Hilltop to Backfence talk on the 15th of May

Tackling Indian Mynas - the cane toad on wings
“We can have native birds or Indian Mynas, but not both.” 
(Ian Fraser, local naturalist, 2006 Natural History Medallion winner, and author) 
In the fourth lecture of the Friends of Mt Majura “Hilltop to Backfence” series, Bill Handke, President of the Canberra Indian Myna Action Group Inc (CIMAG), introduced us to one of the top 100 most invasive species in the world, the Indian or Common Myna.  It is not undeservedly badmouthing them to say they are the “cane toad on wings” since they have more then one thing in common with the warty Queensland pest: they were introduced to decimate insects, they failed utterly in achieving this task, and finally they became a serious pest themselves threatening a range of Australia’s unique wildlife and negatively impacting on human activities and health. 

Introduced to Australia in the 1860’s to control pests at the Melbourne markets, the aggressive and voracious species is now found all along eastern Australia stretching from western Victoria  in the south to Cairns in the north.  Indian Myna birds have been recently spotted in Perth to where they might have reached via ships carrying live sheep to the Middle East from Portland and Geelong. It is believed they were deliberately introduced to Canberra in 1968 by someone who found comfort in the birds when in hospital in Sydney.  Since then the population in the Canberra region has exploded and current estimates are 250 mynas per square kilometre.
Indian Mynas are tree hollow nesters and aggressively displace hollow dependant native birds and mammals from nest sites, notably parrots and even large species such as brush-tailed possums or Kookaburras.  They also prey on nestlings, are territorial and displace small birds from backyards.  And most disturbingly, they pose a major risk to our endemic, endangered or rare insects and lizards, which they feed on:  the flightless grasshopper, the Golden Sun Moth, the Coorooboorama Raspy Cricket, the earless dragon.   
The pest species can pose a health risk to humans. The birds are heavily infested with mites, which can cause allergies and asthma in humans, especially if they nest in house roofs. They will nest anywhere, even in letter boxes!  They gather in large numbers in roosting trees at dusk and scavenge at outside cafes searching for food.  They walk on tables, drink from cups, defecate on tables and patios and pose an infection risk. They are a potential carrier of bird ‘flu’ because of their habits and close association with humans. 
Several approaches are required to control the pest, and to be successful the problem needs to be tackled at all levels: government, institutions and by individuals – in backyards, nature reserves and in factories and warehouse, schools and shopping centres. Since the birds prefer to remain in the towns or along roadsides and do not tend to venture into the country they can be contained and controlled in populated areas. 
Members of the community can become actively involved with CIMAG in reducing Indian Myna numbers.  The results of the community programme to reduce mynas are extremely encouraging. CIMAG was formed in April 2006, but a few people who started the group commenced trapping just before that.   (Although some pilot research trapping by Dr Tidemann of ANU was happening about 6 years ago).  In just two years, CIMAG trappers have removed just over 17,000 mynas and this figure may well be over 20,000 as there are many people who have a CIMAG-designed trap but do not report capture numbers.  According to the annual garden bird survey of the Canberra Ornithologists Group, 2007 was the first year that Indian Myna numbers have declined since being introduced into Canberra. Where mynas have been removed by trapping, people consistently report that native birds are back in gardens and parrots and rosellas have claimed back nesting hollows. The traps that are used to catch Indian Mynas work also for starlings, another introduced pest.
The Canberra Indian Myna Action Group Inc is also involved in supporting research into the impacts of mynas on native animals and the positive impacts of their removal.  A PhD student has now started a research project at ANU into this issue, under the supervision of Dr Tidemann and Prof Lindenmayer. 

Do not feed. Indian Mynas will eat anything from pet food, insects, scraps, seed and bread. So keep pet food inside, and do not directly feed the birds.  Schools are notorious for food scraps.  Education is needed to keep food scraps to a minimum. Keep shrubby gardens as Indian Mynas seem to prefer to forage in more open, grassed areas.
Become part of the community reduction programme by humane trapping. You can join the CIMAG and get a free trap: contact Bill Handke on 62317461 or email handke@grapevine.net.au for information.  Some 477 Canberra / Queanbeyan residents are members of the group:  high membership numbers are important as it is a demonstration to the ACT and federal governments that the community want some action of this serious problem.  So you are encouraged to join the group. You can also contact our local Tim Deveson, a CIMAG member and highly successful trapper, on 6262 5374 or email timd@grapevine.net.au to obtain a trap and support.
A sustained community effort is needed to further reduce numbers and to keep them at a reasonable low level.
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