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Executive Summary

Superb Fairy-wrens are small native birds that are found throughout south-
eastern Australia, given suitable habitat. Members of The Glebe Society, and
other residents of Glebe and Forest Lodge, have become concerned that the
numbers of these birds are in decline in these suburbs, and The Glebe Society
was successful in obtaining funding from the City of Sydney Environmental
Grants Program for a program aimed at raising community awareness and for
conservation of these birds in Glebe and Forest Lodge.

To date, this project has held community-based surveys of Superb Fairy-wrens in
Glebe and Forest Lodge, and a workshop to provide community members with
information about the habits and habitats of these birds. Although further
research would be required to determine trends in population and distribution of
Superb Fairy-wrens in Glebe and Forest Lodge, anecdotal evidence indicates that
it is likely that their numbers are in decline, particularly over the past 5 years.

This report, as a part of the project, discusses the surveys and their results,
Superb Fairy-wren habitat requirements, and offers recommendations and a
conservation plan for the sustained presence of Superb Fairy-wrens in Glebe and
Forest Lodge.

Habitat is the key to the conservation of any species. Superb Fairy-wrens require
safe, sheltered habitat, and opportunities to forage for insects and to breed. Safe
habitat can be achieved by following particular landscaping practices, including
selection of suitable plants, and avoidance of unsuitable plants and inappropriate
landscaping practices (that may be promoting habitat for predatory and
aggressive bird species). Connection of suitable areas of habitat can allow for
female dispersal and establishment of new family groups. Opportunities exist in
Glebe and Forest Lodge to retain, enhance and create suitable Superb Fairy-wren
habitat on both private and public land. Opportunities also exist for the
community to become involved in long term monitoring of Superb Fairy-wren
populations in the area.

While the Superb Fairy-wren is not listed as threatened or endangered on a state
or national scale, without community awareness and involvement and awareness
and positive actions by public land managers in the area, it is possible that this
species will become locally extinct.

v Superb Fairy-Wren Habitat in Glebe & Forest Lodge 2008 5



1.0 Introduction

Sydney is a city rich in bird life, with approximately 400 of Australia’s 800 bird
species (approx.) being recorded in Sydney and along its coastline since 1980.
Landscapes, and consequently biodiversity and bird species populations and
distribution within the Sydney Basin, have changed considerably since white
settlement.

The Australian Museum has compared records of birds found in Sydney in 1900
with those found in 2000. Thirty-five bird species present in Sydney before 1900
are no longer seen, but 65 species that were not represented in early Museum
collections are now common'. Some species are declining, especially small birds,
and some species are increasing in numbers, and becoming pests, or threats to
the survival of other birds.

The Museum’s study found that generally, there are lots more bigger birds,
including:
v lots more parrots (and more types of parrots),
V' more meat-eating birds,
v more fruit-eating birds, especially those attracted to small soft
fruits,
v more larger honeyeaters, especially larger honeyeaters and the
very aggressive Noisy Miner,
v/ more birds introduced from other countries, and
v a lot less smaller birds, and fewer types of smaller birds.

These changes in Sydney’s bird life are no exception in Glebe. A number of
residents have been concerned about a perceived decline in small birds in Glebe,
in particular the Superb Fairy-wren, and The Glebe Society has obtained funding
from the City of Sydney’s Environmental Grants Program for a project aimed at
community education and habitat conservation for Superb Fairy-wrens in the
Glebe-Forest Lodge area.

Part of this funding was granted for the engagement of a consultant to research
and map the current status of Superb Fairy-wrens in the project area and to
provide a report which will include recommendations to the City of Sydney (and
other land managers such as Metro Light Rail company) for the conservation and
management of the Superb Fairy-wren in Glebe.

One of the main objectives of this project is to engage the community in actively

! History of Sydney’s Birds Fact Sheet. Birds in Backyards website. Date accessed: 05/11/07.
URL: http://www.birdsinbackyards.net/spaces/history-sydney.cfm
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participating in the conservation of Superb Fairy-wrens in Glebe and Forest
Lodge. “As we remove more and more natural vegetation and as our climate
changes, urban habitats are going to become increasingly important for many
birds. When combined, domestic gardens are one of the largest patches of
vegetation left in manmade landscapes. Therefore, they have the huge potential
to be important bird conservation locations. However, our gardens are not
always friendly to birds. We expose them to a wide range of potentially harmful
disturbances and habitats that provide few resources.” 2

Raising community awareness and fostering community involvement at a local
scale is an excellent approach to urban bird conservation, and involving residents
in retention and creation of habitat is essential to the persistence of small bird
species in metropolitan areas.

The Superb Fairy-wren Malurus cyaneus is small brown bird endemic to south-
eastern Australia. Birds are 11-14 cm long from beak to tail, with a wingspan of
12.5 to 16.5 cm, and weigh 9-12 grams. Superb Fairy-wrens are a sedentary
species which congregate in loose family groups of around 3 to 7 birds. Superb
Fairy-wrens are co-operative breeders and offspring will assist the parents in
raising their younger siblings. The male birds transform their plumage to rich
blues and blacks when breeding, hence their colloquial name ‘Blue Wrens'.

This report considers the status of Superb Fairy-wrens in Glebe in spring 2007,
and the actions for conservation of this species. It discusses: the current
distribution of Superb Fairy-wrens; their habitat needs; recommendations for
habitat conservation and enhancement, including suitable plant species for
revegetation approaches; all with the aim of conserving this very delightful and
beautiful bird species in Glebe and Forest Lodge.

? Birds in Backyards 2007. Guidelines for bird habitat. URL: http://www.birdsinbackyards.net/spaces/ Accessed
16/11/07,
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2.0 Assessment of the current status of the Superb Fairy-
wren population in Glebe and Forest Lodge

Anecdotal evidence, and data from the Australian Museum’s Bird’s in Backyards
surveys, indicate that there are some Superb Fairy-wrens present in Glebe, but
the picture is currently incomplete, and also dynamic. Family groups may breed,
and birds disperse and die, presenting a changing picture from season to season
and year to year. The three surveys undertaken as part of this project in spring
2007 can be considered as baseline data to compare data from future surveys to,
and determine trends in Superb Fairy-wren population and distribution in Glebe
and Forest Lodge.

