
 

 

THREATENED SPECIES OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY 
 

HOODED ROBIN  (Tiwi subspecies) 
Melanodryas cucullata melvillensis  

 
 

Conservation status 
Australia: Endangered.  
Northern Territory: Endangered. 
 
Description 
The hooded robin is a small woodland 
bird with black head, white belly and 
black and white wings, tail and back.  It 
typically perches quietly on low 
branches, and pounces on prey on the 
ground. 
 
This subspecies is not strongly 
differentiated in morphology from other 
subspecies on the Australian mainland 
(Schodde and Mason 1999), but is 
generally smaller in body size with a 
proportionally longer bill (Higgins and 
Peter 2002). 
 
Distribution 
The Tiwi hooded robin is restricted to 
the Tiwi Islands (Bathurst and Melville).   
This subspecies of hooded robin was 
last recorded in December 1991 and 
January 1992 by Fensham and 
Woinarski (1992).  The two sites at 
which this species was recorded then 
included one on Bathurst Island and 
one on the adjacent Melville Island.  
These are the only records for which 
precise locality data are available.  The 
only other records for this taxon (from 
1911-12) were from “Melville Island” 
(Zietz 1914; Mathews 1914). 
 
Conservation reserves where reported: 
None. 
 

 
 

Known locations of the Tiwi hooded robin. 
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Ecology 
On the Tiwi Islands, it has been 
reported from eucalypt tall open forests 
and treeless plains. 
 
The most typical foraging behaviour of 
hooded robins is by quiet perching on 
tree branches or trunks and then 
suddenly pouncing to take invertebrate 
prey on the ground (Higgins and Peter 
2002).  This foraging behaviour is most 
efficient when there is relatively little low 
vegetative cover (in contrast to the 
dense tall grasses typical of savanna 
woodlands in northern Australia: 
Woinarski and Fisher 1995). 
 
Conservation assessment 
There are extraordinarily few records of 
this taxon, despite recent unusually 
comprehensive and systematic general 
wildlife surveys within its range, and the 
generally reasonably conspicuous 
nature of hooded robins (Woinarski et 
al. 2003). The last known record was in 
1992. 
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There are no existing data on the 
population size of this taxon.  The entire 
original literature on this species 
comprises: 

(i) its description by Zietz (1914), 
probably based on one specimen from 
Melville Island (measurement of only a 
single individual inferred in the two 
sentence description); 
(ii) a single word in Mathews’ (1914) 
account of the bird fauna of Melville 
Island (based on a trip of unspecified 
duration in 1911-12).  Interestingly, that 
single word is “common”; 
(iii) two records in December 1991 and 
January 1992 during a survey by 
Fensham and Woinarski (1992).  During 
this survey the hooded robin was 
recorded at one quadrat out of a total of 
98 quadrats sampled, with an additional 
incidental (non-quadrat based) record at 
one of the 13 other sites sampled. 
(iv) in considering the taxonomic status 
of this taxon, the total collection 
available to Schodde and Mason (1999) 
comprised 5 specimens. 
 
A search for endemic Tiwi Island bird 
taxa in 1996 by Mason and Schodde 
(1997) failed to locate any hooded 
robins, and commented that “they may 
be local, but we doubt that they are 
common”.  No hooded robins were 
encountered in a major wildlife survey of 
the Tiwi Islands from 2000 to 2003 
(Woinarski et al. 2003).  This study 
included systematic bird surveys of 351 
one hectare quadrats (with each 
quadrat sampled 10 times over 3 days 
for birds), spaced across the range of 
terrestrial habitats of both Bathurst and 
Melville Islands, and including sampling 
across all seasons.  In addition to the 
systematic quadrat-based sampling, 
experienced zoologists spent a 
considerable time (total of over 400 
person-days) searching more 
extensively for notable species, 
including hooded robins, beyond 
quadrats.  No hooded robins were 
located in these quadrat surveys or 
more extensive searches. 
 

These meagre data suggest that a 
decline may possibly have occurred 
sometime between 1912 and 1992, with 
this continuing until the present. 
 
The apparent decline of the hooded 
robin on the Tiwi Islands is paralleled by 
a possible decline of another 
subspecies of hooded robin on the 
nearby Cobourg Peninsula (these two 
areas together comprising the Tiwi-
Cobourg bioregion).  There, the hooded 
robin was one of a small set of bird 
species that was recorded from the 
Cobourg Peninsula by John Gilbert in 
1840-41 but not recorded in the only 
subsequent substantial survey there by 
Frith and Calaby (1974). 

 
There is insufficient information to 
provide a reasonably precise estimate 
of total population or trends in that 
population, but its total population 
appears to be substantially fewer than 
2,500 individuals, and it is highly 
probable that this is declining. 
 
This trend may be exacerbated by a 
developing plantation forestry program 
on Melville Island that will transform 
300-1000 km2 of tall eucalypt open 
forest to short-rotation plantations of 
exotic species. 
 
Based on this information, Garnett and 
Crowley (2000) categorised the Tiwi 
hooded robin as vulnerable, under the 
IUCN (1994) set of criteria C2b.  Using 
IUCN (2001) criteria, this subspecies is 
considered Endangered  in the Northern 
Territory (under criteria C2a) due to: 
·  population size estimated at fewer 

than 2,500 mature individuals;  
·  an inferred or projected decline in 

numbers of mature individuals; and 
·  at least 95% of mature individuals 

within one subpopulation. 
The fit to the latter criterion assumes 
that there is no subpopulation structure 
within and between Bathurst and 
Melville Islands. 
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Threatening processes 
There is no detailed information on 
factors that may have contributed to the 
apparent decline of this taxon.  The 
most likely is change in fire regime, from 
an intricate fine-scaled mosaic imposed 
by Aboriginal management to a more 
polarised regime now characterised by 
extensive areas burnt by larger hotter 
fires around more accessible areas, and 
a  low frequency in the more remote 
areas (Woinarski et al. 2000).  Low 
frequency of fires probably 
disadvantages this taxon, because the 
resulting dense grass cover leads to 
reduced foraging efficiency.  A high 
frequency of extensive hot fires may 
also be disadvantageous. 
 
The transformation of large areas of 
eucalypt open forest to exotic 
plantations is likely to detrimentally 
affect this taxon. 
 
Over much of their range elsewhere, 
(other subspecies of) hooded robins 
have also declined or become locally 
extinct, possibly due to predation by 
feral cats, vegetation clearance and 
other change, or changes in the 
abundance of some invertebrate prey. 
 
Conservation objectives and 
management 
Research priorities are to: 
(i) determine population size, 
distribution, habitat relationships and 
threats (especially relationship to fire).  
Given the absence of records for more 
than a decade, a systematic and 
targeted search for hooded robins is 
highly warranted. 
 
Management priorities are to: 
(i) ensure that forestry developments 
are associated with retention of 
adequate areas of habitat and 
populations; 
(ii) develop fire management programs, 
with the collaboration of Aboriginal land 
owners, that are not detrimental to this 
taxon.  
 

Compiled by 
John Woinarski   
[May 2006] 
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