
 

 
Thank you to everyone who carried out Swift Parrot and Regent Honeyeater surveys in mid-May and 

early-August 2015. We had a really good response from volunteers across Victoria, ACT, NSW and 

Queensland, with many volunteers visiting numerous sites during the survey weekends.  

Every year since 1994, hundreds of dedicated volunteers have put in a huge effort to search for Swift 

Parrots and Regent Honeyeaters across mainland Australia, with an average of 430 individual surveys 

undertaken (based on 2013, 2014 and 2015 survey years, this includes incidental sightings and 

surveys outside of survey weekends).  If we assume each survey takes a minimum of 1 hour to 

complete, this equates to 430 hours per year (and much more for difficult sites, and if we factor in 

travel). These surveys are critical as they provide long-term data on the movements, habitat use and 

population dynamics of Swift Parrots and Regent Honeyeaters.   

The 2015 surveys resulted in low numbers of both species found. For Swift Parrots, 837 birds were 

recorded during survey weekends and incidental sightings (see Table 1), this is 58% fewer than 2013 

and 2014 (when volunteers observed approximately 2000 birds). Regent Honeyeater numbers were 

similarly low compared to previous years, though more individuals were seen across the whole year 

(see description later in report). These low numbers are somewhat disappointing, especially since 

there has been plenty of food resources (in the form of blossoming Eucalypts), and habitat conditions 

have improved since last year. It is possible that the more widespread blossoming of Eucalypts has 

made it more difficult to locate the birds, with birds scattered in smaller numbers across multiple 

locations.   

It should also be noted that, given the nature of these volunteer-based surveys, they cannot be used 

as a reliable population estimate (there is potential for double-counting in some instances over the 

course of a season). Instead these surveys are used more to examine distribution changes of the 

birds each year, with the species shifting according to food availability.   

During 2015 surveys, Swift Parrots and Regent Honeyeaters were recorded in Victoria, ACT, NSW and 

southern Qld, though 98% of records were in Victoria and NSW, which is consistent with previous 

survey years. 

Swift Parrot 

As is known, Swift Parrots are highly nomadic and travel from Tasmania to mainland Australia each 

year during winter, predominantly in search of Eucalypt blossom and lerp (a sugary deposit on the 

leaves of Eucalyptus trees). 
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Compared to previous survey years, numbers of Swift Parrots were low during 2015, despite a similar 

survey effort. In other years with similar low numbers of Swift Parrots (e.g. 2009 and 2012), large 

groups were eventually located later in the season. This was not the case for 2015, where low 

numbers of Swift Parrots were reported throughout their range during May and August. 

In Victoria, during May and August surveys (as well as incidental sightings at the time), small groups 

of Swift Parrots (1 – 40 individuals) were recorded in western Victoria (St Arnaud, Havelock, Dunolly, 

Winchelsea, Bannockburn, You Yangs Regional Park), central Victoria (Muckleford, Kyneton, Greater 

Bendigo National Park, Lockwood South, Bailieston), north-east Victoria (Chiltern, Yackandandah, 

Dookie, Warby-Ovens National Park), coastal Victoria (Geelong, Mt Duneed, Ocean Grove, Anglesea), 

eastern Victoria (Bunyip State Park) and Gippsland (Raymond Island, Balook), and within Melbourne 

and its urban fringe (West Brunswick, Parkville, Macleod, Bundoora, Seaford, Altona, Yan Yean, 

Whittlesea). Notably, a group of approximately 40 Swift Parrots were recorded at the Macleod 

Railway Station from May to August, feeding on flowering eucalypts near the train platform; as 

expected, this became a popular location for birdwatchers during this time.  

 
 
Swift Parrots at Macleod Railway Station in Melbourne, Victoria (Jenny Stephens) 
 

In the ACT in May 2015, Swift Parrots were located outside of the city near Mount Ainslie. In NSW, 

throughout May and August surveys (and incidental sightings), small numbers of Swift Parrots were 

located along the south and central NSW coast (Bodalla State Forest, Illawarra, Bateau Bay), in the 

Hunter Valley (Quorrobolong, Ellalong, Singleton, the Hunter Economic Zone [HEZ]), the greater 

Sydney region (Mulgoa, Lapstone, Cobbity), the south west slopes (Wagga Wagga, Frogmore) and the 

central west slopes (Lake Burrendong State Park, Back Yamma State Forest). The northern most 

record in NSW was of six birds in the Myall Lakes National Park in May. The largest group was an 

incidental sighting in early September in Boyne State Forest on the south coast, with at least 100 

Swift Parrots feeding on ironbark blossom.  

 



 

 

In other Swift Parrot news, on October 2015 this species was listed as Critically Endangered by the 

International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN). Ongoing habitat destruction and loss of 

old hollow-bearing trees for nesting have contributed to the decline of Swift Parrots, and it has 

recently been found that Sugar Gliders are also a major predator of nesting Swift Parrots in 

Tasmania. The uplisting of Swift Parrots to Critically Endangered should act as a call to action for local 

and national government, to help protect this unique migratory Parrot species. To find out more 

about the conservation issues facing Swift Parrots and how you can get involved in their recovery 

effort see: http://www.birdlife.org.au/australian-birdlife/detail/a-swift-exit 

Table 1: survey effort and total number of Swift Parrots recorded during 2015 on mainland Australia 

 
Number of Swift Parrots 

Total survey effort 
(# surveys) 