2.1 Survey methodology summary

To determine the current status of the Superb Fairy-wren population in Glebe
and Forest Lodge, three surveys were designed at the commencement of the
project, in consultation with the Glebe Society Superb Fairy-wren sub-committee.
Two of these surveys were designed to raise community awareness of the
presence and needs of these birds in Glebe, as well as to involve the community
in @ meaningful way in the collection of the data. Two surveys were devised to
find out the distribution of Superb Fairy-wrens in Glebe and Forest Lodge, and
the third survey aimed to find out the numbers of Superb Fairy-wrens in Glebe
and Forest Lodge. The methodology and format of the 3 surveys were as follows:

Survey 1

A public information campaign that included letterboxing, posting flyers in local
shop windows, and other community outlets. The flyers (Appendix B) included
photos of Superb Fairy-wrens, and asked residents who observed Superb Fairy-
wrens in Glebe and Forest Lodge during August and September 2007 to report
sightings to an email address. This survey was designed to help to determine the
distribution of the Superb Fairy-wren in Glebe.

Survey 2

Existing corridors and other likely Superb Fairy-wren habitats, in particular those
areas not covered by the letterboxing, were surveyed by the consultant during
early September 2007. This survey was also designed to determine the
distribution of the Superb Fairy-wren in Glebe and Forest Lodge.

Survey 3

Participants for this survey were recruited from The Glebe Society and from
respondents to survey 1. This survey was designed to help to determine the
population of Superb Fairy-wrens in Glebe. Community volunteers were recruited
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for a ‘snapshot’ survey day held on Sunday 23™ September 2007. This survey
covered all areas of Glebe at the same time, and was designed to help determine
the numbers of Superb Fairy-wrens in Glebe as it was probable that responses to
Survey 1 counted the same birds more than once.

The ‘snapshot’ survey day included a one-hour workshop where participants were
briefed on the habits and habitats of Superb Fairy-wrens and how to make
gardens more friendly for Superb Fairy-wrens. Following the workshop,
participants were allocated an area of Glebe or Forest Lodge and give one hour
to survey the area on foot for Superb Fairy-wrens. Participants were also given
instructions on the use of visual and aural cues to assist them detect these small
birds.

The aim of surveys 1 and 3 was to be fun, engaging and to raise awareness
among the community of Superb Fairy-wrens and their habitats and threats, as
well as to find out where they are. Survey results and discussion are discussed in
summary below. Further details of survey methodology, results and discussion
are included in Appendix A.

2.2 Survey results summary

Survey 1

Approximately 48 people responded to Survey 1, with an average of 3 to 4 birds
reported per survey. This data is somewhat incomplete as some respondents did
not or were unable to count the number of birds and did not report numbers,
while others simply reported ‘many’ birds were seen.

Clusters of sightings reported by Survey 1 occurred around Toxteth and Boyce
Lanes and Jarocin Avenue. Isolated sightings occurred in a few other places,
including Campbell Lane, Ferry Road and Lombard Street, Figure 1.

Several respondents (approximately 10%) noted that they had seen Fairy-wrens
in their gardens in the past, but had not seen them for 2, 5 or 20 years.

Survey 2

No Superb Fairy-wrens were recorded in Glebe in Survey 2, but a group of birds
was seen in a weedy area along the Light Rail corridor on the boundary of
Annandale and Leichhardt.

Survey 3

Three to five birds were recorded in Survey 3 (one or two birds may have been
counted twice). These birds were seen at the western end of Boyce Street, near
the intersection with Bell Street, and in Jarocin Avenue.
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Figure 1. Locations of Superb Fairy-wren sightings reported in response to Survey 1.

Male birds indicated by blue dots and females and juveniles by brown dots.
Base map sourced from Where Is: www.whereis.com.au

In addition to the three surveys outlined above, the Birds in Backyards database

at the Australian Museum was also queried. Data collected by the Birds in

Backyards program between 2005 to 2007 indicated Superb Fairy-wrens were
seen in Lombard Close, near Palmerston Avenue, Lombard Close near Lombard
St, Woolley Lane near St James Ave, and Glebe Point Road near Eglington Rd.

That only five reports of Superb Fairy-wrens were reported to the Birds in

1 in this current project.

Backyards program over a period of 2 to 3 years indicates the success of Survey
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2.3 Current status of Superb Fairy-wren population

Responses to the surveys indicated a good level of awareness of Superb Fairy-wrens
amongst some Glebe residents, and the desirability of this species as a backyard
bird. It is most encouraging that Superb Fairy-wrens are still present in Glebe and
Forest Lodge: that they are still present in such an urbanised area after 200 years of
non-Aboriginal settlement is indicative of their resilience. However, some family
groups may be fairly isolated, and survey results and anecdotal evidence indicate
that the numbers of birds, and numbers of family groups of birds, in Glebe and
Forest Lodge are in decline. Further surveys over future years would be required to
confirm this.

The results of the three surveys, particularly results from Survey 1, indicate that the
main stronghold for Superb Fairy-wrens is around the western end of Boyce Street
and Boyce lane, extending south as far as Jarocin Avenue, and that there are also
(possibly smaller) groups of birds in several locations east of Glebe Point Road.

That survey 1 was the only one of the 3 surveys that included private property and
its success in finding birds relative to the other two surveys conducted highlights two
important points:
1. That community involvement in fauna surveys is highly valuable, and in cases
such as these, essential; and
2. That any attempts to conserve Superb Fairy-wrens and their habitat in Glebe
and Forest Lodge mustinclude residents and private property and gardens.

It was encouraging to find that there appears to be several family groups of Superb
Fairy-wrens living in Glebe, and that groups also exist in Sydney University. Groups
of birds are also likely to be present in Leichhardt and Annandale, although further
research is required to verify this. In such an urbanised area with very little suitable
habitat available, and a number of predatory species also present in the area, it is
remarkable that these populations still survive.

