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years

President’s Report

By Alan Clayton

Strengthening the Three Pillars
Often when I am asked about the Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater,
I refer to what I call our three pillars:

Healthy Place, Healthy Bird and Healthy Organisation
The Healthy Place pillar refers to the size and quality of the habitat necessary to sustain nesting
Helmeted Honeyeaters in the wild. Over a century ago, the Helmeted Honeyeaters were found in
riparian swamp and swampy forest habitats throughout the Westernport and middle/upper Yarra
River catchments. While the decline in the numbers of the Helmeted Honeyeater (down to around 50
at the time the Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater was established thirty years ago) was the result
of a combination of factors, by far the most important was the relentless, ongoing, destruction of this
habitat, primarily for agricultural and associated purposes.
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Much of the activities of the Friends of the Helmeted
Honeyeater over the past three decades has been directed
towards increasing both the area and quality of habitat for
the benefit of Helmeted Honeyeaters, Lowland Leadbeater’s
Possums and the other creatures that form part of the
complex ecosystem represented by the Sedge-rich
Eucalyptus camphora Swamp; itself a threatened plant
community under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988.
In partnership with other organisations, notably including the
Judith Eardley Save Wildlife Association, the Friends have
been able to extend the area of the Yellingbo Nature

The Helmeted Honeyeater range a century ago

Conservation Reserve (YNCR). However, less than a tenth of
the YNCR represents prime habitat for breeding Helmeted Honeyeaters. Thus, a second prong of
Friends’ activities has been upgrading the quality of habitat in and around the YNCR and beyond.
This process has been fundamentally underpinned by the ongoing work of our indigenous nursery in
the propagation of plants. Several million of these plants – trees, shrubs and sedges – have been
planted by, or in conjunction with, the Friends’ group or Friends’ group activities.
The second pillar – that of Healthy Bird – is the subject of considerable commentary in this edition of
the Newsletter. From the very beginning, with the establishment of the Friends group and that of the
Helmeted Honeyeater Recovery Team 1989, a key element has been the partnership with Healesville
Sanctuary in a captive-breeding programme. Even with this valuable partnership, and accompanying
release of captive-bred birds, which has made a major contribution in the increase in the number of
Helmeted Honeyeaters in the wild, there has been a major – and increasingly urgent – issue
surrounding the genetic consequences of a relatively small population of Helmeted Honeyeaters
being effectively marooned in the YNCR. These consequences of diminished genetic diversity (what
the geneticists call ‘inbreeding depression’) include significantly lessened lifespan and dramatically
lowered fertility in this marooned population. There is a very stark take-away message from this
situation – namely, that, if we do nothing to address the issue of inbreeding depression, there is an
87 percent likelihood of the Helmeted Honeyeater becoming extinct from this factor alone. That is,
even if we did everything else perfectly (in relation to habitat restoration and other factors) we are
faced with this ticking genetic timebomb. Thanks to the work of many geneticists over many years
(including Neil Murray at LaTrobe University and Paul Sunnucks, Katherine Harrisson, Sasha Pavlova,
Sara Petrovic and Diana Robledo at Monash University) there is amazingly-sophisticated, worldleading, research being directed to this issue. Part of the fruits of this applied research can be seen,
very recently, in the latest release of captive-bred birds. This release included a number of birds that
have been cross-bred with the Helmeted Honeyeater’s nearest relative – the Gippsland sub-species
of Yellow-tufted honeyeater from which the Helmeted Honeyeater diverged probably around 56,000
years ago. I know some people may feel qualms that this seems like creating a new bird. However, in
the original range, colonies of Helmeted Honeyeaters sometimes existed side by side with those of its
Gippsland cousin and, indeed, there are records of this proximate relationship up until the Ash
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Wednesday fires with Helmeted Honeyeater populations outside the YNCR, including at Upper
Beaconsfield and Cockatoo. The genetic record indicates a level of gene flow from the Gippsland
cousin to Helmeted Honeyeaters over time. What is being done here is a re-establishment of the
limited gene flow that existed before the Ash Wednesday fires.
Our third pillar is that of Healthy Organisation. Thanks to the leadership of people like Bob Anderson
and decades of work of a host of dedicated volunteers, we have the wonderfully vibrant Friends’
group that operates today. The effectiveness of the Friends’ model – around 150 regular volunteers in
the nursery and field assistant programmes working in conjunction with five immensely experienced
and talented part-time staff – is not something that we (as a Committee of Management) take for
granted. Late last year we undertook a major survey of volunteers to obtain feedback as to what is
being done well and what we can do better. Very shortly – on Saturday 14 September – we will be
holding our Annual General Meeting at the Monbulk Living and Learning Centre (see the website for
further details). Not only does a very warm welcome go out to everyone to come and hear what has
happened over the last twelve months, we welcome participation in our work in other ways. This
includes joining the Committee of Management. We are always looking for people with a passion for
our work and who have skills in finance, fundraising, web and IT support, education (and, indeed,
any other area) to think of joining the Committee. If anyone is so interested, I would welcome a chat
(president@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au or 0411245425).

