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SUMMARY 
 

 

The Hunter Estuary is the most important estuary along the New South Wales coast for both 

the abundance and diversity of its avian fauna. However, since records commenced in the 

1970s, there has been a significant decline in the abundance of birds accompanied by a slight 

decline in species diversity. As the formulation of an estuary management plan is in progress 

it was considered necessary to review the status of birds in the estuary before management 

options were adopted. This report is essentially a compilation study of Hunter Bird 

Observers Club data and individual membersô records, and brings together all relevant data 

concerning the distribution, abundance and status of birds throughout the Hunter Estuary. 

Owing to the magnitude of the data compilation and the three months time limit, only limited 

interpretation of the data was envisaged. Where sufficient data was available graphs were 

produced for each species. This provided information on seasonal, medium-term (1999 to 

2007) and longer-term (1970 to 2007) trends for the abundance of those species. 

 

Fifty wetland locations are documented for the estuary and a total of 66 óSignificant Speciesô 

that inhabit the estuary are discussed. Significant Species are those species listed as 

vulnerable or endangered under the NSW Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995; listed 

on the agreements to protect migratory birds and their habitat between the Governments of 

Japan and Australia (JAMBA) and/or China and Australia (CAMBA); or present in 

sufficient numbers to qualify the Hunter Estuary as an óImportant Bird Areaô. Another 84 

óOther Speciesô of birds supported by the estuary are discussed. 

 

There are many ways to assess the relative importance of wetlands in the estuary. A fast and 

expedient method, applied herein, uses the number of estuary-frequenting avian species 

recorded at each location. Hence, all wetlands are ranked according to the number of 

óSignificant Speciesô recorded. The top ten wetlands are: Stockton Sandspit, ranked highest 

with 38 Significant Species; followed by the Kooragang Dykes; Swan Pond; the Hunter 

Wetlands Centre; Deep Pond; Pambalong Nature Reserve; Stockton Channel; Wader Pond; 

Hexham Swamp; and Fern Bay. Many of these locations are either artificially constructed or 

greatly modified wetlands! The success of artificially constructed wetlands in providing 

habitat for birds is reassuring, showing that managed or newly created habitats are an 

important and necessary part of environmental management. 

  

This method of assessing the relative importance of each wetland should be regarded as 

limited. It does not take into account wetlands that may be important because they contain 

only a few endangered or vulnerable species that may not occur at other wetlands. In 

addition, wetlands may have particularly large numbers of only a few species or may be 

important as a breeding or roosting area. Each wetland is unique. Variations in water-level, 

that depend on location within the estuary and local weather conditions, are vital to sustain 

biodiversity. The abundance and diversity of birds change dramatically for each wetland 

depending on seasonal and temporal variation. It is important for the viability of the Hunter 

Estuary, that a complex variety of individual wetlands be maintained. Thus, the importance 

of wetlands should be both individually and collectively assessed. 

 

The largest rookeries (breeding sites) are located at: 

 the Hunter Wetlands Centre 

 Seaham Swamp Nature Reserve 

 Market Swamp 

 Newcastle Wetlands Reserve.  

 

The largest roosting sites according to the number of roosting birds are:  

 Stockton Sandspit 



 

 Kooragang Dykes 

 all Ash Island Ponds 

 the Hunter Wetlands Centre 

 Irrawang Swamp 

 Tarro Swamp 

 Tomago Ibis Roost 

 Windeyers Reach Nocturnal Roost.  

 

However, there are roost sites that may not be important based on numbers, but are important 

because they host species that do not roost elsewhere, such as Fern Bay (Terek Sandpipers) 

and Stony Point (Ruddy Turnstones), or are important during different seasons such as the 

Juncus Swamp (winter nocturnal roost for Bar-tailed Godwits), etc.  

