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Abstract

One of the key challenges facing Malleefowl conservation in New South Wales is the ability to
increase the volunteer effort in the monitoring and management of the species. Compared
with the other Malleefowl states, New South Wales has relatively little volunteer involvement,
apart from some assistance from the Victorian Sunraysia Malleefowl Preservation Society and
the Goonoo Bigfoot Malleefowl Project. Landholders in the Lower Murray Darling Catchment
Management Authority area are playing an active role in Malleefowl conservation, but more
participation is needed across the range of the species, which spans seven Catchment
Management Authorities. Al though the Mall eefowl 6s
corner to as far east as the Goulburn River National Park, the core populations occur in the
south western corner of New South Wales (on both National Parks and leasehold land) and
the central New South Wales mallee around Yathong, Nombinnie and Round Hill Nature
Reserves and adjoining leasehold lands. The main recovery actions on Department of
Environment and Climate Change estates have been aerial and ground-based fox-baiting and
monitoring via aerial survey and some ground based monitoring. Control of feral goats is
another important activity that will assist in the protection of Malleefowl habitat. Some
preliminary results of the aerial surveys are presented here, with mound to mound surveys
indicating an increase in breeding activity following fox-baiting. Opportunistic monitoring of
the one of the eastern most populations in the Goonoo State Conservation Area (formerly
Goonoo State Forest) near Dubbo, has been undertaken by members of the Goonoo Bigfoot
Malleefowl Project, but unfortunately about 25000 hectares (of the 63000 hectare reserve)
including much of the core habitat was burnt in a wildfire in 2007. A successful captive
breeding program has been operating at the Western Plains Zoo at Dubbo since 1990. In
that time, over 500 juvenile birds have been released at Yathong and Nombinnie Nature
Reserves to supplement the wild population. It is hoped that with the recent creation of
Catchment Management Authorities in New South Wales that more extensive off-park work
may be undertaken in New South Wales, particularly in the south-west corner, and this may
increase the amount of volunteer work that is undertaken.

Introduction

In recent decades, much of the effort undertaken in the conservation of the Malleefowl
(Leipoa ocellata) in New South Wales has been undertaken by government agencies. The
lead agency has been the New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service, which now
constitutes one of the divisions of the Department of Environment and Climate Change. The
main actions undertaken include:

e Fox baiting and monitoring

e Aerial Survey

e Captive breeding/release of chicks
e Habitat Management (including fire)

Unlike the other states with Malleefowl populations there has been very little coordinated
conservation work on the species undertaken by volunteers. For example, in New South
Wales there are no Malleefowl monitoring grids that are surveyed using volunteers, despite
large numbers of grids being established and monitored by volunteers within the Mallee
region of Victoria. Some of the projects in New South Wales that have involved volunteers in
the past include:

e Baseline data within Mallee Cliffs National Park and Tarawi Nature Reserve
established from transects walked by Sunraysia Malleefowl Preservation Society and
Venturer/Rover Scouts



e Community involvement (coordinated by Sunraysia Malleefowl Preservation Society
to put road signs along the Sturt Highway (and Malleefowl Rest Area) because of
birds being hit by vehicles

e Goonoo Bigfoot Malleefowl Project
e Ad hoc programs by landholders, such as fox-baiting around active mounds

Some landholders within the Lower Murray Darling Catchment Management Authority area
have been actively involved in Malleefowl conservation actions such as fox control and
grazing removal as part of incentive programs or offsets for clearing approvals.

New South Wales Population

National Parks and Wildlife Service (2002) lists the state population as less than 500 pairs
based on data from the mid-1990s (Priddel & Wheeler 1995). This follows estimates for the
mid-1980s of around 750 pairs (Brickhill 1987). Although the exact size of the current New
South Wales population is not known, there is no doubt that the overall population has
declined since European settlement (Benshemesh 2000). Figure 1 shows the records within
the Department of Environment and Climate Change Atlas of New South Wales Wildlife
(2007) for three periods (pre 1990, 1990-2000 and since 2000) and shows the concentration
of records is restricted to relatively few areas (chiefly Department of Environment and Climate
Change conservation reserves). These figures have been influenced by the way that the data

have been collected, particularly with ear/

that have not been surveyed comprehensively again. Other sites, such as Goonoo State
Conservation Area, are biased by larger survey effort (particularly by amateur birdwatchers
from Sydney) while other areas, particularly leasehold land in the south west corner of New
South Wales have been particularly poorly surveyed.

Approximately 80 percent of the New South Wales population occurs in the south western
corner of the state within the Lower Murray Darling Catchment Management Authority area
(Figure 2). Department of Environment and Climate Change reserves within this area that
have Malleefowl are Mallee Cliffs National Park (58000 ha with approximately 45 pairs) and
Tarawi Nature Reserve, which with the adjoining Scotia Sanctuary (managed by Australian
Wildlife Conservancy) and Nanya Station (University of Ballarat) has approximately 127000
ha with an estimate of 30 pairs. Over 300 pairs are estimated to occur on leasehold land

much of which retains native vegetation and

iWamberrao, AArumpod and AWampod Stations.
in the Lower Murray Darling Catchment Management Authority area has been set aside for
conservation (usually as an offset for vegetation clearing approval) in such reserves as
Southern Mallee and Property Vegetation Plan Reserves (Figure 2). Domestic stock grazing
is excluded from these reserves, and the leaseholder has other management requirements,
such as removal of feral goats.

The situation for the remaining 20 percent of the New South Wales population is significantly
different. This portion of the population occurs on the central west slopes and plains within an
area bounded by Narrabri, Dubbo, Temora, Griffith, lvanhoe and Cobar (Figure 3). Though
the species probably occurred in suitable habitat throughout this area, much has now been
cleared for agriculture so most local populations are restricted to larger areas of remnant
vegetation. These include Yathong, Nombinnie and Round Hill Nature Reserves (total area of
237000 ha and approximately 30 pairs), Goonoo State Conservation Area (until recently
Goonoo State Forest) which is over 63000 ha which in 2000 was estimated to have
approximately 20 birds (New South Wales Department of Primary Industry 2003),
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Figure 1. Malleefowl records for New South Wales for three time periods (pre 1990, 1900-2000 and
post 2000). Source Department of Environment and Climate Change (2007).

and the Pilliga State Forest/State Conservation Area which possibly has about five pairs. Until about
20-30 years ago, small Malleefowl populations still persisted in many of the smaller Nature Reserves
throughout this region though they are now extinct in most (Big Bush, Pulletop, The Charcoal Tank
and Gubbata) or have tiny populations that are probably not sustainable in the long term (Loughnan
and Buddigower). Populations also occur in small State Forests, such as Jimberoo and Kolkibertoo,
and crown land at Tallimba, but like other populations in small remnants, the long term future of these
populations would appear to be bleak. It is predicted to be extinct by 2008 at Yalgorgrin where much
research was undertaken in between 1986 and 1999 with the population at the onset of research
estimated to be 32 birds (Priddel & Wheeler 2003). Birds may still persist on freehold and leasehold
land within this area, but the numbers are not known, and past clearing and mallee harvesting may
mean that these birds are isolated and so may not be viable in the future. In the more arid
environments around Cobar, the species is known to persist at low densities, but little survey has
been undertaken in this area.