Out in the Field

By Bruce Quin

Helmeted Honeyeater 2019/2020 Breeding Season
Volunteer Field Assistants have located two Helmeted Honeyeater nests to
date in Yellingbo Nature Conservation Reserve (YNCR) and while one may
have already been abandoned, egg laying has probably occurred at the second because Bruce
Tardif saw the female copulate with a male on 19th August. Two Helmeted Honeyeaters have required
Veterinary attention at Healesville Sanctuary’s Australian Wildlife Health Centre (AWHC) recently. A
male was noticed by Gretchen Szabat and Steve Garth to be holding up his right leg on 31st July
2019. He subsequently avoided our detecting until the 3rd August when an injury was confirmed. He
was captured the next day and staff at the AWHC treated him for a swollen foot joint and lacerated
lower leg (cause unknown). He was returned to Cockatoo Swamp on 6th August by Sarah Silcocks.
On that day Sarah noticed a female with unusual preening behaviour that on further observation, was
determined to be because of the bird missing approximately 4mm of its lower bill tip. AWHC
Veterinary staff determined that it was an old injury and she was in good condition and consequently
returned to Cockatoo Swamp the next day.
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2019 Release of Captive-bred Helmeted Honeyeaters and Genetic Rescue
An enormous amount of work by numerous people (volunteers and agency
staff) has been required to develop and implement the program for the 2019
release of captive-bred birds into Yellingbo. Prior to the releases beginning,
each of the 36 birds has been individually coloured-banded (Andrew
Silcocks), had its morphometrics measured (me), been colour assessed
(Amy Tipton) and the data recorded (Sue Tardif). It is at this point in this
article I refer you to another article by Monash University PhD Student Diana
Robledo Ruiz in this edition of HeHo Herald that provides a comprehensive
background on Diana’s research and the genetic rescue being undertaken.
The 36 birds comprise 32 bred at Healesville Sanctuary and one Helmeted
Honeyeater that was rescued as a chick from a Yellingbo nest judged to be
very prone to predation and it was subsequently raised by captive foster
parents. Additionally, three of the Helmeted Honeyeater’s closest relative,

Andrew Silcocks colour-banding
birds pre-release

the Yellow-tufted Honeyeater (subspecies gippslandicus), collected from

Image: A. Silcocks

Licola in Autumn 2017, are part of the release group. 26 of the 36 birds were produced during the
2018/2019 breeding season, while the other 10 are at least two years of age. Further, 20 are birds
produced via crosses of Helmeted Honeyeaters and these Yellow-tufted Honeyeaters. The resulting
offspring have effectively had their genetic diversity enhanced via this gene pool mixing and so
releasing them into Yellingbo will increase genetic diversity of the wild Helmeted Honeyeater
population. The 2019 release program is to occur over a three–week period and in fact, the first
releases happened on 15th August. Part of the design of the program has been to release mostly
genetic rescue birds into existing Helmeted Honeyeater colonies in the hope that they will gain
breeding positions during the 2019/2020 breeding season and thus re-commence the low level of
gippslandicus genetic influence in Yellingbo Helmeted Honeyeaters.
A creek system within Yellingbo NCR where Helmeted
Honeyeaters occurred naturally until the late 1970’s was
chosen for the release of 11 birds across two sites, including
nine from Helmeted Honeyeater pairings. Seven other
individuals were released on the same day at a Cockatoo
Swamp site with a small colony of Helmeted Honeyeaters. This
group included two ‘pairings’ (a male and a female that had
been housed together but not necessarily fully-bonded)
2019 new reintroduction site habitat; last
occupied by Helmeted Honeyeaters in the late
1970s.

