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THE BILDS OF KOORAGANG iSLA

3."lirytle:f 3_-.g.t

BY

T. KENDALL and F VAN G.ESSEL

I {ooragang is a newly forrned and newry narned is land of
approxirnately 65OO acres,  s i tuafed between the North and Soufh arrns
of the Hunler Riwer approx.  1- rn i le upstrearnfrorn fhe port  of
Newcast le and consists of  the forrner walsh,  spectacle,  Dernpsey,
Moscheto and Ash Is lands jo ined together by an industr ia l  reclarna-
t ion scherne. Large sect ions of  the is land are rapidly becorning
industr ia l ised and consequenf ly the d. isplacernent,  populat ion d.ensi t ies
and adaptat ion of  b i rds t ,o the change in environment and ever
decreasing food avai labi l i ty  is  of  part icular interest .

In 19bg observat ions were rnad.e as f requenf ly as possible an4
frorn 1970 to date regular wis i ts hawe been rnad.e every week, The
route has been ke-pt  as constant as possible and the area has
rernained essent ia l ly  the sarne. To ensure a high d.egree of  accuracy
in our s ight ings 7 and'  L0 x 5O binoculars are used to aid in locat ing,
ident i fy ing and count ing al l  b i rds read. i ly  wis ib le in the open. The
obtaining of  necessary inforrnat ion required for our studies has been
rnade di f f icul t ,  by the l i rn i ted nurnber of  people awai lable to cover such
a large area in detai l  .  This cornbined with a shortage of  t i rne has
not al lowed behavioural  aspects to be stud. ied in great detai l  ,  a l though
casual  observal ions have been rnade. Assistance has been receiwed
frorn other observers who hawe at  t i rnes contr ibut ,ed valuable inforrna-
t ion on sight ings and nest ing s i tes.

Regular counfs hawe been rnade of  a l l  the birds obserwed- wi thout
regard to their  being residents (" .g" wi l ly  wagtai l )  o,  passage
rnigrants (e.  g.  Swif t )  "  N{ost  b i rds are readi ly recognised as to
species,  but  sorne species,  especial iy in their  non-breeding plurnages,
cannoN be dist inguished with conf idence. Therefore when any doubt
has existed r  uncornrnon species have been included. in the cornrnon
species which they resernble.  Thus counts of  Sharp-tai led Sandpiper
rnay hawe included Pectoral  Sandpiper;  Red-necked. St infs rnay hawe
included Long-toed St, in i , ,  and in bad l ight  sorne Grey Teal  rnay hawe
been confused with Chestnut Teal  and wice versa.

Weather condi t ions at  t i rnes considerably af fected our counts as
in rainy per iods birds ei ther sought shel ter  or  rnowed to rnore
favourable feeding areas.
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The Birds of  l {ooragang Is land (cont.  )

Dur ing Nhe past years 163 species hawe been recorded of  which

49 hawe been found breeding on the is land and 8 found breeding in

the near v ic in i t r r .

Migratory birds,  however,  forrn the bulk both in nurnbers and

species.  At  t i rnes i t  is  nof  unusual  to obsclrve large f locks of  e i ther

ducks or waders nurnber ing up to 1OOO birds"

The large nurnber of  species present is due rnainly fo the

var iety in habi tat  exist ing on the is land i .e" reed l :warnps, rnangrove

swarnps ,  sal t  rnarshes ,  open grassland and f idal  rnudf laf  s.

For centur ies the estuar ies of  the Hunter River hawe been

si l t ing up gradual ly.  On their  banks and on the rnudf lats in the

middle of  the strearns extensive t idal  rnarshes developed info excel lent

wi ldfowl habi tat ;  however,  as far  as wi ldfowl is concernedo the

reclarnat ion scherne wi l l  destr :oy these fawourable haunts.

The rnudf lats now only accounl  for  a.  srnal l  percenf,age of  the

is landrs area and rnainly extend frorn the Stockton Br id.ge along lhe
North arrn of  the Hunter River int ,o Ful ler lon Cove (see rnap 1).

Foodwise, the t idai  rnudf lat  is  by fa,r  the rnost i rnportant of  a l l  the
habi tats exist ing on ihe is land, for  i t  supports approx.  L/3 of  a l l  the
species present.  The dorninant species present on the t idal  rnudf lat
is a.  group cal ledtrWadersr l  ,  such as Cur lews, Pl .over:s and Sand-
pipers.  Al though 5 species hawe been found breeding on the is land,

fhe major i ty of  waders are rnigrants f rorn Asia,  Siber ia and
Alaska, and one species,  the Double Banded. Dotterel  f rorn New

Z.eaLand. Sorne are very regular wis i tors,  in ei ther surnmer or
winier,  others are rare stragglers at  the l inei t  of  or  outs ide of  ,  their
norrnal  geo graphic range .

Sorne birds are i r regular noma,ds, whose movernents are
control led by local  condi t ions and shi f fs in the food supply.  Ducks,

for instance, can be included in th is category.  As the condi t icns

inland becorne unfavoura,ble,  large nurnbers of  ducks can be seen on

ihe is land and other coastal  drought refuge areas.

Factors fawourins the concenfraf ions of  waterfowl are:

a) A suff ic ient  food supply;  food. being in accessible s i tuaf ions for

the species concerned.

Hunter Natural  Historrr M-y,  1972
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The Birds of  Koo=-g*gg_Jgl .^d (cont.

