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National Finch Census 2011 – An Analysis
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National Finch and Softbill Association
Introduction

As the national body for finch and softbill enthusiasts, the NFSA (see Box 1) is very concerned about the declining status of many of the species we currently have in aviculture. So, how bad is the situation? The short answer is we really don’t know because we don’t have solid quantitative information on the populations of exotic species in Australian aviaries. What we do know is that some species now command very high prices and price is probably the best measure of abundance. However if we are to make some plans to try to preserve rare species it is important to prioritise and to have a baseline understanding of what we have left.
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So in 2008 the NFSA conducted the first national census of exotic finches as a starting point to get an indication of the relative abundance of exotic species which is the first step in highlighting species for active conservation in aviaries or simply to raise awareness among breeders that these species need some help. 

In summary the main aims of the census are:

· to provide guiding data on captive populations of finches and softbills in Australian aviaries

· to establish trends in population over time

· to identify species that would benefit from coordinated breeding programs

That census attracted responses from 209 finchkeepers totalling some 15889 exotic finches. The respondents included many small breeders and quite a few much larger collections. 

Census Number 2
As a follow-up the NFSA has now finalised a second census. The census period ran from September 2010 to January 2011 and was widely advertised through all NFSA member clubs, in avicultural magazines and on websites. A difference this time was that in addition to collecting numbers of exotic finch species, we also included native finches and the softbills that some finch keepers keep. Once again the census was totally anonymous and we required individual, rather than aggregated, returns since individual returns allow us to gain so much more from the data. 

Responses….
After Census 1 we were disappointed with the number of respondents when estimates are that we have 7000 to 9000 significant finch keepers in Australia. One wonders why people don’t wish to respond to an anonymous survey. For example the Department of Sustainability and Environment in Victoria lists 61 beautiful firetails in that state alone, however none were counted in the national census. Nonetheless we believed the numbers obtained did provide a good basis for analysing the relative abundance of different exotic finch species and are at the very least ‘a worst case scenario’ guide to the populations we currently have. 

For Census 2 we received individual responses by mail, email and directly from 307 finch keepers across the country, an improvement although again this level of response may seem disappointing.

The Results…
 

Overall the 307 respondents held 22,953 birds of native species, 13,364 exotic finches and 498 softbills of many types – a massive 36,815 birds in total. These numbers covered 62 different exotic species, 34 species, sub-species and mutation categories of native finches and an amazing 54 species of softbills among the 498 birds.

[image: image8.jpg]National -
Finch & Softbill °
Association





One intriguing result was how many respondents kept exotic or native finches or both. With many native finches requiring that aviculturists have a licence, keep records and submit returns, the expectation might have been that many would be keeping only exotic species. As the figure below shows, some 76% of respondents kept both exotic and native species, while 19% kept only natives and most of these were Gouldian or zebra finch specialists. Only 5% of respondents kept only exotic species. So, our simple expectations were not met. 

Exotic Finch Species

Figures 1 and 2 show the total numbers recorded for each exotic species and the % of respondents who hold each species in both 2008 and 2010. We firstly discuss the 2010 results. 

Of the 67 exotic species on the census form there were 7 species with no birds recorded at all - House Finch, Bamboo Parrot-finch, Peales Parrot-finch, Pintail Parrot-finch, Yellow-rumped Siskin, Dybowski's Twinspot and Violet-eared waxbill. Of these, we suspect there are certainly some Peales parrotfinches and Pin-tailed parrotfinches in the country, but all these species are clearly very rare and probably beyond saving. 

 

Of the remaining species, Table 1 shows the commonest and the rarest species. 
Common species were characterised as those with more than about 300 birds and held by more than 10% of respondents and comprise species which are probably under little threat. There were only 14 such species. Red-faced parrot finches, Cordon Bleus, Orange-breasts and Ruddies were the four most common species, but how many of them are normals, rather than mutations? It is great to see red-hooded siskins and cut-throats move into the common list, being held by 14.3% and 12.7% of respondents. 
The Rare species were defined as those held in very low numbers and held by only a few people – 1% or less of respondents. Some of these were obvious before the census, eg. Green strawberries and Red crested cardinals, but there are plenty of others (Table 1). There were 16 such species – all of which would seem to be threatened. Clearly the census doesn’t represent all the keepers of these rare species. For example there are many more than 5 Peter’s Twinspots out there, but those holding significant numbers were not among the census respondents. Even so in relative terms all these species need attention.

Once again African silverbills are an anomaly. It is good to see that numbers increased from 180 with 3 people in 2008 to 296 with 5 people in 2010, but one person has 240 of them! So despite there being quite a few birds they are vulnerable because so few have them. 