Image: B Quin

comprising a Helmeted Honeyeater and a Licola Yellow-tufted
Honeyeater (subspecies gippslandicus), and other genetic
rescue birds. Three days post-release, 16 of the 18 birds were
accounted for. It was two of the Licola Yellow-tufted

Honeyeaters that were not positively recorded, but these individuals could be largely relying on
natural foods and therefore foraging further afield. At the new sites, nest material has been carried by
a least two of the females providing hope that breeding will occur at them this season. Also, very
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pleasing is that all 18 birds were subjected to the first ever “hard releases” of captive birds, being
transferred from Healesville Sanctuary to Yellingbo and released without any housing in an on-site
aviary. Meanwhile, plans are underway for the release of seven birds (six from gene pool mixing and
the individual rescued as a nestling from Cockatoo Swamp during the 2018/2019 breeding season)
into an existing colony on yet another Yellingbo NCR creek system tomorrow (23rd August). In the
previous edition of HeHo Herald I described the collection of eight Yellow-tufted Honeyeaters
(gippslandicus) from Noojee State Forest to continue the genetic rescue work. Healesville
Sanctuary’s captive-breeding program required three males and two females. To our surprise, the
group of eight collected only had one female and this shortfall required adjustments to intended
pairings in captivity by Sanctuary staff, but each of the Noojee gippslandicus is to be paired with a
Helmeted Honeyeater. The four ‘surplus’ males were returned to their Noojee site where at least two
other Yellow-tufted Honeyeaters greeted them.

The next stages- monitoring the outcomes of genetic rescue
As genetic rescue in the wild population of Helmeted Honeyeaters unfolds (including the 2019
release of individuals produced in captivity from gene-pool mixing with their closest relative, the
Yellow-tufted Honeyeater “gippslandicus”, its sister subspecies), we will continue the efforts of the
last 30 years to monitor the success of birds, but also add a new component – what happens to their
genomes?
Under a research grant funded by the Australian Research Council and supported by partners
including Zoos Victoria and the Victorian Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning,
Monash PhD candidate Diana Robledo is conducting some of the most sophisticated genomic
analysis of genetic rescue worldwide. Diana’s work has four main components:

1

Understanding how Helmeted Honeyeaters choose their mates. Do they tend to pair with
mates who will minimize the inbreeding levels of their offspring? Or do they need a little
‘guidance’ to get better outcomes for the genetics of the population?

2

Improving the understanding of the evolutionary separation of Helmeted Honeyeaters from the

3

Understanding the nature of genetic variation in Helmeted Honeyeaters, including ‘what makes
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Tracking what happens to the genome of Helmeted Honeyeaters during genetic rescue, in

rest of the species. How long ago did they separate? How much has their population size
varied? How much mixing has there been with the other subspecies?
a Helmeted Honeyeater a Helmeted Honeyeater?’ and ‘good genes / bad genes: can
particularly beneficial and particularly harmful genes be identified or quantified?’
particular, how much ‘Helmeted Honeyeaterness’ is retained, and how it is related to their
reproductive success and survival.

However, although genes and genomes are all very well, as nature enthusiasts we are also interested
in what we can see, such as differences in size, colour, shape and features of wildlife. During genetic
rescue, as well as ensuring we maintain ‘Helmeted Honeyeaterness’ at the genome level, we also
want to ensure the appearance of the bird is not diluted through our efforts. Kaspar Delhey (Monash
University) is an expert on bird coloration, and has provided equipment and trained our talented
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volunteer, Amy Tipton, so that we can monitor and compare the plumage of pure and genetically
more diverse individuals, and see how that tracks through time.
The inbreeding depression research by Monash University Genetics student Sara Petrovic was
completed and Sara has provided some interesting commentary on her results to Sue Tardif in this
edition of HeHo Herald. On behalf of the Recovery Team, many thanks to Sara for her highly
important study on the Helmeted and Yellow-tufted Honeyeaters and it was exciting for Volunteer
Field Assistants and I to be a part of this field work! The 2019 reintroduction program at Yellingbo
NCR comprises the largest group of birds released in a year and has the critical genetic rescue
element to it to combat the effects of inbreeding
depression in the wild population of Helmeted

As always, a massive thank you for the highly

Honeyeaters. An update will be provided in the

valued work that Volunteers do for the Recovery

next HeHo Herald.

Program -Bruce

Amy Tipton conducting colour
assessments with Healesville
Sanctuary’s Lisa Vassos.

Amy measuring the colour of an
individual pre-release.

Bruce undertaking detailed
morphometric measurements.

Image: B. Quin
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With a little help from our friends…

By Dorothy Scott

Winter has seen the Public Fund of the Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater
successfully securing support for a range of our activities, and Spring is
promising to be equally productive.

