
Between the Sand and the Sea

Shorebirds

With declining numbers of shorebirds 
being recorded around Australia, the 
importance of gathering data that 
will inform restorative management 
measures is critical.

Natural Resources Alinytjara Wilurara’s 
added it findings to state and national 
data this year with the 2016 Shorebird 
survey undertaken in early December 
along the Yalata shoreline. 

Prior to 2008, knowledge about 
shorebird populations, their species, 
visitation frequency and how they used 
the habitat was virtually unrecorded. 

Four species also received  dedicated 
threat assessments, including Hooded 
Plover (EPBC listed Vulnerable), the 
Red-cap Plover, Sooty Oystercatcher 
and the Pied Oystercatcher (state rare).

The team from DEWNR’s Natural 
Resources Centre in Ceduna included 
Brett Backhouse (AW Ecologist), Codee 
Spitzkowsky (AW Project Officer), Jamal 
LeBois (AW Project Officer), Ben  
McCracken (EP Senior Project Fire Officer) 
and Andrew Sleep (Authorised Officer 
West Eyre) and volunteer Andrew Brooks.

Migratory Birds

The populations of many species of 
migratory shorebird are in decline. The 
long and dangerous migration route to 
breeding grounds in northern Siberia 
each austral winter requires each species 
to fly many thousands of kilometres non-
stop to vital feeding grounds. Many of 
these are around the Yellow Sea in China 
where pollution and silting is severely 
impacting on the bird’s ability to feed 
and rest. For this reason many birds are 
unable complete their journey. 

Non-migratory birds

In addition, species of non-migratory 
shorebird which reside in Australia 
are also on the decline, most notably 
the Hooded Plover. This species tends 
to prefer high energy beaches, which 
are often also popular fishing spots. 
On beaches that have vehicle access, 
the risk to Hooded Plovers, who breed 
along the high tide line is significantly 
increased. In addition, many people 
are visit these areas with dogs, which 
can also predate the nest, or kill chicks, 
or simply scare the birds from feeding 
locations. 

Hooded Plovers are keen and protective 
parents, and will defend nest or 
chicks by feigning injury, or swooping 
predators. Unfortunately, most of these 
techniques are useless against one of 
the biggest threats to Hooded Plovers, 
feral cats and red foxes. 

Survey technique

Surveys were undertaken by foot, with 
the exception of the longest sections of 
coastline where a Quad vehicle was used.

All transects are walked between 
known fishing camps, allowing for track 
access to the beach, and a dedicated 
start and end point. Most of these are 
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Brett Backhouse heading off to work...



around 5-7 kilometres apart, providing 
a decent, however achievable walk to 
be undertaken in the early, cooler part 
of the day. Observers walk at a steady 
pace, while surveying the beaches and 
dunes for species of bird. Once sighted, 
a birding scope are used to identify 
bird species, and count numbers. All 
birds are also checked for leg ‘flags’ 
which provides movement data on the 
migratory species. 

Data is collected via Personal Digital 
Assistant (PDA) devices, which have 
Cybertracker installed to provide a 
systematic format for recording data. 

Survey Results

Over three days 1130 individual bird 
species were identified from 22 species 
of bird along the Yalata coastline 
during the shorebird transects. An 
additional 56 birds from 9 species were 
recorded opportunistically off transect 
while in the area. Of these 1130, 29 
were classed as juveniles, which, due 
to the lateness of the survey is not 
unexpected. 

The most abundant species was the 
Red-Cap Plover, with 395 individual 
recorded, followed by the Red-Neck 
Stint with 331. Migratory species of 
note include eight Grey Plovers, two 
Common Sandpiper, 81 Sanderlings 
and 17 Ruddy Turnstones. In addition 
to the 395 Red-Plover, 38 Pied 
Oystercatcher were noted, and 16 
Sooty Oystercatchers were seen. A 

total of eight Hooded Plover were 
also observed Along more southern 
transects. 

A number of threats were recorded, 
the most abundant being animal 
tracks. Sixteen tracks were noted 
within 100m of one of the target 
species, 12 from Red Fox. Numerous 
vehicle tracks were also recorded, and 
litter noted, mainly around the beaches 
between Hilton camp site to Twin Rocks. 

The weary walkers put their feet up at Jaxon camp 
site at the end of another long day

Water: threatened species
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Hooded Plover (Thinornis rubricollis)

Ruddy Turnstones (Arenaria interpres)


