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1. INTRODUCTION

On 13 March 1997 a meeting was held at Lakeland Downs State Emergency Service building
with Lakeland Downs farmers and Department of Environment representatives. The purpose
of the meeting was to discuss the damage caused to various crops within the farming district
of Lakeland Downs by Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos. The majority of the discussions centered
on damage to peanut crops. Additionally, deterrent methods were heavily debated as were
estimates of crop damage, loss of yield, cost of deterring cockatoos and associated lost
revenue in generai.

Plate 1. Peanut damage, south-eastern corner paddock, 7B aggregation. As is the case in
most damaged sites throughout the district, cockatoos have worked in from the edge. Their
feeding technique is such that total destruction is caused to the crop where birds have been
active.

Out of these discussions the farmers were assured that the Department would investigate the
nature, extent and severity of the problem, assess the effectiveness of current bird control
methods, and assess the introduction of a relatively new bird deterrent system, supplied on
hire and manufactured by a southern Queensland company.

With farmers concurrence, it was agreed that Departmental staff would be required on site
during the growing phase of the peanut crop, through to harvesting and beyond to coilect
sufficient data to assist farmers and the Department in resolving the long standing seasonal
problem of crop damage by Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos.

Damage Mitigation Permits were issued to farmers who could demonstrate a genuine reason
for obtaining such permits for the species Red-tailed Black-Cockatoo, Sulphur-crested
Cockatoo and Agile Wallaby. Monitoring of permits and permit conditions was carried out
during the study period.



Five Damage Mitigation Permits were issued and farmers who received permits were:
Inderbitzin, Hosking, Ahlers, Anderson and Green. A total of 30 Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos
were allowed to be shot dead under each permit which was a grand total of 150 birds. Permits
were valid for a period of four months from March to July, a total of only 4 Red-tailed Black-
Cockatoos were shot dead up until commencement of harvest at the end of May which
was also the conclusion of my study period. However, since May a further 21 Red-tailed
Black cockatoos have been reported shot. This action was borne out of frustration as all
farmers agreed that they did not want to shoot any birds but felt compelled at the time
because of damage being caused. Perhaps birds were shot just for the psychological relief it
gave to feel that something was being achieved. All farmers agree that shooting the cockatoos
does not solve the problem of crop damage and are at a loss as to what alternative methods
are effective in deterring the birds, as many methods have been tried.

Plate 2. Damaged crop, south western corner paddock. Approximately 4 acres were damaged
pre-harvest.

According to farmers, the problem with the cockatoos is a relatively new one. Apparently the
birds were self-taught (severing the peanut shrub above ground level and then pulling the
peanuts out of the ground by the stems, meticulously shelling the casing and retrieving the
nut) and it was not until a few years ago, (possibly ten - varied information from farmers) that
the cockatoos began to feed on the peanut crops.

Approximately 2000 Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos were active during the study period within the
farming district of Lakeland Downs. Numbers of 3000 to 5000 birds, and increasing, as
suggested by the farmers is clearly more a perception than a reality. The tendency of farmers
to exaggerate bird numbers and bird damage is attributed to the very high visual impact when
birds are in flight, being a large bird species and of their "mowing” to bare ground method of
feeding. It was commen, when in company with farmers and farm staff, to hear of a number of
birds feeding in a particular area to be in excess of 1000. Upon arrival in the area, a quick
count would reveal no more than a few hundred birds. The visual effect was highlighted even



further when birds had taken flight with raucous alarm calls. When confronted with such a
spectacle it is understandable that farmers believe that there are thousands of birds causing
untold damage. With regards to crop damage, again the visual impact is such that farmers
have a tendency to exaggerate and it is not until ground truthing is carried out that the actual
damage is determined. The damage is usually much less than anticipated. Plates 1 & 2
graphically illustrate crop damage.

