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THE BIRDS OF KOORAGANG ISLAND

Preliminary Report

BY

T. KENDALL and F. VAN GESSEL

Kooragang is a newly formed and newly named island of
approximately 6500 acres, situated between the North and South arms
of the Hunter River approx. 1 mile upstream from the port of
Newcastle and consists of the former Walsh, Spectacle, Dempsey,
Moscheto and Ash Islands joined together by an industrial reclama-
tion scheme. Large sections of the island are rapidly becoming
industrialised and consequently the displacement, population densities
and adaptation of birds to the change in environment and ever
decreasing food availability is of particular interest.

In 1969 observations were made as frequently as possible and
from 1970 to date regular visits have been made every week, The
route has been kept as constant as possible and the area has
remained essentially the same. To ensure a high degree of accuracy
in our sightings 7 and 10 x 50 binoculars are used to aid in locating,
identifying and counting all birds readily visible in the open. The
obtaining of necessary information required for our studies has been
made difficull by the limited number of people available to cover such
a large area in detail. This combined with a shortage of time has
not allowed behavioural aspects to be studied in great detail, although
casual observations have been made. Assistance has been received
from other observers who have at times contributed valuable informa-
tion on sightings and nesting sites.

Regular counts have been made of all the birds observed without
regard to their being residents (e.g. Willy Wagtail) or passage
migrants (e.g. Swift). Most birds are readily recognised as to
species, but some species, especially in their non-breeding plumages,
cannot be distinguished with confidence. Therefore when any doubt
has existed, uncommon species have been included in the common
species which they resemble., Thus counts of Sharp-tailed Sandpiper
may have included Pectoral Sandpiper; Red-necked Stinis may have
included Long-toed Stint, and in bad light some Grey Teal may have
been confused with Chestnut Teal and vice versa.

Weather conditions at times considerably affected our counts as

in rainy periods birds either sought shelter or moved to more
favourable feeding areas.
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The Birds of Kooragang Island (cont.)

During the past years 163 species have been recorded of which
49 have been found breeding on the island and 8 found breeding in
the near vicinity.

Migratory birds, however, form the bulk both in numbers and
species. At times it is not unusual to observe large flocks of either
ducks or waders numbering up to 1000 birds.

The large number of species present is due mainly to the
variety in habitat existing on the island i.e. reed swamps, mangrove
swamps, sall marshes, open grassland and tidal mudflats.

For centuries the estuaries of the Hunter River have been
silting up gradually, On their banks and on the mudflats in the
middle of the streams extensive tidal marshes developed into excellent
wildfowl habitat; however, as far as wildfowl is concerned, the
reclamation scheme will destroy these favourable haunts.

The mudflats now only account for a small percentage of the
island's area and mainly extend from the Stockton Bridge along the
North arm of the Hunter River into Fullerton Cove (see map 1).
Foodwise, the tidal mudflat is by far the most important of all the
habitats existing on the island, for it supports approx. 1/3 of all the

species present. The dominant species present on the tidal mudflat
is a group called "Waders'", such as Curlews, Plovers and Sand-
pipers. Although 5 species have been found breeding on the island,

the majority of waders are migrants from Asia, Siberia and

Alaska, and one species, the Double Banded Dotterel from New
Zealand. Some are very regular visitors, in either summer or
winter, others are rare stragglers at the limit of or outside of, their
normal geographic range.

Some birds are irregular nomads, whose movements are
controlled by local conditions and shifts in the food supply. Ducks,
for instance, can be included in this category. As the conditions
inland become unfavourable, large numbers of ducks can be seen on
the island and other coastal drought refuge areas.

Factors favouring the concentrations of waterfowl are:

a) A sufficient food supply; food being in accessible situations for
the species concerned.
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The Birds of Kooragang Island (cont. )

b) Shallow waters; waters of sufficient size; cover and absence
of disturbance.’™

Several of these factors are related in various ways. Most
food plants for example depend on shallow waters; here they are
accessible to Waterfowl. Extensive waters usually are safe day-time
resting places for nocturnal feeders and the presence of cover may
compensate for the effect of strong wind over these waters. Water-
fowl concentrations are largely dependent on suitable vegetation for
food and shelter. In our study area there are few areas left where
vegetation can start afresh when the existing ones are depleted or
cultivated. We are therefore faced with the problem of looking to
other areas containing similar habitats and conserving whatever
possible. Swamp areas in close proximity to Kooragan Island well
worth considering and suitable to large waterfowl concentrations are
Hexham, Woodberry & Beresfield Swamps.

As reproduction takes place at the {ime of year when it is most
advantageous for each particular species, the breeding season for
most species on the island varies, generally extending over the
period August-March, with the exception d the Black Swam, which
is an early breeder and starts nesting as early as June and some-
times May.

Herons and Egrets all nest in the Mangroves on Kooragang.
Their food mainly consists of fish, frogs and insects which abound
in the area especially during the months November-early April when

their numbers reach a peak, These peaks come at a time when the
young Egrets and Herons are most vulnerable and require large
amounts of food to sustain their rapid growth rate. From reliable

sources we received information that in the early 1960's breeding
species were abundant and now only 10 years later our investigations

have shown a rapid decline in numbers. Both the Egret and Night
Heron colony, for example, ten years ago consisted of approx, 100
pairs each; last year only 40 nests were occupied by Egrets,
while no Nankeen Night Herons were found breeding. These

remaining nests are now threatened with destruction by continuing
reclamation.

The area has been frequently disturbed in different ways:
a. disturbances by shooters greatly affecting our counts;

b. disturbances by illegal dumping of rubbish;

c. disturbances caused by road construction and reclamation
causing severe damage to the whole ecology.
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The Birds of Kooragang Island (cont.)

Destruction of suitable habitat and natural food supply causes
many species to narrow their already limited territorial boundaries
or to desert the area.

The habitat selection is of vital importance for the existence of
a species, for if they do not select the right sort of habitat the
chances of rearing a successful brood are minimised.

By studying the ecology of a species we will undoubtedly gain
some knowledge of its requirements and hence be in a better position
to attempt to preserve suitable areas.

Within reasonable distance of Kooragang Island, the next best
suitable area we could possibly foresee for waders would be the
Fullerton Cove area (see map 1), which, however, we have little
chance of preserving unless a concerted effort is made by locals and
conservationists in the very near future.

It is unfortunate that such a rich and varied faunistic area as
Kooragang Island, which has attracted people from many countries
and all over Australia, will be completely "destroyed"; however, it
was planned as an industrial complex and reclamation was well in
progress before its ecological value as a sanctuary was realised.

Now, in 1972, with several industries firmly established on the
island, the filling of swamps by the B.H.P. with sludge from the
coal washery, the pumping in of sand from channel dredging
operations, suffocating the mangroves in which the Egret colony is
located, the new Stockton Bridge and construction of the associated
highway, the life of the island seems doomed to an extremely short
duration.
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The Birds of Kooragang Island (cont.)
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The Birds of Kooragang Island (cont.)
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Brecding on the Island needs to be confirmed
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FLUCTUATIONS IN NUMBERS BETWEEN WHITE AND STRAW-NECKED
IBIS IN RELATION TO FOOD AVAILABILITY
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