The Superb Fairy-wren population (or populations) in Glebe in 2007, based on the
information currently available, are small and fragmented, and are probably in
decline, and may continue to decline without enhancement and additions to habitat
on both public and private land, including the creation of habitat corridors that
provide safe passage for small birds, away from predators and larger, aggressive
birds. To accurately determine population size and trends, further research over a
number of years would be required.

v Superb Fairy-Wren Habitat in Glebe & Forest Lodge 2008 11



Recommendation 1

That surveys of populations and the distribution of Superb Fairy-wrens in Glebe
and Forest Lodge occur at regular intervals (at least annually) over the next five
years, and preferably for 10 to 15 years. Surveys will need to include areas of
public and private land as well as lands that are planted specifically for the
purpose of Superb Fairy-wren habitat, to determine the success of these habitat
enhancements.

Surveys need to include data collected by residents so as to include Superb Fairy-
wrens present on private land.

v Superb Fairy-Wren Habitat in Glebe & Forest Lodge 2008 12




3.0 Superb Fairy-wren habitat requirements

Superb Fairy-wrens are a sedentary species that maintain territories throughout
the year. They live in small family groups, which guard small-scale empires that
include a safe retreat of thick-growing shrubs. Open areas of lawn or mulch are a
rich food bowl for these birds®. A family group of Superb Fairy-wrens birds can
survive, if food, shelter and nesting sites are present, within a suburban
landscape in a territory of less than 1.1 hectares (H Parsons, pers. comm.).

Essential to the persistence and survival of Superb Fairy-wrens in a territory in an
urban environment is an awareness by humans of these birds’ food, shelter and
habitat need. As well as adequate food supplies, safety from predators is a major
element of a good Superb Fairy-wren habitat.

3.1 Superb Fairy-wren foraging requirements

Superb Fairy-wrens’ diets consist predominantly of insects and arthropods (e.g.
spiders), but can be supplemented by seeds, flowers and fruit. Grasshoppers are
a favourite food of Superb Fairy-wrens. An adult Superb Fairy-wren eats
approximately 7.5 g of insects each day, and when breeding would need to find
additional food to feed their young. A nestling eats approximately 4.5 g of insects
per day.

Foraging takes place on the ground and on plants, and it follows that for a family
group of Superb Fairy-wrens to survive, it is essential for them to have access to
insect food: on the ground, in grass or in leaf litter, and/or on plants. Insect
attracting plants are therefore an important element of a Superb Fairy-wren
habitat.

Mulch, especially leaf litter, is also an excellent insect and arthropod habitat.
Lawns can also be good insect habitat. Lawn for foraging with dense shrubs for
safety nearby, especially shrubs with foliage that reaches all the way to ground,
is ideal Superb Fairy-wren habitat, and this kind of habitat can easily be created
in parks and domestic gardens.

It is also important to restrict the use of pesticides around Superb Fairy-wren
habitats. Insecticides kill off insect food sources or if poisoned insects are eaten,
these chemicals can accumulate in birds’ bodies and cause health problems for
birds.

3 NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service. Backyard Buddies - How to make your Garden Superb Fairy-wren
Friendly.
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Figure 2. Known Superb Fairy-wren habitat in Railway Parade Annandale.
Note the density of vegetation and variety of plant heights and growth forms.

3.2 Superb Fairy-wren roosting and nesting requirements

Superb Fairy-wrens need safe shelter for taking refuge from predators, roosting
and nesting. Diurnal predators include cats and carnivorous birds such as Pied
Currawongs. Nocturnal animals such as possums will also eat eggs and small
birds. The absence of larger trees in a Superb Fairy-wren habitat can discourage
the presence of these arboreal animals and can therefore make habitat safer for
Superb Fairy-wrens.

Superb Fairy-wrens prefer dense shrubs that cannot be penetrated by larger,
carnivorous birds or other predators such as cats. Shrubs need to be at least 1.5
m to 2 m tall, and reach all the way to the ground. A good rule of thumb as to
whether a shrub is safe roosting habitat for Superb Fairy-wrens, is whether it is
dense enough to block all light from the other side. Tangled and densely growing
climbing plants and vines can also be good roosting habitat. It is important to
acknowledge the importance of shrubs that reach right down to the ground - for
easy and quick access to protective shelter and also so that predators cannot
enter shrubs from below (cats and Pied Currawongs will do this!)

Dense shrubs and vines are also required for nesting. Superb Fairy-wrens build
nests from grasses fine twigs and spiders’ webs, and line these with wool,
feathers or animal hair. Nests are built in shrubs, often only 1 m above ground,
and are dome-shaped with a side entrance (rather than the more common bowl-
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shaped birds’ nest with an open top). Nests are usually well-concealed in dense
shrubs, and are only noticeable when family members are visiting.

3.3 Superb Fairy-wren dispersal requirements

Superb Fairy-wrens are a sedentary species, maintaining a small territory
throughout the year. While a family group of Superb Fairy-wrens can survive in a
fairly small area, if habitat requirements are met, connectivity among territories is
essential for dispersal and breeding in the medium to long term. Once fledged,
the male birds stay with the family group to help raise the next clutch of young,
but female birds are expelled from the family group to find new territory.
Research conducted in Canberra has indicated that around 75% of Superb Fairy-
wren chicks are not fathered by a member of the family group. This means that
is essential for females to move safely to new territories. Superb Fairy-wrens are
well-known to be weak flyers, and need continuous corridors, or closely-spaced
‘stepping stones’ of vegetation to disperse to new territories. In urban areas,
structures such as fences, clotheslines and roofs can be used to break up flying
distances.

It is therefore essential for the persistence of Superb Fairy-wren populations that
territories are connected to each other, and that these connections allow birds to
travel among territories safely. Without this opportunity to disperse and colonise
new territories, populations may decline, eventually to extinction.

3.4 Plants for Superb Fairy-wren habitat

Superb Fairy-wrens prefer dense shrubs, reeds and tall grasses, thorny climbers,
and insect-attracting plants. Taller trees are not usually used by Superb Fairy-
wrens, and these trees often attract predators of small birds. Plants suitable for
Superb Fairy-wren habitat are discussed further in section 4.1, and recommended
local native plants are listed in Appendix E.