Specialist Seed Storage Facility

From the Faunal Emblems community
grants we received $10,000 from DELWP

toward a specialist seed storage facility and cool room, adding to the $8,421
we had raised ourselves through generous donations from individual members
and volunteers, Together for Wildlife, and the Kate and Stephen Shelmerdine
Family Foundation. We reached our goal! Thank you everyone who helped to
achieve this. We hope it won’t be too long before it is installed.
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Beyond Yellingbo

Under the leadership of Gaye Gadsden, a project jointly
managed by FoHH, John’s Hill Landcare, Macclesfield
Landcare and Monbulk Landcare, is engaging private

landowners along waterways beyond the YNCR, in habitat restoration. The original project – Y2B
(Yellingbo to Butterfield) now has bigger horizons, aimed at extending and restoring habitat outside
YNCR – hence the new title of Beyond Yellingbo! New funding has just been received to support this:
•

$11,000 from the Faunal Emblems community grants

•

$10,000 from the Australian Community Foundation (second year of funding)

•

$21,000 from the Helen McPherson Smith Trust (third and final year of funding)

An additional $1,900 was received from the Faunal
Emblems community grants for a basic equipment kits for

Support for Field Assistants

field assistants, and $500 was donated by Bracton
Consulting for waterproof clothing.

Filmmakers offer their in-kind support

We have been so fortunate to receive generous pro-bono
assistance from three film makers to document our activities
and help communicate this to a wider audience. A lovely

film on engaging local landowners in the Y2B project was recently made by Roger Qureitem. There
are two new exciting films being planned: one on the field assistant program to be made by Mel and
Ric Rowland; and another by Anne and John Morton which will highlight the work of volunteers from
seed collecting to plant propagation and revegetation.
Equity Trustees (Hazel and Arthur Bruce Bequest) has given
us $15,000 to build on the Volunteer Engagement project

Community Education & Engagement

they supported in 2018. For the next year we will
be reaching out to communities within a 30km
radius/30-minute drive of Yellingbo. We hope to
create a network of members and supporters to
“adopt a patch” within this district to help display
posters, distribute leaflets in libraries, cafés, and
community centres etc, to share the conservation
message and encourage new volunteers.
Dorothy Scott,
On behalf of the Public Fund Committee.

Amy and Dorothy presenting FoHH Volunteer Engagement
Study at Volunteering Victoria Conference on 21 June.

e) dorothy@avonsfield.com.au p) 5968 4103

Image: Volunteering Victoria
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Reveg Rambles

By Richard Case

The 19th of May began with morning fog in the valley, the Sun just coming through.
Cold with a promise of warmth. High clouds and still. We went out seed collecting and at our first
spot found fair quantities of Bushy Needlewood and lesser amounts of Yellow, Furze and Dagger
Hakeas, Small Grass-tree and Silver Banksia.
On to our next spot where an Eastern

As Autumn turned to Winter, we have been collecting and

Swamphen wandered across the nearby

cleaning seed and planting for our wildlife - Richard

paddocks as we arrived. About five Eastern
Grey Kangaroos bounded through the bush as

we started. There was a similar range of species here to the previous site but as time was limited we
decided to concentrate on the most difficult one, Dagger Hakea, getting a good amount of this fiddly
shrub. We also collected rubbish from the bush including pre-1960 car bits.
Back at the Nursery, we set the seed up to dry and then went for a brief walk down Shaw Road. In
the bush to our side, a Black Wallaby thumped a few paces each time we drew closer on our parallel
paths. Midges danced in the fading sunlight. We came across a mixed feeding flock comprising a
Superb Fairy-wren family; a Brown Thornbill flock; a lone White-throated Treecreeper; two Tasmanian
Grey Fantails; a Grey Shrike-thrush; an Eastern Yellow Robin; and a gaggle of Brown-headed
Honeyeaters. Low down, three huddled together and others hanging upside down, their calls
differing from the related White-naped Honeyeater. We continued and further along, a Golden
Whistler called “SEE-EP!”, a lonesome, unanswered contact call that always reminds me of the colder
months. Returning, we heard an Eastern Spinebill, the Harbinger of Autumn in these lowlands.
The 16th of June was a bit different as we were immobilised by car problems. So we cleaned seed
throughout the morning and talked of many things. Over lunch we went for a walk and amongst
others, saw a White-eared Honeyeater, magnificent against the dull green of the foliage and
Welcome Swallows working hard over the Shaw Road wetland. A Crescent Honeyeater called once,
tantalizing, then no more. And the froggies were calling- Brown Tree Frog, Common Froglet and
Victorian Smooth Froglet. Back to work we continued with the seed but in the end had only gone
through half of it. The 14th of July was a big planting day hosted by Friends of Leadbeater’s Possum
on Cockatoo Creek. It was a cool day with lots of rain following a rainy week, great for the plants. No
so great for the wildlife, I only remember seeing Magpies, Grey Shrike-thrush, Little Raven and the
odd leech. I think we put 2000 plants in with 38 people and a great BBQ lunch put on by the
Leaddies. The 11th of August didn’t begin too brightly. Our proposed planting site was under water.
The second job on the agenda was also likely inundated. Snow was forecast to 600m, it was four
degrees, raining and Woori Yallock Creek was still rising, 1.9m at Parslows Bridge. So, following a
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Reveg Dates
th

