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Introduction 
 
Block 7, Section 74 Watson was originally developed as ‘Logan Village’ for housing 
workers for the construction of the new Parliament House, and later ‘National Capital 
Village’ which is now a motel. During its early development extensive plantings of 
Australian trees and shrubs were established around the permit of the site and in 
landscaped areas within its boundaries. Many of the species used in these plantings were 
not native to the Canberra area. 
 
The plantings have since matured and, as well as being aesthetically attractive, 
complement the old native trees within the site in providing fauna habitat, particularly for 
birds. Of particular interest in this respect has been the observation that several Regent 
Honeyeaters, an endangered species, were feeding in these plantings in January 1995 – 
December 1996 (Ref. 1). This report has been prepared to assess the implications of this 
observation for the proposed development.  
 
The Regent Honeyeater 
 
The Regent Honeyeater (Xanthomyza phyrgia) is listed as endangered internationally, 
nationally and in the ACT, New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland, and an Action 
Plan (No. 20) for its conservation in the ACT has been prepared (Ref. 2). 
 
The Regent Honeyeater is an irruptive and partly migratory species, its movements being 
influenced particularly by the flowering of certain eucalypts, including Yellow Box 
(Eucalyptus melliodora), which occurs naturally in the ACT, and Mugga Ironbark (E. 
sideroxylon), which is a commonly used landscaping species in Canberra. These 
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flowering eucalypts are important as a source of food during the nesting and breeding 
season. 
 
The natural habitat of the Regent Honeyeater in the Canberra area is Yellow Box-Red 
Gum grassy woodland. The dramatic decline in numbers of the species during the 
twentieth century is linked to habitat loss due to clearing of this and other woodlands. In 
Canberra, however, the Regent Honeyeater has been recorded also in urban situations 
when the nesting and feeding characteristics are suitable (Ref. 2).  
 
The ACT region lies at the maximum altitudinal limit of the Regent Honeyeater’s 
distribution (Ref. 3), with the small populations that are found in Canberra moving south 
to breed in the spring and returning northwards in autumn and winter. These movements 
are influenced by the quality of eucalypt flowering, which varies from year to year 
according to seasonal conditions. The Capertee Valley, further north in New South 
Wales, appears to be a core area for the species during poor flowering years, and bird 
banding records have shown that the birds can move between this area and the Canberra 
region (Ref. 2). 
 
North Watson Observations 
 
Because Canberra is at the limit of its natural range and eucalypt flowering here varies 
significantly with seasonal conditions, the Regent Honeyeater is only a rare summer 
visitor to the ACT and its numbers here vary from year to year. The spring of 1995 was a 
good season for Regent Honeyeater dispersal with several sightings reported around 
Canberra (Ref. 1), as well as other locations nationally (Ref. 2). The Canberra sightings 
included four breeding pairs which were nesting in mature eucalypts (mainly Blakely’s 
Red Gum, E. blakelyi) within Canberra Nature Park and the grounds of the Australian 
Heritage Village east of Antill Street in North Watson. These birds were subject to 
detailed study during that season (Ref. 1). 
 
While the Red Gums were favoured for the nest sites, the nest territories also included 
Yellow Boxes which were flowering profusely. These food sources close to the nests 
were defended by the nesting pairs against intrusion by other Regent Honeyeaters, as well 
as by other birds attempting to feed on the eucalypt nectar. Food sources further away 
from the nesting sites, including those among the cultivated ironbarks around the 
National Capital Village, were shared by the Regent Honeyeaters as well as by other 
honeyeater species and some other nectar-feeding birds. While some of the other species 
(e.g. Red Wattlebirds, Noisy Friarbirds) behaved aggressively early in the season, this 
aggression largely disappeared as the season progressed and food supplies became more 
plentiful. 
 
While the ironbarks at the National Capital Village were estimated to be only 7 to 8 years 
old at the time, they were clearly important as part of the total habitat of the Regent 
Honeyeaters, which relied on the old native woodland eucalypts for nesting and 
immediate food source. The birds were also observed foraging in some of the mature 
Yellow Box trees in grazed paddocks immediately opposite the breeding site (i.e south of 
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the National Capital Village) (Ref. 1), although there is no specific statement as to 
whether the remnant Yellow Boxes with the National Capital Village site itself were 
used.  
 
