Easter Bilby’s Friends — Information Sheet

Mistletoebird

‘Belle and Bea’s Beautiful New Home’ is a
children’s storybook set in the north-west corner
of New South Wales. This information sheet is one
of a series on the heroes of the story.

Introduction

The Mistletoebird is a small, compact bird found across
much of Australia. It is the only Australian representative of
the Flowerpecker family, and its relationship with the native
parasitic mistletoe plant is what makes this bird so special.

The Mistletoebird mainly eats the berries of the mistletoe plant
and it plays an important role in the spread of the mistletoe
seeds. The birds have a highly adapted digestive system
through which the mistletoe berries pass quickly, digesting
the fleshy outer part (food) and excreting (pooping) the

sticky seeds onto branches of the tree in which they're sitting,
ready for germination. This extremely effective way to spread
mistletoe seeds benefits the mistletoe plant, and therefore the
Mistletoebird as well.

Healthy natural landscapes support a diverse range of plants
and animals, including mistletoe and therefore Mistletoebirds.
Degradation of natural landscapes through overgrazing and
impacts of pest species can have a negative effect on mistletoe
plants and their host plants (e.g. when things get out of balance).

A number of government and non-government organisations,
community groups and private individuals undertake work
across Australia to reduce broader landscape-scale pressures by
developing safe havens and undertaking land management
practices that promote restoration of key habitats. Reducing
wild European rabbit impacts is always a key step to address
overgrazing and degradation of habitat.

Description

The Mistletoebird is small (@bout 10 cm long), weighs just
7.5-11 grams and has long pointed wings and a short square
tail with a slight notch at the tip. Males are very colourful, with
a glossy blue-black head, wings and upperparts, a bright red
throat and chest, a white belly with a central dark streak and a

Fun Fact
Other birds and animals can spread seeds of the

mistletoe plant but not as effectively as the Mistletoebird.

Fun Fact
Flowerpecker birds get their name from their

diet. They often peck insects and nectar from flowers and they
also peck at and eat berries.

bright red undertail. Females are grey above, white below, with

a grey streak on the belly, and a paler red undertail. Young birds
resemble females but are paler and have an orange, rather than
dark, bill. These birds are swift and erratic fliers, moving singly or
in pairs, usually high in or above the canopy.

Distribution

The Mistletoebird is a common and widespread species found
across most habitats in Australia except Tasmania and the most
arid of deserts. It is not considered threatened or at risk in any
Australian state or jurisdiction.

While it has a few known predators (e.g. feral cats, European

Red Foxes and some native birds that will raid nests) they are
not considered significant factors that may cause decline in
populations. The greater threat to Mistletoebirds in Australia is
broader landscape-scale pressures such as overgrazing, removal
and degradation of habitat, inappropriate fire regime, etc. These
activities reduce host species for mistletoe plants and therefore
mistletoe (and Mistletoebirds).

Habits/Habitats

The Mistletoebird is a frugivore (fruit-eater) specialising in eating
the fruits of mistletoe plants (although it will also catch insects
to feed its young). It can be found in a range of habitat types,
primarily woodland and forests, that have appropriate host

Did you know?
The mistletoe plant is a parasitic plant.
It sucks some energy (water, nutrients) from its host plant, but

also uses photosynthesis for its own energy production.
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Did you know?
The Mistletoebird is a geologically
recent arrival into Australia from South-East Asia. It is thought

to have started colonising Australia from about two million
years ago.

species and mistletoe. As mistletoe plants tend to be scattered
across a habitat, Mistletoebirds tend to be locally nomadic,
constantly seeking out fruiting mistletoe plants in the area.

Mistletoebird nests are built in the canopy of large trees or
shrubs. They are small, soft pear-shaped hanging structures with
a slit-like entrance. The nests are made of matted plant down,
spiderwebs and other soft materials. Breeding usually occurs

in spring, but in some areas may be much later (August — April)
and is more dependent on when Mistletoe is fruiting.

Other information

Wikipedia webpage: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Mistletoebird

Australian Geographic Blog: https://www.australiangeographic.
com.au/blogs/creatura-with-bec-crew/2015/01/mistletoebird-
australias-native-flowerpecker/#:~:text=Australia’s%20
only%?20flowerpecker%20bird&text=Unlike%20many%20
other%20birds%2C%20the,the%20seeds%20inside%20
being%20destroyed

Canberra birds webpage: https://canberrabirds.org.au/our-
birds/canberra-garden-birds/mistletoebird-flowerpeckers/

Birdlife Australia Profile Mistletoebird - BirdLife Australia: https://
birdlife.org.au/bird-profiles/mistletoebird/

Fun Fact
While native to most of Australia, the
Mistletoebird is also found in the eastern Maluku Islands
of Indonesia in the Arafura Sea between Australia
and New Guinea.

Did you know?

There are about 90 species of
mistletoe in Australia. Mistletoe host species are
quite varied, but are typically trees and tall shrubs including
plants such as Eucalypts (gum trees), Acacias (wattles) and
Casuarinas (sheoaks). Often a species of mistletoe will
be specific to a host species.

Fun Fact
The efficiency of mistletoe fruit
dispersal by the Mistletoebird is increased by the
way the bird perches on a branch to poop! They sometimes

stand facing along the tree branch depositing seeds in a sticky,
glutinous string on the perch, so the seeds can stay in
place while they wait to germinate.

Names

Scientific name: Dicaeum hirundinaceum

Wangkumarra name: thapi marranga

Other names: Mistletoe flowerpecker, Australian flowerpecker

Related species: none in Australia, 54 species of flowerpecker
birds throughout Asia and Australasia

Easter Bilby

In‘Belle and Bea's Beautiful New
Home| Easter Bilby escorts young
bilbies Belle and Bea to their new
home - a safe haven in the desert
where wild European rabbits

and feral predators have been
removed and are kept out of the —
area by a specially constructed

fence. Although the threats from rabbits and feral predators
have been removed, the landscape has not yet recovered from
the damage done by rabbit grazing.

Belle and Bea help their new friends — the animals that already
live in the (now) safe haven - and make their new home
beautiful. They do this by the way they dig and forage for

food. Bilbies are soil engineers whose digging and foraging
encourages seeds to germinate — unlike the way that rabbits
dig and forage for food, which tends to overgraze and degrade
the landscape. The removal of feral predators also means that
Belle and Bea and their friends can be safe and welcome more
friends to their new home in the future.

Easter Bilby and Friends are all affected by rabbits and other
pressures including predation and loss of habitat. They want
their homes, their food and their friends back. People are the
key to environmental recovery.

More information on the people and organisations helping
Easter Bilby's Friends can be found on the Easter Bilby’s Friends
website www.easterbilbysfriends.com.au.

More information about Rabbit-Free Australia

Foundation for Rabbit-Free Australia Inc.

Email: admin@rabbitfreeaustralia.org.au
Web: www.rabbitfreeaustralia.org.au

Social media: Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.

ABN: 96 353 157 496
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https://kids.kiddle.co/Southeast_Asia
https://kids.kiddle.co/Australia
https://kids.kiddle.co/Maluku_Islands
https://kids.kiddle.co/Indonesia
https://kids.kiddle.co/Arafura_Sea
https://kids.kiddle.co/New_Guinea