 

Different species may use different foraging areas. However, the most important foraging 

areas in terms of the number of birds are: 

 Fullerton Cove 

 North Arm Sandflats 

 Kooragang Dyke Ponds 

 Stockton Sandspit foreshore 

 Deep Pond 

 Swan and Wader Ponds (Area E, Ash Island) 

  

The most numerous Significant Species, with numbers often in excess of 1,000, are: Straw-

necked Ibis, Australian White Ibis, Cattle Egret, Red-necked Avocet, Chestnut Teal; and the 

migratory shorebirds, Bar-tailed Godwit, Sharp-tailed Sandpiper, Curlew Sandpiper and Red 

Knot. However, 14 Significant Species (mostly migratory shorebirds) have suffered 

numerical declines since records began in 1970. Two species are virtually locally extinct: 

Double-banded Plover and Lesser Sand Plover (both small, migratory shorebirds). Only two 

species have actually increased in numbers in the Hunter Estuary since 1970: Red-necked 

Avocet and Sooty Oystercatcher (both Australian endemic shorebirds). 

 

The most numerous of the Other Species of estuary-frequenting birds (with numbers 

sometimes exceeding 1,000) are: Grey Teal, Silver Gull and Black-winged Stilt. Species 

often recorded in many hundreds are: Black Swan, Hardhead, Pink-eared Duck, Pacific 

Black Duck, Australasian Grebe, Australasian Shoveler and Eurasian Coot. 

 

The comprehensive and regular Hunter Bird Observers Club monthly shorebird counts have 

been vital for understanding the recent status of birds in the lower, mainly saline, parts of the 

Hunter Estuary. However, there is a great need to carry out regular counts at all the swamps 

discussed herein. If the counts could be undertaken simultaneously with the monthly 

shorebird counts, a total population census for the entire estuary could be obtained. 

Management decisions could then be based on even more comprehensive data. 

 

The Hunter Bird Observers Club submitted a proposal to Birds Australia for the Hunter 

Estuary to be considered as an óImportant Bird Areaô. Birds Australia has accepted the 

nomination and is now seeking ratification by Birdlife International. The Hunter Estuary 

qualifies as an Important Bird Area because it contains a population of the endangered 

Australasian Bittern and several species in excess of 1% of their global populations: Red-

necked Avocet; Chestnut Teal; Straw-necked Ibis; Eastern Curlew; Sharp-tailed Sandpiper; 

and Lathamôs Snipe.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

Although the Hunter Estuary is only one of several large estuaries on the New South Wales 

coast, it is host to the largest number of migratory and non-migratory shorebirds in the state. 

Numerous saline and freshwater wetlands associated with the estuary also support a diverse 

non-passerine avifauna of wildfowl, herons, ibis, bitterns, spoonbills, crakes, rails, quails, 

terns, gulls, kingfishers, diurnal raptors and owls. Wetland-frequenting passerine birds such 

as reed warblers, grassbirds, chats and cisticolas are common. 

 

Large parts of the estuary have been developed for industry and port-related activities, while 

surrounding land has been developed for urban settlement and agriculture (mostly cattle 

grazing, and dairying in the past).  Several swamps previously drained for grazing purposes 

are now in the process of being rehabilitated to wetlands. 

 

The objective of this study is to review the distribution, abundance and status of avian 

species in the Hunter Estuary using Hunter Bird Observers Club (HBOC) data and collective 

knowledge by: 

 

1. Identifying all significant wetlands in the lower Hunter Estuary in the area shown in 

Figure 1.0; 

2. Discussing the distribution and abundance of Significant Species based on available 

HBOC records (see Table 3.0 and Appendix 1); 

3. Discussing the distribution and abundance of Other Species based on available 

HBOC records (see Section 4.0 and Appendix 1); 

4. Discussing the present status of Significant Species and comparing the present status 

with historical records, where available; 

5.  Presenting HBOC records as appendices on CD. 

 

Hunter Bird Observers Club records, on which this study is based, are presented as 

appendices on CD. This study considers the Hunter Estuary from the mouth of the Hunter 

River, at Nobbys Head, upstream to Grahamstown Reservoir, up the Williams River as far as 

Seaham Swamp Nature Reserve, and west to Woodberry Swamp and Pambalong Nature 

Reserve (Figure 1.0). 

 

Fifty significant wetland locations are discussed first (Section 2.0), followed by a discussion 

of 66 Significant Species (Section 3.0) and then 84 Other Species (Section 4.0). Where 

records permit, the present status of Significant Species and Other Species is compared to 

their historical status. 