The importance of flowering depended not only in supplying nectar as a food source, but 
also in attracting insects which also appeared to form a substantial part of the diet of the 
young birds. 
 
The Regent Honeyeater has not been recorded at this North Watson site prior to or since 
the spring-summer period of 1995-96. This is consistent with the pattern of other 
observations in the Canberra area, where the birds tend to be observed in different places 
in different years. This is, however, a view that the birds may return to favoured areas 
(Ref. 4), hence it would be prudent to assume that the North Watson site would continue 
to be potential seasonal habitat for Regent Honeyeaters, as long as sufficient 
concentration of suitable flowering eucalypts remains.  
 
Implications for Regent Honeyeater Conservation 
 
The observations at North Watson, which included considerably more detail on the social 
behaviour of the Regent Honeyeaters and other interacting species, are valuable in 
illustrating the complexity of the issues relating to conservation of the species. 
 
The decline of the Regent Honeyeater nationally has been linked to the loss of box-
ironbark woodland or, in the case of the Canberra region, to loss of Yellow Box-Red 
Gum grassy woodland (Ref. 2). The latter has been declared an endangered ecological 
community under the Nature Conservation Act 1980 and an Action Plan (No. 10) has 
been prepared for its conservation (Ref. 5). This Action Plan identifies measures for 
protecting a large proportion of the remnant Yellow Box-Red Gum grassy woodland in 
the ACT, and one might assume that this would provide a generous amount of habitat for 
Regent Honeyeater conservation. However, the paucity of recent observations of the 
species in native woodland, including areas of a high quality (e.g. Mount Ainslie, 
Mulligans Flat), which are frequently monitored by ornithologists, suggest otherwise. 
There are numerous factors which could influence suitability of specific woodland areas 
(e.g. age or species diversity of the woodland trees, competition from other birds, 
continuity of suitable habitat to provide access) but detailed discussion of these is beyond 
the scope of the present paper. Rather, the immediate issue is what particular feature 
distinguishes the North Watson site from other woodland areas in the northern part of the 
ACT where the Regent Honeyeater has not been recorded.  
 
Based on the observations at North Watson and general knowledge of the species, it 
appears that the most likely factor is the Mugga Ironbarks in the plantation surrounding 
the National Capital Village site. While this tree is not native to the ACT, it is an integral 
part of the birds’ woodland habitat in other parts of Australia and is reported to be a 
favoured species in Victoria (Ref. 6) and near Armidale (Ref. 7). It is well represented in 
the dense landscape plantings around the site where it appears that seasonal conditions in 
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spring 1995 favoured the flowering of a large number of trees of the same age and this 
coincided with: 

a) favourable flowering conditions for mature Yellow Box trees nearby; and  
b) seasonal conditions which favoured the dispersal nationally of the Regent 

Honeyeater . 
 
Favourable conditions for insects as a food source for young birds may also have 
influenced the breeding success at the site, and this could depend on factors unrelated to 
the trees themselves. For honeyeater breeding to take place again at this site, it may be 
necessary for all of the above factors to coincide. This suggests that it would be necessary 
to retain a sufficient number of the planted ironbarks to support not only the Regent 
Honeyeater but other birds which may compete successfully against that species if food 
supplies are limited.  
 
Assessment of the Proposal 
 
The proposed redevelopment represents a more intensive use of the site than the existing 
motel and extends into open woodland at the rear of the site where there are some old 
woodland trees. As a result of the redevelopment, some of the plantations within the site 
would be removed, and these include some ironbarks. There would, however, be a 6-
metre building setback from the eastern boundary along Antill Street, as well as the 
southern boundary of the site, which would enable the retention of most of the perimeter 
plantations, which include many ironbarks. This a large proportion of the introduced trees 
which appear to be critical for Regent Honeyeater breeding at the site under current 
conditions would be retained, and the potential for such breeding to occur in the future 
under favourable environmental conditions appears not to be significantly affected, at 
least as a result of the direct effect of tree removal. 
 
