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INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
This revised edition (2016) of the National Malleefowl Monitoring Manual has been 
adapted largely from the 2008 edition with the inclusion of the recent changes in 
technology and the introduction and operation of the National Malleefowl Monitoring 
Database (NMMD).  
 

The complexity of the task of producing a document of the magnitude of this Manual has 
required extensive consultation, discussion, review and editing from numerous people 
across all states. The Victorian Malleefowl Recovery Group adopted a collaborative 
approach in the development of the first document to bring about a document which has 
had direct input from more than 100 people and indirect input from many more than that. 
We have drawn upon the past experiences and practices of a multitude of volunteers and 
agency staff in all states. We have conducted extensive training and skills developments 
at many levels, and have implemented one of the key recommendations of the 2004 
National Malleefowl Forum. 
 

A major recommendation from the 2004 Forum was that a uniform method of monitoring 
Malleefowl be developed to ensure that data across Australia could be compared. The 
Victorian system was the starting point and the nucleus of a national approach.   
 

The central focus of the project (originally funded by the National Heritage Trust) was to 
develop, refine, train and teach the evolving system in Western Australia, South Australia, 
Victoria and New South Wales. 
 

Data from all states was gathered and analysed in 2006, and the understandings gleaned 
from this process informed a dynamic teaching and learning process which will continue 
long after the conclusion of this project. 
 

This National Malleefowl Monitoring Manual has been produced in its second edition. 
Significant numbers of people have been trained in using monitoring technology to be 
participants in a variety of essential tasks, and a consensus has been reached on the 
best way, at this time, to proceed. 
 

The consensus of opinion is that, as not everyone involved in Malleefowl monitoring 
needs the complete manual (e.g. volunteers visiting mounds do not need detailed 
information on national or state data management), the manual does not need to be 
produced in printed form. It has been agreed that printed manuals are far too costly and 
indeed inefficient in this format. Hence the manual will be produced in an electronic form, 
and distributed widely to those who need it. This will allow sections to be printed only 
when required, e.g. for re-searching and/or monitoring. The electronic format will allow for 
easy upgrades as needs or technology changes. It also allows for each state to have their 
own sections, e.g. contacts and safety regulations which vary from state to state. 
 

Finally, it needs to be stressed that the manual is not a static document, but an evolving 
and dynamic document which will change over time as it is used in the field and as 
changes to management practices in Malleefowl conservation evolve. 
 

It is not possible to acknowledge by name all of the people who have contributed to this 
end product as they are too numerous to list. So to all those who have contributed in 
whatever way, we pass on our thanks and appreciation for your considered thoughts, 
your time and your goodwill. The positive approach to the project and the incredible 
enthusiasm to support and develop a national approach to Malleefowl conservation is 
remarkable. 
 

In this revised edition, a dedicated group of people from all states have contributed 
significantly to discussions, development of ideas and concepts as part of the review 
process. We acknowledge their contributions. 
 
The tremendous effort put in by Ann & Peter Stokie and their team in the production of 
the first edition of this manual is acknowledged. Their work and dedication is a lasting 
legacy in our ongoing effort in Malleefowl conservation across Australia for future 

generations. 
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1.1  AIMS OF THE NATIONAL MONITORING PROGRAM 
 
The general aims of the National Malleefowl Monitoring are to: 

¶ collect and collate Malleefowl monitoring data from sites across 
Australia for analysis 

¶ interpret breeding density trends in the light of management 
practices and environmental variables 

¶ produce and distribute an annual report on Malleefowl breeding 
density for all states 

¶ develop and maintain consistent monitoring across Australia 

¶ refine the monitoring program so that future management actions 
that are most beneficial to Malleefowl conservation can be identified 
and demonstrated 

 
 

1.2  MALLEEFOWL MONITORING BACKGROUND 
AND HISTORY 

 
Malleefowl have declined substantially throughout Australia since European 
settlement. Within the past century the range of Malleefowl has contracted, 
particularly in arid areas and at the periphery of its former range. 
 
