Conserving Nightingale’s
forests and buntings

By Bunting Team members
Ben Dilley, Delia Davies, Trevor Glass,
Julian Repetto, George Swain
and Kirsty Green

The Tristan Conservation
Department has been spending quite a
bit of time on Nightingale lately with
the start of a new project to conserve
the Phylica Forests and Wilkins’
Buntings. Although it’s the smallest
island in the Tristan group, it’s a
pretty special 4 km?. In a recent newsletter artlcle we mentioned the millions of shearwaters and thousands
of mollies which breed on the i 7 £
island (see No 58 February 2016),
but Nightingale is also home to
two species of Nesospiza Buntings
(Canaries) found nowhere else
in the world — the Nightingale
and Wilkins” Buntings. The
Nightingale Bunting (‘Little
Canary’) is the smaller species
(adults weigh ~25g!) with the
small narrow bill and it is fairly
common and easy to see on the
island at the huts and along
the pathways. It eats a variety
of seeds and invertebrates and
breeds in both the tussock and
forest areas all over the island
with a population of about 4000

pairs.

The Wilkins Bunting (‘Big

Canary’) is almost double the Top: Wilkins male bunting in flight;

size (adults weigh ~50g) and has Above: Graeme Rogers’ photo shows Delia Davies, Julian Repetto, Trevor

Glass, Riaan Repetto and Kelly Swain with Phylica seedlings in planter trays;
Below: The new Tristan Conservation Department’s Nightingale Building.
All photos in this article from Ben Dilley unless stated otherwise.

a thick bill which is specialised
to crack open fruits of the Phylica
trees. There are only about

) 80 pairs in the world, all of which live in
Nightingale’s Phylica forests, which makes

this bird one of the rarest birds in the world.
Wilkins’ buntings also eat invertebrates, but
they are largely reliant on the Phylica fruits,
which is why the Conservation Department
launched this project to have a look at the

_| health of the Island Trees and what may be

8 threatening the forests and buntings. The
project runs for two years (September 2016 -
September 2018) and is funded by an EU-grant
from BEST directly to the Tristan Conservation
Department. The main aims of this project are
to: establish new areas of Phylica forests; to
study the Wilkins” bunting population; and to
improve biosecurity controls.
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Establishing new areas of Phylica forests
Since the Wilkins” buntings are dependent on the Island Trees for their survival, we have been trying out
different methods of growing saplings (from seeds and by transplanting tiny plants) to be able to establish
new forest areas. A small nursery has been built behind the Conservation Hut where a few hundred plants
have been nurtured into small trees, some of which have already been transplanted into a clearing near
Peaky Rock! This is a long term project, and there’s some trial and error to establish which methods work
best on Nightingale, but it does look possible to estabhsh new patches of Island Trees which could be used by
buntings in future. P\ j
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/To : View of Nightingale from the west; Above right: Riaan, Julian and Graeme building the Phylica Nursery and
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Phylica plants in the completed nursery; Above Left: Map identifying the two main Nightingale vegetation zones;
\_ Below: View showing the most extensive Phylica forests surrounding The Ponds.
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Above: Wilkins Bunting
on a Phylica tree branch;
Right:

Kelly Swain with a bunting.

Wilkins’ buntings

The buntings breed from
late November through to
February and the breeding
season is over quite fast —
they lay 1-2 eggs in a small
cup, usually roughly half a
metre off the ground in well
concealed tussock. The female §
incubates the eggs for 18
days while the male brings
her food and 20 days after
the chicks hatch they leave
the nest. In 2016 many of the
nests failed after heavy rains,
but they do re-lay another
clutch in a new nest (which
were hard to find as we all
found out!). The Nightingale buntings
had a better breeding success than the
Wilkins” buntings, probably as they are
more generalist feeders, but we hope to
learn more about their breeding in the
coming season.

Above: Wilkins bunting female on nest incubating eggs;
Right: Bunting nest with eggs in Tussock leaf nest

Tristan da Cunha Newsletter August 2017



%
Biosecurity

The main threats to the islands plants and animals are the introduction of invasive species. For the Buntings,
the arrivals of rats or mice would potentially be disastrous (see Tristan Newsletter 59 - August 2016 on Gough
Island Mice) and part of this project is to develop control measures to reduce the chance of an accidental
introduction and an action plan should rodents arrive on the island. For the Forest Trees, the main threat

we know of is the invasive Greedy Scale insect, which is now widespread across Nightingale and has the
potential to decrease the fruit loads of trees — which would be bad news for the Wilkins” buntings. Some trees

are showing local die-off in the
canopy, but the impact appears
to be minimal at the moment and
the Conservation Department are
carefully monitoring the trees.
Fortunately this is not the same
species of scale insect which
makes the trees susceptible to

| sooty mould (such as the trees

up Pigbite on Tristan which
have the brown soft scale insect).
We're also removing other

alien plants such as Flax and
Australian Brass Button to try
and keep Nightingale as pristine
as possible.

-
Top: Two views of Wilkins buntings in Phylica trees; Above: Julian Repetto checking Phylica or scale insects;
Below: Scale insects on Phylica trees in close up (left) and circled in red (right).

Look out for our next article in 2018 when we’ll report on how the second season of fieldwork on Nightingale!
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