Singing lessons for honeyeaters

Scientists are deploying skilled birds to tutor their zoo-bred kin. Emily Anthes reports
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The regent honeyeater population
dropped sharply over the 20th century,
as their woodland habitats were cleared.
Today, scientists estimate, roughly 250
wild birds live in the fragmented forests of
southeastern Australia, spread across an

area about the size of Spain.

This low population
density may explain why
the honeyeater song began
| tochange. Young birds
typically learn the tune by
listening to and observing
adult males, but fewer
birds on the landscape
| meant fewer learning
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A parallel problem

{ emerged in the captive
breeding programme,
where young birds often
had little exposure to adult
males during their critical song-learning
period. When these zoo-born birds were
released into the wild, they sang “strange,
rudimentary songs”, Appleby said, and rel-
atively few managed to find wild mates.

So Appleby and his colleagues decided
to try teaching the wild song to the cap-
tive-born birds at the Taronga Zoo in Sydney
and Taronga Western Plains Zoo in Dubbo,
New South Wales, Over several years, they
experimented with a variety of strategies.

They housed some young birds in aviar-
ies with speakers, which played recordings

of the wild song. “That just completely
failed,” Appleby said.

But other young birds got real-life tu-
tors — two wild-born males who sang the
traditional honeyeater song. When the
young chicks lived alongside these tutors,
they began to sing their tune.

“Three months in, we started hearing
our first little renditions of a traditional
wild song,” Appleby said.

“Those birds produced very, very good
songs — so good that in the following year,
those birds became tutors themselves,”
Appleby said.

The study demonstrates that it is fea-
sible for captive breeding programmes to
take concrete steps to preserve the culture

of threatened species, said Peter McGregor
an expert on animal communication and
birdsong at ISPA-University Institate in
Portugal. McGregor was not involved in
the study.

“They’ve done the hard work of actuall
doing this stuff with captive populations,”
he said. “It’s becoming more and more
clear that quite a lot of critical aspects of
animals’ survival and reproduction is so-
clally learned.”
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