Claims by farmers of an increase in the bird's population are not substantiated. The
abundance of an easily accessible food source may have altered the feeding habits of local
populations to such an extent that birds are present all year round. According to farmers, the
birds are able to maintain an existence on the residual nuts after harvest. Certainly a
continuous yearly supply of nuts are available, borne out by the fact that the harvesting
techniques are such that a proportion of peanuts are discarded onto the surface and
subsurface. An increase in numbers of hundreds to many thousands of birds over a period of
a few years, as claimed by some farmers, requires quantification and is perhaps more
perception than reality. While food may be plentiful, population growth is more likely to be
limited by availability of nesting hollows and the species breeding biology, none of which have
been investigated in this area. Elsewhere Red-Tailed Black Cockatoos produce at most one
young per year with the main factor controlling the population size being nest predation.
Cockatoos are a common sight, and are classified as "common” throughout northern and
interior Australia. While driving up the Peninsula Development road through Cape York
Peninsula, cockatoos are ever present and one can conclude that local populations would
have inhabited the area, before development of the farming district. If numbers have increased
it is probably because pairs from a wide area have concentrated in the Lakeland district.

2. EXPLANATORY NOTES:

Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos will be referred to in the report as either; bird, birds, bird species,
cockatoo or cockatoos. Other bird species will be referred to by their full common name.

“Home Paddock” are two peanut paddocks next to the Inderbitzin residence (locality map 4).
“Test Site Paddock” is a peanut paddock located near Honey Dam (locality map 3).

“7B paddock” general and paddocks within 7B, aggregation, e.g.; Residual Paddock, Cow Pea
Paddock, South West Corner Paddock, Triangular Paddock and South East Corner Paddock
(locality map 2).

All of the above paddocks (locality map 1) are farmed and owned by Mr Peter Inderbitzin,
sowed with peanuts and have all sustained damage caused by Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos.

“Residual Paddock” is the paddock where old peanuts left over from last years’ harvest have
regenerated. This particular paddock was ploughed and seeded with Brachiaira grass for
seed production and peanuts emerged in conjunction with grass.

‘Cow Pea Paddock” is adjacent to Residual Paddock and residual peanuts had emerged
providing a substantial covering of peanuts. In the latter phase of the study period this
paddock was ploughed and seeded with Cow Pea. After ploughing, a proportion of peanuts
were unearthed. Both paddocks are within the circumference of a pivot irrigator, a total area
of approximately 200 acres. At the beginning of the study period both paddocks were heavily
targeted by the cockatoos. Mr Inderbitzin was happy to leave the birds undisturbed in these
two paddocks, utilising the paddocks as sacrificial crops.

“Eight Mile” is a site, from the end of the bitumen at Lakeland Downs, along the
Lakeland/Laura road for approximately 20.7 kilometres to an observation point across the
Laura Valley. 1t is in open woodland adjacent to the Peninsula Development Road on the left
beyond a cleared area and is a favoured roosting site of Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos.



According to farmers, this roosting site has been favoured by the birds for a number of years.
Refer locality map 5.

3. METHODS
Quotas

Areas under peanut cultivation were obtained from the farmers who sustained crop damage
by Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos. Four farmers were exempt from the study apart from
information gathered on localised cockatoc behaviour and history.

Farmers who obtained Damage Mitigation Permits generally volunteered the size of their area
under peanut cultivation. Ground truthing was necessary to establish a conservative estimate
of area sowed with peanuts. This was achieved by measuring the paddocks by vehicle
odometer and pivot irrigator radius. The following areas were sown in peanuts:

e Inderbitzin’s had sowed approximately 700 acres in peanuts.
« Jeffery Anderson advised that he planted approximately 360 acres in peanuts.

e The Hosking's advised that no damage was sustained, consequently no quotas
were obtained.

e The remaining farmers; Steve Ahlers and Graham Green did not plant peanuts.
Farmer liaison

Observations commenced on Wednesday 19 March 1997. Farmers who applied for Damage
Mitigation Permits were contacted and through general conversation, information was
gathered on crop damage, bird numbers and bird behaviour.

Barry and Darren Hosking advised that they had no damage to crops by cockatoos, although
two birds were shot within the sorghum paddocks. Barry advised that they had experienced
crop damage from wild pigs rather than any damage connected to cockatoos.

