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Abstract
Thought to be restricted to coastal mangrove forests in Australia, the Mangrove Robin
(Peneothello pulverulenta) (formerly Peneonanthe pulverulenta), is also known to occur locally
in subcoastal paperbark swamp forest in New Guinea, and less often further inland in
riparian reed-beds mixed with shrubs. Here we report the existence of a population
inhabiting dense thickets of vegetation surrounding a permanent billabong on the
Arafura Swamp in central Arnhem Land, Northern Territory. The location is 25 km
inland from the nearest coastline and 8.5 km from the nearest mangroves. The birds
foraged in the litter on dry soil and were observed eating insect larvae. One pair had
a recently-fledged young bird in October 2016, indicating that the population was
sedentary and breeding.

Introduction
The Mangrove Robin (Peneothello pulverulenta) (formerly Peneonanthe pulverulenta), is endemic
to tropical coastal Australia, Aru Islands and New Guinea. In Australia it is considered
to be restricted to mangals (mangrove forests), where it usually hunts for crabs and other
invertebrates on the mud (Boles 1988; Johnstone 1990; Noske 1996; Mohd-Azlan et al.
2014). At very high tides, however, when the ground is covered by water, it gleans ants
and other insects from the branches of mangroves (Johnstone 1990; Noske 1996). The
species is said to prefer frequently inundated forest dominated by Stilt-root Mangroves
(Rhizophora spp.) in northern Western Australia and northeast Queensland (Johnstone
1990; Higgins & Peter 2002), whereas in the Darwin region of Northern Territory it is
most abundant in irregularly flooded thickets of Spurred Mangroves (Ceriops australis)
and Rib-fruited Mangroves (Bruguiera exaristata), often close to the landward edge (Noske
1996; Mohd-Azlan et al. 2012). Here we report the discovery of a breeding population
of the species on the edge of a seasonally-inundated floodplain some distance from
mangroves.
The poor state of knowledge of the Mangrove Robin is reflected in its vexed taxonomic
history. Mayr (1941) placed it in the small genus Poecilodryas, confined to tropical Australia
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Figure 1. Adult Mangrove Robin at
Murwangi Site B. (Richard Noske)

Noske et al.

and New Guinea, while Keast (1958)
thought it sufficiently distinct to constitute a
monotypic genus, resurrecting Peneoenanthe.
Based on superficial similarities, Schodde
(1975) relegated it to the genus Eopsaltria,
which includes the Yellow Robins (Boles
1988; Christidis & Boles 1994), but its
monotypic status was defended by Noske
(1978) and eventually re-instated by
Christidis & Boles (2008). Indeed, a multilocus DNA phylogenetic study suggested
a closer relationship with New Guinean
Peneothello and Australian Melanodryas than
with Eopsaltria (Loynes et al. 2009). These
findings were corroborated by Christidis
et al. (2011) who consequently placed the
species in Peneothello, a move followed by
Beehler & Pratt (2016) and herein.

Observations
From 26 September to 9 October 2016, the authors were employed as guides for a
birdwatching tour, during which we spent six days at Murwangi Safari Camp, previously
part of a large cattle station, on the western fringe of the Arafura Swamp in northern
Arnhem Land (12.475°S, 134. 962°E), 16 km south of the township of Ramingining.
Arafura Swamp is a large freshwater basin (approx. 700 km2) on the broad floodplain of
the Goyder and Gulbuwangay Rivers, and is unique because of its extensive perennial
swamps and lack of a continuous river channel to the sea (Weston et al. 2012).
Mangrove Robins (Figure 1) were frequently heard calling from the dense vegetation
fringing the dry floodplain adjacent to the camp, and regularly seen during boat cruises
along nearby Murwangi Billabong, a narrow permanent waterbody approx. 1.9 km long
but only approx. 100 m at its widest point. The nearest coastline is at the mouth of the
tidal Glyde River, which meanders southwards, its main arm connecting to the northern
end of the billabong, albeit via a broken channel. Using Google Earth, we estimate
that the straight-line distance between these two points is 25 km, whereas by river and
channels, it is approx. 56 km. Fringing mangroves appear to continue upstream for
approx. 47 km, after which the river and channel to Murwangi billabong are largely
unlined for 4.5 km, then pass through paperbark woodland for another 4 km before
reaching the billabong. Thus, the nearest mangroves to the billabong appear to be
8.5 km away.
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Figure 2. Dense section of habitat of Mangrove Robins
at Murwangi Site A, dominated by Cathormium umbellatum.
(Richard Noske)

Figure 3. Open section of habitat of Mangrove Robins
at Murwangi Site A, dominated by Barringtonia acutangula.
(Richard Noske)