3.5 Interactions among Superb Fairy-wrens
and other bird species

Noisy Miners and other honeyeaters

The presence of aggressive, territorial birds will also determine whether a habitat
is suitable for Superb Fairy-wrens. Honeyeaters display highly territorial
behaviour. The most fiercely territorial honeyeater present in Sydney is the Noisy
Miner, although other honeyeaters such as wattlebirds also exhibit this behaviour.
Noisy Miners form strong social groups, and will chase any other birds from their
territory, if it can be defended. Like most honeyeaters, Noisy Miners are attracted
to showy, nectar-producing flowers, such as flowering eucalypts and grevilleas
with large showy flowers (especially red and orange coloured flowers) on the
outside of the plant, and exotic species such as coral trees Erythryna sp. (locally
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indigenous grevilleas have small flowers on the inside of the plant, that are too
small to fit the beaks of larger honeyeaters and are therefore recommended).

Noisy Miners will only inhabit and defend territories that have cleared
understoreys, or the open edges of denser vegetation. The landscapes of most
Australian suburban parks, with a few shade trees (often eucalypts), little or no
understorey, and mown grass, are therefore ideal Noisy Miner habitat.
Landscaping practices of canopy lifting and undergrowth clearing make
landscapes very suitable for Noisy Miners and unsuitable for Superb Fairy-wrens.
These landscapes, while most suitable for humans, will not enhance urban bird
diversity, and this is another reason why retention and creation of Superb Fairy-
wren habitat needs to also occur on private property as well as on public land.

Other honeyeater species are less aggressive than the Noisy Miner, but are still
territorial and eager to defend food resources, and will chase away small birds,
including Superb Fairy-wrens. Other honeyeater species present in Glebe include
Wattlebirds and Rainbow Lorikeets. These birds are attracted by nectar-producing
flowers and food handouts from humans.

5 = L N - \ o)\h*\\lﬁ e 3
Figure 3. The vegetation at this site has canopy and some ground
cover, but minimal shrub layer, and the area is dominated by Noisy
Miners. Rozelle Bay Light Rail stop.

T

Pied Currawongs

Pied Currawongs are a major predator of Superb Fairy-wren birds and eggs, and
their presence has been correlated with the decline of native bush (small) bird
populations®. Pied Currawongs are carnivorous and frugivorous birds that are

* Bayly K.L. & Blumstein D.T.2001. Pied Currawongs and the decline of native birds. Emu 101,199-204.
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attracted to trees and shrubs with soft, fleshy berries, such as Chinese Hackberry
Celtis sinensis, Camphor Laurel Ginnamomum camphorum, Pittosporum
undulatum, lilli pillies and fig trees. One respondent to Survey 1 even suggested
culling currawongs. Their email read:

¢

There were a family of Superb Fairy Wrens living below my unit balcony from 1997 to
2005. They disappeared a couple of years ago and though they are no longer there some value
may come from my observations. I lived near the park between Ferry Rd and Palmerston Ave
walkway down to the Glebe light rail stop.

The Wrens lived in a dense bottle brush shrub about 2 metres high that had a lot of tall
(600mm) tufted and quite dry grass near it. With the change over to Sydney City Council and their
improved gardening practices the grasses have gone perhaps cansing loss of habitat. (italics added).

I however put their demise down to the rapid rise of the Currawong population in the area
over the last few years. I counted 16 in the small park at once recently.

The Currawongs exhibit a very aggressive and predatory behaviour toward other birds, some
people have suggested they eat the young of other species? Over the same period they have
almost chased away the Bulbuls that were abundant in this area. They nest in our unit’s garden
and are even aggressive toward people. I think for the sake of diversity a cull of Currawongs
should be considered..

b b

email response to Survey 1

While anecdotal in nature, this scenario is typical of what is happening to Superb
Fairy-wren habitat in urban environments. I do not advocate the culling of any
bird species, and the culling of any native bird species is undesirable, and, in the
case of native birds, illegal. It is often an ineffective method of population control,
as, if habitat conditions remain unchanged, more birds will simply move in to fill
the vacuum created by culling. Also, culling of birds does not always limit deaths
to the target species, and can also maim and harm birds, if not carried out
correctly. Habitat modification is a far more effective and sustainable method of
managing populations of undesirable bird species.

Pied Currawongs are also known to be attracted food handouts from humans,
and to pet food left outside, and often householders are unaware that they are
supplementing these birds’ diets.

Recommendation 2
That residents be discouraged from feeding any wild birds, whether
intentionally or unintentionally.
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Recommendation 3

That areas of both private and public land, especially those that are intended
for Superb Fairy-wren habitat, be modified to make them less attractive to Pied
Currawongs. This includes ceasing of planting (and in some cases removing,
especially where plants are listed as noxious or environmental weeds) trees
and shrubs that produce soft, fleshy fruits, in particular Celitis sinensis, and
with the notable exception of Lantana Lantana camara.

3.6 Interactions among Superb Fairy-wrens
and other animal species

Superb Fairy-wrens and their eggs can be attacked and eaten by both native and
domestic animals. Brush-tail possums will eat both eggs and young birds, and
cats will kill birds, even when they are not hungry. Cats that merely ‘catch’ a bird
and then release it will cause the bird to die, by infecting them with bacteria
present in the cat’s saliva, if the bird’s skin is at all punctured. Residents need to
be encouraged to keep their cats inside at all times, or provide their animals with
a caged ‘cat run’. The most critical times are around dawn and dusk, but cats will
attack birds at any time of the day or night.

3.7 Summary of Superb Fairy-wren habitat requirements

Like most species, Superb Fairy-wrens require a safe home, food to eat, and a
place to raise a family. Superb Fairy-wrens need:
V' Dense shrubs, at least 1 to 1.5 m high, and so dense that daylight
cannot be seen through them;
Vv Shrubs that reach to the ground;
Vv Shrubs that adjoin lawn or leaf litter for safe foraging;
V' Protection from domestic pets, especially cats; and
V' Protection from aggressive and predatory native animals, including
carnivorous birds, aggressive honeyeaters and possums.

Recommendation 4

That staff of authorities that manage public land in Glebe and Forest Lodge,
including schools, as well as local residents of Glebe and Forest Lodge, be
made aware, though an information and education campaign, of the habitat
requirements of, and threats to, the Superb Fairy-wren.
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4.0 Plantings, locations and landscaping techniques
for Superb Fairy-wren habitat

To conserve the Superb Fairy-wren in Glebe and Forest Lodge, the following
approach is recommended:
v/ To conserve and enhance existing Superb Fairy-wren habitat;
v To create additional Superb Fairy-wren habitat, especially in
identified ‘corridor’ areas;
v To develop and implement plans to mitigate threats to Superb
Fairy-wrens; and
v To educate residents and landscaping and parks and gardens
staff of public land managers as to the needs and likely locations
of Superb Fairy-wrens.