Shal low waters I
of  d isturba.nce, " '

waters of  suf f ic ient  s ize i cover ancL absence

Several  of  these factors are related in war ious ways. Most
food plants for  exarnple depend on shal low waters I  here they are
accessible to Waterfowl,  Extensive waters usual ly are safe d.ay-t i rne
rest ing places for nocturnal  feeders and the presence of  cover rnay
cornpensate for :  the ef fect  of  strong wind over these waters.  Water-
fowl concentraf ions are largely dependent on sui fable vegetat ion for
food and shel ter .  In our study area l ,here are few areas lef t  where
vegetat ion can starf  afresh when the exist ing ones are depleted or
cul t ivated. We are therefore faced wifh the problern of  looking to
other areas confaining si rn i lar  habi tats and conserving whatever
possible.  Swarnp areas in c lose proxirni ty to I (ooragan rs land wel l
worth consider ing and sui lable to large waterfowl concentrat ions are
Hexharn,  Woodberry & Beresf ie ld Swarnps.

As reproducf ion lakes piace at  the f i rne of  year when i t  is  rnost
advantageous for each par l icular species,  the breeding season for
rnost species on the is land waries r  g€oero. l ly  exfending ower the
per iod August-March, wi th the except ion d the Black Swarn, which
is an ear ly breeder and starts nest ing as ear ly as June and sorne-
t i rnes M.y.

Herons and Egrets al l  nest  in t ,he Mangrowes on l (ooragang.
l lheir  food rnainly consists of  f ish,  f rogs and insects which abound"
in the area especial ly dur ing the rnonths Novernber-ear ly Apr i l  when
their  nurnbers reach a peak. l fhese peaks corne at  a t i rne when fhe
young Egrets and r ferons are rnost vulnerable and requir :e large
arnounts of  food lo sustain t ,heir  rapid growth rale.  Frorn rel iable
sources we received inforrnat ion that in the ear ly l -960rs breeding
species were abundant and now only 10 years later our:  inwest iga, t ions
hawe shown a" ra,pid decl ine in nurnbers.  Both the r igret  and Night
F{eron colony, for  exarnple,  ten years ago consisted" of  approx,  1oo
pairs each; last  year only 40 nesis were occupied by Egreis,
whi le no Nankeen Night Herons were found breed. ing.  ' r 'hese
rernaining nesfs are now t 'hrealened with d.estruci ion by cont inuins
reclarnal ion.

' i '  The area has been frequent ly disturbed in d. i f ferent ways:
a" disfurbances by shooters greaf ly af fect ing our counfsl
b.  d isfurbances by i l lega, l  durnping of  rubbish;
c.  d isturbances caused by road construct ion and reclarnaf ion

causing severe darnage t ,o the whole ecology.

Hunfer Natural  Historw M.y, 1972



82

The Birds of  l {oor:qgqng {s_l?qsl  (cont.  )

Destruct ion of  sui ta.ble" habi tat  and natural  food supply causes
many species fo narr :or^ '  t ,heir  a l r -erady l i rn i ted te:r : r i t ,or : ia l  bound.ar: ies
or to desert  fhe area.

The habi tat  select ion is o. f  v i l ,a i l  i rnpor: ta.nce for fhe ex" istence of
a species,  for  i f  they do n,ot  select  fhe r i .ght  *=o:: t ,  of  habi tat  the
chances of  rear ing a succes-oful  brood are minirnised.

By studying the ecolr :gy of  a species we rni i l r  undoubredly gain
some knowledge of  i ts  : 'ec4rr i i :ernents.  and hernce be in a better posi f ion
fo at ternpt io preserve sui lable a,Teas.

Within reasonable disfance of  I {ooraga,ng Is lancl  ,  the next best
sui table area we could possibly fo: :esee for r , t taders would be the
Ful ler ton Cowe area (see rnap 1 )  ,  which,  however,  . \A/€ hawe l i t i le
chance of  preserving unless a concerted ef for t .  is  rna,d.e by locals an4
conservat ionists in fhe very n€a.r  future.

I t  is  unforfunate that  such a r  ich a,ncl  var ied.  faunist ic area as
Kooragang rs land, r . r 'h ich has a, t t racted people f rorr  nra.ny countr ies
and al l  ower Austr :a l ia,  wi l i  be cornpl .ete. , ly  r rdestroye,dr;  howewer,  i t
was planned as an indust:r : ia l  cornpLe,x a.nd reclarnat, ion was vyel l  in
progress before i fs ecological  value as a sa.nctuary pas real i .sed"

Now, in 1"972, wi th several  indust,r : i .es t i r : rn lv esta,bl , ished on the+
is land, the f i l l ing of  sr ,varnps by the B.H.P. r ,n. i th s lud.ge frorn ihe
coal  washery,  the purnping in of  sa.nd frorn channel  c l recigi .ng
operat ions,  sut focat ing the n)a,ngroves in which the Egret ,  c61ony is
located, the new St,ockton Br id.ge anr l  con.struct i .on of  t ,he associated
highway, the l i le of  the i - .La,nd seems cloeirned t ,o an e,xtrerne,[y short
durat ion.

AC KN OWLEp GElvr tTxlr  s

We are grateful  lor  lhe, ,  assistance and co-ope::af . ron receiwed"
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The Birds of  I (ooragang Is land (cont.  )
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SPECIES

-L-EJ:-E!I

' l '  Found brr :ccl ing on I ioora.-q;rng ls land

"", 'Found brcoding in nc: t r  v ic in i ty

' l  13 recding on the ls land needs lo be corr f i r rned

='  Avcaagc numbers sccn ourrng year

,  Morc than aver ' ; rgc.  nunrbers scen dur ing year

-  l ,ess lhan:rweragc nurtrbers seen r iur ing year

O Not observet l  drrr- i r rg year

O0 Rccordcd on tho Is land by olher observers

[)robabi l i ty  o i  ob,-crvat ions t . ; rken over a 1OO week per iod,

1 s l  May, 19 7L)

l l r r r r t . r  \ , t ' . r . , t  l l i . t ,  rv NIey, 1!172
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