 
May* August* 

Incidental 
sightings 

TOTAL 

NSW 129 39 240 408 228 

ACT 12 0 0 12 14 

VIC 56 68 293 417 159 

QLD 0 0 0 0 11 

   
TOTAL 837 412 

*Includes week either side of survey weekend 

 

Regent Honeyeater 

During the May 2015 survey period, a single wild bird was found amongst the captive released birds 

in Chiltern- Mount Pilot National Park in Victoria, and two birds from previous releases (from 2013 

and 2008) were recorded later in the month. In NSW, two birds were recorded at a native plant 

nursery at Mount White on the NSW Central Coast. Other NSW sightings included a pair of birds at 

Lake Cathie (south of Port Macquarie), and four birds west of Genowlan Bridge in the Capertee Valley 

(a single bird was recorded there later in the month). There was one sighting in Queensland during 

May 2015; this was in a residential garden in the Ipswich suburb of Bundamba.  

In August nearly all of the action switched to the Capertee Valley, though sightings started at Lue 

Primary school with a single bird seen in the first week.  Following this, over 30 birds were found 

across a number of sites in the Capertee Valley, including private property, the Capertee River near 

Genowlan Bridge, and in the Capertee National Park.  At the time, the Yellow Box in the valley was 

flowering heavily and birds were mostly seen in pre-breeding pairs (two pairs were even found with 

nests).  The birds at Lake Cathie on the coast were still present, and another pair was found in the 

Bundarra-Barraba area of NSW.  Since then, an estimated 100 birds have been found in the Capertee 

Valley by multiple observers, though the lions share has been thanks to the dedication of Regent 

Honeyeater PhD student Ross Crates.  Ross has been studying the breeding of the birds, and despite 

some heavy early losses/nest failures, at time of writing over 20 fledglings have been observed 

surviving in the wild.  A great result! 

http://www.birdlife.org.au/australian-birdlife/detail/a-swift-exit


 

 

The Regent Honeyeater Captive Release Program has also been a huge success this year, with 77 

birds released in the Box Ironbark forest of Chiltern-Mt Pilot National Park in April 2015. Radio-

transmitters were fitted to 39 birds (with more transmitters attached in early July) to monitor their 

post-release movements and survival. The post-release monitoring has provided encouraging results, 

with interesting movement data and high survival rates of released birds. The program coordination 

team and volunteers have identified and monitored the outcomes of 11 individual breeding pairs and 

25 separate nest attempts, including the successful fledging of three juveniles (one of whom is going 

strong two months post-fledging, see photo below). Another interesting finding from the program 

includes the predation of Regent Honeyeater eggs by native marsupials (including both the Sugar 

Glider and the threatened Squirrel Glider), destruction of eggs by a female House Sparrow, and 

predation of the sibling of ‘Lucky’ (pictured below) by an Australian Magpie.  This was all found 

thanks to the nest surveillance cameras set up and monitored by PhD student Gemma Taylor, who is 

evaluating the successes of the captive releases. This new finding might explain the unsuccessful 

nesting attempts by many of the recently released birds. This information is critical to help 

strengthen future releases, and we will now investigate potential mitigation strategies to prevent 

predators from accessing nesting birds in the future.  

 
 

Photo: Fledged juvenile, nicknamed ‘Lucky’, from newly released Regent Honeyeater pair (Graham Watson) 

As with previous releases, volunteer participation has been crucial for radio-tracking birds with 

transmitters (and actively searching for banded birds, reporting sightings and making behavioural 

observations), and over 4000 volunteer hours of monitoring racked up more than 5900 individual 

GPS waypoints (each waypoint is an observation of a Regent Honeyeater). Although the 2015 Captive 

Release Program is wrapping up, people are still encouraged to keep an eye out for Regent 

Honeyeaters within the National Park, particularly around water points and flowering areas, and on 

surround properties. Remember to check for bands with binoculars and take photos were possible. 

For more information on Regent Honeyeater ID and where to report a sighting, see: 

http://www.birdlife.org.au/projects/woodland-birds-for-biodiversity/regent-honeyeater-wl  

 

 

http://www.birdlife.org.au/projects/woodland-birds-for-biodiversity/regent-honeyeater-wl


 

 

Swift Parrot and Regent Honeyeater surveys – getting involved  

Help us find more Swift Parrots (and Regent Honeyeaters) in 2016 and contribute to critical long-

term data of these two species. The first survey weekend will kick off in mid-May 2016. We will be 

looking for volunteers to help search for Swift Parrots and Regent Honeyeaters across Victoria, ACT, 

NSW and Queensland.  

Please note, if you are submitting records to Birdline and/or birding Facebook pages, please also 

send any sighting information to us. Also, remember that nil records of both species are just as 

important as a positive record; this information tells us where birds are absent at a particular time, 

and gives a more accurate picture of search effort. 

Given the nomadic nature and wide range of both species, we need to cover as much ground as 

possible, especially focusing on areas which contain flowering eucalypts (including White and Yellow 

Box, Ironbark, Swamp Mahogany and Spotted Gum) and Mistletoe for foraging or areas of heavy lerp 

and insect loads. 

For more information about the surveys see: http://birdlife.org.au/projects/woodland-birds-for-

biodiversity or contact dean.ingwersen@birdlife.org.au (Regent Honeyeaters), 

mick.roderick@birdlife.org.au (Swift Parrots NSW, ACT and Qld) or caroline.wilson@birdlife.org.au 

(Swift Parrots VIC). 

Please let us know your email address if you would prefer to receive electronic copies of this 

report.   
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