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A rare and spectacular cockatoo known as the 'Ringo 

Starr' of the bird world has had its conservation status upgraded to endangered amid 

fears about its rapidly declining numbers.The palm cockatoo is only found at the top of 

Cape York in far north Queensland and 'drums' on trees by fashioning its own musical 

instruments — including sticks. 

 

Researchers have long raised concerns about the future of the distinctive black bird with 

the bright red cheeks, with fewer than 2,000 believed to be living in the wild due to 

habitat destruction and poor reproductive rates. Now, the rock star of the bird world has 

had its Queensland conservation status upgraded from vulnerable to endangered. 

 

Christina Zdenek from the University of Queensland has been studying palm cockatoos 

in Cape York for more than a decade and helped make the case to have the listing 

upgraded by the Queensland government in order to help protect the bird. 

"They are an iconic and very unique species in Australia and are the only non-human 

animal to craft tools for the purpose of sound," Dr Zdenek said. 

"They make drum sticks and create a rhythmic beat — it is a basic kind of music but it is 

a beat and they do this in front of females. 

"They are a huge bird and absolutely fascinating and anyone who sees them in the wild 

is just gobsmacked at their majestic nature and their beautiful vocalisation. 

"They have beautiful whistles and even a human-like hello call." 

 

The birds live in a number of colonies on both sides of Cape York, about 10 hours' drive 

north of Cairns, and prefer to nest in trees that are hundreds of years old. The largest 

 

The distinctive palm cockatoo is now 

endangered.(Supplied: Christina Zdenek) 



flock is found in the Iron Range National Park near the Indigenous community of 

Lockhart River. 

Dr Zdenek said the species had already significantly declined in the past 20 years, 

mainly due to habitat loss due to cyclones, worsening bushfires, mining, and slow 

breeding rates. 

 

"We are predicting that these birds could disappear in our lifetime," Dr Zdenek said. 

"These birds have the lowest breeding success rates of any parrot in the world, with only 

23 per cent of chicks fledging the nest. 

"The female only lays one egg every couple of years." 

 

Dr Zdenek said she was pleased the Queensland Scientific and Technical Committee 

(STC) had accepted the nomination to upgrade the species' listing to endangered. 

"It will mean that land use will be very closely looked at, especially land clearing and 

development applications," she said. 

"These birds are very, very special and they are worth saving." 


