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Trialing captive-releases of the critically 
endangered regent honeyeater in NE Victoria, 
Australia 
 

Dean Ingwersen1 & Glen Johnson2  
 

1 - Regent Honeyeater Recovery Coordinator, BirdLife Australia, 60 Leicester St, 
Carlton, Victoria, Australia dean.ingwersen@birdlife.org.au 

2 - Senior Biodiversity Officer, Department of Environment, Land, Water and 
Planning, 1 McKoy St, Wodonga, Victoria, Australia glen.johnson@delwp.vic.gov.au 
 
Introduction 
Formerly ranging across south-eastern Australia from southern Queensland to 
South Australia, the range and population of the regent honeyeater (Anthochaera 
phrygia) has diminished substantially due to habitat loss, degradation and 
competition. Once estimated as occurring in the thousands the current population 
is considered to be as low as 400 birds, and as a result it is now listed by the 
IUCN as Critically Endangered. A national Regent Honeyeater Recovery Team 
coordinates a broad range of initiatives as part of the national Recovery Plan to 
address the species decline. Detailed studies of habitat requirements, breeding 
biology and genetics have been undertaken, while studies of distribution and 
movement patterns are ongoing. These results have informed habitat 
management, including the protection and restoration of key habitat throughout 
the species range. A captive population is 
now well established with Taronga Zoo the 
key ‘breeding for release’ institution and 
manager of the species’ studbook and 
breeding program. The recovery team has 
recently trialed releasing captive-bred birds 
into the wild in north-east Victoria, in an effort 
to evaluate the effectiveness of the technique 
in producing birds fit for survival in the wild, 
and ultimately as a step to arrest the decline 
of the species. 
 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: To evaluate gross survival of 

captive-bred regent honeyeaters released 
into the wild. 

x� Goal 2: To evaluate survival of different 
cohorts of captive-bred regent honeyeaters 
released into the wild (e.g. young cf. old, 
male cf. female). 

x� Goal 3: To determine if captive-released 
birds are able to integrate into the wild 
population. Regent honeyeater 
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x� Goal 4: To develop a monitoring program using community member 
assistance to evaluate success of the captive releases. 

x� Goal 5: To restore a self-sustaining wild population of regent honeyeaters. 
 
Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: Survival rate of birds is higher than 70% for each release at 10 

weeks post-release. 
x� Indicator 2: There is no difference in survival for any factor evaluated (age & 

sex). 
x� Indicator 3: Captive-released birds integrate with wild birds; calling, foraging 

and moving around the landscape together. 
x� Indicator 4: Monitoring program is well instituted and allows for daily monitoring 

of all birds known to be in the vicinity of the release site. 
x� Indicator 5: The population decline of regent honeyeaters stops. 
  
Project Summary 
Feasibility: The regent honeyeater is a medium-sized black and yellow 
honeyeater now considered most closely related to Australasian wattlebirds, and 
is a charismatic bird of box and ironbark woodlands of south-eastern mainland 
Australia. It has declined substantially over the years, largely as the favored 
habitat has been selectively cleared from the most fertile parts of the landscape to 
make way for stock and crop production. A small trial release of regent 
honeyeaters was conducted in the Capertee Valley, NSW, in 2000. A total of nine 
birds were released into a fragmented rural landscape and most failed to either 
survive the initial post-release period, or moved beyond monitoring range. 
Husbandry and field techniques were altered subsequently, with a view to 
releasing birds into a more intact environment.  
 
Three trial captive-releases have since been conducted in north-east Victoria, 
Australia, within the boundary of the Chiltern-Mt. Pilot National Park. The first 

release was conducted in 
2008, with subsequent 
releases in 2010 and 
2013. The 2008 project 
saw 27 birds released into 
the wild, with the aim of 
evaluating the survival of 
birds post-release, and 
also to investigate any 
potential differences in 
survival driven by the age 
or sex of an individual. 
Across all releases there 
has been no obvious 
effect of age or sex. Short-
term survival (10 weeks 
post-release) has been 
higher than 70%.  Pre-release holding tents 
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Implementation: A national recovery effort for the regent honeyeater has been in 
effect since 1994, working to redress habitat loss and modification, increased 
competition with other species, and the impacts of low population size. The 
recovery team established a captive population within 2 years of initiation, at a 
time when the population was much more robust than it is currently. Over the 
years the captive population has been maintained at around 50 individuals, at the 
same time as key breeding locations have been subject to re-vegetation or 
protection. Breeding was increased ahead of each release (2008, 2010 & 2013) 
and a total of 109 birds were released over that time. Birds were flown from 
Taronga Zoo in Sydney to Albury in southern NSW, close to the release site.  
Once present they were put into holding aviaries and ‘hardened’ for release by 
provision of cut eucalypt flowers of key tree species. Permits from relevant state 
agencies were required, as well as import and export permits (as birds were being 
moved between states), and relevant ethics approvals were required. 
 
