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CARNABY’S BLACK COCKATOO 
Statement 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [10.04 pm]: I want to speak tonight on an issue that is dear to my 
heart, and that is the plight of rare and endangered birds in Australia, particularly here in Western Australia, and, 
of course, the plight of the black cockatoos. I received some correspondence in the last few days from Birdlife 
Australia, which members may know is the main non-government organisation that is concerned about 
the conservation of Australian birds. It made sobering reading. The letter that I received on 21 May stated the 
following —  

The recently released Action Plan for Australian Birds 2010 could be read as a modern tragedy. The 
third in a series, it analyses the status of all Australian birds to determine their risk of extinction. Mostly 
the news is bad for birds. In the 200 … years since European settlement we have damaged our natural 
heritage to the extent that 27 species or sub-species are now listed as Extinct, 20 as Critically 
Endangered, 60 as Endangered, 68 as Vulnerable and 63 as Near Threatened. 

Australia’s birds are in crisis and they need our help now. The trend remains one of decline with a 
number of birds faring worse than a decade ago primarily from threats of land clearance and habitat 
fragmentation, feral animals and plants, and changes in fire management.  

The letter goes on to ask for financial assistance to support the work that it is doing to try to conserve endangered 
birds. It specifically mentions the Carnaby’s black cockatoo, which I want to talk a little more about tonight.  

The Carnaby’s black cockatoo is an extraordinary bird that was once in much more significant numbers in 
Western Australia. Certainly, there are records of regular flocks in the thousands moving between the coast and 
the wheatbelt. I remember that even when I was growing up in the metropolitan area in the 1970s, flocks of 
black cockatoos were significantly larger than what we now see come into the metropolitan area. They are 
currently listed in Western Australia as rare or likely to become extinct. Interestingly enough, federally they are 
listed as endangered, which is a higher category of threat. I think that the Western Australian listing should be 
amended to that of endangered status. In the past 50 years, we have seen a 50 per cent decline in the Carnaby’s 
black cockatoo population and their range has also been reduced by up to one-third. Interestingly enough, both of 
those criteria are listed in the recovery plan for the Carnaby’s black cockatoo as the threshold points at which we 
can say that the recovery plan is actually failing. They are found nowhere else on the planet. They are long-lived 
and they raise very few chicks to adulthood. Carnaby’s black cockatoos mate for life and are late in reaching 
sexual maturity. Therefore, it is likely that the birds we see today in the flocks around Perth are an ageing 
population.  

The Carnaby’s recovery project has been in operation in Western Australia since 2001 and it is interesting to 
know that the Carnaby’s black cockatoo has a large range. They feed on the coastal plain, particularly flowers 
and seeds of the proteaceae species—that is, hakea, grevillea and banksia—plus the insects associated with those 
plants. They also feed on gumnuts from marri trees and they are feeding more and more on introduced species, 
such as seeds from pinecones and other trees. The cockatoos nest inland in the wandoo and salmon gum habitat. 
The loss of that habitat, of course, has had a significant impact on the ability of the Carnaby’s black cockatoo to 
successfully breed. Members may have seen on television the very good film entitled On a Wing and a Prayer, 
which went into a lot of detail about the conservation of nesting sites in the small areas of remnant bush in the 
wheatbelt. If we look at the threats to the Carnaby’s black cockatoo, the loss of habitat is significant and that loss 
of nesting habitat in the wheatbelt has had a profound impact. It is worth noting that the trees that are of a 
suitable age to have the hollows that will provide nest sites for the birds are estimated to be at least 120 years and 
up to 200 years old.  

The other threats that have impacted on the Carnaby’s black cockatoo include the fragmentation of habitat; land 
clearing, both historic and ongoing, for urban development on the Swan coastal plain, particularly the total 
destruction of large areas of banksia woodland, which are a primary feeding habitat for the black cockatoos; and 
land clearing, both historic and ongoing, in the agricultural region, which impacts on their nesting sites and 
feeding areas. Competition for nest hollows is an interesting issue. The competition for nest hollows comes from 
other bird species such as corellas, but also from feral bees. There is also a lack of nesting recruitment and a 
decline in the remaining nesting trees. The cockatoos are subject to poaching, as they are very valuable on the 
international market. They are still being shot by orchardists, even though this is not legal. They are also subject 
to road strike. Interestingly, there are quite a few examples of this. Because they feed on trees close to the road, 
they are struck by cars; they are so busy feeding that they do not notice the cars. Certainly, the recovery centre 
says that it receives many birds that have been injured after being struck by vehicles. The current recovery plan 
includes little recent knowledge about the species, nor does it provide adequate guidance on how to deal with 
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increasingly threatening processes or pressures on it. Interestingly enough, the recovery plan will run out this 
year. 

The Great Cocky Count is an annual event and has high community participation. A snapshot is taken of an 
estimate of the number of black cockatoos on a particular day. The most recent count was held roughly a month 
ago. My colleague Hon Lynn MacLaren and I participated in that count, which involved taking an estimate of 
the number of birds at particular roost sites in the metropolitan area. The Department of Environment and 
Conservation’s Great Cocky Count of 2011 recorded a 37 per cent decline in the numbers in the Swan regional 
area. That 37 per cent decline was from the count in 2010. That is an extraordinarily worrying indication of the 
population. It indicates that there has been a 37 per cent decline in the population in the greater Perth region. The 
other worrying trend is that a significant number of birds are in poor condition. They are hungry and they need 
rehabilitation so that they can recover before being released. So far the government’s response to this crisis in the 
black cockatoo population has been to suggest that we need to do more mapping of where they are and what they 
eat. I suggest that we need much more dramatic action than more mapping. I call upon the Minister for 
Environment to seriously consider the figures in the Great Cocky Count, which indicate the decline of the 
species. 
 


