik, crik’ sound … not a common call. Out with the bird call app and I confirmed the call of an Australian
Spotted Crake which I then recorded on my phone and later verified with fellow resident Joe Spano who is pretty good on the bird
calls. Bingo … a new species for The Cape. Not to be outdone, a mere 20 m away on the edge of the wetland in very thick vegetation, the sound of another Lewin’s Rail beamed out with its distinctive “krek, krek, krek’ call of up to about 15 repeated calls. I
have no photos of these birds yet but we do have call recordings. I have taken the unusual liberty of including two internet sourced
photos of each bird for reference so you have an idea of what we are talking about.

Left to right: Lewin’s Rail, Australian Spotted Crake (photos sourced from e-bird) and the Buff-banded Rail photographed in our home
garden a few weeks back which was last seen about 10 days ago. All these birds come from the same family Rallidae.

I continue to be amazed at what is popping up around The Cape in the various constructed and retained habitats which is a
great credit to the Development and Landscape teams for their vision and application. We are so very fortunate to have such
species at close quarters for us to enjoy and connect with … take some time to take these encounters in!

Hooded Plover season has begun

The Bass Coast Hooded Plover volunteer group recently met for a preseason gathering along with Bass Coast Shire representatives, local rangers from Parks Victoria, and newly established Enforcement Officers
from the Office of the Conservation Regulator (DELWP) who will be
visiting the area regularly to ensure compliance with ParksVic regulations in respect of wildlife conservation.
There are already signs of nest scrapes being established along 2nd Surf
Beach and several areas west of Wilson Rd near The Cape. Hooded Plover
breeding pairs will establish several scrapes before selecting one into
which they will lay up to three eggs. Once a nest has been established,
roped enclosures will be erected with signage advising beach goers to
stay away from the area. In the meantime, if beach walking, it is best to
stay at the waters edge away from the high tide mark and to keep dogs
on a leash. This is a critical period for the birds!

Right: A typical scrape, a
small sand depression, and in
the centre, an established nest
with eggs. The eggs are the
size of a 20 cent piece and are
well camouflaged. Photos
courtesy of local Hoodie volunteer and resident, Jeannie.

Some non-bird action to finish with ...
I have been distracted by the wonderful birding experiences over the last week or so … but still get a buzz out of seeing these
wonderful animals when they pop their heads out … so to speak!!
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The Cape Chatter blog is a periodic newsletter produced
by resident of The Cape, David Hartney. You can subscribe to receive it automatically by email by visiting
https://capechatter.com and signing up. The website also
contains all sorts of nature information and pictures of the
ecology, flora and fauna at The Cape.
All photos shown in Cape Chatter are taken by David
Hartney unless otherwise credited.
Feel free to contact David by email or through the website
to report any nature observations at The Cape.

Email: dwhartney@bigpond.com
The Cape is on the traditional land of the
Bunurong people

capechatter.com