At the time of the previous observations, the ironbarks were relatively young hence such 
trees do not need to be old to be of value. If some trees are removed, they could be 
replaced with new plantings with no loss of ecological value in the medium term. It may 
also be feasible to utilize Mugga Ironbarks for planting at other locations within the site, 
if the opportunity arises. 
 
There is the possibility that birds may be discouraged from feeding in the ironbarks 
following development of the site due to the increased number of people, the proximity 
of buildings to the trees or the presence of domestic pets. Such impacts are speculative 
only, and the species has been recorded in suburban gardens throughout Canberra (Ref. 
2). Subject to secure nesting areas being retained in areas east of Antill Street away from 
the development, the birds are still likely to visit the plantings west of the road if 
flowering conditions are favourable. 
 
The redevelopment would result in the loss of a few of the mature woodland trees 
(mainly Yellow Boxes) within the site, but has been designed to retain the majority of 
these trees. While these Yellow Boxes would provide supplementary feeding habitat, the 
previous observations do not identify them as being critical in this aspect. There are 
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numerous mature or regenerating native woodland trees within the Canberra Nature Park 
area east of Antill Street, which would be expected to provide a more secure, long-term 
supply of food. 
 
Cumulative Impacts 
 
The proposed redevelopment is just one of many current or potential proposals for urban 
development in the North Watson area. The combined effects of such development has 
previously been addressed in the planning for this area, at least in general terms, and is 
difficult to assess in the context of a single proposal.  
 
The current Territory Plan shows a road reserve (continuation of Aspinall Street) along 
the southern boundary of the site, which would separate the site from other future 
development. This road reserve would retain free access by birds to the ironbarks planted 
along the southern edge of the site, and may provide the opportunity for additional 
roadside plantings. Future developments would not affect the frontage along Antill Street, 
where many of the ironbarks are located.  
 
It is perhaps ironic that, while there is opposition in some quarters to urban development 
of North Watson because of perceived adverse impacts on ecological woodland values, 
an early stage in development of the area has created a situation which appears to have 
assisted to a small extent in the conservation of the Regent Honeyeater, the most highly 
threatened woodland bird found the ACT. The planted ironbarks appear to have been an 
important factor in the choice of this location as a successfully nesting and breeding site. 
The ornithological study of this site undertaken in 1995-96 has been valuable in adding to 
the knowledge of the species, which can only be beneficial in managing habitat for its 
survival and planning other development to minimize impacts on the species. 
 
Conclusions 
 
The proposed redevelopment represents a reasonable attempt to protect those elements of 
the site which were important in contributing to Regent Honeyeater breeding in the area 
in 1995-96, namely the introduced Mugga Ironbark plantations on the perimeter of the 
site. By retaining the majority of these trees, this would maintain an apparently suitable 
environment for future breeding. This assumes that the complementary nesting trees and 
feeding trees occurring naturally east of Antill Street would also be retained in a healthy 
condition. It is not possible to state categorically, however, that Regent Honeyeaters will 
continue to breed in the area as they may not do so even if the area was left unchanged, 
due to their low numbers in the ACT and unpredictable habitat selection. 
 
Based on existing evidence, the proposed development is not likely to have a significant 
adverse impact on the Regent Honeyeater as a nationally threatened species. It should 
therefore not require approval from the Commonwealth Environment Minister 
under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999.  
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The future of the ACT in contributing to the recovery of the Regent Honeyeater will 
depend primarily on retaining its natural habitat in sufficient area and quality. It the 
current understanding of Regent Honeyeater ecology is correct, then there should be 
numerous areas of Yellow Box-Red Gum grassy woodland throughout the ACT 
conserved under Action Plan No. 10 which should be capable of supporting this species. 
The secret to success in the recovery of the Regent Honeyeater may lie in discovering the 
optimum means of managing such areas to this end, an issue which will depend on 
ongoing observation and research in a broader woodland context. 
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