Sunday 8 September
th

Sunday 13 October

wise suggestion, we spent the day cleaning the remainder of
the seed we started in June. At the Nursery, Brown Thornbills
were foraging and giving their usual warble call. One of them
was also giving a distinct “WICKY-DOO!”, which sounded like
a competent imitation of a Stubble Quail. I’ve heard them do
this once before, long ago. We used to get Stubble Quail

Sunday 10th November

calling commonly here in Spring and Summer but I haven’t

Sunday 8th December

from an area where Stubble Quail were more common last

All events start at 10am from the Nursery
1217 Macclesfield Rd
(Melway Map 305 G11)
All reveg events are automatically cancelled if winds are
forecast to reach gusts of 50 kph or severe, extreme,
total fire ban or code red are forecast for the Central
District. Please check with the Bureau of Meteorology at
5pm the day before.

heard them for a while now. Could the Thornbill have travelled
Summer? While following these musings, a Swamp Harrier
circled over the paddocks and then wafted over toward Lake
Yellingbo, where the distant but indignant call of a Masked
Lapwing betrayed its presence. You will be pleased to know
we worked diligently during the day and got through most of
our seed. On the way home, I dropped back in to Parslows
Bridge. The first depth marker was now underwater and the
second read 2.1m, an increase of 20cm throughout the day.
The creek had spilled out into the floodplain where it formed a

disorderly queue to gurgle just under the bridge on the south (lower) side.

Annual General Meeting

Please join the Friends of Helmeted Honeyeaters on

Saturday 14 September at 12.30am- 4pm
at Monbulk Living and Learning Centre, 21 Main Street Monbulk
Feel free to bring your lunch to eat prior to the proceedings which begin at 1.30pm. A
functioning kitchen, crockery and cutlery is available. Afternoon tea will be provided.

Speaker – Dr. Melanie Birtchnell presenting
Ecological literacy and its role in community-led conservation
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Coordinator’s Column
By Melanie Birtchnell
Hello Friends!

I am thrilled to have joined the team here at FoHH HQ –
I started in the role of Environmental Coordinator in April (after Cecilia took on a

new role elsewhere at the end of December) and have hit the ground running! I have a background
in ecological research, environmental planning, tertiary/adult education and ecological consulting, as
well as several years as a loyal volunteer with the Friends of Warrandyte State Park (FOWSP). I am so
happy to be working with the Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater, sharing my skills and learning
many new ones. My husband and three children are enjoying their new roles in the team, too! Thank
you to everyone, including Sue, Michelle, Shirley, Gaye, Bruce Quin, Simon Dent, the volunteers and
the two committees, for welcoming and supporting me so warmly.
The popular Ambassador programme continues this year. Our first group of primary students
enjoyed their visit to the Reserve so much, they begged their principal to let them stay forever! I look
forward to their future visits in the coming months. I am exploring opportunities to expand the
Ambassador programme to additional primary schools and have been working with FoHH committee
member Gretchen Szabat on developing a secondary education programme. Exciting times as we
forge new relationships to expand community awareness around conservation imperatives.
Meanwhile, with rains finally soaking the parched Yellingbo soils, habitat restoration is in full swing.
We are focussing on two main planting sites this year: Parslows Bridge and Burrungma Biik (adjacent
to the 3.2ha site). During the past three months, we have joined with primary and secondary schools,
tertiary institutions, scout groups and other community groups/members to plant thousands of plants,
all sourced from our fantastic FoHH nursery. Thank you to Michelle and Shirley, and all the
volunteers, who have worked so hard to ensure our keen planting groups have plenty of tubestock to
plant. I am working with contractors to prepare more areas within Parslows Bridge and Burrungma
Biik to ensure we have plenty of space in which to plant for years to come! If you and your friends
and/or work colleagues would like a special day out, planting vital habitat for the future, please let me
know!
Since commencing in my role, I have met so many lovely, passionate
people: staff and volunteers within FoHH, as well as the many people
in organisations with which we collaborate. Through these incredible
volunteer networks and extensive inter-organisational collaborations,
FoHH has a unique and vital position in creating real change in our
communities and the broader population. I look forward to working
with all our Friends to help everyone be the change we all want to see
in the world. As well, I look forward to meeting you as I continue
enjoying my work with the Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater.
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Revegetation planning
Image: M. Faram

