The Blue-faced Honeyeater

(Entomyzon cyanotis)

(by Geoff Girvan)

By planting a majority of native shrubs and trees in my backyard as I got older, I have found that I am able to have an enlarged collection of birds visit the backyard, which adds enjoyment to the those species kept in my two small permanent aviaries and the canary breeding box.

One enticement comes in the form of residue seed and soft food scraps from the previous day’s aviary food being spread over the lawn.  Anything that is not considered palatable is either wrapped in paper and burned or disposed to the garbage bin.

The species that would normally upset the aviary birds and canaries, such as the regular visiting magpies, have been “trained” to observe the “off limits” areas and accept the “go-go” area where they are not disturbed.  This allows more time to observe the local wild populace and/or “seasonal visitors” who are only around till their breeding cycle has completed and they move on.

Better still this “attracted” collection oscillates in size and content without having to worry about licenses, and the various food supplies one would need to house them, if aviary kept; nor the costs in housing them.

This article focuses on the Blue-faced honeyeater that arrives in spring and seems to depart around mid-summer on the Gold Coast. It feasts on the abundance of flowers from the Grevilleas, banksias and callistemons that exist in my premises, but also other plants such as palms, umbrella trees, etc. that are native to the gardens of neighbouring yards.

Other Gold Coast tree species worth mentioning as possible nest sites and/or for food are Alexander Palms, Golden Palms, and Banana Palms.  The contra problem which can arise out of having such flora is that predatory animals such as snakes, bats, rats and mice in scarce food times seem to increase in numbers. Well trained dogs and cats can help control this aspect.

Identification
The Blue-faced Honeyeater is a very solid and compact looking species (when mature, about 200 - 300mm long with both sexes similar) but when in full breeding condition is a very striking bird; very readily identifiable by the large bare skin eye patch of turquoise-blue grading to cobalt below.  This contrasts quite vividly against the black and white colors of the head, the white underbody and the olive-yellow upper parts.

Its flight is rapid and quite acrobatic in and around shrubs and other foliage. Its “songs” are fairly harsh - grating.

There are good references to this bird to be found in the Readers Digest Complete Book of Australian Birds.

Observed Behaviour
One day my attention was drawn to a squabble going on atop my back fence (and under an umbrella tree which was in full flower) between several friar birds (I could not determine how many and whether they were “Little or Noisy”) and 3 Blue-faced honeyeaters . The confronting “pack” tumbled over the fence.

That aroused my interest particularly because it was the right time for breeding and it may have been a disputed food source that caused the “melee”.

I knew that both bird families could be classified as “aggressive”, even in “normal times”, but friar birds, both little and noisy, are long time visitors whereas the blue-faced is a fairly restrictive visitor mainly in the spring/early summer times.

Nesting for Aviculture.
The behaviour noted above then drew me to research nesting.

This aspect, if taken on aviculturally, would no doubt necessitate a very large and roomy enclosure with well developed and advanced trees and shrubs, preferably including a number of those that are already marketed in their natural habitat.  It would enable “dummy nests” to be located in appropriate places where observation platforms could be positioned to study breeding progress, from the start, through the various roles of the parents (and any other sibling involvement if occurring), the duties undertaken by each parent and recorded for posterity.

There are already statements recorded that “only in exceptional or unusual circumstances” does the “Blue-faced” builds itself a nest” [reference Readers Digest CBAB] and in the same page “that they make use of the many roosting nests made and abandoned by the Grey Crowned Babbler Pomatostomus temporalis …….. because the two birds have similar ranges, and because the Babbler with its strong nest building instinct, makes so many. ……….Occasionally the Blue Faced…..builds a complete nest inside an abandoned Babblers nest, but as a rule it only slightly alters the lining of the nest and lays its eggs in this hollow.      
Blue-faceds can be found in pairs or more commonly in mixed feeding flocks……...usually including yellow-throated miners  Manorina flavigula, rainbow lorikeets Trichoglossus haematodus, friar birds Philemon, and smaller honeyeaters.

Blue-faceds are pugnacious especially towards smaller birds when stealing their soft nesting material during the breeding months.”

Diet

Blue-faceds have a wide ranging number of dietary items including insects, nectar, pollen, fruit and berries.  They can prise bark to avail themselves of hidden insect life as well as sweeping close to water surfaces for the winged insects.  They love to swing from flower laden sprays while sucking nectar.  Most birds I have known that frequent sub-tropic to tropical areas well utilize the flowers of these zones, especially orchids and their leaves.  

Why this article?

I have a dream that something will happen to encourage skilled aviculturists to take on studies of a lot of native birds that are currently dependent on reducing natural habitat. 

From time to time there is news on studies being done on a few particular species that are thought to be “endangered”.  Most of the finance is from wealthy private sources - and that is good where information is being spread.

I have been a member of several avicultural clubs over a long period of time.  I am aware that there are a number of very talented people that could be well put to use taking on any number of species that are deficient statistic wise, moreso should some catastrophic circumstance arise in the near future.

My hope is that Governments will sort a system to enroll some of these “hands on” people with “rarer known types” and supportive programs, so that banks of information can be generated to support our Australian native bird species. 

The 3 races of Blue-faced honeyeaters are relatively unknown to aviculture.  Not many people could afford to participate in such a venture but I believe that with government push and appropriate financial assistance to avicultural input, banks of data from practical keeping and breeding knowledge is a practical way of initiating and fulfilling such a dream!
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