Population declines have occurred, particularly in southern agricultural areas 
due to the clearing of remnant mallee vegetation, resulting in on-going 
biodiversity losses as a result of salinity, stock grazing, wheat production 
and feral animal introduction. The fate of Malleefowl within the remaining 
habitat is uncertain and declines have been described in most areas in 
which trends in Malleefowl numbers have been documented. There is a 
growing concern that Malleefowl populations may be declining even within 
conservation reserves. 
 
There is concern that Malleefowl will be unable to adapt to the threats of 
climate change because of their specific habitat requirements and their 
inability to move any great distance to a more suitable environment. The 
expected increase in temperature and decrease in winter rainfall are likely to 
result in decreased breeding activity and increase the frequency and severity 
of bush fires, leading to subsequent declines in population and local 
extinctions are likely to occur in some areas. If these predictions are correct, 
and if the changes are not arrested, substantial declines in Malleefowl 
populations are highly likely. 
 
The species is regarded as threatened across all remaining areas of their 
range in every state in which it occurs and is listed as Vulnerable nationally 
(EPBC Act 1999).  
 
The Malleefowl monitoring program provides fundamental information on 
trends in Malleefowl abundance. This information is needed in order to 
assess the conservation status of the species across their range and to 
identify areas in which the species is declining. Perhaps even more 



 

 National Malleefowl Monitoring Manual     SECTION  ONE   |   11 

 
SECTION  ONE 

Introduction 

importantly, monitoring provides a means of measuring the effects of 
naturally occurring events and the effectiveness of management actions on 
Malleefowl numbers. 
 
Monitoring populations involves obtaining reliable and repeatable measures 
of their numbers over time in order to measure changes in population size 
and distribution. 
 
Malleefowl are shy and elusive birds, making counts of the birds themselves 
very difficult. However, their mounds are conspicuous and provide a reliable 
means of measuring the abundance of breeding birds in an area. 
 
In order to establish the abundance of breeding birds in an area, a 
monitoring site is established by thoroughly searching a chosen area for all 
Malleefowl mounds, both active and inactive. The location of every mound 
that is found in an area is accurately recorded, thereby enabling monitors to 
return to the mounds for annual monitoring. 
  
The monitoring of Malleefowl sites is the agreed method for determining 
Malleefowl breeding trends on a national scale. Historically, Malleefowl sites 
have been set up in areas where mounds have been known to exist, and/or 
where opportune sightings of birds have been recorded. Sites are located in 
Malleefowl habitat, which is largely found in the semi-arid to arid zone in 
shrubland or low woodlands dominated by mallee. Malleefowl require a 
sandy or loamy substrate and an abundance of leaf litter to construct their 
mounds. Sites are blocks of habitat, normally covering an area of 2 to 4km², 
a size large enough to provide an estimate of breeding density, yet still small 
enough to be effectively monitored. Sites surveyed by air are generally much 
bigger and may be in the order of 10km² to 20km². 
 
As Malleefowl tend to renovate old mounds rather than construct new 
mounds afresh each year, each old mound is a potential site for breeding, 
and annually checking the known mounds each spring/summer provides a 
good estimate of the trends in breeding numbers at each site. Nonetheless, 
new mounds are occasionally built by the birds and a thorough re-search of 
monitoring sites at least every 5 to 10 years to capture these to ensure 
accurate estimation of breeding numbers. 
 
The primary aim of the Malleefowl monitoring program is to track changes in 
the number of breeding birds inhabiting specific areas. Observers (mostly 
volunteers) examine and categorise all the known mounds at each site as 
either active i.e. currently used as an incubator or not active. To enable 
vetting of records and the detection of errors in judging the activity of the 
mound, the size, shape and appearance of mounds is also described each 
time a mound is visited. These descriptors have been defined (Benshemesh 
1996), and are included in this document. The resulting protocols have been 
used in both Victoria and South Australia from the early 1990s, in Western 
Australia since 2004 and NSW since 2014. 
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No substantive changes have been made to the Malleefowl monitoring 
protocols since the early 1990s. This conservatism was necessary to enable 
comparisons through time, although some new fields have been added, 
others have been more rigorously defined to reduce confusion, and a few 
data fields have been deleted as experience and analysis has shown they 
added little information. 
 
