The Great Inland Glossy Count: Pilliga Forests 12th February 2022
(Text by John Hansen, photos by John Hansen and Jake Hansen.)
The Great Inland Glossy Count is part of “Making the inland Glossies Great Again” project
and is funded by Saving our Species and the NSW Environmental Trust. Glossy Black
Cockatoos are listed as vulnerable in NSW, and the annual count is part of a wider project to
conserve the species at three key sites: the Pilliga Forests, Goonoo National Park, and Goobang
National Park.
When Rosemary sent me the link for this survey, I was very excited to get involved. The
opportunity to get out into the Pilliga, to sit back and count Glossy Black Cockatoos as they
come into a known watering hole…was too good to miss. Especially as I had yet to see or even
get a photo of Glossies in the wild.
I immediately rang my son Jake who loves getting out into the bush and has a keen interest in
native wildlife, particularly reptiles. So, we packed up the 4-wheel drive and planned to make
a long weekend of it, starting with exploring the Macquarie Marshes Friday and then onto the
Pilliga Forest and nearby Warrumbungles over the weekend.
Due to Covid restrictions, the count and support for the volunteers all had to be organised
remotely without benefit of a face-to-face meeting or briefing. However, we were well
supported with access to an online webinar and videos which covered the aims of the project,
talked about the species, reviewed the results of the count so far and provided pointers for
counting with discussion of what was needed this year. We were also sent out very extensive
information packages by email prior to count day. These had maps with directions, data sheets,
relevant information on local road conditions and detailed safety instructions with a contact
person plus a back-up 24hr number. All in all, the organisation, communication, and support
for volunteers was excellent.
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Having a 4-wheel drive, Jake and I were lucky enough to be assigned a more remote site on
the western edge of the Pilliga at Merebene Bore Dam. We arrived on site an hour before the
recommended 6pm time and set up well back from the water’s edge under some low trees. We
wanted to be close enough to get a good view of all the perimeter of the dam and its surrounds,
but not too close and risk deterring the Glossies from coming down to drink.
We didn’t have to wait long when around 6:15pm we heard a couple of soft high grating
wheezy calls and then looking up we saw movement as 3 black figures with flashes of red
ghosted into the tops of the tallest gums overlooking the dam. We stayed very still and quiet
and watched our lifetime first ever Glossies, amazed at how quiet they were. It appeared we
had a male and female pair quietly grooming each other plus a single male watching and
waiting patiently. I had the feeling they knew we were there, and they were cautiously
checking us out or they were waiting on the rest of their group to come in. About 15 minutes
later, as we stood transfixed and too scared to move in case, we scared them off, we suddenly
noticed another 3 Glossies had appeared in the tops of the gums seemingly out of nowhere.
Jake said they were “absolute ninjas” how they seemed to ghost in and suddenly appear. I
suspect the rest of the group had been staying back out of sight until they were sure that it was
safe.
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This second group was another bonded pair with a juvenile who occasionally begged its
parents for food with that annoying sound only a fledgling cockatoo can make. Again, there
was a lot of grooming behaviour, socialising and playing around with this group while we
waited for them to drop down to the water’s edge to drink. After another 20 minutes we
noticed there was another pair of birds who had suddenly appeared in amongst the group and
again we had not noticed them fly in. We now had a total of 8 Glossies, and this appears to
be a typical social group size.
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Interestingly shortly after the last pair arrived, as if on cue the rest decided to fly down to drink.
This was done silently and quickly with 4 or 5 birds coming in at the same time and having a
quick drink while the others kept watch.
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After returning to the trees the next group would drop down for a drink. Some pairs came
back for another quick drink later and stayed in the gums close to the water for some time.
While others after drinking flew off back further into the forest.
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Finally, all the Glossies left the site and just as it was getting dark a pair of Yellow-tailed Black
Cockatoos came in to have a drink. The difference was we heard and saw these birds way
before they arrived as they were considerably louder, even raucous compared to the Glossies.
As we packed up and left the site both Jake and I were very happy to have contributed to this
year’s Great Inland Glossy Count. We greatly enjoyed our evening in the Pilliga and learnt so
much observing and photographing this wonderful vulnerable species of cockatoo. So much
so we came back the next evening and just like clockwork, almost to the minute the same
group of 8 glossies returned. Our first experience of Glossies in the wild was something not to
be forgotten and I just hope my grandchildren and their children might get to see these
magnificent birds in the future.
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