This section details recommended plant species, locations and landscape
practices to conserve, enhance and create Superb Fairy-wren habitat. Its
contents need to be considered keeping in mind that adaptive management is
also an essential part of any conservation program, and feedback from regular
surveys of birds will indicate which approaches and locations are working best
and which need to be reviewed.

4.1 Planting recommendations

As described in section 3, Superb Fairy-wrens habitat requirements include
plants to attract insect food and plants for nesting and roosting, and shelter
from predators. Dense, thorny and tangled shrubs, tall reeds and grasses,
vines and climbers, and an absence of trees and shrubs that attract
aggressive and predatory bird species, are necessary for safe Superb Fairy-
wren habitat. Shrubs planted beside safe lawn areas for foraging can enhance
insect food supplies. Suitable plant species may be native or exotic - it is the
structure of the vegetation that is most important.

Plants for food - insect attracting plants

Native plants with small, white, cream or yellow flowers, often heavily scented
flowers, area especially attractive to insects. Exotic plant species such as roses
and lemon trees also attract insects, and in domestic gardens, insects are also
attracted by compost heaps. To ensure a year-round food supply (as Superb
Fairy-wrens are a sedentary species), a range of plants that flower at different
times of the year is helpful.

Plants for shelter
Dense shrubs, vines, and climbers that are spaced close together, and tangled
and thorny plants make the best for shelter for Superb Fairy-wrens. A good
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indication that shrubs are dense enough for Superb Fairy-wren habitat is that
daylight cannot be seen through them. Tall grasses, herbs and reeds, such as
Fennel Foeniculum vulgare, Common Reed Phragmites australis, and Bulrush

Typha orientalis are also good shelter for Superb Fairy-wrens.

4.1.1 Locally indigenous species

Planting local indigenous plant species is wise for several reasons. Locally
indigenous native plants are evolutionarily adapted to local soils and climates,
and they have also evolved together with local fauna, thus making them ideal
choices for habitat plants. Contrary to common beliefs espoused during a
trend for native plant popularity that occurred 20 to 30 years ago, native
plants are not maintenance free. While many native plants are more suitable
for dry climates and nutritionally depauperate soils than many exotic plant
species, making them less demanding in terms of care, they do require some
maintenance, including watering during an establishment period after
planting. Pruning is also strongly recommended to keep most native shrubs
plants in a dense and compact habit (see ‘landscaping techniques’ below).

Plant list

Thanks to some dedicated research from some of Sydney’s botanists and bush
regenerators, there is now a fairly comprehensive guide to the native plants
that grew in Sydney’s inner west prior to non-Aboriginal settlement.

A list of suggested indigenous native plant species for Superb Fairy-wren
habitat is included in Appendix E. Native plants recommended include
paperbarks, honeymyrtles, teatrees, wattles, pea plants, daisy bushes,
hakeas, heath plants, Port Jacskon Pine, Australian Blackthorn, some (small-
flowered) grevilleas, climbers and tall reeds and grasses. Native plants not
recommended include nectar-producing species such as eucalypts, ‘showy’
grevilleas and bottle brushes.

Where possible, locally indigenous species should be chosen over other native
and exotic plants for habitat plantings. The list in Appendix E focuses on
locally indigenous species to enable plantings and revegetation projects,
whether on public or private land, to also serve the purpose of conserving
local plant biodiversity.

Locally indigenous plant species can be difficult to obtain, but many can be
found in community nurseries, and with enough demand from councils,
landscapers and the general public, nurseries could be encouraged to
propagate or stock these species. This is also a good reason for the support of
community nurseries, as they are the most likely nurseries to propagate or
stock such plants.
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Where local species are not available, a plants of similar habit and flower type
from the same genus may be able to be substituted, for example, there would
be several species of the genus Melaleuca that may be able to be substituted
for the indigenous species listed, but care needs to be taken, especially when
substituting from within genera that include plants with showy flowers, e.g.
some Grevilleas.

It needs to be noted that care needs to be taken when selecting plants from
sources such as retail nurseries and garden centres that simply call a plant
‘bird attracting’. This term is quite generic in relation to birds, and is often
used to refer to plants that have showy, nectar-producing flowers, in other
words, they are ‘honeyeater attracting plants’, and planting them will not
assist in the conservation of small birds such as Superb Fairy-wrens.

4.1.2 Exotic plant species

Many exotic plant species can also make good Superb Fairy-wren habitat. It is
important to remember though, that many exotic species may also be
environmental weeds (and that some plants considered environmental weeds
make excellent Superb Fairy-wren habitat!)..

Exotic species that Superb Fairy-wrens have been seen in around Glebe (as
reported in responses to Survey 1) are listed in Table 1. This list is included to
demonstrate that many residents will already have valuable Superb Fairy-wren
habitat plants in their gardens, even if they do not have any native plants
there, and to emphasise the importance of retaining vegetation that is already
valuable habitat. It is not always necessary to remove exotic plants and
replace them with natives to create a habitat garden, although native plant
species are recommended for supplementary plantings.

Exotic plant species

Possible habitat uses

Lemon and other citrus trees

food, e.g. scale and aphids

Roses - especially briar and climbing roses

food, e.g. aphids, and shelter

Bougainvillea shelter, possibly food
Plumbago shelter

Lantana shelter and nesting sites
Camellia food- insect attracting plant
Honeysuckle shelter and nesting sites
Jasmine shelter, possibly nesting sites
Ivy shelter

Manchurian Pear tree unknown

Curry tree unknown

Fennel shelter, possibly food

Table 1. Some exotic plant species that were reported being used
as Superb Fairy-wren habitat in Glebe in Survey 1.
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The prevalence of Superb Fairy-wrens in fruit trees, especially citrus trees, and
roses indicates that this is a useful form of natural insect and pest control.