Obviously the remaining species lie between the common and rare species. Many of these are also vulnerable – Rufous-backed mannikins, Saffron finch, Golden Song Sparrows are examples.
Trends in Exotic Finch Species

An advantage of repeated censuses is that we can look at trends in species. Although total number of birds were different they are comparable and we can compare the % of respondents in each census who keep each species. Figures 1 and 2 show these comparisons. 
Several species are largely unchanged, and it is good to see an increased % of people and numbers for cut-throats, Golden Song sparrows, Grenadier Weavers and Pintailed whydahs and that red siskins now fall in the suite of common species (Table 1). However we can also see a decline in numbers and in people keeping several of the common species such as Cordon bleus, African fires, Red-faced parrotfinches and Orangebreasts – the “beginner species”. 
The 2011 census counted 13,364 exotic birds from 307 respondents. This is 2,525 birds or 15.9% down on the 15,886 birds counted in 2008. The total drop in the four beginner species was 1,997 birds! The reason or reasons for this decline is unclear. Possibly those keeping these species did not respond to the census or alternatively the number of beginners in aviculture have declined by up to a third when compared to 2008. This makes us wonder whether we are doing all we can to promote our hobby to beginners. 

Table 1. Total number and % of respondents holding Common and Rare exotic species.

	Common Species
	Rare Species

	Species
	Total number recorded
	% of respondents with this species
	Species
	Total number recorded
	% of respondents with this species

	Red-faced parrotfinch
	1472
	40.7
	European Serin
	11
	1

	Cordon bleu Waxbill
	1009
	36.5
	Eurasian linnet
	10
	1

	Orangebreasted waxbill
	1038
	35.5
	Red-crested cardinal
	9
	1

	African Fire
	1104
	34.2
	Peters’ Twinspot
	5
	0.7

	Cuban
	704
	30.9
	Green Strawberry
	9
	0.7

	Green singer
	577
	21.1
	Black-rumped waxbill
	17
	0.3

	Tri-coloured parrotfinch
	482
	20.8
	Purple grenadier waxbill
	29
	0.3

	Jacarini
	429
	18.9
	Yellow-rumped Serin
	3
	0.3

	Red Strawberry
	440
	16.9
	Yellowhammer
	4
	0.3

	St. Helena waxbill
	780
	16.3
	Grey Singer
	8
	0.3

	Red hooded Siskin
	388
	14.3
	European Siskin
	2
	0.3

	Cut-throat
	336
	12.7
	Shama Thrush
	2
	0.3

	Bengalese
	554
	12.1
	Silver-eared mesia
	2
	0.3

	Grenadier Weaver
	398
	12.1
	Red-headed fody
	4
	0.3

	 
	
	 
	Common Redpoll
	1
	0.3

	 
	 
	 
	Red-shouldered whydah
	2
	0.3


Native Finch Species

Figures 3 and 4 show the total numbers recorded for each native species and the % of respondents who hold each species.

Among the natives we have data for every species except the Beautiful Firetail which shows zero. We know of course that there are several of this species in aviculture, with at least 61 held in Victoria alone. Natives were very heavily dominated by the Gouldian Finch, where a total of 11089 were recorded (8967 normals, 2122 mutations) making up over 48% of all the native finches in the census. This dominance is perhaps understandable, but also a little worrying. 

Apart from the red-eared firetail and beautiful firetail, both of which require specialised conditions and handling, all the native species were recorded in reasonable numbers, although none came close to the Gouldian. 
Some results are surprising. For example about the same % of respondents have Crimson finches (11%) and Parsons (12.7%), but there are more Crimsons (394) than Parsons (262). The surprising thing is that Crimsons are generally “valued” at $200 to $250 a pair, whereas Parsons sell for $60 to $100.
Softbills

We recorded an amazing diversity of softbills held by finch keepers – 54 species, but only small numbers for some of them (Figure 5). Softbills included 6 species of wrens, various fruit pigeons and seed eating doves, six honeyeaters, all 3 chats and several others.   
So what does it all mean and what can we do? 
Clearly there are many species that are rare, in fact almost half the 67 exotic species appear threatened. With the ban on imports of exotic birds in place since1949 the gene pool of many species is almost certainly very depleted and with small numbers of birds held by just a handful of people we really need some concerted action. 

There would seem to be two options:

1. establish and support some cooperative breeding groups to focus on rare species. This would involve supporting those who hold rare species to interact, share or swap birds and knowledge in an effort to recover these species. Since the first national census in 2008, many clubs around the country have been actively involved in targeting and sourcing various species for local breeding programs. The following clubs have already started breeding programs for nominated species since the 2008 census:

· Riverina Finch Club NSW - Silver-headed nun

· Mildura Avicultural Society, Victoria - Crimson finch 

· Barossa Bird Club SA – Pictorella, Red Browed finch and the Long-tail finch

· Queensland Finch Society Qld – Silverbills, Javan Munia and Yellow Hooded Siskin

or 

2. seek approval for legal import of small numbers of vulnerable species to introduce new genetic lines which could be progressively infused into existing populations and so lift their viability

. 