Film
Premiere
A Celebration of 2 years of Y2B
Take a look at the film and be inspired by the potential contribution that private landholders can make to
biodiversity conservation
www.helmetedhoneyeater.org.au/about-us/projects-and-partnerships/

A large group of participating landholders came along to the premiere screening
of the short film on the From Yellingbo to Butterfield (Y2B) Project, produced by

By Gaye Gadsden

Roger Qureitem. Some of them were the stars! Guests were shown images of
some of the 350ha+ of very high conservation value bushland that remains on private land along the
Woori Yallock Creek, between Yellingbo and Butterfield. Landscape scale maps were shown to
demonstrate to landholders how important their contribution is to the long term future of the Helmeted
Honeyeater and the vast biota that is still hanging on in this area. The deep sense of satisfaction that
comes with contributing a piece to the puzzle was palpable in the room.
Before and after images of implemented works showed the breadth of conservation action being
undertaken by landholders; weed control, pest animal control, fencing of remnant bushland, fencing
and revegetating gullies and dams, erosion control and deer proof fencing to protect substantial
revegetation projects. Some 5,000 plants are now in the ground and the volunteer hours worked by
HeHo nursery volunteers have helped leverage funding for contractor planting on large projects.
The support for the Project, Project Officer and on-ground works from key stakeholder agencies has
been overwhelming. Melbourne Water have contributed to the Project Officer wage and some $70K
to on-ground works. The Port Phillip and Westernport CMA secured National Landcare Funding to
implement $85K of on-ground works and further funding to develop a consultant (Ian Smales) led
Management Plan for the Y2B area. Yarra Ranges Council have paid for plants, guards and stakes
and secured State Biodiversity Response Planning for some $200K of on-ground works across the
next 2 years. A $23K DELWP Community Grant funded the rehabilitation of a large 1ha wetland on
the Woori Yallock Creek near the Trout Farm.
Y2B has also received a number of philanthropic grants (see With a Little Help from our Friends on
page 6). Through this support and level of interest from landholders and agencies we are now able to
expand the Project to encompass areas ‘Beyond Yellingbo’. Macclesfield Creek is the focus for the
next 12 months.
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A privileged role

By Sue Tardif & guest writer Sara Petrovic
Sharing the HeHo World
Sara joined as a Volunteer Field Assistant in April 2017. At the time, Sara was planning an Honours
project on Helmeted Honeyeaters with the Monash University team who advise on the genetic
aspects of the HeHo recovery. Sara was looking to gain some field experience that would help with
her yet to be determined project. Two years down the track, I asked Sara if she could tell you all
about not just the results of her project, but
It was a joy for me to read Sara’s article, and I’m sure

about the human side of it. What was the

you will enjoy reading it too. Thank you Sara! - Sue

experience like for her?

-Bruce
NB- Sara refers to this year’s release of captive bred birds. The release of 36 individuals is happening across 4 different days in Aug-Sept. In the field program we won’t
be identifying any of the birds as ‘different’, because they aren’t. They are all Helmeted Honeyeaters (Lichenostomus melanops cassidix, apart from three L. m.
gippslandicus in this group. The HeHo Recovery Team will know the parentage of all birds (as we do for all individual birds across the wild and captive population), but
we are purposefully wanting to prevent any unintentional bias coming through in our field observations. Having said that, over to Sara!

by Sara Petrovic

Like many of you, I have found myself charmed and captivated by the incredibly
charismatic helmeted honeyeater. My Honours project gave me the immense
privilege and pleasure of working on the species as I explored how inbreeding

affected sperm quality, and what the outcomes of the captive breeding program were. It is this
second component of my project that I’d like to focus on in this article.
The 2018-2019 breeding program at Healesville Sanctuary was unusual as it involved a mix of pure
helmeted honeyeaters pairs, hybrid pairs (yellow-tufted honeyeater x helmeted honeyeater), and
backcross pairs (hybrid x helmeted honeyeater). We were interested in comparing the reproductive
success (that is, the number of offspring produced) for the three different cross types. What we found
was that hybrid and backcross pairs laid significantly more clutches and eggs than pure helmeted
honeyeater pairs. This meant that hybrid and backcross pairs had better reproductive success than
the pure helmeted honeyeater pairs.
Helmeted honeyeaters currently exhibit very low – and still
declining – genetic diversity, which has detrimental impacts on
fertility and survival. It has been identified as one of the major

