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REGENT HONEYEATER

A captive-bred regent 

honeyeater takes flight 

at a feeding station in 

Melbourne Zoo. The 

Critically Endangered 

songbird is reared in 

captivity to bolster 

numbers and safeguard 

its future in Australia. 

BBC Wildlife38 July 2021



BBC Wildlife 39

REGENT HONEYEATER

Words Jo Caird  |  Photos Doug Gimesy

The regent honeyeater – a tiny bird found 
in Australian forests – has become so rare 

that it is forgetting how to sing its own song.

LOST
THE

VOICE

C
onservation biologist 

Ross Crates was in the 

midst of designing a new 

monitoring programme for 

the Critically Endangered 

regent honeyeater when 

he realised that something 

was seriously up with the way this 

Australian songbird was expressing itself. 

As he and his colleagues in the Difficult 

Bird Research Group at the Australian 

National University toured regent breeding 

sites around New South Wales, Crates 

became aware of individual birds whose 

songs just didn’t sound right. Rather than 

singing their own songs, these regent 

males were making calls belonging to other 

species of bird. 

Crates began recording the songs of 

every wild male regent honeyeater he came 

across. He was struck by what he found. “It 

wasn’t just one or two individuals singing 

weird songs. It’s a decent proportion of the 

wild population,” says the scientist.

He recalls one bird in particular which, 

over the course of a six-week observation 

period, didn’t sing its own song once. 

Instead this individual was making the call 

of another Australian native songbird, called 

the little friarbird. 

“I was thinking, this is properly weird: 

this is a bird that probably doesn’t even 

know that he’s a regent honeyeater.”

Birds singing other species’ songs is 

a well-observed phenomenon. There are 

plenty of bird species that use vocal mimicry 

to their benefit: by imitating the call of a 

predator to scare competitors away from a 

nest, for example, or to impress a potential 

mate with a wide vocal range. 

But what these regent honeyeater males 

are doing isn’t mimicry, explains Crates, 

because for something to count as mimicry 

it has to offer some fitness advantage. 

Singing other birds’ songs instead of their 

own “actually comes at a cost to the regent 

honeyeaters, because they’re less likely to be 

paired and less likely to nest”. These birds 

should be singing like other regents – the 

fact that they’re not is simply a mistake. 

So why do they do it? We don’t know for 

sure, but Crates’ theory is that a drop in 

population density is to blame. The first 

Europeans who settled in Australia wrote 

of these beautiful black-and-yellow birds 

flocking in their hundreds; today there are 

thought to be fewer than 400 individuals in 

the wild, living in more isolated conditions. 

The range of the regent honeyeater has 

diminished significantly from the days 
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when it could be found all the way from 

central Queensland to Adelaide – a result 

of habitat lost to agricultural and urban 

development. Nonetheless, the species 

still occupies a territory double the size of 

England today, the birds covering distances 

of hundreds of kilometres as they follow 

the flowering of their favourite species of 

eucalypt trees to feed on the nectar. 

Regent fathers do not sing until they’ve 

chased their offspring away from the nest, 

so juvenile birds develop their songs by 

copying other adults in their flock. Reduced 

flock sizes mean that there simply aren’t 

enough other adults around to learn from, 

so young birds are picking up the songs of 

other species instead, Crates believes.

More worrying still, even the regents 

that are singing their own song aren’t all 

getting it quite right. Crates observed large 

numbers of males singing an abbreviated 

version of typical regent songs, potentially 

a result of a ‘copying error’ that was able to 

spread without correction because numbers 

are so low. In fact, when compared to 

Reduced �ock sizes 
mean that there 
simply aren’t enough 
other adults around 
to learn songs from.

historical recordings made between 1986 

and 2011, recent recordings show that 

song complexity as a whole has declined 

significantly over time.

It’s not clear from this research whether 

the loss of the regents’ so-called ‘song 

culture’ contributes to ongoing population 

decline or is just a symptom of that decline. 

Either way, says Crates, it spells bad news 

for the species. 

“Once you find that they’re starting to lose 

their songs already, that’s a real alarm call 

that all is not well and hasn’t been for many, 

many decades. Once that extinction vortex 

kicks in it’s very, very hard to bring a species 

back out of it.”

The scale of the problem
That’s not to say we shouldn’t give it a 

good go. The findings around the loss 

of song culture are a disappointment for 

those fighting for the future of the regent 

honeyeater, but they also represent a 

positive opportunity. 