Some of the suitable Superb Fairy-wren habitat plant species may be considerec
environmental weeds in parts of Sydney that adjoin native bushland, but in an
inner-city suburb such as Glebe, their benefit for small bird habitat is likely to
far outweigh the risks of these plants escaping into bushland. Invasive plants
that are spread by birds, such as trees and shrubs with small, fleshy fruits, are
likely Pied Currawong habitat, and are not recommended.

Superb Fairy-wrens were also reported seen in Bottlebrushes Callistemon sp. -
a native species, but these have not been recommended as these plants can
attract aggressive honeyeaters such as Noisy Miners and Wattlebirds.

Recommendation 5

That residents and public land managers be encouraged to retain exotic plant
species that are recognised as Superb Fairy-wren habitat on their properties,
as well as to plant native shrubs, and that awareness be raised of the
usefulness of Superb Fairy-wrens as a natural form of insect control.

4.1.3 Plant species to avoid

Just as important as planting or retaining habitat plants for the Superb Fairy-
wren, is the avoidance and removal of some plant species. In particular,
when conserving or creating Superb Fairy-wren habitat it is important to avoid
the use of plants that will attract carnivorous birds and aggressive territorial
birds. A very common carnivorous bird in Glebe is the Pied Currawong. Pied
Currawongs also eat fruit, especially small, fleshy fruits. Pied Currawongs have
increased their numbers in Sydney, mainly because they have been able to
stay in the suburbs thanks to plantings of exotic plant species that produce
small, fleshy berries, and may also produce fruit in seasons outside the
fruiting period of native plants such as figs. Plant species that attract Pied
Currawongs to their fruit include Camphor Laurel, Pittosporum undulatum,
Cotoneaster, Pyracantha and Privets. Paradoxically, Lantana also fits into this
category of exotic plants that produces small fleshy berries, although Pied
Currawongs do not seem feed on Lantana fruits, perhaps because the dense
and tangled nature of these plants does not allow larger birds such as Pied
Currawongs access to the small fruits.

Exotic plants that are not recommended include Privets, Cotoneaster, Chinese
Hackberry, and other trees and shrubs that produce small, fleshy fruits.

A tree that is common in Glebe and also a Pied Currawong-attractor is the
Chinese Hackberry Celtis sinensis. Pied Currawongs were sighed in these trees
in several locations during Survey 2. These plants are a prolific environmental
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weed in the inner suburbs of Sydney, and once established, can grow into
very large trees and become difficult and expensive to remove.

Other plant species to avoid are those that attract Noisy Miners and other
aggressive Honeyeaters. These include nectar-producing species, especially
those with large, bright, red or orange-coloured flowers on the outside of the
plant, and those with long flowering periods. Plants to avoid include both
native and exotic species such as hybrid grevilleas including Grevillea ‘Robyn
Gordon’ and Grevillea ‘Superb’, some eucalypts, callistemons, and coral trees
Erythryna x sykesii.

Recommendation 6

That the planting of honeyeater-attracting plant species such as flowering
eucalypts, bottlebrushes and hybrid Grevilleas, (e.g. Grevillea “Robyn
Gordon, and Grevillea ‘Superb’), and other plants with large, showy, nectar-
producing flowers, (especially red and orange coloured flowers), be
minimised wherever possible on both private and public lands, but
particularly in identified Superb Fairy-wren habitat corridors.

Recommendation 7

That Chinese Hackberry Celtis sinensis trees and seedlings be removed
wherever possible from both public and private land in Glebe and Forest
Lodge.
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4.2 Corridors

Superb Fairy-wrens are small birds that are fairly weak flyers. They need continuous
vegetation, or at the very least ‘stepping stones’ or fairly closely-spaced patches of
suitable vegetation cover, to be able to move through the landscape. While the
Superb Fairy-wren is a sedentary species, once mature, females are ejected from the
family group and forced to find new breeding territories. Connecting vegetation will
assist females to disperse and therefore offer a chance for the population of birds in
Glebe to increase. Habitat corridors are also useful for birds to travel within
territories to find food and nesting sites.

4.2.1 Determining corridor routes

Determining the most suitable route for corridor creation and enhancement is
challenging in an urban area. While satellite photos of the area can be of some
assistance when planning such corridors, as they show where large buildings and
roads are placed, and while these can be considered to be a ‘bird’s eye view’ from
the perspective of a high-flying bird such as an ibis or a pelican, these do not really
illustrate the landscape from the perspective of a small bird that rarely flies higher
than, say, 10 metres above the ground. Areas that can be identified as vegetated
from a satellite photo may be totally unsuitable for small bird habitat. For example,
taller trees show up well on satellite photos, but smaller bushes may not show up
very well, if at all. Tall trees may be the habitat of birds, such as Pied Currawongs
and Noisy Miners, that need to be actively discouraged from potential Superb Fairy-
wren habitat.

In a highly urbanised area such as Glebe, with so many pressures on vegetation and
a range of user needs for small pockets of open space, successful corridor routes
may simply be where residents and public land managers are sympathetic to the
needs of these birds and plan and maintain their gardens and lands with Superb
Fairy-wren habitat needs in mind.

As a start to developing Superb Fairy-wren corridors in Glebe and Forest Lodge, a
map (Figure 4) suggesting potential corridors, has been drafted, with places where
vegetation can be conserved, enhanced or installed, in mind. Further bird surveys,
and review of corridor areas, their vegetation, and their success in attracting Superb
Fairy-wrens and the willingness of residents in corridor areas to participate in a
conservation program, as part of an adaptive management process, are necessary to
develop and sustain corridors. To further determine corridor routes, further ground
truthing of corridor areas, and potential corridor areas, could be possible with further
funding and residents’ assistance and their permission to view private gardens
situated along corridor routes.
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Continuous corridors are not always necessary. But if ‘stepping stones’ are to be
used instead of continuous corridors, it may be beneficial to have clear sightlines
between one ‘stepping stone’ and the next, so that the Superb Fairy-wrens can see
their next safe refuge before setting out to reach it. Keeping in mind that Superb
Fairy-wrens are weak flyers, stepping stones need to be kept fairly close together
(perhaps <50 m). Corridors do not always need to link habitat areas at both ends.
They are necessary for females to disperse to new breeding territories, and this can
sometimes be achieved with a ‘dead end’ corridor.

