Diamond Firetail Finches (Emblema guttata)

By Warren Wilcox

Introduction:

Whenever I see a Diamond Firetail, I can’t help but wonder whether these delightful birds are Zebra Finches “in drag” (Priscilla queen of the grassfinches) or if they are some sort of crime fighting “pal” to some other more gaudily attired grassfinch (like batman’s Robin or the Green Hornet’s Kato). One thing is certain however, this dapper finch with its contrasting grey, white, red and black body colourings and despite some perceived difficulties in its management, remains a popular aviary bird.

Other Names:

Diamond Finch, Diamond Sparrow, Spotted-sided Finch and Spot sided Finch. In one text that I have, ‘Java Sparrow’ is listed as an alternative name for this finch also. (This finch is not and should not be confused with the bird commonly known throughout aviculture as the Java Sparrow, Padda Oryzivora.) 

The Diamond Firetail is most commonly known throughout Australia as the Diamond Sparrow. A name, which is most unsuitable as it is not a member of the FAMILY PLOCEIDAE (Weavers and allies) to which sparrows belong but is a member of the FAMILY ESTRILIDAE (true Finches).

Description:

Like most of the other Australian firetails, the Diamond is sexually monomorphic. Both male and female look essentially the same with only subtle differences evident.

Adult: Length 120mm - Weight 20g- Head grey - back and wings ash brown - rump and upper tail converts crimson - tail black - Lores black- face, throat lower breast, belly and undertail-converts white - black band across upper breast, extending back along flanks where white spots occur on the upper margin - Eye red, beak red with blue-tinged base -  legs dark grey.

Table 1 lists some of the features that are considered to enable breeders to distinguish between cocks and hens. Needless to say, many of these features are not discernable over distance and in most cases it will be necessary to examine the birds at close quarters.

Juvenile: Mainly olive-brown: rump and upper tail converts crimson; eye red-brown; beak grey-black.

Voice: Drawn out; plaintive twoooheee with first syllable descending and the second ascending. Soft low buzzing calls.

Distribution and Habitat:

In the early days of settlement in New South Wales (1780’s) many drawings were made of birds in the Sydney area. These and early records give every indication that this species was abundant in and around Sydney at that time. Later, when Gould made his studies (1840’s) he commented about them being “in plentiful supply in South Australia and throughout much of New South Wales”. By the early 1980’s however, much had changed. Man’s urban expansion having destroyed much of it’s habitat, pushed the birds further westward into more arid regions where food as less abundant. The Diamond Firetail is now found from the southern Eyre Peninsula and Kangaroo Island in South Australia through most of Victoria and eastern New South Wales inland of the great Diving Range extending north to Carnavon in Queensland. In Victoria the main breeding area are centered on the Grampian Mountains where dense cover and permanent water abound. In April and May at the conclusion of the breeding season the birds disperse northwards to the mallee country, returning southwards again in late August and September.

In the wild they are found inhabiting eucalypt forest, more open eucalypt woodland and bordering mallee. They are usually seen in small scattered groups, hopping energetically over the ground as they search for seeds. Most often found in open country, Diamond Firetails like to keep near to trees as they feed. When disturbed, they rise up with a whirring sound and fly strongly to the nearest tree. This “burst” is often reminiscent of “flushed quail”.

Average yearly temperatures throughout their range considerably from 4 degrees in the Victorian Highlands to 35 degrees in Western New South Wales and Queensland. While the area they inhabit is not arid, rainfall is considerably lower than would be experienced in sub-tropical climates. The birds tend to feed at the extremes of the day, often only beginning to feed in the evenings when other species have already begun to roost. During the day they sit quietly in eucalypt trees.

Diamonds in the Aviary:

This species of finch is a delight to keep in the aviary. They are readily available, have a charming personality and are relatively free breeder- well at least some breeders think they are! The Finch Breeders Handbook (Queensland Finch Society, 1982) sums it up best, “Even though many aviculturists have bred this species, very few seem to have considerable success with it.”

Surveys of breeding results show that the numbers of Diamond Firetails bred each year are in the top 6 when the total numbers of Australian Grassfinches, which have been bred, are taken into consideration. Of interest in one South Australian survey, more Diamonds were bred than Long-tailed grass finches even though at the start of the breeding season Longtails outnumbered Diamonds by 2 1/2 times. Those aviculturists who have outstanding results believe their success is a result of careful attention to housing, diet and preventive medicine programs.

Housing:

The Diamond may be housed as a single pair in a small aviary however, it appears consistent that the best breeding results are obtained when they are housed in a colony in a large , planted aviary. How large? Shepard suggests at least five pairs of birds initially required to establish a colony. With all Australian grassfinches a minimum of 2 cubic metres should be allowed for each bird. A colony of five breeding pairs would therefore require 20 cubic metres. Some Aviculturists have kept and bred Diamonds in cabinets. They do not do well though and feather plucking becomes more common under these conditions. 