“It adds another level of complexity to 

the story. It probably makes the challenge 

Anti-clockwise from 
top left: a release 
site in New South 
Wales; the captive-
bred regents arrive; 
Emily Mowat (left) 
and Dean Ingwersen 
(middle), both from 
BirdLife Australia, 
and Michael Shiels 

(right), from 
Taronga Zoo 
Sydney, prepare 
the birds for 
release; they stay 
in tents for several 
days to help them 
acclimatise; a 
radio transmitter is 
carefully attached.
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out onto the inland plains,” says 

Ingwersen, who has led the team 

since 2009. 

“Unfortunately for birds like the 

regent honeyeater, their favourite 

habitat grew on the soils and in 

the environment that is best for 

agriculture. Eighty to eighty-five per 

cent of what had been their former 

favoured habitat is now gone.”

Twenty regents were taken into 

captivity at Taronga Zoo Sydney in 1995 

as an “insurance population” in case the 

wild population became extinct. “The first 

challenge was: can you keep them?” recalls 

Michael Shiels, supervisor of the bird team 

at the zoo. Among the team’s painstaking 

efforts to create the right environment 

for the regents to breed was working 

with a company to create a powder that, 

when mixed with water, would resemble 

the regents’ favourite food, the nectar of 

particular eucalypt trees. 

The zoo population fluctuates but today 

there are about 60-70 regent honeyeaters in 

captivity, spread between Taronga’s Sydney 

campus and its sister facility, Taronga 

Western Plains Zoo Dubbo. Such was the 

success of the breeding programme that talk 

soon turned to the idea of releasing captive-

bred regents into the wild. 

harder,” says Dean Ingwersen, recovery 

coordinator for regent honeyeaters at 

BirdLife Australia. “But the fact that we now 

know this is a potential issue and we’ve got 

ways that we can try and impact it, I’m kind 

of encouraged by that.”

The Regent Honeyeater Recovery Team 

was formed in 1994 following a series of 

surveys that found that the species had 

declined to a worrying degree.

“When Europeans arrived in Australia 

there was basically continuous woodland 

between Melbourne and Sydney and 

“These birds have evolved to live in 

big flocks and that’s how they get by,” 

says Ingwersen. Living in small groups 

or as isolated individuals makes regents 

vulnerable to avian competitors such as 

noisy miners, another member of the 

honeyeater family, who chase the regents off 

their favoured territory. By releasing captive-

bred regents, as they have done every two or 

three years since 2008, the recovery team 

is seeking to “maximise the density of the 

remaining population” in order to improve 

conditions for the birds in the wild. To date, 

they’ve released a total of 316 regents – birds 

they then track using radio transmitters and 

coloured bands to assess their success living 

in the wild.

Learning to sing
“What you want to do when you’re creating 

a captive stock is to make the best bird you 

can,” says Daniel Appleby, a conservation 

biologist studying how and when captive-

bred regent honeyeaters learn their songs. 

“My approach is basically looking at ways 

How to breed 

a regent 

honeyeater in 

captivity

Breeding regent honeyeaters in 

captivity is not straightforward. When 

it comes to their breeding season, the 

keeper team at Taronga keeps close 

watch on the males and listens to their 

calls to work out when they’re ready 

to find a mate. The birds’ diet is then 

altered to mimic changes that take 

place naturally in the wild in order 

to create the right conditions for the 

female to want to nest. Providing the 

right nesting materials is something 

of an art – regent honeyeaters use 

spiderwebs as an adhesive but will 

reject all but the freshest webs. 

“I’ve seen keepers who earn 

AU$80,000 a year walking around the 

zoo with a twig collecting spiderwebs,” 

says Michael Shiels, supervisor of the 

bird team at Taronga Zoo Sydney.

Once the nest has been built and 

the female has laid eggs, the team 

must keep careful count of the passing 

days to ensure that the fledglings are 

removed from the nest at just the right 

moment. Get it wrong and the male will 

kill his offspring.
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to manipulate the sound of these captive 
birds to best reflect what the wild birds at 
the targeted release sites sound like.” By 
doing so, he hopes to be able to improve 
those birds’ chances of finding mates and 
breeding in the wild. 

Ingwersen, Shiels and the rest of the 
wider regent honeyeater conservation 
community have long been aware of the 
idiosyncrasies of regent honeyeater song. 
Birds living mainly in the Blue Mountains 
have a distinct call from those living mainly 
in the Northern Tablelands. Birds bred in 
captivity have developed their own unique 
version, distinct from both of those 
regional variations. 

