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implementing the Western Ground Parrot Interim Recovery Plan

Search for the Western Ground Parrot in Cape Arid National Park
and nearby areas

June 1999 to June 2000

Introduction

Because the Western Ground Parrot is known from only three populations with an overall total of only
a few hundred birds, it is listed under the Western Australian Wildlife Conservation Act as ‘rare or
likely to become extinct’ and is ranked as Endangered in the current Bird Action Plan (Garnett and
Crowley 2000). The Western Ground Parrot Interim Recovery Plan (Burbidge ef al. 1997) lists several
actions required for recovery, including the need to document known populations and monitor the
trend of population sizes and boundaries. This study is part of the implementation of that action.

The Western Ground Parrot is a rare and unusual parrot. The Ground Parrot is unusual in that it lives in
heath where it walks along the ground feeding during the day. At approximately 20 minutes after
sunset the Western Ground Parrot begin to call and then fly to its roosting place for the night. About
60 to 90 minutes before sunrise the Western Ground Parrot will begin to call and fly to its feeding area.
The secretive nature of the Western Ground Parrot during the day means that they are most easily
located by listening for their calls after sunset and before sunrise.

There are three known populations of the Western Ground Parrot in Western Australia. These are at
Waychinicup - Manypeaks, Fitzgerald River National Park and Cape Arid National Park. The
population of Western Ground Parrot in Cape Arid National Park is the eastern most population. This
population is in a relatively remote area, 120 km east of Esperance. Records have been reported from
the Cape Arid area from the 1960s to 1983. A survey during 1984 confirmed the presence of a
population of Western Ground Parrots in Cape Arid National Park (Watkins 1985). However, at this
time the population was relatively small (an estimate of a minimum of 10 and a maximum of 21 birds
was made) and restricted to a small area of unburnt heath. Up to 75% of Cape Arid National Park was
burnt during a fire in February 1982 and a fire in December 1984 burnt approximately 50% of the
unburnt vegetation where Western Ground Parrots had been located earlier in 1984. Watkins (1985)
estimated that by the end of 1984, 15 sq km or 1,500 ha of unburnt vegetation remained for the
Western Ground Parrots in Poison Creek Road area.

Western Ground Parrots were still present within the unburnt area in 1989 as determined from one
sighting and listening to their calls several evenings (A.H. Burbidge unpublished). Allan Rose (Ranger
at Cape Arid National Park) tried to relocate the Western Ground Parrots in this unburnt area by
listening for their calls (after sunset and before sunrise), during 1996 to 1998, without success.

The aims of this project were to determine the presence (or absence) of the Western Ground Parrot in
the unburnt heaths of Cape Arid National Park where it was last located in 1989, to survey heaths
outside the unburnt area (now 16 to 17 years old) for the Western Ground Parrot, to invite people from
the community to join in and assist the search, to increase the awareness of the Western Ground Parrot
with its unusual habits and needs and to provide opportunities for people to learn and experience how
to locate and identify Western Ground Parrots.



Historical records of the Western Ground Parrot at Cape Arid National Park
and surrounds

Although the Western Ground Parrot is a secretive parrot that is rarely seen, there are occasions when
it can be flushed by a vehicle or person. However, the views are brief, as the parrot usually explodes
out of the heath, a bit like a quail, then flies low over the vegetation for a short distance before going to
ground. It is not easily flushed again as it tends to run along the ground after landing and therefore is
no longer present where it was last seen going to ground (as observed by Garstone (1977)). The flight
is distinctive with a flap and glide motion. It is preferable if sightings of Western Ground Parrots are
followed up by listening for their calls, either after sunset or before sunrise. Apart from helping
confirm that the bird seen was a Ground Parrot it will also help establish whether the Ground Parrot
seen was a dispersing bird or from a sedentary (or temporarily sedentary) population.

Table 1 presents the known historical records for the area east of Esperance to Israelite Bay, including
Cape Le Grand and Cape Arid National Parks as well as the eastern end of Nuytsland Nature Reserve
(Figure 1). Two of the records included in Table 1 only came to light during the period of the project
(a sighting near Rossiter Bay and a sighting in vacant crown land north of Cape Le Grand National
Park). Both have still to be confirmed.