 

Hunter Bird Observers Club records have been compiled from several sources: 

 

1. HBOCôs data base consisting of records made by groups of observers during club 

field excursions (mostly 1990s to 2007) (Appendix 2); 

2. Hunter Region of New South Wales Annual Bird Reports which record individual 

observations and specific project locality observations (1993-2005) (Appendix 6); 

3. HBOCôs monthly shorebird counts (1999-2007) (Appendix 3); 

4. Individual members records (written records) and observations (pers. comm.). 

 

Data for each wetland locality was compiled onto Excel spreadsheets, which are included as 

Appendix 2 on CD. 
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Figure 1.0. Significant wetlands in the Hunter Estuary. 
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2.0 SIGNIFICANT HUNTER ESTUARY WETLANDS  

 

Fifty wetlands where Significant Species (see Section 3.0) or significant numbers of Other 

Species (see Section 4.0) have been consistently recorded are discussed below. Locations are 

listed from the mouth of the Hunter Estuary upstream along the Hunter River until its 

junction with the Williams River, and then up the Williams River as far as Seaham (Figure 

1.0). There are many important wetlands peripheral to the estuary upstream of the Hunter 

River/Williams River junction that are beyond the scope of this discussion, such as the 

decommissioned Morpeth Sewage Treatment Works, Walka Water Works and Wentworth 

Swamp to name a few. Morpeth and Walka are regularly monitored by HBOC members (see 

Stuart 1994-2006). 

 

Shorebird localities in the lower saltwater parts of the Hunter Estuary and freshwater 

swamps at places such as the Hunter Wetlands Centre have been regularly monitored over a 

number of years and are visited often. Consequently, these areas appear to have considerably 

higher abundance and diversity of species than the less visited parts of the estuary. Caution 

must be exercised when comparing wetlands because, to some extent, the abundance and 

diversity of species may be a function of the rate of observations.  

 

Where records permit, the maximum number of birds observed at each wetland is shown in 

brackets after each species (mostly from records since 1993, although some records date 

from the 1980s). A qualitative estimate of the rate of recording each species is indicated 

using the progressive terms: rarely recorded, occasionally recorded, moderately often 

recorded, often recorded, frequently recorded and regularly recorded. In some cases, there 

may be no recorded data available, but general numbers are known from personal 

communications that have not been recorded in HBOCôs database. The terms mentioned 

above are then suffixed with the term observed, instead of recorded. See Appendix 2 on CD, 

for records of species occurring at each wetland locality (listed alphabetically under wetland 

name). 

 

Locality figures attempt to show the main foraging areas (outlined in yellow), used by birds 

in each area. Many waterbirds also roost or loaf between feeding sessions at these locations. 

Roosting areas, shown in orange, depict only those localities recognised primarily as roost 

sites. All locality figures are oriented with north at the top of the page. 
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2.1 NEWCASTLE HARBOUR  
 

2.1.1 Stony Point  
 

Stony Point, a boulder-lined river foreshore at the landward end of Nobbys Breakwater, 

hosts roosting and foraging Sooty Oystercatchers, Ruddy Turnstones, Silver Gulls and 

roosting terns (Figure 2.1.1). The adjacent sandy foreshore supports only Silver Gulls and 

Crested Terns. Turnstones sometimes also roost on the concrete parapet immediately below 

the walkway to the breakwater. During summer, White-winged Black Terns, Common Terns 

and Little Terns forage around the harbour and roost on navigation buoys. Regular 

monitoring of Stony Point commenced during 2006 only after it was recognised as an 

important area for shorebirds. Eight Significant Species have been recorded here. 

 

Significant Species: 

 

White-bellied Sea-Eagle, (4), moderately often observed 

Whimbrel (1), occasionally recorded 

Ruddy Turnstone (14), often observed 

Sooty Oystercatcher (13), often observed 

Crested Tern (27), frequently observed, (100+) at adjacent Horseshoe Beach 

Common Tern (200), moderately often observed 

Little Tern (20), moderately often observed 

White-winged Black Tern (42), moderately often observed 

Stony

Point

Nobbys Head

Hunter River

Stockton

Pacific Ocean

Roosting site

Foraging area

Stony

Point

Nobbys Head

Hunter River

Stockton

Pacific Ocean

Roosting site

Foraging area

Roosting site

Foraging area

Roosting site

Foraging area

 

Figure 2.1.1. Stony Point. 