Acting on a hunch that the 
song mismatch might hinder 
captive-bred birds’ attempts 
to mate with wild regents, 
the keeper team at Taronga 
started playing recordings 
of wild bird calls into the 
aviaries of juvenile regent 
honeyeaters as far back 
as 2008. They’re still 
at it today, Crates’ song 
culture work having leant 

weight to that initial hunch. What’s new 
are the methods that scientists and keepers 
are using to address the problem – and the 
urgency with which they’re tackling it. 

“Teaching the young captive males is 
the only way that we can do anything to try 
to maintain the song culture in the wild 
population,” says Crates. 

As well as playing recordings of wild calls 
to juvenile captive-bred birds, Appleby is 
exploring the impact of learning from ‘live 
tutors’ – regent honeyeaters captured from 

the wild and kept in adjacent aviaries. 
“I use the analogy with 
humans,” explains 
Ingwersen. “You can listen 
to a tape but if you’ve 

never heard the language 
before, is the person angry 

or are they happy? Because you 
don’t actually get to watch the 

expression on the face.  
That’s a question that’s 

unresolved at the moment: 
is that part of their 
learning process?”

The ultimate aim of 
Appleby’s work is to 

see “better results in released birds finding 
mates and having better survivability”, he 
explains. But even if this new research is 
successful in those terms – and it’s early 
days yet, with Appleby’s tutoring study still 
ongoing – this is just one piece of a very 
complicated conservation puzzle.  

Fighting on all fronts
Releasing birds may bolster the wild 
population but is “useless if you don’t do 
other things,” says Shiels.

Twice a year, Taronga staff and 
volunteers take part in a mass tree-planting 
programme in the Capertee Valley, 135km 

Taronga Zoo started 
playing recordings 
of wild bird calls 
into the aviaries of 
juvenile regents.



July 2021 BBC Wildlife 43

JO CAIRD is a freelance journalist 

based in the UK. You can read more 

about her writing by visiting her 

website: jocaird.com.

increasing occurrence as the climate crisis 
causes longer and more-severe droughts 
– BirdLife is using innovative methods to 
safeguard one of the birds’ favourite foods. 
Trials are currently taking place that see 
arborists clambering high into the crowns of 
eucalypt trees to recolonize their branches 
with mistletoe, a parasitic plant whose 
nectar the regent honeyeater feeds on.  
“No one’s done this at the scale we’re trying 
to,” says Ingwersen. 

Another challenge facing regents is 
nest predation by birds such as pied 
currawongs and noisy miners, as well as 
mammals including sugar gliders and 
brushtail possums – species no longer being 
challenged by predation themselves due to 
shifts higher up the food-chain. BirdLife has 
been trialling trunk collars to try to limit 
marsupials’ access to the regents’ nests. 

The final swan song?
“It really feels at the moment like this 
species is doing the death by a thousand 
cuts,” says Ingwersen. Recent regent 
honeyeater population viability analysis by 
the Difficult Bird Research Group makes 
for sobering reading, he goes on. “The 

trajectory if we do nothing is really bad. I 
could conceivably see this thing disappear 
in my lifetime.”

There is a scenario, however, in which 
regent honeyeaters could become self-
sustaining in the wild in 15 to 20 years, 
Ingwersen explains. “If we can improve 
breeding outcomes, if we can keep securing 
and restoring habitat, if we can get the 
captive breeding and the song stuff right, 
and we release enough birds regularly 
enough, there was a model that showed that 
there’s light at the end of the tunnel.”

The alternative is too grim to contemplate, 
not just for the regents but for the wider 
environment they inhabit. “We really don’t 
know what happens to this ecosystem if 
regent honeyeaters disappear. It occurs over 
such a wide range. There’s a lot of habitat 
and a lot of ecological systems and services 
that are at risk if you lose a species like the 
regent honeyeater.”

north-west of Sydney, organised by BirdLife 
Southern NSW. In the 28 years since the 
programme has been running, 272ha 
of regent honeyeater habitat has been 
revegetated, including planting more than 
100,000 trees. 

Elsewhere across south-eastern Australia, 
BirdLife engages with the community via 
training workshops and information days to 
raise awareness of the plight of the species 
and lobby on its behalf. It also works with 
government agencies to protect crucial 
parcels of land from future development.

In areas where regent honeyeater habitat 
has been damaged by forest fires – an 

Clockwise from 

top left: the seeds 

of long-flowered 

mistletoe; these 

are collected and 

then transplanted 

into spotted 

gum trees to 

help spread this 

important food 

of the regent 

honeyeater; the 

birds adjust to 

life in the wild; a 

captive-bred bird 

is held pre-release; 

Kristy Peters 

from BirdLife 

Australia records 

the position of a 

tree seeded with 

mistletoe.




