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  Shorebirds & Terns – Belongil Estuary (August 2012) 
 
Belongil Bird Buddies formed in 2004, with the support and encouragement of local (BSC) and 
state government (DEC, MPA) agencies, the objective being to actively protect shorebirds & 
Little Tern nesting site of Belongil Estuary and Beach.  Due to a changing membership and a 
broader focus the name was changed to Byron Bird Buddies in 2007. The group has been 
monitoring avifauna species in a number of areas in the Shire and at the Belongil Estuary since 
2004 with a particular focus on shorebirds being part of the Birdlife Australia Nationwide 
Shorebird 2020 program.  The group’s activity is guided by the Belongil Estuary Seabird and 
Shorebird Management Plan. 
 
Fencing – a management action in the plan is to provide fencing to protect a refuge/nesting 
area for shorebirds and terns and to exclude people from the area.  Another action is to 
maintain and improve permanent fencing around the principal refuge/nesting area. Some 
permanent fencing existed on the eastern end of the refuge/nesting area prior to 2004 but 
providing permanent fencing in an erosion zone has proved impractical.  In addition to the 
existing permanent fence a temporary fence has been used and maintained with the tide line 
and creek configuration being used as the guide for positioning the fence. The fence maybe 
readjusted during the breeding season because of adverse weather conditions associated 
with a change in tide and creek conditions.  Following the nesting period and after the 
migrating birds have gone usually by the beginning of May the refuge/nesting area size is then 
reduced by moving the fence back to wards the vegetation and then expanded again prior 
to the beginning of the breeding season and the return of the migrating birds usually at the 
end of July or beginning of August. All permanent fencing and the high dunes in the refuge/ 
nesting area was destroyed in 2009. 
 
 
Avifauna - A total of 164 bird species have been recorded in the estuary and surrounding 
vegetation since 2004. 
 
Shorebirds – Of the total thirty-one species are shorebirds; twenty are migratory shorebirds and 
eleven are resident shorebirds. 
 
Migratory Shorebirds - are protected under International Agreements. The birds migrate to the 
northern hemisphere, some as far as the Arctic and Alaska, to breed during our winter. They 
arrive back at the end of August and start to depart at the end of February and most are 
gone by May. they include; Latham's Snipe, Bar-tailed Godwit, Whimbrel, Eastern Curlew, 
Marsh Sandpiper, Terek Sandpiper, Common Greenshank, Common Sandpiper, Grey-tailed 
Tattler, Ruddy Turnstone, Red Knot, Sanderling, Red-necked Stint, Sharp-tailed Sandpiper, 
Curlew Sandpiper, Broad-billed Sandpiper, Pacific Golden Plover, Grey Plover.  The double 
Double-banded Plover breeds in NZ and migrates to Australia in the winter months.   The five 
highlighted species are listed as threatened species. Migratory shorebirds have special needs 
as they require undisturbed roosts to feed and rest to replenish condition following long 
migration and to store energy to be able to migrate and reach their breeding grounds.  
 
Resident Shorebirds breed and reside in Australia, they include; Comb-crested Jacana, Bush 
Stone-curlew, Beach Stone-curlew, Pied Oystercatcher, Sooty Oystercatcher, Black-winged 
Stilt, Red-capped Plover, Black-fronted Dotterel, Red-kneed Dotterel and Masked Lapwing, of 
these five are threatened species (highlighted) and three, Pied Oystercatcher, Red-capped 
Plover and Masked Lapwing, are known to nest in the estuary. They may begin nesting from as 
early as July through to Dec/January by which time the chicks have usually fledged. 
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Pied Oystercatchers (POC) – listed as a Vulnerable Species - Two pair of Pied Oystercatchers 
nest in the estuary. One pair which nests at the mouth of the estuary has been recorded 
nesting since 2004. As Pied Oystercatchers mate for life and nest in the same area each year, 
they are likely to have nested in the area 
prior to 2004. The other pair nests on the 
island just inside the estuary mouth since 
2005, but from observations they do not 
necessarily nest every year or are present 
all year round.  

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The Beach nesting pair of POC’s is present all year and 
they have also attempted to nest every year. Due to 
disturbance by people and sometimes weather they are 
not always successful.  The nest is a scrape in sand above 
the high-water mark, laying two eggs. They only require a 
small area for nesting and seem to protect an area of 
about 200mts, excluding any other Pied Oystercatcher 
within that area and possibly other species. An indication 
that another pair would unlikely set up a nest on the Spit.  
Because the nest site is on the high tide mark or just 
above, it is prone to disturbance and nests are often 
abandoned. The clutch is usually 2 eggs; a second clutch 
will be laid if the first nest is lost.  Nesting may commence 
as early as the end of July and finish by end of December. 
The chicks can look after themselves from birth and fly by 
two months. Main threats are human disturbances, dogs, 
weather, high tides and maybe foxes and goanna at the 

Red-capped Plover – is listed as Common but numbers 
appear to be declining.  A colony of about 18-20 
inhabited the spit in 2004 and at least two pair nested at 
that time. Since then, there has been a steady decline in 
numbers with only 2-3 being recorded in the past couple 
of years. They may nest in the sand (as in the picture) but 
at Belongil they appear to nest in the grassy area in the 
dunes   BBB are not sure of the nest site but most years at 
least one chick has been recorded but disappears within 
1-2 days. If nesting occurs on the spit the strategy is the 
place temporary fencing around the nest site. T he major 
threat is human disturbance and natural predators. 

Beach Stone-curlew is listed as Endangered in NSW – only 
about 30 birds are recorded in NSW (2011).  A single bird has 
been recorded at the Belongil most years at different times It 
is possible in the future that if a pair is formed they could nest 
at the Belongil. A pair recently nested in Brunswick for the 
past couple of seasons in similar habitat. Their nesting 
requirements are similar to the Pied Oystercatcher, the nest 
being a scrape in the ground just above the high tide mark. 
Nesting occurs between September and October; they lay 
only one egg but unlike the POC the chick hangs round for 
at least six months. 



Byron Bird Buddies is a locality group of Brunswick Valley Landcare                            www:byronbirdbuddies.com.au 
“Watch Out for the Birds” 

Terns – There are at least six tern species known to visit the estuary, however only three; the 
Crested Tern, Common Tern and Little Tern are commonly seen & recorded at the estuary. The 
threatened Little Tern which migrates to Japan for the winter returns to breed in Australia. 
Belongil spit once supported a nesting colony of Little Tern.  
 
 
 
 
 

   
 

Little Terns – listed as threatened. Little Terns still rest and 
feed at the estuary with some years recording up to 200 
individuals. However, the last reported nesting of a Little Tern 
in the Belongil was in 2001 not long after the establishment of 
the Sunrise Estate. A study has never been conducted to 
determine why the Spit was abandoned as a nesting site. It is 
assessed possibly because of an increase in people and dogs 
despite the Estuary having a NO DOG zoning. Also nests are 
sometimes abandoned because substrates are unstable or 
overheat.  BBB have information that vegetation has also 
encroached on the nesting site area.  BBB have assessed that the 
habitat remains unsuitable for re-establishing a nesting colony 
in the current situation. They like to nest on sand-spits & 
estuaries that are associated with stone, shells or coral rubble, 
just above the high-tide mark. They prefer sheltered sand-spits 
that are surrounded by narrow shallow channels within lakes, to 
more exposed spits in large lakes, which are, in turn, preferred 
to ocean beaches 