Significant Hunter Estuary Wetlands 

 

Distribution, Abundance and Status of Birds in the Hunter Estuary  5 

 

2.1.2 Throsby Creek  
 
Although the lower reach of Throsby Creek is dominated by industrial development the 

stretch upstream of Cowper Street Bridge has a few stands of mangrove that provide a buffer 

to the surrounding urban development (Figure 2.1.2). A surprising variety of wetland-

dependant birds use the area, notably Striated Heron, Nankeen Night Heron and Red-capped 

Plover. An Intermediate Egret has been recorded nesting at Throsby Creek. This is quite 

significant as there are few records of this species nesting in the Hunter Estuary. Five 

Significant Species have been recorded at Throsby Creek. 

 

Significant Species: 

 

Great Egret (2) 

Bar-tailed Godwit (1) 

Eastern Curlew (1) 

Ruddy Turnstone (6-20) 

Curlew Sandpiper (6-20) 

 

Figure 2.1.2. Throsby Creek. 
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2.2 NORTH ARM - HUNTER RIVER WETLANDS 

 

2.2.1 Stockton Channel  
 

The eastern side of the North Arm of the Hunter River extending from Stockton Bridge south 

to a small boat harbour and launching ramp provides a variety of habitats (Figure 2.2.1). 

Oyster reefs and surrounding mudflats occur immediately south of Stockton Bridge. South 

from Stockton Bridge, the mangrove-lined foreshore changes to a boulder-lined foreshore 

north of a small-boat harbour. A rusting wreck off the mangrove-lined foreshore provides a 

roost site for Grey-tailed Tattlers, Common Sandpipers, pelicans and cormorants. Pacific 

Golden Plovers and usually one, or occasionally two, Common Sandpipers favour a high-

tide roost along the boulder foreshore extending approximately 100m south from a 

dilapidated jetty towards the small-boat harbour. These birds forage northwards from the 

roost area along the foreshore to Stockton Bridge. 

  

A small number of Eastern Curlew, Whimbrel, Bar-tailed Godwit, Black-winged Stilt and 

Masked Lapwing forage on the oyster bank and surrounding mudflats immediately south of 

Stockton Bridge. Other birds observed roosting or foraging along the boulder foreshore 

include Striated Heron, Ruddy Turnstone, Sooty Oystercatcher, Pied Oystercatcher, Silver 

Gull and Great Egret. A variety of terns forage by flying over Stockton Channel. Twenty-

two Significant Species have been recorded in Stockton Channel. 

 

Significant Species: 

 

Great Egret (2), moderately often recorded 

Australian White Ibis (6), often recorded 

Straw-necked Ibis (13), occasionally recorded 

White-bellied Sea-Eagle (1), occasionally observed 

Whimbrel (7), moderately often recorded 

Eastern Curlew (4), moderately often observed 

Bar-tailed Godwit, moderately often recorded 

Common Greenshank (3), occasionally recorded 

Terek Sandpiper (10+), frequently recorded in summer 

Common Sandpiper (4), moderately often recorded 

Grey-tailed Tattler (27), frequently recorded in summer 

Ruddy Turnstone (3), occasionally recorded 

Red-necked Stint (4), occasionally recorded 

Pacific Golden Plover (33), regularly recorded in summer 

Pied Oystercatcher (2), occasionally recorded 

Sooty Oystercatcher (1), one record 

Caspian Tern, occasionally observed 

Crested Tern (22), moderately often recorded 

White-fronted Tern (1), one record 

Common Tern (13), occasionally recorded 

Little Tern (1), one record 

White-winged Black Tern, occasionally observed 

 

 



Significant Hunter Estuary Wetlands 

 

Distribution, Abundance and Status of Birds in the Hunter Estuary  7 

 

The Wreck 

Grey - tailed Tattler,  
Common Sandpiper 

Boulder Foreshore 

Pacific Golden Plover 
Grey - tailed Tattler 
Ruddy Turnstone 
Common Sandpiper 
Red - necked Stint 

