BIRDLIFE NORTHERN QUEENSLAND

SURVEY OF THE GOLDEN BOWERBIRD
NEWSLETTER No. 1.

Thank you for expressing interest in the BirdLife Northern Queensland Golden
Bowerbird Surveys.
Background
Climate change modelling has predicted that the Wet Tropics may become drier and
warmer in the future. As a consequence of this change, it is thought that species restricted
to higher altitudes of the region may need to move upslope to maintain the same
environmental condition. Based upon his widespread , long term survey Steve Williams
reports that his modellimg puts the Golden Bowerbird second on a list of species in danger.
First on this list is a frog that is already extinct.
Long term studies by the Friths in Paluma and Graham Harrington, David Westcott & Gerry
Borgia on the Atherton Tablelands have shown that the positions of the bowers of Golden
and Tooth-billed Bowerbirds can remain constant for 30 years or more. This is achieved by
birds competing for existing bower sites rather than setting up new bowers in new positions.
Such constancy makes it relatively easy to check on the presence of the bowers once we
have their lat/longs on record.
For the last 10 years BirdLife Northern Queensland has had a project to locate the bowers of
both species. We now have a database of around 50 Golden and 400 Tooth-billed bowers.
Tooth-billed Bowerbirds are perhaps ten times more common than Golden Bowerbirds.
We have located Golden Bowers stretching from Mt Finnigan in the North to Lake
Koombooloomba in the South. All but 3 of these bowers are above 995m.
Golden Bowers (50 records)
Max altitude – 1281m (Mt Fisher)
Avge altitude – 1153m
Min altitude – 635m (Butchers Creek)
We have located Tooth-billed Courts from Mt Finnigan in the North to Mt Halifax in the
South.
Tooth-billed Courts (400 records)
Max altitude – 1385m (Mt Fisher)
Avge altitude – 912m
Min altitude – 423m (Black Mtn Rd, Kuranda)

A small population of Golden Bowers around 700m at Butchers Creek now has only one
bower. Five out of six Bowers at around 900m on Seamark Rd, Tarzali first recorded 1989,
disappeared around 2010 for no obvious reason. At the other end of the scale, our highest
bower, 1465m, on Mt Bartle Freer is also no longer present. But new bowers are also
appearing. Last year we found three bowers just beginning construction but we have no
idea what stimulates new bower production. Extreme weather events such as cyclones,
can also have a big impact on bowerbird populations by destroying food resources, by
physically killing birds and by destroying bowers. This means that population trends may
only be assessed with confidence by studies that run for 20 years or more..
BirdLife Member Surveys
To better analyse the situation, we would like to try and expand our limited database of
Golden bowers. In particular it would be useful to locate bowers throughout their altitudinal
range. Currently our records are dominated by those at high altitude.
Golden Bowers are difficult to see within the forest and the birds themselves can remain
quiet for long periods even within the breeding season. We intend to overcome this by
posting volunteers along altitudinal transects in suitable locations across the Wet Tropics. By
listening carefully for one hour at a single site there is a high chance of hearing a Golden
Bowerbird if any are present
The first survey will be along the Mt Edith Road. This road leaves Danbulla Forest Drive
round the back of Lake Tinaroo 13 km from the Cathedral Figtree. It rises from 700 m to
1200 m We are aware of two bowers along this road which may or may not still be present.
Golden Bowerbirds have been observed along this road last year. They are also present on
the adjacent Kauri Creek Road and the walking track across to Davies Creek. At the top of
this drive is the footpath to Mt Edith lookout, which offers one of the most spectacular
views in the whole of the Wet Tropics.

WE will be road testing the methodology prior to the actual survey on

Saturday 16th June 2017
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Golden Bowerbirds reliably call from their bower sites from Sep-Jan. If you
know of any bowers, or find any new ones while you are out and about,
please send us the GPS position and altitude or even just a good description
of the location. We will keep it confidential if you so wish.
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