4.2.2 Suggested corridor

There are several options for corridors within Glebe, and their placement may
depend on willingness of residents and public land managers to participate in the
retention, enhancement and creation of Superb Fairy-wren habitat. Potential
corridors are shown in Figure 4.

An initial approach could be to survey residents in streets where Superb Fairy-wrens
have been sighted in 2007 to find out the level of interest and willingness of
residents to plant Superb Fairy-wren habitat gardens in their properties, and
otherwise take actions to make their gardens more Superb Fairy-wren friendly.
Residential areas are also good for Superb Fairy-wren corridors as they often lack the
eucalypts and fruiting trees (such as figs) that attract Pied Currawongs, and also
offer structures, such as fences, for small birds to hop along to break up their flights.

Recommendation 8

That conservation efforts for Superb Fairy-wren habitat initially focus on the area
bounded by Toxteth Road, Harold Park Paceway and Ross Street, Mansfield Street
to the east and St Johns Road to the South, and that conservation efforts include
both public and private land within this area.

Recommendation 9

That residents in streets where Superb Fairy-wrens were reported in Survey 1,
and in suggested corridors, be encouraged to make Superb Fairy-wren friendly
gardens. Information and free plants to be distributed to residents in these areas.
Consider extending this program beyond corridors as funds allow.

Recommendation 10

That locations for plantings and habitat enhancement initially focus on areas
where Superb Fairy-wrens have been sighted, and on areas that can connect
these to other potential habitats.
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Fairy-wren corridors, indicated in orange.

Figure 4. Map of potential Superb
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Figure 5. An area suitable for revegetation (left pf photos) near Glebe
Light Rail Stop, Palmerston Ave. When revegetating areas Superb Fairy-
wrens are known to be using, it is essential to leave all existing shrubs /n
situ until supplementary plants have established to maturity. Weed trees,
especially Chinese Hackberry, can be removed earlier.
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Some parts of Glebe are also less likely to be good for corridors. There may be
little evidence of Superb Fairy-wren habitation in these areas, and the present
vegetation offers little or no habitat value, but potential remains in some areas.
For example, areas east of Glebe Point Road (excluding the area around Sydney
Secondary College), and around the foreshores of Blackwattle Bay, where there
have been new housing developments constructed and parklands have generally
been landscaped in an open and simplified style, there are generally less
opportunities than in the ‘leafier’ north-west of Glebe and Forest Lodge.

Corridors mapped in Figure 4 include areas where Superb Fairy-wrens have been
sighted and areas where they have not been sighted, but potential exists for
them to disperse, given appropriate habitat. Priorities for revegetation and
habitat enhancement would be best given to areas where birds have been
recently sighted, and if funding allows, then be extended to the other corridor
areas marked on the map. Outside of Glebe, corridors will hopefully connect with
populations in Sydney University, Annandale and Lilyfield.

4.2.3 Metro Light Rail corridor

The Metro Light Rail corridor has the potential to be a most important habitat
corridor. Data from Survey 2 indicates that revegetation along light rail corridor is
currently not attracting many (or any) Superb Fairy-wrens, at least where this
corridor traverses through Glebe. For example, the revegetation around Rozelle
Bay station is inadequate for Superb Fairy-wren habitat in its current state. This
vegetation consists of eucalypts (that attract Noisy Miners), no mown grass
(nowhere for Superb Fairy-wren to forage), and little midstorey/shrub layer (easy
territory for Noisy Miners to defend) (Figure 6).

The light rail corridor is one of the major opportunities for Superb Fairy-wrens to
move through the area, given the appropriate vegetation. Superb Fairy-wrens
have weak powers of flight and while they do not seem to need a continuous
vegetation corridor, they do need at least ‘stepping stones’ of vegetation to move
through the landscape. Dense plantings of shrubs wherever possible should be
encouraged. Where the light rail travels underground, it is important to link the
corridor above ground. Habitat plantings in the park above the eastern end of the
Light Rail tunnel and at St. Scholastica’s school may also be beneficial here.

A corridor also needs to be found for the wrens to cross Jubilee and Federal
Parks, which are mostly very open and where the Light Rail corridor is above
ground on a viaduct. Existing plantings along Chapman Road could be of benefit
here. These could be connected across Jubilee and Federal Parks to habitat at the
old tramsheds and Harold Park Paceway.
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4.3 Locations for habitat plantings

Due to much of Glebe being a residential area, much of the Superb Fairy-wren
habitat in the area will probably be on private land and on land managed by the
City of Sydney and the Metro Light Rail company. However, Harold Park Paceway,
the Department of Housing, St. Scholastica’s School and public schools could also
be involved and add to habitat opportunities, both existing and potential.

Many of Glebe’s public parks would not make Superb Fairy-wren habitat even if
canopy trees were underplanted, as canopy trees would still attract aggressive
and predatory bird species. Plantings of shrubs in some parks might also ignite
fears of these areas being suitable for some humans to use them for antisocial or
criminal behaviour, however in these cases, the use of prickly and thorny plants
in plantings would deter people from entering vegetated areas.

While the creation and retention of habitat on private land is essential to the
persistence of Superb Fairy-wrens in Glebe, it is also important for the City of
Sydney to set an example as well, so as to encourage residents and other
authorities to do this. Past experience indicates that the community will be more
likely to actively participate if Council can be seen to be supportive and setting an
example by taking positive actions itself.

The following list of locations are suggested for the initial focus for retention,
enhancement, and creation of Superb Fairy-wren habitat, as these are within the
areas when most birds have been seen. This area includes the eastern side of
Harold Park Paceway and adjoining streets, and the area south through to Jarocin
Avenue. Public parks in this area include St James Park and Paddy Grey Park. If
actions are successful in these areas, then extending the areas further along
corridors can then be explored.

4.3.1 Public parks

Public parks are perhaps not always as suitable for Superb Fairy-wren habitat as
some other lands, due to the many uses of these parks by people, possible public
perception about the safety of dense shrubbery, use of parks for off-leash (and
even on-leash) dog exercise, and the presence of aggressive, territorial and
predatory bird species and predatory animals, but plantings in corners of Council-
managed parks can still be an important link in identified corridors and are a good
way to create awareness of Superb Fairy-wren habitat needs, especially if
plantings are accompanied by interpretative signage.