Diamond Firetails are similar to Gouldian Finches and Scarlet-Chested Parrots in their aviary requirements. The aviary should be as dry as possible, preferably fully roofed and well protected from cold winds and draughts. Diamonds are capable of withstanding quite cold “air temperatures” for short periods provided  their environment is dry. The aviary should be planted – but not a rainforest. Remember, their natural habit is grassland bordered with eucalypt and mallee. It is this habitat that Aviculturists must recreate to provide the most natural of environments for their birds. Therefore, plant sparsely with a few clumps of fairly open, dry branches about the walls. In the aviary, Diamonds enjoy clambering about through dry branches. Try passing your hand through the clumps of bush, if you can’t then it needs to be thinned out. Don’t forget to allow plenty of “flying space” to. Diamonds are prone to packing on the weight but this is usually only a problem if their diet is inadequate or they lack exercise. It should always be remembered that all birds have reduced results when overweight.

Diet:

A good quality commercial finch mix forms the basis of the Diamonds diet. For those that like to mix themselves – equal parts of Jap Millet, Canary, Red and Yellow Pannicum with a reduced amount of White Millet is recommended. In addition special seeds such as Black and White Lettuce, Rape, Casuarina and Ryegrass may be offered in small quantities. Diamonds will take egg & biscuit mix, plain cake and insectivorous cake when they are accustomed to it. 

Regular feeding of half ripe seed heads is important, as also the feeding of live food during the breeding season. Termites and mealworms appear to be the most popular live food which are offered. Live food and any other high-protein supplement offered should be discontinued in the non breeding season. The volume of greens should be reduced also.

Grit whether commercially prepared or a home grown mix of equal parts crushed charcoal, cuttlefish and baked eggshell, should be available all year round.

Preventive Medications: 

Diamonds should be wormed and treated for Coccidiosis at least twice a year.

Courtship:

The male Diamond Firetail signals the start of his elaborate courtship ritual by picking up the longest green grass stem he can find. He holds this by one end as he flies, looking like a beetle, to the topmost dead branches of a tree. The female soon follows him, then he begins his song-and-dance routine. He stretches his head up, points his bill down, fluffs out his flank feathers and begins to bounce up and down on the branch. He bends and straightens his legs so that his feet leave the perch, he sings his rasping song phrases throughout this performance, which stimulates the female to come closer; as she does the male bends his head down and holds it to one side so that the female sees his beak with the grass stem from below. Soon after, overcome by his suave display of virility the female flies to the nest and invites mounting by quivering her tail. The male accepts her invitation (before she changes her mind!) The courtship ceremony contains the timeless theme of nest building (the grass stem) and feeding the young (the male moves in a big way resembling the food-begging position of young birds) while the female responds to the sexual meaning of the ceremony by inviting copulation.

Breeding:

Diamonds may breed at any time of the year but they tend to concentrate their efforts between August and December sometimes extending as late as February. They do not favor nestboxes preferring instead to build a bulky nest with a long entrance hole high in the aviary. The outer walls are made of course grasses and the inside is lined with softer finer grasses and white feathers. (Diamonds will also build a roosting nest of the breeding season. The roosting nest is very basic and is more a platform than a nest.) Four to six eggs are laid and both sexes share the incubation. Fertility is good with at least 3 out of 4 eggs being fertile. The eggs hatch after 12-15 days. The well developed young leave the nest in the fourth week of life and are independent in another four weeks.

Warning:
Any interference or close nest inspection is likely to result in the abandonment of eggs or chicks. Bengalese Finches are the recommended choice as foster parents should the need arise.

Diamonds pair bond at an early age- even before sexuality maturity. When establishing a colony, it is best to buy young birds and allow them to select their own mates. Careful observation noting the colour of the “new pair’s” leg rings will enable you to remove any spare cocks or hens later. Diamonds form strong pair-bonds which last for life. Pairs will usually commence to breed in the second year of life and finish in their fifth.

Mutations:
A white and fawn mutation exist as also a yellow. Combinations of yellow with white and fawn have also been produced. Initially the yellow mutation was thought to have been due to a dietary deficiency, but it’s now established as a mutation and beyond doubt.

Conclusion:
The diamond Firetail is a bird providing a great challenge to aviculturists. It’s a beautiful plumage and intriguing mannerisms make it one of the most interesting of all Australian finches. With it’s diminishing habitat in the wild, aviculturists have to give this bird more space in their aviaries and learn to understand it’s idiosyncrasies to ensure it’s continued secure status in aviculture. To play your part you should expect to pay around $75 for a pair.    

