Swift Parrots on Mt Majura

In 2005 Mount Majura Nature Reserve was host of one of Australia’s most threatened parrot species, the Swift Parrot, Lathamus discolor (White). An abundance of tall and flowering eucalyptus trees around a drainage line that the Friends of Mount Majura (FoMM) are rehabilitating attracted a record number of more than 60 birds of this endangered species. The parrots stayed for more than four weeks feeding on nectar of Bundy (Eucalyptus goniocalyx) and on lerp of tall Yellow box (E. melliodora). Their visit drew bird watchers from across Canberra. FoMM members worked with the Swift Parrot Recovery Team in monitoring the parrots during their stay.
Swift parrots were recorded again on Mount Majura in 2008 from as early as the beginning of March to well into May. Although numbers were smaller compared to 2005 their long term stay probably indicates that Mount Majura provides critical feeding habitat to the migrating species, when they are on their way north from their breeding grounds in Tasmania.
At the time of the swift parrot visit, back in 2005, Environment ACT ranger Daniel Iglesias noted that less than 1,000 breeding pairs now make the annual migration. He said:

“This really puts the Mt Majura sighting in perspective, and re-affirms how precious the ACT system of woodland reserves is to species such as the Swift Parrot.  The ACT leads the country in its preservation of lowland woodland habitat and it is particularly exhilarating to witness tangible benefits of establishing and protecting viable nature reserve areas.  Mt Majura forms an almost continuous green chain with Mt Ainslie to the south and Goorooyarro and Mulligans Flat Nature Reserves to the north. This system of woodland reserves plays an important role in preserving the habitat utilised by a number of threatened and endangered woodland animal species.”

Introducing swift parrot 

The swift parrot (Lathamus discolor) is a small fast-flying, nectarivorous and lerp-eating parrot which occurs in south eastern Australia. Bright grass green in colour, the swift parrot has patches of red on the throat, chin and forehead which are bordered by yellow. It also has red on the shoulder and under the wings and blue on the crown, cheeks and wings. A distinctive alarm call of kik-kik-kik (usually given while flying), a streamlined body, long tail and flashes of bright red under the wing enable the species to be readily identified.
Swift parrots are listed as a threatened species in each state and territory in which they occur. They breed in Tasmania (status: Endangered) and migrate to mainland Australia in autumn. During winter the parrots are semi-nomadic, foraging in flowering eucalypts mainly in Victoria (status: Threatened) and New South Wales (status: Endangered). Small numbers of swift parrots are also recorded in the Australian Capital Territory (status: Vulnerable), south eastern South Australia (status: Vulnerable) and southern Queensland (status: Endangered).
Recovery Actions:

Action 1 – Continue to identify and prioritise habitats

Action 2 - Manage and protect Swift Parrot habitat across the landscape

Action 3 - Monitor and manage the incidence of collisions, competition and diseases

Action 4 – Monitor population size and habitat use.

Action 5 - Increase community involvement in, and awareness of, the recovery program.

Action 6 - Manage, review and report on recovery process.

Survey results

Mainland

Each year hundreds of swift parrots are found by volunteers in a combination of different habitats throughout their winter range, from coastal to inland areas, including grassy woodlands and parks of the ACT.

Recent Canberra records
2000 10 swift parrots flying overhead in Namadgi National Park

2002 1 swift parrot landed in dead tree then flew off at Mount Ainslie

2004 swift parrots flew overhead at Campbell Park, Curtin and Aranda, roosted overnight at Higgins and fed on lerp and nectar for one week near Wybalena Grove
2005 at Mount Majura up to 60 swift parrots were feeding on lerp and nectar and drinking for several weeks and 3 swift parrots were seen perched at Wybalena Grove
2006 10 swift parrots
2007 6 birds feeding on lerp at Kambah and 4 birds flying overhead towards Turner
Mount Majura records

Years observed: 2005, 2007, 2008
Time of the year: autumn (march-may)
Numbers:  up to 60 birds
Foraging plants:  Bundy Eucalyptus goniocalyx and Yellow Box Eucalyptus melliodora
Roosting: small flocks departed Mount Majura each afternoon to an unknown roosting site
Conclusion

The ACT appears to be an increasingly regular stop-over point for swift parrots during migration.  Stop-over sites are essential for successful migration between wintering and breeding sites and therefore it is important to ensure both short and long term protection of woodlands and in particular mature trees that are known to provide suitable foraging and roosting sites for this species.
Appendix – swift parrot surveys and records in the ACT and surrounds 1995-2006
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