Southern Climate and “Water”

By John McGrath copyright remains with the Author

I write this as a sort of a “reply” to my friend and mates, article/letter to the Australian Bird keeper, reprinted in the Gold Coast Aviary Bird News April 2010, I wont dwell on Geoff’s “line” of water purity so much but I well understand his concerns for the “chemical contamination” of the water supplies of cities like both Canberra and the Gold Coast that must certainly cause some form of grief to our captive avian subjects.

I have been subjected to both over my life time and have witnessed the line up of chemical additives that where destined for the National Capitals Water Supply!

It’s also of luck that not many of the readers Gold Coast Aviary Bird News have to partake of Yass water, my introduction to it was back during my school days, I struggled to drink it then and when we attended the local swimming pool as Geoff puts it your hair was like straw!

Luckily we gain our water from the farm creek, this creek has a proper name but has been known for generations as “Sweet Water Creek”, and generally the water is fit for human consumption, yet it can get a bit “chewy” in the “dead” of Summer that’s if it stops flowing, and it can get natural contamination from wattle tannin, ie it becomes a brownish colour yet it has never caused my birds any problems!

What I will do though is elaborate on our NSW Southern Tablelands Climate in relation to aviculture, as we live on top of the Great Dividing Range we are subjected to a virtual constant wind coming in from the West!

We live and I have been involved in aviculture of some form all my life under these conditions and take our weather conditions as the norm!

This wind at its extreme brings us hot dry conditions off the plains to our West in summer, or during the winter will drive the sleety rain into horizontal “mode” with a wind chill factor not much above zero; this is particularly during August and September! Pull Geoff Girvan aside some time, and ask him, as it was during one of those 

September “Winters” that Geoff offered too and ably assisted with the original dismantling, relocation and subsequent re-erection of my aviaries, from two locations the old home on our property and those flights from my Mothers place, the only saving factor for both of us where frequent trips inside to the open fire and consumption of warm/hot “pumpkin” soup!

During August 2006 I was fortunate to be invited to Melbourne as the yearly interstate guest speaker for the Avicultural Society of Australia, I did not think anything of it but I found myself addressing the gathered in a shirt with a vest over the top “Aren’t you cold?” several enquired, “No” I replied “If you where at home at my place now you’d be hanging onto a tree and horizontal with the ground!” Melbounites apparently don’t know what winter is, I was actually fairly comfortable.

Our NSW Southern Tablelands Climate can give us a temperature “swing” of Fifty plus Degrees Celsius, across the course of a normal year, I will explain.

During our summers particularly the later half as the inland soil temperature has been baked for relentless months, the thermometer can climb into the low Forties, against that in winter we can cop conditions as described above, as well as all the other “niceties” associated with Winter, fogs that come in over night lift about 10am then return up the hill from the Yass River Valley about 2pm, that’s if they lift at all, I can still remember playing paddock foot ball (Our form of Rugby League, in our youth there was no other form to play) with a few family members and possibly a few town school mates that may be staying over the weekend , there was kick off to start our game, the fog would be that thick that you would hear foot to ball as a dull thud then you would strain your eyes to sight the ball when it appeared out of the fog, our “footie” field was not that long but at 2pm in the arvo the fog was still that thick!  At times like this everything is sodden wet! It may not dry out much for days on end either.  There are also other alternatives to our Winters, beside the sleety rain and wind, some days you will get hard frosts, where aviary water bowls freeze  solid, I remember as a kid, stock water troughs, particularly those in the shade staying frozen all day, frost likewise can lie on the ground in the shade here all day too, these frost can pull the temperature down to extremes of minus 10 degrees Celsius, but usually more moderate and mid range of minus 3 to 7 degrees, but after these frosts the day will clear to a nice sunny days which will top at around 6 to 7 degrees.

Last night I had a phone call from a fellow aviculturalist based in Queensland, chasing the phone number of a contact in Western Australia, after the usual “Giddays” and “How are you?” he questions “It would be getting cold down there now wouldn’t it?”

“Yes it peaked at 9 here today” I said “I was working in a tee shirt this arvo” He struggled to understand what I was trying to tell him, that is in the Sun it was quite warm. “Oh it was 21 up hereto day and I am in a jumper!” he said.

This is mid May at the time of writing.

The other scenario is that we usually cop snow at least once a year as well, it will settle to about 40 to 50mm on the ground, but it is usually not as cold as when we have frosts, snow is associated with a still dry day, mostly the snow here melts quickly as the ground at 1 or 2 degrees is still warm. 

Back in 2005 at the AVES Convention in Grafton NSW I sat along side another John who lived on the Eyre Peninsular in South Australia, and when some of the European Presenters where showing their aviaries covered in snow, I said, “That looks like home!”  “What do you mean?” 

Several repeats of this statement and questioning occurred, and I finally with frustration stated “It snows at home!” Same question, I began to wonder what exactly I was not explaining correctly here! Apparently they don’t get much snow in South Australia.  Associated with these frosts, paddock netting fences can take on an iced barrier affect, which obviously also relates to aviary mesh, I have actually seen icicles hanging off eucalypt trees early in the morning after one of those foggy frosty nights, in our younger days we would be out all night either spotlight shooting of chasing down rabbits on motor bikes and thought nothing of it!

