
'Emu', journal of the Ro yal Au stralasian 
Ornithological Un ion, drew fu rther atten­
tion to the decline-to numbers of onl y 
a few hundred. 

Since then, numbers of the species, 
never estimated at more than two or 
three thousand , rose and fell, depend ing 
on the level of hu man competition : rising 
when the graziers left the isla nds in fav ­
our of farming on Fl inders Island , falling 
when open seasons were decl ared On what 
had beco me a sporti ng bird. 

Since 1962 the late Pr ofessor Jock 
Marshall of Monash's Zoology depart­
ment had been interested in these rare 
birds about which so little was known ; 
studies of their behaviour were begu n; 
four birds were inst alled on the nature 
reserve on the campus. 

When another open season was dec­
lared in 1965, Jock sailed into the ensu­
ing controversy. Since no one really knew 
enough about the geese- their impact 
On pastures, their life history, and their 
abi lity to withstand the open-season 
shooting- the controversy generated 
more heat than enlightenment. 

Jock was later prepared to make 
ame nds in typical M arshall ian fas hion­
at the bar of tbe local island pub-but 
bis lo ng illness defeated h im. So the T as­
manians un happily still look unk indly on 
Marshall and Mon ash and their works 
in the area. 

Research grants helped 
But Marshall made the point that a 

game -management pro gram was needed, 
and fund s for research. 

The Ian Paller Fo undation and the 
Australian R esearch Grants Com mittee 
responded with grants, enabling M on ash 
to set lip a research proje ct , led by Dr. 
D . F . Dor ward of Zoology, and in col­
laboration with the Victorian Department 
of Fisheries and W ildlife. 

Un der this pro gram, emphasis has 
moved away from Fl inders Island and its 
man-changed habitat to the uninhabited 
islands off Wilson's Promontory, where 
a small colon y of a hundred or so pairs 
can be observed in their und isturbed sta te. 
(Even so, visiting fisherm en have made 
the birds less tame than F linders fou nd 
them 170 years ago). 

Richard Marriott, a Ph .D. studen t wbo 
did the de tailed work on feedin g and 
digestion, discovered how the birds could 
live on the salty succulents on those sma ll 
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islands, swept by wind and spray. 
M arriott spent three years on this 

enquiry; every two months he wou ld 
spend a week or more on the islands, 
some times alone, sometimes with others, 
ferri ed out from the mainland by a local 
farm er turned fisherman. 

He noticed tha t the geese f requently 
shook their heads as they grazed: Fli es? 
A cold in the nose? A closer study showed 
that they were indeed running fr om the 
nose; but the droplets sha ken from the 
beak were salty. 

T wo glands, situated just abov e each 
eye, some what like tear glands, were get­
ting rid of the extra salt tha t the kidneys 
could not cope with . Later it was shown 
that those gland s are so efficient that the 
bird s could survive on sea water. All sea 
bird s have the same mechanism; the 
interes t here was to discover it in a 
terrestrial species. 

Th e geese rai se their chick s on those 
stormy islands in the winter when the 
vegeta tion is fresh and green and in 
plenty. But the geese cannot digest the 
fibre of dry plants as sheep do, so that 
in summer som e of the birds leave the 
islands for bett er and greener pastures. 

To trace their movements, the birds 
mus t of course be iden tified. By fitting 
light plastic collars, or coloured leg bands, 
or both , to samples of the popula tion on 
the br eed ing grounds, Dorward later 
identi fied those birds on the feeding 
ground. (He remar ked, incidentally, that 
they were by no mea ns easy to catch ; 
they would not be lur ed into traps; even 
the chicks ran fas t.) 

Dorward found that the Bass Strait 
geese move onl y shor t distances, to Wil-

Book from Bali
 
Dr . L. F. Brakel , of Mo nash' s de­

par tment of Indonesian and Mal ay, 
is seen here reading one of the five 
manuscripts he recent ly acquired in 
Bali. 

T hough recent cop ies of earl ier 
works, the manu scripts illustr ate a 
method of wri ting that goes back to 
the 5th century-the ch aracters are 
scra tched On the dried leaves of the 
lon tar palm, then rubbed over with 
carbon black. 

The books are now in the Rare Book 
Collection of the Ma in Library. 

son's Promontory and G ippsland; b t 

those from Spencer' s G ulf in South A 
tr alia com e all the way to the Western 
Distr ict of Victoria. 

Th e point is, they must go to pas­
tures that are not too tall and have a 
short green 'pick'- to follow sheep 
woul d be idea l. 

Whereas on their breeding grounds 
the birds are ty pically terri torial and 
aggressive, on their feeding gro unds they 
are social and gregarious. Consequent ly 
they might gathe r as one flock of 200 
birds on one or two paddocks . A T about 
fou r geese to one sheep (Morriott's esti­
ma:e of grazing demand), This cou ld 
represent severe graz ing and a local 
nuisance. 

In total, the effect is obviously triv ial, 
but to the individual owners of those few 
paddocks, it would be noticeable an 
perh aps significant. 

Th e conserva tionists' view, as expressed 
in 1965, that the birds " did no harm " 
clearly needs qu alifying in the light of 
our new knowled ge. The problem of 
reconciling rare species and agricultural 
nuisance is not an easy one. 

Dorward thinks that the only satis­
fac tory long term solution is to provide, 
on the birds' feeding areas , sanctuaries 
of adequate size, while giving sca ring 
righ ts to neighbours outside them . With 
enough sanc tuary feedi ng an d abso lute 
protection of the breedi ng islands, there 
is no reason why the geese might no t 
again becom e a spo rting bird . 

Th e Austr alian Conser vation Founda­
tion has substantially endorsed these 
views in its support for the work. The 
story of the Cape Barren Geese and the 
rese arch on it is currently being filmed 
by ABC Television as one of a series 
on wildlife with Dorward as scientific 
adviser and commentator. 
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