Figure 4. Habitat of Mangrove Robins at Murwangi Site
B (right). (Richard Noske)
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Robins were found at three
sites around Murwangi. Three
pairs occupied Site A, a narrow
thicket of low (5-7 m) but
densely-foliaged trees between
the camp and the edge of the
billabong, with which it was
parallel. The approximate
dimensions of the thicket
were 30-50 m wide by approx.
600 m long, indicating each pair
occupied a territory of approx.
0.8 ha. The density of vegetation
varied along the length of the
thicket, from large groves of
closely-packed, spreading trees
with abundant vines, a dense
understory of saplings and welldeveloped litter layer, to small,
widely-spaced copses with no
understorey and a sparse grassy
ground cover (Figures 2, 3).
The dominant tree species was
Barringtonia acutangula, while
Cathormium umbellatum was codominant in the dense sections,
and Antidesma ghesaembilla was
patchily common.
Site B, on the other side of the
floodplain on the northern side
of the Camp and approx. 1 km
from Site A, comprised a narrow
(approx. 30 m wide by 400 m
long) but very dense thicket of
young Gebang Palms (Corypha
utan), mostly approx. 4-8 m
high, fringed by scattered taller
palms and Cajaput (Melaleuca
cajaputi), along a drainage line
that emptied into a narrow arm
of the billabong (Figure 4).
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The nearest free-standing
water was approx. 100
m away. This thicket was
occupied by three or
four Mangrove Robins,
suggesting a density of
0.3–0.4 birds per hectare.
Finally, at least one pair was
present in recently burnt
vegetation along a short
but relatively deep channel
(Site C) draining into the
billabong, approx. 600 m
from Site B. The pair was
regularly seen perched on
half-submerged logs and
cane grass on the banks
of the channel, which was Figure 5. Mangrove Robin at Murwangi Site A preparing an
lined with tall (12–15 m) insect larva for ingestion. (Richard Noske)
Leichhardt Trees (Nauclea orientalis) and Barringtonia acutangula, with patches of Bamboo
(Bambusa arnhemica).
Robins at Site A were observed foraging in litter on the ground shaded by the dense
canopy. Two birds were observed pouncing on the ground five times during 15 minutes.
Both
were
observed
capturing insect larvae on
the ground, then returning
to elevated perches, where
the prey was whacked on
a branch before being
ingested (Figure 5). On
8 and 9 October, R.
Noske found one or both
members of another pair
repeatedly
performing
feigned injury distraction
displays when encountered.
The bird would fly to the
ground, spread one or both
wings, and hop away from
the observer, dragging one
Figure 6. Adult Mangrove Robin feigning injured wings in
or both wings (Figure 6), an attempt to draw the observer away from its offspring at
and sometimes erecting Murwangi Site A. (Richard Noske)
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the feathers of the back. After more than
one hour of searching by R. Noske, a
recently-fledged young bird was found
(Figure 7).

Discussion
The Top End and Kimberley region of
northern Australia is endowed with more
mangal-specialised birds than anywhere
else in the world (Noske 1996). While
many common inhabitants of Top End
mangals, such as the Shining Flycatcher
(Myiagra alecto) and Brown (Grey) Whistler
(Pachycephala simplex simplex), are also
common in monsoonal rainforests, the
Mangrove Robin is one of several species
Figure 7. Fledgling Mangrove Robin at
that is generally considered as dependent
Murwangi Site A on 9 October 2016. (Richard
on coastal mangals, apparently specialised
Noske
for feeding on crustaceans in the mud
(Schodde et al. 1982; Boles 1988; Johnstone 1990; Noske 1996). Indeed Johnstone (1990)
posited that the distribution of the species in northern Western Australia was closely
tied to the presence of Rhizophora, which provided numerous low level perches in the
form of prop roots, and contained a greater density of insects than other mangroves.
In contrast to the above, our observations around Murwangi Safari Camp show that
there is a small localised population of Mangrove Robins inhabiting floodplain-fringing
thickets on the edge of a permanent freshwater billabong, 25 km from the coast. Given
the presence of other perennial water bodies and potentially suitable habitat in the
Arafura Swamp, and the brevity of this study, it is possible that this inland population
is more substantial. In New Guinea, as well as inhabiting Melaleuca swamp forest on
seasonally inundated subcoastal lagoons, the species has been recorded well inland at
Lake Daviumba, middle Fly River, and along the middle Sepik River, where it inhabits
riverside reed beds mixed with shrubs (Coates 1990).
A somewhat similar case of habitat variation is provided by the Chestnut Rail (Eulabeornis
castaneoventris), which is normally considered one of the most specialised mangal-dwellers,
feeding almost entirely on crabs and other crustaceans from the mud (Johnstone 1990;
Noske 1996; Mohd-Azlan et al. 2012). Yet on the Wessel and British Company Islands,
Woinarski et al. (1998) found this species foraging on intertidal sandstone platforms
and boulders that were far from mangroves, and once even in eucalypt forest 400 m
inland. Moreover, evidence suggested that the Rails frequently used stone anvils to
break open snail shells, most likely containing hermit crabs. Accordingly, Woinarski et al.
(1998) cautioned against characterising a species from studies in a single habitat or a few
locations.
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Typical of Australia’s tropical birds, the breeding biology of Mangrove Robins is poorly
known, few nests having been reported in the last century (McCrie & Noske 2015).
Given that its closest Australian relative is thought to be the Hooded Robin (Melanodryas
cucullata), which has incubation and nestling periods of 15 and 12 days (Higgins & Peter
2002), the young bird at Murwangi probably hatched from an egg that was laid around
12 September 2016. This date is consistent with data from elsewhere in the Top End,
which suggest a long breeding season from at least September to May (Higgins & Peter
2002; McCrie & Noske 2015). However, dates of sightings of fledglings and of moult
on captured adults hint at a biannual breeding season, similar to that of the Lemonbellied Flyrobin (Microeca flavigaster), with peaks in March–May and September–October
(Noske 2003, unpubl. data). A detailed study of the species would be useful in clarifying
its annual cycle.
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