Jeffery Anderson advised that he sustained little, if any, crop damage from cockatoos. He
said that there was some bird activity, mainly from sulphur-crested cockatoos but was not
overly concerned. He managed to keep birds from alighting onto his crop by driving around
harassing the birds during the morning and evening periods when they were most active. He
said he continued this harassment method until completion of harvest.

Steve Ahlers advised that sulphur-crested cockatoos have been a problem in the past in his
maize corps. He has had to deal with the problem again this season. Damage occurs on the
eastern extremity of his paddock adjacent to open woodland. Although he expressed no real
concern for the damage sustained, he mentioned putting “a couple of shots over their heads to
lift them” but not to shoot the birds. Mr Ahlers planted only maize this year.

Graham Green was unable to be contacted during the study period. Many attempts were
made, but by no fault of persons concerned, paths did not cross. Information from other
farmers in the district and from ground-truthing was sufficient for the overall study.

Peter and Franziska Inderbitzin have by far sustained the majority, it not all, of the damage to
peanut crops by Red-tailed Black cockatoos. It is understandable, that the Inderbitzin’s have
been quite vocal in venting their frustrations over the cockatoo problem. Mr inderbitzin has
repeatedly stated throughout the study period that he would prefer to see total eradication of
the cockatoos. In response, the Department of Environment has advised Mr inderbitzin that
no such stance will be tolerated or undertaken by the Department under the current legisiation
and that deterring the birds is the only permissible course of action. For this reason, constant



liaison was critical in maintaining a harmonious working relationship with the Inderbitzin's.
(Refer BirDeter system page 9 and sound system trials complete page 13).

Bird behaviour/observations

Farmers believe that bird numbers have increased and that birds are breeding locally.
Numbers in excess of 5000 were reported to be active within the district. The validity of such
statements are questionable and it would require a complete study of the species’ ecology to
prove or disprove any claim of local population numbers, breeding activity and migratory
patterns. Farmers differ in the numbers they allege are present this season (approximately
2000 birds here counted during the study period).

Ground truthing of damaged peanut crops, bird numbers and bird behaviour was carried out
within the Lakeland Downs farming district. To study bird behaviour it was necessary to
commence observations pre-sunrise and it was found that approximately 5.30 am onwards
was an ideal time to monitor and count birds at roost and pre-feeding and to monitor local
movements and peanut paddocks targeted at first feed. Monitering from approximately 4 pm
until night fall (usually 7 pm) established targeted feeding sites, movement patterns to roosting
sites, last feed behaviour and bird numbers. During the remainder of the day assessments
were made on damage to crops, harassing of birds and their consequential behaviour.

Deterrent systems

The problems within the Lakeland Downs farming district of crop damage to peanuts by Red-
tailed Black-Cockatoos and the protected status of the bird species, prompted the Department
of Environment to investigate effective bird deterrent methods.

According to farmers, a variety of deterrent methods have been tried; including scare guns,
shooting, laying of carcasses to attract raptors and vehicle harassment. These methods have
had limited success.

e BirDeter System

Constant interaction with Lakeland Downs farmers and Department staff of Cooktown offfice,
Distirct Ranger Barry Lyon and Ranger-In-Charge Tony Frisby, over a period of three years, in
an effort to resolve the cockatoo problem, resulted in Mr Frisby’s research into various devices
of bird deterrent methods utilised throughout Australia. Finally this led to a southern
Queensland company, Greenspan Technology Pty Ltd and associated company BIRDETER,
based at Warwick. BIRDETER is a bird deterrent system which has proved successful in
orchards in the south. Mr John Muehlebach, Technical Services Manager, was contacted by
Mr Frisby and negotiations led to Mr Muehlebach installing the deterrent system within a
peanut crop at Lakeland Downs. At the March meeting the functions of the system were
explained briefly by Mr Frisby and it was agreed at the meeting, in concurrence with Mr
Inderbitzin, that the deterrent system be installed on one of his peanut paddocks targeted by
cockatoos. The associated cost of trialling the deterrent system was borne by the Department
of Environment.