Sooty Oystercatcher 
Pied Oystercatcher 

Roosting 
site Foraging 
area 

Stockton Bridge 

North Arm  - 

Hunter River 

Stockton Channel 

Boat  harbour 
launching ramp 

Stockton 

The Wreck 

Grey - tailed Tattler,  
Common Sandpiper 

Boulder Foreshore 

Pacific Golden Plover 
Grey - tailed Tattler 
Ruddy Turnstone 
Common Sandpiper 
Red - necked Stint 

Sooty Oystercatcher 
Pied Oystercatcher 

Roosting 
site Foraging 
area 

Roosting 
site Foraging 
area 

Stockton Bridge 

North Arm  - 

Hunter River 

Stockton Channel 

Small Boat  Harbour 
Stockton 

 

Figure 2.2.1. Stockton Channel. 
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2.2.2 Stockton Sandspit  

 

Stockton Sandspit is one of the most important high-tide roosts for shorebirds in the Hunter 

Estuary (Figure 2.2.3). The lagoon, saltmarsh and surrounding mudflats are also important 

foraging areas. Since its rehabilitation in 2002 the sandspit is of equal importance to the 

Kooragang Dykes, which prior to that time, was the premier high-tide roost. The significance 

of the rehabilitation, which involved removing fringing mangroves and vegetation from the 

sandspit in September 2002, can be judged by the spectacular increase in usage by Red-

necked Avocets and Bar-tailed Godwits after this date (Figures 3.7.7c and 3.6.3c). About 23 

species of migratory shorebirds and 10 species of non-migratory shorebirds use the sandspit. 

When Red-necked Avocets are present the total number of birds at any one time can be in 

excess of 5,000. 

 

Stockton Sandspit was created during the late 1960s, from dredge spoil to support the 

northern abutments of Stockton Bridge, which was completed in 1971. The sandspit is 

situated at the southern extremity of the Kooragang Nature Reserve and is part of the 

Kooragang Wetland Rehabilitation Project (KWRP). A shallow intertidal lagoon was created 

on the sandspit in 1995 and the sandy margins are vegetated with saltmarsh. Both the lagoon 

and saltmarsh are used for roosting and foraging. On the northern side of the sandspit a river-

side beach and sandy mudflats provide additional roosting and foraging areas for shorebirds, 

depending on the tide.  

 

Since rehabilitation in September 2002, as many as 5,000 non-migratory shorebirds, mostly 

avocets and stilts, and a declining number of migratory shorebirds, from about 2,000 in 2003 

to 600 recently, can be observed there. Soon after rehabilitation Bar-tailed Godwits were the 

most abundant migratory shorebird at the sandspit (Figure 3.6.3c). But as the bare sand 

became more vegetated their numbers waned and they gradually returned to the Kooragang 

Dykes to roost.  Eastern Curlew and Red-necked Avocet are, at present, the most abundant 

species that regularly roost at Stockton Sandspit during diurnal high tides. Eastern Curlew 

roost in saltmarsh, on bare shelly sand, around muddy margins of the lagoon and, 

occasionally, in the lagoon itself. Red-necked Avocet roost in shallow water margins of the 

lagoon. Curlew Sandpiper and Bar-tailed Godwit also roost in shallow margins of the 

lagoon, usually immediately shoreward of the avocets. Up to 12 species of migratory 

shorebirds have been regularly recorded at the sandspit during shorebird surveys including 

Black-tailed Godwit, Bar-tailed Godwit, Whimbrel, Eastern Curlew, Marsh Sandpiper, 

Common Greenshank, Common Sandpiper, Great Knot, Red Knot, Red-necked Stint, Sharp-

tailed Sandpiper and Curlew Sandpiper. Additional species recorded occasionally at other 

times include: Pacific Golden Plover, Grey Plover, Pectoral Sandpiper and Broad-billed 

Sandpiper. Non-migratory shorebirds include Red-necked Avocet, Black-winged Stilt 

(nesting records), Red-capped Plover (nesting records), Masked Lapwing (nesting records) 

Pied Oystercatcher and Beach Stone-Curlew (one sighting). In response to repeated 

disturbance shorebirds often move between Kooragang Dykes and Stockton Sandspit. Pacific 

Golden Plovers that in previous years used to roost in the saltmarsh have recently 

reappeared. 