Can either of these approaches work? 

Past efforts to establish cooperative breeding groups have been spectacular failures. While small groups of friends can do great things, human nature often derails these groups. People drawn by the perceived value of rare birds try to get involved and high prices often mean that the best possible breeders simply can’t afford to keep the rare species that their expertise might help to save. Indeed the high prices attached to rare finches probably works more against their preservation as they become the target of the “stamp collector” type of birdkeeper who rarely have the expertise to be successful with them.

Prospects for legal import of exotic finches also appear slight. Australia’s rigorous biosecurity system now puts considerable barriers in the way of imported wildlife and a formal risk assessment will be needed.  Bird flu has added just another complication.

Despite these difficulties, the NFSA is planning to pursue both options. Expect to hear more about support for cooperative breeding groups and we will hasten slowly with a case for legal import. We simply must do something to ensure that the species we now have are not lost. 

In addition we will conduct another finch census in 2013. Hopefully more finch aviculturists will feel comfortable to contribute next time around to what should be a national initiative that benefits all committed aviculturists. The more information available the better we can plan a response to the pending loss of current species.

The Aberdeen – A Flagship species

The Red-headed finch or Aberdeen was once a common species in aviculture. The data from the 2011 census indicates there could be as few as:

· 53 birds remaining 

· held by 4 breeders (41 held by one breeder!)
It is also know that many Aberdeens in Australian aviculture are not pure birds, having been hybridised with the closely related cut-throat. Alarmingly, this is one of the many species that faces extinction in Australian aviculture and in many ways, has become one of several ‘Flagship’ species. It is imperative to monitor our captive populations and co-ordinate to the best of our abilities, to ensure such species are not lost.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​______________________________
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Figure 1. Total numbers across all respondents for exotic finch species
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Figure 2 -% of respondents keeping each exotic finch species 

2008 2010


[image: image3.emf]0

262

243

88

741

54

210

394

63

297

529

5

926

67

2122

430

516

98

451

226

1515

199

284

324

391

39 38

1175

239

261

368

1431

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

Beautiful Firetail

Parsons

Diggles

Black

-

throat (mutations)

Blue

-

Faced Parrot finch

Blue

-

Faced Parrot finch (Lutino)

Chestnut

-

breasted munia

Crimson (Black

-

Bellied)

Crimson (White Bellied)

Double Bar (Black Rumped) Double Bar (White Rumped)

Double

-

barred (Fawn) Diamond Firetail Diamond Firetail (Mutations)

Gouldian

Gouldian (mutations)

Longtail (Red Billed)

Longtail (Yellow Billed) Longtail (mutations) Masked Finch

Masked Finch 

-

White Eared

Painted Firetail Painted Firetail (mutations)

Pictorella  Plumhead

Red

-

browed waxbill

Red

-

browed waxbill (Lesser)

Red

-

eared firetail

Star Finch Star Finch (mutations)

Yellow

-

rumped munia Zebra (normal) Zebra (mutations)

Figure 3 -Total numbers of Australian native finches  

8967


[image: image4.emf]0.000%

10.000%

20.000%

30.000%

40.000%

50.000%

60.000%

70.000%

Beautiful Firetail

Parsons Diggles

Black

-

throat (mutations)

Blue

-

Faced Parrot finch

Blue

-

Faced Parrot finch (Lutino)

Chestnut

-

breasted munia

Crimson (Black

-

Bellied)

Crimson (White Bellied)

Double Bar (Black Rumped) Double Bar (White Rumped)

Double

-

barred (Fawn)

Diamond Firetail Diamond Firetail (Mutations)

Gouldian

Gouldian (mutations)

Longtail (Red Billed)

Longtail (Yellow Billed) Longtail (mutations) Masked Finch

Masked Finch 

-

White Eared Painted Firetail Painted Firetail (mutations) Pictorella 

Plumhead

Red

-

browed waxbill

Red

-

browed waxbill (Lesser)

Red

-

eared firetail Star Finch Star Finch (mutations)

Yellow

-

rumped munia Zebra (normal) Zebra (mutations)
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Figure 5. Total numbers for softbills 


Box 1. National Finch and Softbill Association





The NFSA is a national avicultural body which represents the interests of finch and softbill breeders all over Australia. With about 50 member societies, NFSA involves almost all the major finch clubs, and with a committee drawn from all States we have a clear strategic direction.  NFSA seeks to raise the profile of aviculture, to represent avicultural interest to government, and to support the conservation of finches and softbills in aviculture.





More information can be obtained by emailing the President, David Pace � HYPERLINK "mailto:pace.david.j@edumail.vic.gov.au" �pace.david.j@edumail.vic.gov.au� ‎or Secretary Glen Holland � HYPERLINK "mailto:natalie.holland5@bigpond.com" �natalie.holland5@bigpond.com� 
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