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Surveys were undertaken of the shorebirds and terns on the: Lady Elliot and Lady 
Musgrave Islands, two most southern islands on the Great Barrier Reef in Australia 
during December 2006 and January 2007. Low and high tide counts were made of 
the entire island and surrounding reef on Lady Elliot over three days and one day on 
Lady Musgrave Is. The highest count was 367 shorebirds on Lady Elliot Is, including 
240 Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres. This count represents approximately 1.2% 
of the national population and is the only site supporting substantial Ruddy Turnstone 
numbers in the region. Shorebird species composition on Lady Musgrave Is was 
similar to that seen on Lady Elliot Is. However, the diversity and total numbers were 
lower. with a maximum count of 80 birds. Both islands experience a large volume of 
tourists during the summer non-breeding season when shorebird numbers were 
highest. On Lady Elliot Is, both Ruddy Turnstone and Pacific Golden Plover Pluvialis 
fulva have habituated to humans and forage freely around the buildings in the tourist 
resort. In contrast, disturbance from tourists may be contributing to the lower 
shorebird numbers on Lady Musgrave Is Here, the birds have fewer options to roost 
in areas free from regular tourist activity and the terrestrial habitats are more closed. 
This presumably makes terrestrial foraging less attractive for Ruddy Turnstone and 
Pacific Golden Plover and thus has reduced the degree of habituation by these 
species. 
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This paper presents estimated average February numbers of waders in Gulf St 
Vincent, South Australia. in two periods, 1979-85 and 2000-08. Estimates were 
arrived at by sample counts of all roosting sites. Comparison of the results showed 
that numbers of 12 out of 14 species of palaearctic wader had decreased, the 
average decline for the 14 species being 50%. The numbers of six out of nine 
Australian-breeding species decreased greatly. Although, the average decline for the 
nine species was only 12%, this was because the most numerous of them the 
Banded Stilt Cladorhynchus leucocephalus, increased. There was relatively little 
observable change in wader habitat between 1979-2008. It was therefore concluded 
that the decline in populations of waders was due mainly to factors outside Gulf St 
Vincent. 
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The Coorong 35º 50’ S 139º 20’ E and adjacent lakes Alexandrina and Albert in 
South Australia are listed as Wetlands of International Importance under the Ramsar 
Convention because they contain many aquatic habitats which support a diverse 
suite of flora and fauna. Shorebirds are an important component of this diversity with 



almost a quarter of a million shorebirds being recorded in the early 1980's. Sadly the 
number of migratory shorebirds has shown dramatic declines over the last 20 years. 
In February 2008, ignoring the ephemeral species of Banded Stilt Cladorhynchus 
leucocephalus and Red-necked Avocet Recurvirostra novaehollandiae, the number 
counted was 25,889, the lowest on record since 1982. This represents an 85% 
reduction in migratory shorebirds since the early 1980's. The decline this year was 
notable for the absence of Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis, nominally the most 
abundant migratory wader species at the site. In contrast. Sharp-tailed Sandpiper C. 
acuminuta and Curlew Sandpiper C. ferruginea were present in higher numbers when 
compared with the 2007 data. Banded Stilt were highly abundant in the Coorong’s 
Southern Lagoon, where a flock exceeding 250,000 was observed. This is possibly 
the largest recorded Banded Stilt flock in Australia. 

 
Curlew Sandpiper numbers remain concerning, however the 2008 population of 3,988 
birds indicated some form of recovery compared with the 2007 count (and record low 
abundance) of 2,171 birds. when compared with historical data, 1981 for example, 
Curlew Sandpiper abundance has declined more than 90%. While this needs to be 
put in the context of the flyway population declines, it does highlight the critical 
deterioration of the Coorong as a non-breeding site. 

 
The distribution of birds along the length of the Coorong in 2008 confirmed a general 
movement to the northern lagoons for most species as a result of the hyper-salinity 
south of Parnka Point. Ignoring Banded Stilt, the southern lagoon supported few 
waders. The ecology of the Coorong has deteriorated significantly over the last eight 
years largely as a result of the lack of fresh water flows from the River Murray through 
the barrages. 

 
Prior to the 2008 count, observational work showed that waders were moving 
between the Coorong and the lakes following tidal and wind patterns. Local drought 
conditions and record low-flows across the Murray-Darling Basin during 2007 caused 
the lake water levels to draw-down severely. Newly created lake edge habitat was 
hypothesized as an alternative for Coorong waders however aerial observations of 
the lake edges shortly after the survey suggested that recently uncovered sediments 
(in the main) were not particularly attractive to waders. A survey of the Southeast 
Coastal Lakes between the Coorong and Lake George found variable use by waders. 
All of these lakes have been substantially altered over time by drainage and farming 
practices. The drought has affected the ephemeral habitats associated with many of 
these lakes. and therefore the abundance of waders. Lake George appears to be 
slowly recovering from a period of deteriorating water quality, and invertebrate 
abundance, caused principally by algal toxicity. 

 
It is essential that water quantity and quality are closely monitored throughout the 
Coorong because both are pivotal to the ecological recovery of the wetland. The 
communication of information should help land and water managers to improve this 
critical situation. 
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Twenty seven low-tide surveys in the small (20 ha) lower estuary of Moonee Creek, 
New South Wales, Australia over a 12 month period in 1996-1997 recorded small 
numbers of three migratory shorebirds, Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica, 
Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus and Eastern Curlew Numenius  madagascarensis, 
three resident shorebirds of conservation concern in New South Wales, Beach Stone-
curlew Esacus magnirostris, Australian Pied Oystercatcher Haematopus longirostis 
and Sooty Oystercatcher H. fuliginosus and one common resident shorebird Masked 
Lapwing Vanellus miles. This study demonstrates that minor estuaries can make a 
small but nevertheless valuable contribution to supporting shorebird communities. 
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