Methods

A reconnaissance trip was made on 21 June 1999 to Cape Arid National Park. Allan Rose, the Ranger
for Cape Arid National Park, showed me the Poison Creek Road Western Ground Parrot site (referred
to in this report as the 1984 Ground Parrot site), and then the heaths of the centre of the park, which
were along the Telegraph Track east of Poison Creek Road then up a track to Fisheries Road. We
listened for Western Ground Parrots at a site 16.3 km east of the Park boundary on Fisheries Road. No
Ground parrots were heard.

People from the public were invited to participate in the “In search of Western Ground Parrots in Cape
Arid National Park” surveys. Two surveys were conducted and these were held on 15 to 22 September
1999 and 22 May to 5 June 2000.

Six Western Ground Parrot Listeners participated in each of the surveys (including myself), with a
total of 11 people overall. This was sufficient to cover a reasonable area during each listening session.
The listening sessions were held in the late afternoon from sunset (1741 hrs in September and 1650 hrs
in May and June) till at least 60 minutes after sunset (eg, 1740 - 1840 hrs in September or 1645 - 1800
hrs in May and June) and before sunrise (0538 hrs in September and 0640 hrs in May and June) from
approximately 90 to 10 minutes before sunrise (eg, 0440 - 0530 hrs in September and 0515 - 0630 hrs
in May and June 2000). Ground Parrot Listeners were positioned at a specific location to listen and
spaced 200, 300 or 400 m apart.
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Table 1 Historical records of Western Ground Parrots east of Esperance to Israelite Bay.
It is unclear whether post-1990 records marked with an asterisk (*) represent resident or

dispersing birds.

Location and observation

Vegetation

Date, observer and reference/
source

Possibly Poison Creek Road~
100 km east of Esperance
One bird flushed several times
Cape Arid National Park

From sand track, over heath and
into mallee clump

February 1965
Ray Garstone
(Garstone 1977)

11.3 km (seven miles) west of
Mt Baring on a track to Israelite
Bay

Bird was flushed

In flat country and stunted heath
60 cm (two feet) high

27 March 1968
John Bannister and Alex Baynes
(Ford 1969)

Possibly Poison Creek Road
Most of park burnt by fire
One bird flushed several times

Dry sandy heathland that had
escaped recent burning

6 November 1975
Ray Garstone
(Garstone 1977)

Cape Arid National Park

November 1975

Ian Solomon (Ranger)
Cape Arid National Park (I. Solomon, pers. comm.)
Poison Creek Road; Watkins Gahnia flats 13 October 1983
(1985) site 2e Ken and Brenda Newbey
10 km S of Merivale Rd (Watkins 1985)
Cape Arid National Park
Alexander Bay In low Banksia heath April 1984

V and P Oma

(G. Storr 1987 and pers. comm.)

Poison Creek Road, 10 - 11 km
S of Merivale Rd.

Birds heard calling after sunset
or before sunrise

One bird seen

Cape Arid National Park

Heath on dunes

June, Aug., Sept. and Nov.1984
D. Watkins, R. Garstone, W.
Zadow, Jim Masters, Chris Hart
(Watkins 1985)

5 km E of Poison Creek/Mt Arid
Roads intersection

One bird seen, possibly flushed
out by a fire burning at the time
to the west

Cape Arid National Park

Vegetation two years old

late December 1984
Chris Hart
(Watkins 1985)

~ 500 m W of Poison Creek
Road on Thomas Fisheries Road
One bird seen during a fire

Cape Arid National Park

late December 1984
Chris Hart
(Watkins 1985)
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Table 1 cont. Historical records of Western Ground Parrots east of Esperance to Israelite
Bay. It is unclear whether post-1990 records marked with an asterisk (*) represent resident or

dispersing birds.

Location and observation

Vegetation

Date, observer and reference/source

Poison Creek Road, near 1984
Ground Parrot site
At least 6 birds heard in unburnt

Low heath

Oct 1985

Allan Burbidge, Julie Raines and
Louise Boscacci

(A.H. Burbidge unpub.)

heath only

Cape Arid National Park

Tumbut Track, 2.7 - 3.4 km east |Low heath to 0.5 m Nov 1988

of Poison Creek Rd Jim Rolfe and Allan Burbidge

Two birds flushed on burnt side
of track.

(A.H. Burbidge unpub.)

