THREATENED SPECIES OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY

PARTRIDGE PIGEON (eastern subspecies)

Geophaps smithii smithii

Conservation status
Australia: Vulnerable.
Northern Territory: Vulnerable.

Description

The partridge pigeon is an
unmistakable ground-dwelling pigeon.
It is medium-sized (slightly smaller
than the feral pigeon Columbia livia),
grey-brown bird with conspicuous
white leading edge to the wing and red
bare skin on the face. It forages
entirely on the ground, and, except
when flushed in alarm, rarely flies.
The subspecies occurring in the
Northern Territory G. smithii smithii
differs from the other subspecies G. s.
blauwii (of the Kimberley) in colour of
the bare skin around the face.

Partirdge Pigeon (Photo: M Armstrong)

Distribution

The partridge pigeon occurs across
the Top End of the Northern Territory
and Kimberley. However it has
declined or disappeared from much of
the lower rainfall parts of this range
over the last century. Itis sparse in
eastern and central Arnhem Land.

Conservation reserves where
reported:

Blackmore River Conservation
Reserve, Butterfly Gorge Nature Park,

Garig Gunak Barlu National Park,
Gregory National Park, Kakadu
National Park, Litchfield National Park,
Mary River National Park, Nitmiluk
National Park, Territory Wildlife
Park/Berry Springs Nature Park,
Tjuwaliyn (Douglas) Hot Springs Park,
Umbrawara Gorge Nature Park.

Known locations of the partridge pigeon.
0 = pre 1970; - = post 1970.

Ecology

The diet of the partridge pigeon
comprises seeds, mostly of grasses
but also from Acacia and other woody
plants (Higgins and Davies 1996). Itis
largely sedentary, although may make
local-scale movements (up to 5-10 km)
in response to seasonal variations in
water and food availability (Fraser
2001). It typically occurs singly or in
small family groups, but larger
aggregations may occur, especially in
the late dry season, around water
sources. It nests on the ground,
mostly in the early dry season (Fraser
2001), with “nest” location
preferentially in sites with relatively
dense grass cover. Such sites
contrast to the relatively open (typically
burnt) areas preferred for feeding, and
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suggest that the species may be much
affected by fire regimes. Small, patchy
fires have been recommended for the
management of this species (Fraser et
al. 2003).

Partridge pigeons occur principally in
lowland eucalypt open forests and
woodlands, with grassy understoreys.

Conservation assessment

The partridge pigeon has declined
substantially in the Northern Territory,
and probably also in the Kimberley
(Johnstone 1981; Garnett and Crowley
2000; Fraser 2001), although is still
abundant in some locations (e.g. parts
of Kakadu National Park, Litchfield
National Park and Tiwi Islands:
Woinarski et al. 2003). The timing and
currency of this decline is poorly
resolved, but may have occurred
gradually over the last century
(Franklin 1999). This uncertainty
renders the fit to IUCN criteria difficult
to judge. The eastern subspecies of
partridge pigeon most closely matches
Vulnerable criterion C1 (population
size <10,000 mature individuals and
estimated continuing decline of at least
10% within 10 years), although it is
noted that Garnett and Crowley (2000)
estimated (with low reliability) that the
population was 15,000 (and
decreasing).

Threatening processes

Partridge pigeons face a number of
threats, whose relative impacts have
not been well established. As they
forage, nest and roost on the ground,
partridge pigeons are highly
susceptible to predation by feral cats.
Partridge pigeons are also dependent
upon daily access to water for
drinking, so are likely to do poorly in
relatively dry years, and will be
affected by any manipulation of water
sources.

But probably the most important
threats are the inter-related changes in
grass composition and fire regimes.
Across much of the Top End, exotic

grasses (including mission grass
Pennisetum polystachion, gamba
grass Andropogon gayanus and/or
other African and South American
grasses) have spread rapidly over
recent decades (e.g. Kean and Price
2003), and, where now present, have
greatly reduced the diversity of native
grasses. This will change the
diversity, timing and abundance of
seeds available as food to the
partridge pigeon. Fire regimes have
also changed appreciably over the Top
End (and Tiwi islands) over the last
century, and continue to change.
Traditional Aboriginal fire regimes
were probably far more patchy and
fine-scale than the regimes now
prevailing. The partridge pigeon was
probably greatly advantaged by a
regime of frequent, patchy but
localised fire, and is probably
disadvantaged by the current regime
of fewer but more extensive fires
(Fraser et al. 2003). That current
regime is now being made even more
disadvantageous by the high fuel
loads associated with exotic grasses,
that make for far hotter and more
extensive fire (Rossitter et al. 2003).