New technologies over the past decade have changed the way data may be 
validated and have provided greater efficiency in data collection, and also 
reduced the need for some types of descriptive data. GPS, digital 
photography and digital data capture using handheld computers and 
CyberTracker software were introduced to the monitoring program in 2001. 
Android smartphones with inbuilt GPS and digital camera running 
CyberTracker software were introduced for the 2013 monitoring season. 
 
These recent changes, and the development of a unified national Malleefowl 
monitoring approach, have provided an opportunity to review the usefulness 
of monitoring data and consider improvements. Therefore the existing 
protocols and other associated protocols have been rigorously reviewed, 
through extensive consultation and scientific analysis, and all outcomes 
have been included in this document. 
 
 
 
 

1.3  ABOUT THE MANUAL 
 
The National Malleefowl Monitoring Manual ï Standards, Protocols and 
Monitoring Procedures is set out in eight inter-related sections (with two 
Appendices) to provide direction and support to the national monitoring of 
Malleefowl.  
 
Section 1  Introduction 
Section 2  Monitoring Guidelines and Protocols 
Section 3  Monitoring Procedures and Processes 
Section 4  Monitoring Equipment Guidelines 
Section 5  National Database 
Section 6  Specific State by State Details 
Appendix 1  Establishing and re-searching Malleefowl monitoring sites 
 
It is anticipated that all groups involved in Malleefowl conservation on public 
and private land will access and follow the guidelines and procedures 
outlined in the manual. 
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1.4 Section 2: GUIDELINES & PROTOCOLS 
 
This section outlines monitoring guidelines and protocols to cover a range of 
operations to be considered when National Malleefowl Monitoring Program 
decisions are made. Details relating to monitoring sites and the processes to 
be used during monitoring visits are described in detail. Minimum data sets 
and procedures relating to adding and removing mounds from sites and 
processes to deal with mounds outside of designated monitoring sites are 
explained. The procedures for establishing new sites and re-searching 
existing sites are documented. The final component of this section provides 
an outline of programs essential for the training of volunteers who wish to 
undertake Malleefowl monitoring. 
 
 

1.5 Section 3: MONITORING PROCEDURES & PROCESSES 
 
The essential components of Malleefowl monitoring procedures are defined 
and explained in this section. All aspects of conducting and completing the 
Malleefowl monitoring sequence are detailed. The processes of recording 
data on Android smartphones and on paper sheets as a backup are 
explained in written and diagrammatic form. 

 
 
1.6 Section 4: MONITORING EQUIPMENT GUIDELINES 
 
The operation of Android smartphones and CyberTracker software is set out 
in detail and a section on trouble-shooting to address common operational 
problems is included to assist volunteers in the field. The operation of the 
stand alone GPS and the digital camera is also described in the event that 
the Android smartphone fails whilst in the field. 
 
 

1.7 Section 5: DATABASE 
 
This section details the scope and general operation of the National 
Malleefowl Monitoring Database (NMMD), listing Operation, Management, 
Data ownership, Access & Security. 
 
 

1.8 Section 6: SPECIFIC STATE BY STATE DETAILS 
 
The final section of the manual provides some guidelines and examples for 
states to develop their own specific guidelines in relation to safety, support 
networks and state, regional and local contacts. It is anticipated that each 
state will have separate details for this Section. However, where these 
guidelines and networks and contacts have national significance the details 
have been included under the National heading. 
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1.9 Appendix 1: ESTABLISHING & RE-SEARCHING 
MONITORING SITES 

 
This appendix outlines the criteria used to establish a new Malleefowl 
monitoring site and how to organise and conduct an initial search of that site. 
It discusses how to define the boundary of the site and the subsequent re-
searching of monitoring sites. The final point discusses alternatives to the 
establishment of a site. 
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