Smaller parks will generally be more suitable than larger parks. Superb Fairy-wren
habitat could be planted along park boundaries, especially fenced boundaries,
and also boundaries of residential properties, where no sightlines exist, and do
not need to be maintained.
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In wetland areas, such as in Federal Park, Bicentennial Park and along Johnson’s

Creek, reeds such as Common Reed and Bulrush can be retained or planted for
good safe shelter for Superb Fairy-wrens.

Figure 6. Parkland Iandscae - not good habitat o r Fai ren.
This open grassy area with well spaced trees is ideal habitat for Noisy
Miners to easily defend. Federal Park near Light Rail corridor

Figure 7. Habitat planting on public land in Rosedale Reserve, Croydon Park.
Note the absence of tall trees, the diversity of shrubs, shrubs planted close
together and that reach to the ground, the inclusion of vines and climbing
plants, and adjacent lawn area for foraging.
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4.3.2 Other publicly managed land

Metro Light Rail Corridor

The Metro Light Rail corridor has great potential as a bird corridor, and is an ideal
area to enhance for Superb Fairy-wren habitat. There are many opportunities
along the rail line route to enhance and create Superb Fairy-wren habitat,
including between Wentworth Park Road and the eastern end of the tunnel, and
along the Crescent and beyond. Finding suitable habitat areas across the
Jubilee/Bicentennial Park area may be more difficult, but installing patches of
suitable vegetation as ‘stepping stones’ could be considered here, to link to the
Annandale side, commencing with the land near the Old Tram Sheds.

Some recently revegetated areas along this corridor are not suitable for Superb
Fairy-wrens (e.g. Figure 10), but could be enhanced with further plantings.
Increased shrub density could create a noise buffer for the light rail and as it is
not open to the public, should not raise any public safety concerns. These areas
are also difficult for dogs to access. Some parts of the light rail corridor are
bounded by mesh ‘cyclone’ fences, ideal for supporting vines and climbing plants
(Figure 9(b)).

Figure 8. Superb Fairy-wrens used to use this area as habitat, but
shelter plants have been removed - the Fennel and other plants have
been slashed, with no replacement Superb Fairy-wren habitat created.
Metro Light Rail corridor, The Crescent.
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(a)

(b)
Figures 9(a) & (b). Areas on light rail corridor suitable for
enhancement of vegetation for Superb Fairy-wren habitat.
(a) Corridor seen here from Bridge Lane, It would be important to keep
some understorey plants here until new plantings had matured, and also
to remove Chinese Hackberry trees.
(b) Seen here from Railway St, if this area were planted with midstorey
shrubs, and vines were grown over fences, this could become good
Superb Fairy-wren habitat.

v Superb Fairy-Wren Habitat in Glebe & Forest Lodge 2008 31



Superb Fairy-wrens. Light Rail Corridor between Bellevue Street and
Wentworth Park Road. The Chinese Hackberry s trees have been left in
situ and the slope otherwise cleared and replanted with Lomandras and
Dianellas. This is currently probably good Currawong habitat.
Enhancement plantings of dense shrubs and removal of Chinese
Hackberry trees may be able to convert it to good Superb Fairy-wren
habitat.

Sydney Secondary College

Results from Survey 1 indicated that there might be a group of Superb Fairy-
wrens living in and around Sydney Secondary College, and conservation of the
group of birds residing there may be assisted by some plantings of suitable
species and structure within the school Grounds.

St. Scholastica’s College

This school is at the western end of the light rail corridor, and at the north-
eastern corner of the Harold Park Paceway land, as well as close to the major
existing Superb Fairy-wren area of Glebe. Habitat plantings within the school
would be most beneficial, and students could be encouraged to become involved
with planting and monitoring of bird populations within the school.

Forest Lodge Public School

Forest Lodge public school is also in the vicinity of areas where Superb Fairy-
wrens have been sighted. Students here could also be encouraged to become
involved with planting and monitoring of bird populations within the school.

Old Tram Sheds
Removal of Chinese Hackberry Celtis sinensis trees in the area between Jubilee
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Park tram stop and Johnson’s Creek, and replacement with plant species suitable
for Superb Fairy-wren habitat could help reduce numbers of Pied Currawongs in
this area, and give Superb Fairy-wrens a greater chance of survival.

Harold Park Paceway

Several opportunities for Superb Fairy-wren habitat creation exist within the
grounds of the Harold Park Paceway, particularly along the eastern boundary
along Glen Lane and up to the Old Tram Sheds, and also along the western
boundary alongside Minogue Crescent and The Crescent. Removal of Chinese
Hackberry trees along the eastern boundary of this land and replacement with
plant species suitable for Superb Fairy-wren habitat could also help reduce
numbers of Pied Currawongs in this area.

Opportunities for Superb Fairy-wren habitat creation could be investigated further
once the future of this site is more certain. Any future development of this site
could be encouraged to include an area for Superb Fairy-wren habitat.

Figure 11. Harold Park Paceway cnr. Minogue Crescent & Wigram Road.
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Suggested locations for ‘first wave’ of Superb Fairy-wren
habitat creation

\r

St James Park

\r

Paddy Grey Park

\r

Jubilee and Federal Parks (southern end)

\r

Metro Light Rail Corridor (all above ground areas)

\r

St. Scholastica’s College

\r

Sydney Secondary College

\r

Forest Lodge Primary School

\r

Harold Park Paceway (especially eastern side)

\r

Land beside Old Tram Sheds

\r

Residential gardens, especially along identified corridor areas

Table 2. Suggested locations for first wave of Superb Fairy-wren

habitat creation.

Figure 12. An area beside a wall in park, corner of Ferry Road and Avon
St. This garden could easily be made more Superb Fairy-wren friendly by

enhancing existing plantings.

4.3.3 Residential gardens

No Superb Fairy-wrens were observed in any surveys in this project in public
parks that consisted only of canopy and mown grass. These habitats suit a
number of larger and more aggressive species, particularly the Pied Currawong,
Magpie, Noisy Miner and Rainbow Lorikeet, making them these unsafe and

unusable for Superb Fairy-wrens in their present state.
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