Partridge pigeons may also be
affected by the change in vegetation
composition and structure caused by
livestock and feral animals, although
the direction and magnitude of this
impact is uncertain. In some cases,
grazing by stock may create the more
open and patchy ground layer
preferred by partridge pigeons (Fraser
2001).

Partridge pigeons occur principally in
tall eucalypt open forest, and their
population will be reduced wherever
these areas are cleared. This habitat
is that currently most subjected to
conversion for horticulture or forest
plantation (Woinarski 2004a).

Conservation objectives and
management

A national recovery plan for the
eastern partidge pigeon, and other
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species, has recently been established
(Woinarski 2004b).

The major conservation management
objective is to maintain extensive
areas of eucalypt open forest with
intact native grass species
composition, and subject to a fine-
scale relatively frequent fire regime.

The basis of a monitoring program for
this species has been established in
Kakadu National Park (Fraser et al.
2003; Woinarski 2004c) and on the
Tiwi Islands (D. Baker-Gabb pers.
comm.), and maintenance or
expansion of these programs will be
necessary to provide a more informed
measure of population trends and
responses to management.

Compiled by
John Woinarski
[April 2006]

References

Franklin, D.C. (1999). Evidence of
disarray amongst granivorous bird
assemblages in the savannas of
northern Australia, a region of sparse
human settlement. Biological
Conservation 90, 53-68.

Fraser, F.J. (2001). The impacts of fire
and grazing on the Partridge Pigeon:
the ecological requirements of a
declining tropical granivore. PhD
thesis. (Australian National University,
Canberra.)

Fraser, F., Lawson, V., Morrison, S.,
Christopherson, P., McGreggor, S.,
and Rawlinson, M. (2003). Fire
management experiment for the
declining Partridge Pigeon, Kakadu
National Park. Ecological
Management and Restoration 4, 93—
101.

Garnett, S.T., and Crowley, G.M. (2000).
The Action Plan for Australian Birds.
2000. (Environment Australia:
Canberra.)

Higgins, P.J., and Davies, S.J.J.F. (1996).
Handbook of Australian, New Zealand
& Antarctic Birds. Volume 3. Snipe
to Pigeons. (Oxford University Press,
Melbourne.)

Johnstone, R.E. (1981). Notes on the
distribution, ecology and taxonomy of

the partridge pigeon (Geophaps
smithii) and spinifex pigeon
(Geophaps plumifera) in Western
Australia. Records of the Western
Australian Museum 9, 49-63.

Kean, L., and Price, O. (2003). The
extent of mission grass and gamba
grass in the Darwin region of
Australia’s Northern Territory. Pacific
Conservation Biology 8, 281-290.

Rossiter, N.A., Setterfield, S.A., Douglas,
M.M., and Hutley, L.B. (2003).
Testing the grass-fire cycle: alien
grass invasion in the tropical
savannas of northern Australia.
Diversity and Distributions 9, 169-
176.

Woinarski, J.C.Z. (2004a). The forest
fauna of the Northern Territory:
knowledge, conservation and
management. In Conservation of
Australia’s Forest Fauna (second
edition) (ed. D. Lunney). pp. 36-55.
(Royal Zoological Society of New
South Wales, Sydney.)

Woinarski, J.C.Z. (2004b). National multi-
species Recovery Plan for the
Partridge Pigeon [eastern
subspecies] Geophaps smithii smithii;
crested shrike-tit [northern (sub)-
species] Falcunculus (frontatus)
whitei; masked owl [north Australian
mainland subspecies] Tyto
novaehollandae kimberli; and masked
owl [Tiwi Islands subspecies] Tyto
novaehollandiae melvillensis, 2004-
2008. (NT Department of
Infrastructure Planning and
Environment, Darwin.)

Woinarski, J. (2004c). Threatened plants
and animals in Kakadu National Park:
a review and recommendations for
management. Report to Parks
Australia North. (PWCNT, Darwin.)

Woinarski, J., Brennan, K., Hempel, C.,
Armstrong, M., Milne, D., and Chatto,
R. (2003). Biodiversity conservation
on the Tiwi islands, Northern
Territory. Part 2. Fauna. 127 pp.
(Department of Infrastructure
Planning and Environment, Darwin.)