 

At high tide the lagoon is the preferred roost for as many as 5000 Red-necked Avocet, the 

most numerous species that uses the sandspit. Although, on rare occasions, when inland rain 

provides the opportunity for the avocets to breed, numbers can fall to zero. Only a small 

number of Black-winged Stilt roost and forage in the lagoon, preferring the Kooragang 

Dykes for roosting at high tide. Red-capped Plovers, Masked Lapwings and Black-winged 

Stilts nest in the saltmarsh. Pied Oystercatchers roost on the beach berm and forage on the 

mudflats. Sooty Oystercatchers forage on the off-lying oyster banks. The vulnerable Beach 

Stone-Curlew has been observed on mudflats off the beach. 
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Eastern Curlew is the most numerous migratory shorebird using the sandspit on a regular 

basis. They tend to prefer roosting in saltmarsh and bare mudflats fringing the lagoon, or 

when lagoon levels are high, in the shallow margin of the lagoon . Although Bar-tailed 

Godwits prefer to roost on the Kooragang Dykes they can be present occasionally on the 

sandspit in numbers exceeding the curlews, particularly when disturbed from the dykes. 

Thirty-eight Significant Species have been recorded at Stockton Sandspit. 

 

Significant Species: 

 

Chestnut Teal (48), often recorded 

Great Egret (3), moderately often recorded 

Glossy Ibis (6), rarely recorded 

Australian White Ibis (54), often recorded 

Straw-necked Ibis (50), occasionally recorded 

Osprey (1), rarely observed 

White-bellied Sea-Eagle (2), moderately often recorded 

Black-tailed Godwit (425), moderately often recorded in summer 

Bar-tailed Godwit (1,000), often recorded 

Whimbrel (22), moderately often recorded 

Eastern Curlew (440), regularly recorded in summer, (1,000 - 17/3/91) 

Marsh Sandpiper (15), rarely recorded 

Common Greenshank (6), occasionally recorded 

Terek Sandpiper, usually foraging off the sandspit 

Grey-tailed Tattler, (30+), usually foraging off the sandspit on falling tide  

Ruddy Turnstone (1), one record 

Great Knot (50), often recorded 

Red Knot (400), moderately often recorded 

Sanderling (1), rarely observed 

Little Stint (1), rarely recorded 

Red-necked Stint (49), often recorded 

Pectoral Sandpiper, occasionally observed 

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (480), often recorded 

Curlew Sandpiper (400), often recorded 

Broad-billed Sandpiper (4), rarely recorded 

Ruff (1), rarely recorded 

Beach Stone-Curlew (1), one record 

Pied Oystercatcher (28), Br, moderately often recorded 

Sooty Oystercatcher (2), occasionally observed on oyster bank 

Red-necked Avocet (7,000), regularly recorded 

Pacific Golden Plover (28), rarely recorded 

Grey Plover (1), rarely recorded 

Double-banded Plover (2), rarely recorded 

Lesser Sand Plover (21), occasionally recorded, (70 - 23/1/94) 

Greater Sand Plover (2), rarely recorded 

Caspian Tern (15), moderately often recorded 

Crested Tern (20+), moderately often recorded 

Little Tern (30), (23/1/94), rarely recorded until 2006/7 when as many as 15 observed 
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2.2.3 Fern Bay  

 

Fern Bay is located immediately northeast of Stockton Sandspit (Figure 2.2.3). Survey sites 

include boulders lining the river foreshore adjacent to Fullerton Road, wooden oyster racks 

in the bay, and mangroves along its margin. As many as 79 migratory shorebirds have been 

recorded roosting in Fern Bay. Grey-tailed Tattler, Terek Sandpiper and Whimbrel are the 

only migratory shorebirds regularly observed. Grey-tailed Tattlers and Terek Sandpipers 

roost on boulders lining the shoreline immediately below Fullerton Road and on wooden 

oyster racks out in the bay. Whimbrel roost in mangroves along the eastern shore of Fern 

Bay. Tattlers, Terek Sandpipers and other shorebirds such as curlews, godwits, avocets and 

stilts forage at low tide on exposed fringing mudflats. 

