Red Wattlebirds and Koels
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Postings on the chatline have included comments about the relationship between Red Wattlebirds and Eastern Koel (hereafter Koel, for simplicity).  The values of A for these species are plotted in the graph below.  
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I created a scattergram of these values and checked the value of R2 for a polynomial trend: not great at 0.64.  However, lagging the A value for Koel by 1 year gave a much better fit (R2 = 0.86).  

I don’t have the knowledge to explain the biology of this, and hopefully someone else will be able and willing to do so.  However, I have noted that while the Red Wattlebird has always been at least fairly plentiful in Canberra – show by the minimum A value >1 the abundance has increased quite markedly.  This increase is even more pronounced when looking at the number of breeding records (ie the number of Charts on which at least one breeding event has been recorded) - for Red Wattlebird.  This has rise from 7 records in the first 2 GBS years to mid – high 30s (ie approximately half the GBS Charts are now including a RWB breeding event) in the most recent years.  Thus, the increase in Ainslie noted by Michael Lenz appears symptomatic of a general increase.
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Perhaps the question that should be asked is not “Why have we got more koels?” but “Why has the breeding activity by Red Wattlebirds increased?”

A possible hiccup!

To my surprise, when consulting HANZAB I found that while Red Wattlebirds are listed in the host species they are well down the list.  40% of hosts were friarbirds (of various species) while the next two species, Figbird and Magpie-lark both contribute 18%.  

Out of a spirit of adventure I repeated the scattergrams to compare the A values of Koel and Noisy Friarbird.  There was a very low level (about 30% depending on the lags) of correlation (and it was negative rather than positive).  Give the limited distribution of Noisy Friarbirds in the GBS catchment (they are common only in Kambah, for reasons that I haven’t been able to fathom) this is probably not surprising.

Perhaps this possible contradiction is explained by the range of the Red Wattlebird being largely South of 30oS while most of the range of the Koel is North of that latitude?  The HANZAB data is based on a rather small number of records. Without checking the original material, to which I don’t have access, is it possible that Wattlebirds are the preferred hosts when their nests are available to koels?