But why are we crossing the two subspecies,
and what do these results mean?

obstacles impeding their recovery. To put this in context, a
recent study found that during their lifetime, the most inbred bird would produce 90% fewer
fledglings than the most outbred bird! What is even more concerning, with no intervention on our
part, genetic diversity is expected to continue to decline, and the problems associated with it could
eventually cause the helmeted honeyeater to face extinction. We expect that crossing helmeted
honeyeaters and yellow-tufted honeyeaters will improve the health and longevity of the individuals in
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the population, because the introduction of new individuals with new genes will bolster genetic
diversity. This technique – the introduction of outbred individuals into an inbred population of
concern – is known as genetic rescue.

Genetic rescue has had widespread success

What is unusual in our case though, is that there is only one
remaining population of helmeted honeyeaters left, which

with numerous other species when undertaken

means that our source of outbred individuals will instead have

for conservation purposes – for example, with

the yellow-tufted honeyeater (L. m. gippslandicus).

to come from their next closest relative - another subspecies of

mountain pygmy possums in Mt. Buller, and

Historically, these two subspecies interbred in the wild when

South Island robins in New Zealand.

establish this gene flow, the aim is not to create a new

their distributions overlapped. What we want to do is rehybridized species, but rather to introduce just enough new

genes into the population that it will alleviate inbreeding effects, but not so many that we lose the
characteristics that make the helmeted honeyeater unique. This does entail some risk. If the two
subspecies are too diverged from one another – either genetically or geographically - it is possible
that hybrid offspring will have lower survival and fertility than the parental lineages. For this reason, it
is important to evaluate the outcome of genetic rescue trials conducted in captivity prior to
implementing the technique in the wild. The good news for the helmeted honeyeater is that we didn’t
detect any detrimental effects following genetic rescue in this study, instead, the results appear
promising as they suggest improved reproductive success following genetic rescue.
This year’s release of captive-bred birds into the wild will include yellow-tufted honeyeater, hybrid,
and backcross individuals, and our hope, of course, is that the influx of new individuals will increase
genetic diversity in the helmeted honeyeater population and help foster a healthier, more resilient
population. For my part, I am left feeling hopeful, not only because these results suggest reason to
hope, but also because of the passionate and committed team of people who have given so much of
themselves to the recovery of this species. It has been a privilege to play a small part in this new
chapter of the helmeted honeyeater recovery, and I keenly look forward to seeing how the rest of the
story unfolds.

“Hope” is the thing with feathers
That perches in the soul –
And sings the tune without the words –
And never stops - at all.
Sara Petrovic taking Yellow Tufted
Honeyeater measurements.

Emily Dickinson

Image: L. Austin

Sara Petrovic sampling Heho sperm
under Bruce Quin’s supervision.
Image: A. Silcocks
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Nursery News
By Michelle Faram

There have been lots of volunteers attending all nursery days throughout June, July and
now into August. It is also great to see so many new volunteers amongst the long time
regulars. Since the beginning of March we have been concentrating on production of
plants from cuttings with only a small amount of seed sowing being undertaken, mostly the grasses
and members of the daisy family which germinate well at that time of year and grow quickly. The
berry type fruits, such as Muttonwood Myrsine howittiana, Prickly Currant Coprosma quadrifida, and
Tree Violet Melicytus dentata which were sown in May are now germinating well and we will begin
pricking them out into individual tubes in the coming weeks. There is also seedlings of Clematis
aristata sown last October, which have now germinated and are ready for
potting. It obviously pays to be very patient. There have also been good
results from our cutting production and we have reaped our reward with lots
of different species being potted up over the past couple of months. Correa’s,
Bauera, Epacris, Hakea’s, Platylobium and Grevillea’s to name but a few.
Germinating fruit of Myrsine howittiana

August will see the start of lots of seed sowing when the bulk of our
production gets underway for the 2020 autumn planting season.
Plant sales have been going well on the nursery open days, which now
includes Fridays, as well as Tuesdays and Thursdays. It is proving quite a
challenge to keep the sales area full of plants as we are also being kept busy
with our plant orders. The area is ever evolving and with new plant species
coming online including a range of ferns. There is always something to