  

The few non-migratory shorebirds recorded at Fern Bay include foraging Red-necked 

Avocets, Black-winged Stilts, a single Pied Oystercatcher and occasional Masked Lapwings. 

Cormorants, Darters, pelicans, Sacred Kingfishers and Mangrove Gerygones are often 

observed. Twenty Significant Species have been recorded. 

 

Significant Species: 

 

Chestnut Teal (15) 

Great Egret (2), often recorded 

Australian White Ibis (500+), frequently recorded, nocturnally roosts in mangroves 

Osprey (1), occasionally recorded 

White-bellied Sea-Eagle (2), often recorded 

Bar-tailed Godwit (32) 

Common Greenshank (1) 

Whimbrel (18), occasionally recorded 

Terek Sandpiper (68), regularly recorded in summer 

Grey-tailed Tattler (40), regularly recorded in summer 

Wandering Tattler (1), one record 

Common Sandpiper (1), occasionally recorded 

Red Knot (4) 

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (20) 

Curlew Sandpiper (1) 

Broad-billed Sandpiper (1) 

Pied Oystercatcher (1), moderately often recorded 

Red-necked Avocet, often observed 

Pacific Golden Plover (1) 

Crested Tern (1) 
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Figure 2.2.3. Stockton Sandspit and Fern Bay. 
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2.2.4 Kooragang Dykes and Dyke Ponds  

 

Kooragang Dykes is a 1.5 kilometre-long rock retaining wall along the western bank of the 

North Arm of the Hunter River (Figure 2.2.4). It was constructed during the 1960s to 

reclaim land for industrial use, using slag from the former BHP steelworks. However, the 

land reclamation project did not proceed beyond construction of the retaining wall. Thus the 

Dykes now enclose intertidal areas that provide significant foraging habitat for waders. In 

addition, the Dykes are an extremely important high-tide roost for shorebirds. Since 1984, 

the Dykes and the intertidal area behind the Dykes have been included in the Kooragang 

Nature Reserve. The broad surface of the Dykes is two to three metres wide with side slopes 

that provide some shelter from prevailing winds. During average tides there is ample 

roosting room for all shorebirds. However, summer king tides almost cover the Dykes, 

leaving only small islands of exposed rock and grassy elevated areas. Many birds then roost 

by standing in shallow water and on driftwood stranded on the Dykes. 

 

When the Dykes were first constructed, it was possible to drive the full length of the rock 

wall, and land-based fishermen enjoyed easy access to 1.5 kilometres of the Hunter River 

North Arm. However, over the years, several breaches developed in the rock wall, restricting 

car access to the southernmost 100 metres adjacent to Stockton Bridge and encouraging 

shorebirds to begin roosting. Breaches allow tidal flow into and out of ponds behind the 

Dykes, and also provide access to shallow draft boats. Commercial fishermen currently fish 

the area behind the Dykes at high tide when boat access is possible. The Dykes, and 

particularly the breaches, are subject to erosion from tidal currents, waves, large boat wakes 

and flood flow. Mangroves are beginning to grow on various sections of the Dykes, which 

will eventually render these sections untenable for roosting shorebirds. 

 

At times more than 5,000 shorebirds roost on the Kooragang Dykes at high tide. However, 

this number has been decreasing over the period of HBOCôs monthly shorebird counts (1999 

to 2007) because the Red-necked Avocets and most of the Eastern Curlews moved to 

Stockton Sandspit since its rehabilitation in 2002. Also there has been a noticeable general 

decline in the total number of Eastern Curlew and Bar-tailed Godwit in the estuary over the 

same period. 

  

During summer more than 3,000 migratory shorebirds and as many as 3,000 non-migratory 

shorebirds have been recorded roosting on the Dykes. In addition to the Significant Species 

listed below, the following birds are usually recorded: Black-winged Stilts, Masked 

Lapwings. Australian Pelicans, Silver Gulls, Gull-billed Terns, Royal Spoonbills, Little Pied 

Cormorants, Little Black Cormorants, Great Cormorants and Pied Cormorants. 32 

Significant Species have been recorded. 

