
and kidnapping choughs (Heinsohn). 
Ackermann shows why “bird brain” is a 
compliment. A bird’s brain is a marvel of 
miniaturization, allowing an astonishing 
diversity of behaviour and cognitive feats 
that match or outperform most of us 
primates. 

PHDS SUBMITTED 
Lily Chen (Furbank group, PS) has 
submitted her PhD, entitled The Source to 
Sink Journey in Setaria viridis: The Role of 
the Sugar Exporter SWEETs. 

OUTREACH 
ANU Open Day 
Open Day this year was replaced 
by an online Open Week. RSB ran 
webinars directed at undergraduate and 
postgraduate students and contributed to a 
panel discussion on first year science. While 
there were some technical difficulties and 
much lower attendance than we usually 
get, we all spoke to some enthusiastic 
prospective students. Thanks to all those 
who contributed: Juliey Beckman, 
Rachael Remington, Tony Millar, Dan 
Noble, and Susan Howitt.

The CoE for Translational Photosynthesis 
has produced a video, as part of a 
collaboration with other ARC Centres of 
Excellence, with the participation of John 
Evans and Demi Gamble from RSB. Here 
is the teaser, and the full 5-minute video.

incredibly well studied, but until recently 
the emphasis in research on their singing 
has been on males. But new research, 
disproportionately led by women, has 
shown that female birdsong is incredibly 
widespread. The resultant findings 
have major implications for studies of 
behaviour, ecology and conservation. 
Notable among the biologists that have 
led this work is Naomi Langmore (E&E) 
and her collaborators, featured in The 
Conversation. 

Current and past RSB behavioural 
ecologists feature prominently in the 
new book 
The Bird Way: A New Look at How Birds 
Talk, Work, Play, Parent, and Think (2020), 
by American science journalist Jennifer 
Ackerman. The book highlights many 
Australian species, and has been covered 
widely in the press and featured on the 
ABC’s Science Show. Progressing through 
the chapters, Ackerman first considers 
bird “talk”, including the evolution of female 
song (Langmore), alarm communication 
(McLachlan, Magrath), learning to 
recognize other “languages” (Igic, 
McLachlan, Magrath), and vocal mimicry 
(Igic, Dalziell). She then moves to social 
learning (Aplin), and finally reproduction, 
including tool use in the mating displays 
of palm cockatoos (Heinsohn & Zdenek, 
in Fenner), infidelity in fairy-wrens 
(Cockburn), infanticide and “reversed” 
plumage in eclectus parrots (Heinsohn), 
brood parasitism (Feeney, Langmore), 

CONGRATULATIONS
Australia's top Evolutionary Biologist 

Congratulations to Rob 
Lanfear (E&E), who was 
designated Australia's Field 
Leader in Evolutionary 
Biology in the annual 

Researcher Magazine put together by The 
Australian. The same report also lists ANU 
as the top insitution in the field of birds.

Grants

Kara Youngentob and Karen Ford (Foley 
group, E&E), were awarded a Minderoo 
Foundation philanthropic gift of $257K. 
The survival chances of koalas reintroduced 
to bushfire-ravaged landscapes have been 
given a major boost thanks to a generous 
donation from Minderoo Foundation. The 
partnership with the Minderoo Foundation 
will assist researchers at ANU to examine 
how koalas recover after fire and how fire 
impacts the nutritional quality of eucalypt 
forests. This research is critical for the 
development of strategies to minimize 
bushfire impacts on wildlife and will help 
wildlife carers determine when animals 
can be safely returned to previously burnt 
landscapes.

Justin Borevitz (PS and E&E) was 
awarded an Upper Snowy Landcare 
Network grant of $50K to study landscape 
genomics of mountain and tableland 
Eucalyptus species. The goal is to identify 
climate and soil adaptive genotypes from 
sampling along environmental gradients, 
followed by whole genome sequencing and 
association studies. From these studies, 
genome predictions about what plants will 
grow well in a given area can be made, 
and in the future to target plantings for 
ecosystem restoration or for agro-forestry.
  

IN THE MEDIA
Women have disrupted research on 
bird song, and their findings show 
how diversity can improve all fields of 
science
A new paper offers evidence that male 
and female biologists sometimes differ in 
what they chose to investigate. Birds are 

A female Superb Fairy-wren singing. See under 'In the Media'. (image: John Young.) 
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Positive feedback for blog
Hannah Carle (Meir group, E&E) published 
a blog post about being a STEM Educator 
in universities. It received a lot of positive 
feedback as a good general resource 
(probably mostly for demonstrators). 

FAREWELL  
Wes Keys (E&E).  
Wes has been at the 
ANU since 1982, when 
he commenced his 
undergrad degree, and 
is one of our longest 

serving members of staff. Wes started 
working at RSBS in 1986 before moving 
to the ANU Botany Department in 1989, 
working with Professor Warren Wilson. In 
this position, Wes exercised a range of 
skills, from culturing chicken embryos to 
dissecting lettuces! Over the decades he 
has filled a diverse range of roles including 
the management of teaching labs, student 
field courses in the Australian tropics, 
alpine regions and in Singapore, as well 
as providing lab and field support on a 
number of research projects. For many 
years Wes also ran the sequencing and 
genotyping facility at BoZo, EEG and 
E&E, and has been the go-to person for 
guidance and support in many areas of 
lab and field research. Wes’s reliability, 
easy-going nature and excellent sense of 
humour have endeared him to generations 
of students and researchers and he will be 
sorely missed. We wish him all the best in 
his future activities.

Chen Wang (Solomon 
group, PS), has left the 
Solomon lab after six 
years to start a new 
postdoc position in China. 
We wish him well and look 

forward to catching up as soon as we can!
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