Post-release monitoring: In 2008 all 27 birds were be fitted with radio 
transmitters prior to their release to facilitate monitoring of the birds. In both 2010 
and 2013 a cohort of 25 birds were fitted with transmitters out of the total 44 and 
38 released, respectively. Birds fitted with radio-tags were monitored daily over 
the first few weeks, and monitoring continued until (and after) the 3 month life of 
the transmitters. The radio tracking period was extended in 2013 following fitting 
of four more transmitters to captive release birds not used in the initial tracking 
period. Opportunistic monitoring of birds that were not fitted with transmitters was 
also be undertaken during the radio-tracking period. Each captive-bred bird 
released was fitted with a unique color leg band combination which enabled 
identification of individuals, enabling observations to be recorded of any banded 
bird observed during the monitoring period.  
 

 Glen Johnson (Author) giving a pre-release briefing 
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In each year at least five months of intensive post-release monitoring has been 
achieved, after which time the birds appear to move out of the forest and into the 
surrounding landscape. Monitoring in following years is undertaken on selected 
weekends when volunteers are able to assist with a park-wide search for the 
birds. As a result of this, and numerous opportunistic sightings by birders and 
community members, over 25% of the 2010 release cohort has been sighted at 
least 12 months post-release, which is well above the average for re-sighting of 
color-banded wild birds. Over 10% of the 2013 release cohort has been similarly 
re-sighted at least one year later. 
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� Several harness designs were trialed and field deployed, one of which 

unexpectedly injured several birds post-release. Aviary trials between releases 
allowed a safe design to be redeveloped. 

x� Predation: Up to 10% of each release cohort was preyed upon, attributed 
mainly to avian predators such as brown goshawks (Accipiter fasciatus). 

x� Nest failure post-release: Over all three releases there has been a >90% nest 
failure rate for birds breeding immediately post-release, with causes of failure 
including naïve birds, weather, and predation. 

x� Volunteer attrition requires management, as each release period involves 
monitoring for up to 6 months. This influences the ability to monitor birds. 

x� Competition with other highly aggressive native species is an ongoing issue.  
Noisy miners (Manorina melanocephala) outcompete species like regent 
honeyeaters, so a trial control of that population was planned in the lead up to 
the 2015 captive release. 

 
Major lessons learned 
x� Conditions of the release site are paramount to the success of the release; 

birds must have access to nectar from flowering eucalypts and insects for 
feeding on and raising chicks with. 

x� Regent honeyeaters 
are an extremely mobile 
species, and at times 
become very cryptic. The 
use of radio tracking 
technology is imperative 
to good post-release 
monitoring.  
x� Extensive experience 
with handling and 
breeding regent 
honeyeaters in captivity 
allowed for refinement of 
release procedures. 
x� Post-release 
monitoring at the level 
undertaken is not possible 

Volunteers band reading released honeyeaters 
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without citizen scientists assisting project staff in tracking, band reading and 
behavioral observations. 

 
Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� Regent honeyeaters are a fecund species in a captive environment, making 

breeding-for-release easier than in many other species. 
x� Choice of release site has been well researched, with suitable alternatives 

studied and compared each year. Birds are released at peak flowering of key 
feed trees which provides ample nectar flows. 

x� Intensive monitoring, well supported by an eager and highly skilled citizen 
science component, has allowed great evaluation to be undertaken. Use of 
radio transmitters has been a great asset to facilitate sightings of ‘banded only’ 
individuals. 

x� The logistics of the release site and region allow for generally smooth 
operations. The site surrounds a small regional town and is in close proximity 
to larger towns, allowing access to supplies and resources. 

x� In spite of their critically endangered status, regent honeyeaters appear to be 
relatively robust - they cope well in captivity, no adverse effects have been 
evident from transportation to the release site, and they adapt well to the local 
environment. 
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