
DRAFT FACT SHEET  
Food notes based on Mount Lofty ranges Diamond Firetail 
populations:  
PhD candidate Grace Hoddard’s Diamond Firetails eat a range of native and non-
native grasses and forbs 
 

 

Introduction 
A steep decline of Diamond firetails occurred in the 1950’s as farming practices changed and native grasses were 
replaced by spring-seeding pasture grasses. The species seemed to recover as their range expanded again in the 60’s 
and 70’s with the spread of exotic summer-seeding grasses. These grasses, e.g. Canary Grass, are not enough to 
arrest the decline, and ongoing declines in recent decades have led to the listing of the Diamond Firetails as 
Vulnerable in NSW and South Australia.  
Increased numbers of large nestling predators such as ravens and Pied Currawongs has been suggested as a possible 
cause for the decline. Competition for food resources with the Red-browed Finch may also be a factor. The Red-
browed Finch is smaller in size, with less specific food requirements, and they can breed readily and form very large 
flocks in good conditions.  
 
But the key to the Diamond Firetail’s survival seems to be with the grasses. Grace Goddard, PhD candidate at the 
University of Adelaide, initially looked at nest predation, but decided to explore seasonal food availability. Grace was 
the recipient of the 2014 Professor Allan Keast Research Award, and presented her initial findings at the 2015 
Australian Ornithological Congress.  
Grace is studying the Mount Lofty Range population of DFT’s in South Australia, an isolated population that has 
contracted in range and whose numbers are falling precipitously. Through an exacting regime of field work involving 
surveying and banding Diamond Firetails, supplementary seed provision at some sites, and collection of seed 
samples both from the ground and from grasses, Grace is building up a comprehensive picture of resource use and 
survivorship in the finches as they relate to the availability of seed across the year. 
 
 Initial results at the feeder sites show that Diamond Firetails are taking almost 100% of their daily calorific 
requirements from supplementary feeders in winter, and this figure drops to 50% in spring/ summer. This implies 
that in Spring Summer there is enough food available, and that the winter represents a particularly lean season for 
the Diamond Firetails in Grace’s study area. 
 
Grace’s hypothesis is that rather than being a saviour for the firetails, the invasive annual grasses are outcompeting 
native perennials – and setting seed with a mass spring germination event that creates a boom and bust resource –
leaving no seeds left for winter ground foraging.  
 

Some further detail and recommendations  
 
Spring- summer diet 

  Weedy species particularly over spring and summer 
when exotic annual grasses mass-seed and provide a 
potentially valuable ‘boost’ of extra food during the 
breeding seasons.  

 At some  sites, Ehrharta calycina (perennial Veldt 
grass) is dominant in their diets throughout the year 
(probably a reflection of its dominance in the 
understorey habitat!), and is eaten throughout 
winter, along with Poa annua at some areas. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Diamond Firetails bathing: Pic by Dean McLaren 



 
Winter – critical period 

 Over winter, the DFTs heavily rely on the seeds from Allocasuarina verticillata (Drooping Sheaok) at just 
about all of Grace’s sites, and the (few) sheoaks that are left in the system seem to provide consistent 
amounts of seed throughout the winter months.  

 Diamond Firetails have also been known to eat the seeds of Allocasuarina muelleriana and some planted 
Casuarina glauca.  

 The seeds from Austrostipa and Rytidosperma species are also important in their diet during winter, Native 
Aristida behriana and Dysphania pumilio are also eaten by DFTs over winter. 

 
It  seems that these native grasses begin to seed earlier on (towards the end of winter) than the exotic annual 
grasses do – thereby shortening the ‘gap’ in food resources between the autumn breaking rains, when exotic annual 
seeds mass-germinate, and the beginning of spring when exotic annual grasses set seed. Native perennial grasses 
seem to produce seed more consistently over a longer period than do the annual grasses, which have more 
‘boom/bust’ life-cycles.  
 
How to plant for Diamond Firetails 
 
*focus on sheoak regeneration wherever possible throughout their former ranges (although, your Vic DFTs may not 
have needed to rely on sheoaks as much as the MLR DFTs).  
 
*rehabilitate understoreys with native grassland, particularly Austrostipas and Rytidospermas (my DFTs eat a range 
of species from both of these groups).  
 
With a caveat:  the researcher Grace recommends to carry out this restoration work in smaller patches within 
woodlands, rather than eradicating an extensive area of weed species all at once (as this may leave DFTs in the area 
without large sources of seed at certain times of the year). So, small patches cleared at a time for native grass 
regeneration, and once these areas become productive, the next patch of weedy understorey can be cleared. 
 

 
Diamond Firetail nests are often decorated with flowers and grass seed heads – in this pic - Hare’s-foot Clover, native 
rushes, and male sheoak flowers!  