Cape Arid National Park

Tumbut Track, c. 3.4 km east of |Low heath March 1989

Poison Creek Road Trevor Stoneman

One bird seen (A.H. Burbidge unpub.)
Cape Arid National Park

*Thomas River Rd, near rubbish 20 March 1994

tip, W of Thomas River Mike Paxman (Ranger)
One bird seen (A.H. Burbidge unpub.)
Cape Arid National Park

*Thomas Fisheries Rd N of Mt
And

One bird seen

Cape Arid National Park

March 1994
Mike Paxman (Ranger)
(A H. Burbidge unpub.)

*~2 km W Cape Le Grand Road
in uncleared vegetation 3.5 km
south of Merivale Road

Bird flushed

In Dryandra and Myrtaceous heath

March 1994 or 1993
Barbara Archer and others
(B. Archer pers. comm.)

*Poison Creek Road, between
Seal Creek and Jorndee Camp
sites

Possible sighting of Ground
Parrot

Bird flew across road and went
to ground S side of road

Cape Arid National Park

13 June 1996
Allan Rose (Ranger)
(A. Rose pers. comm.)

*East end of Rossiter Bay, 50 m
N of turn off from beach

One bird seen drinking

Cape Le Grand National Park

Eroded scalded area with hummocks of
low shrubs and rock platforms where
rainwater had collected

24 November 1998
Dave Gibson
(A.H. Burbidge unpub.)

Page 4: Supplement No 6 to Western Australian Bird Notes, Dec 2000

Search for the Western Ground Parrot




Figure 1
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Weather conditions were generally good with only a few very windy mornings or evenings which
make listening very difficult. Mosquitoes and frogs at times were very noisy. Where possible, listeners
were placed on high points in the landscape on dry ground and some distance from loud frog choruses
in swamps. In some cases Ground Parrot Listeners walked two to five kilometres to their listening
point. The use of compasses and torches ensured that no one got lost and found their way safely back
to the camp site for warm and hearty refreshments under the marquee.

Photographs were taken of some of the vegetation types surveyed. Descriptions of heath vegetation
included a plant species list of the most prominent species and an estimate of canopy cover for
different heights.

The surveys were promoted through fliers (see Appendix 1 for an example) and articles in Western
Australian Bird Notes (WA Group, Birds Australia), the South Coast Threatened Bird Species
Newsletter, the local Esperance newspaper, Esperance Express and at Two Peoples Bay Nature
Reserve. Interviews or notices in regard to the project were given through the ABC regional radio and
a reference to the Ground Parrot Project on the ABC regional television weather forecast.

A total of 111 listening points were used to listen for Western Ground Parrots within Cape Arid
National Park. A small number of these were listened at on more than one occasion, particularly within
the 1984 Ground Parrot site on Poison Creek Road. A further 25 listening points were used outside the
park to survey areas where there had been unconfirmed sightings of the Western Ground Parrot since
1984. This involved 11 participants in the survey and 91 person days. Despite these efforts, no
Western Ground Parrots were located.

It is estimated that approximately 1940 ha within Cape Arid National Park were surveyed during this
project. This included areas along most of Poison Creek Road, Tumbut Track, the west end of
Fisheries Road and a few kilometres of Telegraph Track and Mt Pasley Track (Figures 2 and 3).
Access to Telegraph and Mt Pasley Tracks was limited due to wet conditions and dieback control
measures requiring the tracks be closed to vehicles. This area is well worth searching (as determined
from a reconnaissance trip in June 1999) and includes an additional area of approximately 1600 ha if
searches are limited to along these two tracks.

Cape Arid National Park is 2800 sq km (280 000 ha). Of this area, somewhere between 50 000 and
100 000 ha may have the potential to contain heaths that are suitable for Western Ground Parrots
(particularly if greater than 15 years old). However, access to many of these areas is difficult due to
long distances from tracks or the closure of tracks during wet conditions. The most accessible areas
have been surveyed first.
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Figure 3
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Figure 3 Locations of listening points for the Western Ground Parrot survey in
Cape Arid National Park during September 1999 and May - June 2000. Listening
points (e ), Western Ground Parrot sites in 1984 or 1989 (@), unconfirmed or possible
Ground Parrot sightings in 1994 or 1996 (x) and the area of unburnt heaths, where
Ground Parrots occurred, after the fires in 1982 and 1984 (E3).
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