
A team of volunteers gathering data on 
Malleefowl mounds. The main reason Malleefowl 

have been selected for this work is the long 
history of data collection 

Many of us have heard of ‘Adaptive Management’ but 
there are two quite distinct uses of the term. In most 
cases it is used offhandedly to mean learning from our 
mistakes but that’s nothing new; in a sense, humans 
have always done this. There is another more formal 
use of the term that is far more relevant to our work with 
Malleefowl and it has to do with ‘learning by doing’. This 
approach introduces experiments, monitors success and 
then adjusts actions.

Malleefowl leading 
Adaptive Management in 
Australia

The trouble with learning from our mistakes is that first we 
have to make mistakes and second we have to realise 
that we’ve made a mistake. For example, let’s say that 
we do some fox control and while Malleefowl numbers 
improve slightly...how do we know they wouldn’t have 
done that anyway or how do we know that they wouldn’t 
have improved far better if we’d done something else?   
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In the past we may have quite reasonably 
assumed it was the fox control (because that’s 
the only action we deliberately took). In effect 
we are relying on a hunch because we have no 
way of truly measuring all the different elements 
against each other. So we continue to do fox 
control as the main Malleefowl protection and 
not realise that our efforts actually have very 
little impact. As it turns out there are two recent 
studies that show this might be the case (note 
that it was only in 2012 that the first study was 
undertaken to quantify the return on investment 
in fox control in a conservation context). But 
neither study suggests that we stop fox control, 
just that we should look deeper to discover 
the true relationship between fox control and 
Malleefowl activity. 

An example of how our mathematicians at Melbourne 
University turn the various elements into a formula. 

Thankfully we don’t all have to understand it all!

In the case of Malleefowl we are extremely fortunate because our loyal band of volunteers (more than 
100 across Australia) have been recording accurately across the range for many years. In fact, there are 
over 3000 mounds inspected every year. This gives us the basic data on how well the species is doing 
in any area. This data can be matched with the actions in those areas to see what works in Malleefowl 
favour. But we need something better than just a hunch on what really works. 

Adaptive Management is different to learning from our mistakes in that we attempt to very accurately 
describe what really works: we learn by measuring the response of the system to actions we take. 
Let’s continue to use the example of fox control. In some cases we may have done fox control and 
seen an improvement in Malleefowl numbers, but it may also have been that it was a good season 
and surrounding paddocks had high crop loads (increase of food supply), a recent calicivirus outbreak 
reduced rabbits significantly (reduced food competition) and the area was getting a solid build up of 
ground litter as it’s been 20 years since a fire (increase of nest material). Which of these elements has 
caused the increase in Malleefowl?

So let’s try learning from success not from mistakes



The cause and 
effect model is 
taking shape.

The National Malleefowl Recovery Team has been 
fortunate to get support from a number of agencies 
(notably the School of Botany at Melbourne 
University) to pursue a scientific approach to the 
problem. As it turns out, there is a whole school 
of scientists who specialise in ecological statistics 
that can turn the various elements into rational 
formulas and get rid of the unfounded ‘hunches’. 
This means that we can use mathematics (and 
there’s absolutely no room for ‘hunches’ in maths) 
to properly answer the question of what are the 
most important elements, and to recognise what 
really helps Malleefowl  and stop wasting time and 
effort on actions that don’t .   
Without going into too much detail, the process from here is to define a mathematical model of the 
systems Malleefowl live in and the threats they are under, design some management experiments to 
test the models, monitor the outcomes and then introduce the management practices that we have 
learned really work. In reality it doesn’t stop there because we continue to monitor and check that things 
are improving, and keep improving our knowledge along the way  It’s a continuous cycle of doing and 
learning, guided by maths and informed by the monitoring.

If you would like to know more
 contact Tim Burnard 

National Malleefowl Coordinator
 (03) 55812205 or 

tim.burnard@birdlife.org.au

It should be noted that Malleefowl are perhaps the best species in Australia at this time to try this 
approach. That’s mostly because of the work done by our volunteers over the past 20 years, gathering 
data on mound activity. Without this we would have nothing to measure success against. And note that 
no Malleefowl will be put at risk through these experiments. We will be introducing actions that are all 
likely to improve Malleefowl outcomes; we just want to find the actions that actually help Malleefowl and 
that have the best return on investment.

It may sound simple but it will take a huge amount of cooperation across the country. We will be looking 
for our land managers across four states (often Parks people) to introduce actions as described by the 
experiments. This will be hard for some land managers because some actions may go against current 
practice guidelines and some actions will lack necessary funding to implement in the near future. It will 
take a lot of planning and coordination.

South East NRM Board
Eyre Peninsula NRM Board
Northern & Yorke NRM Board
SA Murray Darling Basin NRM
Alinytjara Wilurara NRM Board

The models and experiment design 
are nearing completion and the 
monitoring has been happening for 
many years. In the short term what 
is coming up is to implement some 
of the experiments. An example 
of a likely experiment is that we 
may introduce different specifically 
designed controls in several 
areas with comparable ecologies 
(vegetation, rainfall etc) that have 
been reliably monitored for many 
years. We can then compare 
the results using the models 
designed by our statistical friends 
at Melbourne University. 

So, where are we now?

This is where Adaptive Management comes in... 
and it’s also where it starts to get a bit technical!