Fast growing Ozothamnus and Cassinia

choose from. Plant orders are still being put together and at last count we
had ten orders awaiting collection, eight orders almost complete and a
further seventeen orders needing to be completed by the end of September.
There is also a large volume of plants required for a Parks Victoria project at
Youngs Swamp on Cockatoo Creek, within the Yellingbo Reserve and for the
Friends own revegetation program overseen by Melanie, who has been
getting lots of plants in at the Parslow’s Bridge. Late Winter and Spring are a

Plant orders ready for collection

lovely time of year at the nursery. The freshly pricked out seedlings and
potted cuttings put on new growth almost immediately and the tiredness of
late winter is a distant memory as our garden springs to life. Acacia
decurrens is also flowering along with the creeping, purple flowered,
Hardenbergia violacea. As Spring draws closer there will be many other

Flowering Hardenbergia violacea
Images: M. Faram

species bursting in to flower, creating
a bird and insect feeding frenzy.
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We look forward to seeing you at
the nursery soon - Michelle

Landcare Network News

By Anne Fitzpatrick

Dam Management Workshop
Despite a chilly 2 degrees start to the day on Sunday
23rd June, 37 hardy souls attended the Dam
Management Workshop at Lake Waterford- Macclesfield Dam. Participants met to hear from 4
speakers on dam maintenance habitat values and design. Kerri Goschnick (DEDJTR), Rowan Hore
(Melbourne Water), Gabe Marsden (Habitat Creations) and
Phillip Johnson (Landscape designer) all shared their
expertise and knowledge.

Upcoming Events

Fencing 101 Workshop

Tradescantia Biological

YRL Network Quarterly Meeting

Sunday 6th October

Control Workshops

Friday 15th November

Dixon’s Creek

October

AGM, Lilydale Lake

Registrations opening September

Northern part of the shire

Hosts, YRLN

2 CSIRO community workshops

For inquiries contact Landcare Facilitator- Anne Fitzpatrick e) landcare@yrl.org.au p) 0488 766 113

Thank-you

Donations are very important to us and help support the variety of
conservation activities FoHH undertakes for our special bird. So our
thanks go to the generosity of...

Kate & Stephen Shelmerdine Family Foundation Amy Tipton Beryl Hubschmann Kath
Kean Graeme & Marilyn Edwards WK Together for Wildlife (Peter Hannaford) 30th
Anniversary Symposium Phil Johnston Anne Taylor Richard Case The Case Family
Marjorie Case Michelle Faram & Robin Young Chloe Webb Jennie Epstein DELWP
Woori Yallock Primary School Ritchies Stores Buttigieg Family Robyn Anker Karen
Thomas David and Jill Parris Vivian Price Bracton Consulting and all those
contributors to stamp donations!

If you shop at IGA, you can nominate
FoHH on your Community Benefits
Card and 0.5% of your shopping
docket will be directed to us.

FoHH would like to acknowledge the
ongoing support from Yarra Ranges
Shire for printing and distribution of
the Heho Herald.
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Contacts
Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater Office & Nursery
Address 1217 Macclesfield Road, Yellingbo 3139
Post PO Box 131 Woori Yallock 3139
p 5964 8341
e info@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au
www.helmetedhoneyeater.org.au

Committee Members
President Alan Clayton e) president@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Vice President vacant
Secretary Stephen Garth e) secretary@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Treasurer Suzanne Cox
e) treasurer@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au General Members Bruce Quin, Robin Young, Sue
Bendel, Richard Case, Shan Jasotharan, Gretchen Szabat, Mariea Pacheco

Support roles
DELWP Ornithologist Bruce Quin Works & Reveg Coordinator Richard Case Nursery
Manager Michelle Faram e) plantnursery@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Webmaster Stephen
Garth e) webmaster@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Environmental Coordinator Melanie
Birtchnell e) environmentalcoordinator@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Merchandise Debbie
Mitchell Field Volunteer Coordinator Sue Tardif Fundraising Coordinator Dorothy Scott e)
dorothy@avonsfield.com.au Landcare Facilitator Anne Fitzpatrick m) 0488 766 113 e)
facilitator@yrl.org.au Newsletter Editor Melanie Treweek Dunn e)
newsletter@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au

FoHH respectfully acknowledge the Wurundjeri People as the Traditional Custodians of the lands
known as Yellingbo Nature Conservation Reserve. We recognise their continuing connection to
land, water and wildlife and pay our respect to Elders past, present and emerging.
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