  

Significant Species: 

 

Chestnut Teal (107), usually recorded 

Great Egret (4), frequently recorded 

Australian White Ibis (56), frequently recorded 

Osprey (1), occasionally recorded 

White-bellied Sea-Eagle (2), frequently recorded 

Black-tailed Godwit (364), regularly recorded in summer 

Bar-tailed Godwit (2,019), regularly recorded 

Whimbrel (59), regularly recorded  

Eastern Curlew (530), regularly recorded 

Marsh Sandpiper (280), regularly recorded in summer 

Common Greenshank (315), regularly recorded in summer 

Terek Sandpiper (1), occasionally recorded in summer 

Common Sandpiper (2), rarely recorded 
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Grey-tailed Tattler (4), occasionally recorded in summer 

Ruddy Turnstone (6), occasionally recorded in summer 

Great Knot (10), moderately often recorded in summer 

Red Knot (1,110), often recorded in summer 

Red-necked Stint (91), moderately often recorded 

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (225), moderately often recorded 

Curlew Sandpiper (461), regularly recorded in summer 

Broad-billed Sandpiper (1), rarely recorded 

Ruff (1), one record in summer 

Beach Stone-curlew (1), one record 

Pied Oystercatcher (24), frequently recorded 

Sooty Oystercatcher (11), frequently recorded 

Red-necked Avocet (3,000), regularly recorded 

Pacific Golden Plover (304), regularly recorded in summer 

Grey Plover (1), rarely recorded 

Caspian Tern (19), frequently recorded 

Crested Tern (30), regularly recorded 

Common Tern (60), occasionally recorded 

Little Tern (3), moderately often recorded 
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Figure 2.2.4. Kooragang Dykes, Dyke Ponds 1-4 and Juncus Swamp. 



Significant Hunter Estuary Wetlands 

 

Distribution, Abundance and Status of Birds in the Hunter Estuary  15 

 
2.2.5 Juncus Swamp  

 

Prior to the 1970s the Juncus Swamp was an important area for shorebirds (Figure 2.2.4). 

Since the development of the industrial area and construction of the industrial railway, tidal 

flow along Mosquito Creek was terminated and the adjacent Juncus Swamp was converted 

into a freshwater reed swamp dominated by Phragmites australis, Typha orientalis and 

Juncus acutus. Five Australasian Bitterns, observed in 1974, indicate that it is now prime 

bittern habitat. In addition, there have been recent observations of Bar-tailed Godwits 

roosting at night in the remaining open water during winter. 

  

Significant Species: 

 

Australasian Bittern (5) 

Bar-tailed Godwit (312), nocturnal winter roost 
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2.2.6 North Arm Sandflats  

 

North Arm Sandflats is an extensive area of muddy shallow water with exposing sandflats on 

the eastern side of the North Arm between Stockton Sandspit/Fern Bay to the south and 

Sandy Island to the north (Figure 2.2.6). At low tide the area is an important foraging area 

for those migratory and non-migratory shorebirds that do not proceed further up the estuary 

to forage in Fullerton Cove.  At intermediate-tide heights the emerging sandflats and an 

oysterbank are used as subsidiary roosts by Pacific Golden Plovers and also as a staging 

roost and foraging area by many other species of shorebirds that move from their high-tide 

roosts at Stockton Sandspit and Kooragang Dykes to their main foraging area in Fullerton 

Cove. The importance of this area as a foraging area for shorebirds has been overlooked in 

view of the overwhelming importance of Fullerton Cove as a food resource. However, recent 

observations indicate that the North Arm Sandflats are a vital part of the ecosystem for 

shorebirds in the estuary for both foraging and roosting. Fourteen Significant Species have 

been recorded. 

  

Significant Species: 

 

Bar-tailed Godwit (500), regularly observed 

Whimbrel (6), regularly observed 

Eastern Curlew (9), regularly observed 

Terek Sandpiper (12), regularly observed 

Grey-tailed Tattler (14), often observed 

Great Knot, occasionally observed 

Red Knot (1), occasionally observed 

Red-necked Stint (20), often observed 

Curlew Sandpiper (50), often observed 

Pied Oystercatcher (2), often observed 

Pacific Golden Plover (300), regularly observed 

Caspian Tern (3), often observed 

Crested Tern (5), regularly observed 

Li ttle Tern (3), often observed 
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Figure 2.2.6. North Arm Sandflats and Sandy Island Beach. 
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