The deterrent system is an all-weather sound projection, computer operated and powered by
a solar panel charging a 12 volt battery for each radar pole and deterrent speaker system and
a transmission/receiving system. The total system comprises two radar poles and the
(speaker) sound system. The concept behind the deterrent system is that the radar poles are
strategically located within an active site (damaged area). The radar poles are placed
approximately 300 metres apart (distance between poles varies according to extent of
damage and or area of coverage required, depending on flight path of birds and or habitual
activity which provide maximum and appropriate activation of the deterrent system) thus



creating a radar field between the two radar poles at 40 degrees in the shape of a diamond.
The speaker system is located in an appropriate position so as to obtain maximum and
effective sound projection over as large an area as possible within the targeted crop. Birds fly
into and or through the radar field which triggers the sound system by way of
transmission/receiver system from radar pole to sound system. At the sound system the
computer then selects, at random, a series of programmed sounds which are then projected
out of two large loud speakers which are positioned for maximum coverage. The sounds are
a composition of the call of a distressed Red-tailed Black-Cockatoo, other bird species’
distress calls, gun shots and human voices. Sounds are not repetitive and are selected at
random. The sound sequence is intended to project sound at random, eliminating the
possibility of birds becoming familiar with the system and or adopting habitual behaviour. An
additional program within the sound system is that should there be a time lapse of no bird
activity, the deterrent system self-activates after a random delayed period. This is to

counteract the possibility of birds flying into the paddock in areas other than between the radar
poles.

Plate 3. Deterrent sound system located in Test Site paddock approximately 400 metres from
radar poles at the eastern edge of the paddock providing a total coverage of the paddock.

Trials with BirDeter commenced on Saturday 5 April. Assembly and installation of the
deterrent system was completed by Mr Muehlebach and departmental staff from Cooktown.

Test Site paddock was the site identified to trial the sound deterrent system. At the beginning
of the study period the cockatoos were targeting this area quite heavily and therefore the site
was an ideal test location. The trial period was for approximately one month. (Refer Results,
Sound system page 12).

At a latter phase of the study period, observations at the beginning of May revealed large
numbers of both species of cockatoos feeding in Cow Pea paddock. | spoke with Mr



Inderbitzin and he voiced his concern over the possible damage that may be caused by the
cockatoos on the emergent crop. It was decided to relocate the deterrent system from test
site paddock to cow pea paddock. Appropriate location of deterrent system was not possible
due to farming activity within the cow pea paddock. Most of the bird activity was to the centre
and south of the paddock, an ideal location to install the radar poles. Unfortunately, because
of machinery operations within the paddock radar poles were located to the north of the
paddock and the sound system was located adjacent to center of center pivot. Radar poles
covered an area of approximately 300 metres across the north face of the paddock, installed
in grassed area beyond the sown crop. The sound system was adequate in its location
although ideally a more central position may have proved more effective. (Refer Results,

Sound system page 13). Both Test Site and Cow Pea paddocks were the only locations
BirDeter was trialled.

Plate 4. Radar pole (one of two) within damaged area. Both radar poles were placed 200
meters apart to provide maximum coverage of the targeted area.

e Sacrificial crop

During the course of the study, especially during the first three weeks, cow pea paddock and
residual paddock were utilised by Peter Inderbitzin as a sacrificial (decoy) crop. Providing a
food source to lure birds into a specific location, undisturbed, thereby training the birds to
target a particular crop throughout the growing season away from productive crops proved
successful and has merit, although farmers were not convinced of its economy when
associated costs were considered.

The sacrificial crop appears to be very effective in concentrating the birds within one area, the
strategy being that the birds are not attracted to the other crops whilst peanuts are available.
This was clearly evident during the early phase of the study period. While this strategy proved
very effective, unfortunately all available peanuts were either consumed or as the Brachiaira
matured the birds found it too difficult to search for peanuts, and, midway through the study
period had abandoned the paddock entirely and dispersed into productive peanut crops. My
observations certainly support the theory of providing the birds with a sacrificial crop or
feeding area. This theory was discussed at length with the farmers and in general they


































