Speaking with Gary Brown and he related to me a Winters night whilst on patrol around a school in one of Canberra’s suburbs, where he came across a spectacular sight in the Patrol Cars headlights, apparently someone had left the oval’s sprinkler on adjacent to a set of football goal posts and the result was an ice curtain had formed covering all points of the “square”!

Vehicle windscreens and side windows if the car is left out will completely freeze over, either has to be scrapped off using the likes of a credit card or allow the machine to run and warm up to defrost the ice, even after your are mobile on one of these mornings the windscreen will repeatedly attempt to ice over, ice will build up on your car aerial as you travel and periodically break off as you move along.  During the 1970s driving to work in Canberra’s Winters mornings usually meant a thick layer of newspaper was required across the cars radiator to stop the radiator freezing and cars motor boiling! Thankfully antifreezes in the cooling systems control that problem in the modern motor vehicle. That is of course was if the vehicles block or head had not cracked from the water inside freezing over night.

Likewise, any exposed plumbing can also freeze, splitting garden taps, metal pipes etc, this has been known to happen within the roof spaces of buildings as well, modern day lagging helps alleviate a lot of these problems, about this time of year now June a few years back we lost one of the solar panels on our hot water system, simply burst in an extra hard frost!

Another old “Cockies” trick was if you bogged the farm tractor during the days ploughing that you would go to bed early, then get up in the small hours of the next morning “Kick the old tractor in the guts” and drive out as all the water/soil freezes hard and you are now able drive across the hard surface.  No doubt this is sounding all too strange to those members from Queensland.  The worst part of these condition with aviculture is that they occur right when the birds start to breed, and even if it starts to warm up later in Spring the temperature will suddenly revert back to freezing conditions, its very hard when you have small chicks in the nest.

These nights of freezing conditions take there toll on all life, avicultural loses are inevitable, finch breeders know that they have to insulate their aviaries, and parrot breeders have often been known to use small heating devices in the backs of their aviaries and under their nest boxes, most utilise a low wattage light bulb for the purpose.

I personally have lost Western Australian Galah chicks in wooden logs up to 10 days old during September in years past from simply freezing to death, finches will freeze to their perch dead the next morning, our fellow member Sue Brown related to me when she lived in Canberra, that she was doing the early morning rounds of her aviaries and noticed that one of her Indian Ringnecks was not moving much at all, the bird had gone to bed with it’s toes in the coop cup full of water hung on the aviary mesh, on closer inspection old  Psittacula krameri was found to have expired during the night!
I had a Black Headed Gouldian cock once and he would repeatedly sleep on an exposed perch and be covered with frost every morning, I don’t know how he survived, he certainly had access to an under covered section of aviary with brush, but chose the exposed perch to camp!

I have known of smaller parrots and finches to hit the sheet of ice covering their water bowl and skate straight across it, all they are after is a quick morning splash! Some may even break thin ice and still have their morning bath! I have seen this affect on a “Grander” scale, where large farm dams will freeze over as will a still point of a flowing creek!

During our Summers the water bowl will need replenishment daily as obviously with the high temperatures evaporation is a problem, algae also seems to: “blossom” in the bowls during a normal work day as well, so the maintenance of water is a lot higher in the Summer months, it is during these extremely hot days that my cockatoos will sit quietly down on the aviary slab in the shade in an attempt to escape the day time heat.

At this time of year like the dead of Winter very little grows as all moisture in plants is put into maintaining its life, grasses by now have usually been dead and brown since November as rain has ceased until the Autumn “break”, this time of year is our peak bushfire danger period, and the time when I will operate the aviaries overhead misting system possibly twice a day to help cool my birds!  Reminiscent of the period during the 2009 Victorian Bushfires and our thermometer hovered at around 42-43 degrees all day in the shade of the front veranda which is on the South East side of our home, the open paddocks where obviously much hotter, likewise the day Canberra “burst” into flames in January 2003, our area although a little further North was just as hot and dry with the strong Westerly wind pushing the heat in all day and night! That night in January 2003 when the fires crossed Eucumbene Drive in Duffy and on into the Western Suburbs of Canberra  was the only time that I have ever witnessed heaps of logs and trees themselves spontaneously ignite and burst into flame ahead of the fire front, up to fifty to one hundred meters out. This was a little South-West of where we live on the North East side of the Burrinjuck State recreation area-when the pressure lifted from that extreme battle we had with that blaze, it was a period of about ten to eleven days, we had a chance to finally check a map and the fire that had started West of us at Chidowla, that very same day that Canberra ignited, this fire had made a run of about twenty kilometres in about two hours! Right to the outskirts of Yass, starting down stream on the Murrumbidgee River below Burrinjuck Dam.

Like the self exploding heaps of logs, the soil itself was burning up to and over 100mm down, requiring a slurry to be made of the soil itself mixed with water to “soak” out the fire! Some of these events opened my eyes, I can tell you!  It was just that hot!  Fire out and the very next night the property that I refer too suffered a severe hail storm which resulted in the owners dams being filled with ice and ash, all part and parcel to life down on the farm I guess! One extreme to the other!

Some of these events/conditions hopefully will give you an indication of the extremes local aviculturalists face whilst bird keeping on the New South Wales Southern Tablelands and in the Canberra region, life is generally not a bed of roses.      
Thank You John for your Article.

