Saga of the Beach-nesting Birds in Byron Shire for 2014 Breeding Season
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Brunswick River

Would Pied Oystercatchers declare war for another Pied Oystercatcher’s territory and fight to the death!!
This was a question that was posed this season when a Pied Oystercatcher was found dead next to where, for
almost 28 days, it had been sitting on a nest.

Since 2008, Byron Bird Buddies (BBB), assisted by Tweed Area NPWS rangers, have been monitoring
three, usually very successful, breeding pairs of Pied Oystercatchers in the Brunswick River. In 2013, the
three pairs were very successful and fledged two chicks a pair. The three pairs nest on two small “islands’ in
the River and, we believe, the relative isolation has contributed to their successful nesting in the past. One
pair nest on Flea Island, a small sandy spit which is separated from the mainland by mangroves and a very
small channel on one side and the Brunswick River on the other, making land access impossible, but access
is still possible by boat and especially by paddled
craft. However, they manage despite being restricted
to a patch of sand about a meter wide at high tide,
but for an unknown reason they only hatched and
fledged one chick this season.

The other two pairs nest on a fairly wide, mostly
tree-covered and man-made training wall separating
the River and the north arm of the creek known as
Marshalls Creek. One pair usually make a nest in, or
near, an old campfire in the middle of the ‘island’,
and the other pair make a nest at the very east end,
usually on a bare sandy patch surrounded by the
rocks used to construct the wall. These two pairs

are also relatively isolated, except from a few water
craft and people yabbying at low tide. This sea-

son, despite both laying the usual two eggs, neither
hatched a chick. The mid-island pair abandoned their nest after a few weeks and did not re-nest and, of the
east end pair, one adult was found dead near the nest and the eggs had disappeared despite an adult bird hav-
ing been seen on the nest the previous day.

The reason the question about war over nesting territory was posed was because two new pair of Pied Oys-
tercatcher and some “floaters’ or, single birds, had moved into the estuary and BBB members have witnessed
frequent skirmishes between the nesting pairs and the other birds. In the estuary, either due to development,
mangroves or high tide inundation, there is very little habitat available that would be suitable as a nesting
site for Pied Oystercatchers. So if the requirement for nesting is 200m between nests then nesting sites are at
a premium. Within two days of finding the dead adult, there was again a pair of Pied Oystercatchers in resi-
dence at the east end of the island! Due to the distance, we usually check this pair using a spotting scope, so
we would be none the wiser that one bird had died and a new mate or even a new pair had moved in, had it
not been for the Cape Byron Marine Park staff assisting BBB with a boat to band the chick on Flea Island as
well as check on the nests. The dead bird was picked up and taken for autopsy but, due to the current lack of



funding, it maybe sometime before results of the cause of death is known. The Flea island chick had already
fledged, and could not be caught, so it escaped a leg flag.

On the positive side, one of the new pairs of Pied Oystercatchers did manage to find a nest site, surprisingly
inside the fenced enclosure setup in 2010 by Tweed Coast National Parks and Wildlife staff to protect the
nest site of the resident Beach Stone-curlew. The Pied Oystercatcher nest, with two eggs nested about five
meters from where the Beach Stone-curlew was already on a nest, with one egg! Also surprisingly, these
two species tolerated each other, as several years previously, in the Belongil Estuary we had witnessed Pied
Oystercatchers destroying the eggs of some Red-capped Plovers which had nested in their territory and too
close to the nest. For the first time since the fence was erected to protect the Beach Stone-curlew, there was
no undue disturbance in the enclosure this season, such as teenagers ‘doof’ parties, trail bikes, dogs or tidal
surge, so both species successfully hatched their chicks and in November the Beach Stone-curlew chick was
flagged C5 and one of the Pied Oystercatcher was flagged S5.

Also of interest, another of the new pairs of birds
had returned with a mate late in the breeding
season the year before, in 2013, and they nested
right at the waters edge in the Beach Stone-curlew
enclosure, but the nest was abandoned and the egg
lay exposed to the elements for many weeks. One
of this pair had a leg flag, J7, so without the leg
tag and knowing that Pied Oystercatchers usually
§ return to the same nest site each year, we would

' have assumed this would have been the pair that
again nested in the Beach Stone-curlew enclosure.
¥4 But no, J7 and its mate did not nest in 2014 and
although they were involved in the skirmishes in
the estuary, they now mainly hang-out on the beach
side of the estuary. J7 was flagged in the Bruns-
wick River on the 13/12/08 and is a sibling of the
pair that nest on Flea Island.
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Beach Stone-curlew with last years chick -2013  For yeasons unknown and unlike the Pied Oyster-
catchers further south in the Ballina Shire and along the South Ballina Beach, there is no history of nesting
along the beaches in Byron Shire that we are aware of, only in the estuaries. Along the Brunswick coast
north of the River there is a long history of human disturbance including beach-walkers, dogs off leashes,
4W driving, commercial pippi gathering and a housing development. Any of these threats may or may not
be a reason for the lack of nests. Thankfully now, for about 1km north of the Brunswick River Estuary
and adjacent to the Brunswick River Nature Reserve, all these threats have mostly gone. The last threat,
4Wdriving, was removed after the 2013 storms and now both migratory and resident shorebirds rest and for-
age along this section of the beach, so it is hoped that nesting may occur there one day.

Neither are there records of beach-nesting south of the Brunswick River, where there are fewer disturbances,
till the Belongil Estuary.
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Belongil Estuary

The Estuary is a sanctuary zone in the Cape Byron Marine Park. For 10 years, BBB has been working with
the NPWS Byron Coast rangers, Byron Shire Council and Marine Parks in the estuary to protect two pairs of
breeding Pied Oystercatchers with fencing, signage, media, fox baiting and dog control. Dogs have been ex-
cluded from the estuary for many years but, due to non-compliance, they still remain a threat to both resident
and migratory birds that either nest, feed or roosting in the area.

The nesting success here has varied over the 10 years for both pairs of Pied Oystercatchers due, mainly, to
disturbance by dogs, foxes and inundation of the nest site during storm events or high tides. This year, (the
2014 breeding season), and for the first time ever, we saw four fully fledged chicks in the estuary ... 100%
success at last! One of the chicks was flagged S2 in October.

A population of about twenty Red-capped
Plovers once inhabited the Belongil site, but
the population dropped from about 20 in 2004
to 2-3 in 2014 with zero being recorded some
seasons. We were thrilled when a pair returned
this year and after four attempts to nest, even-
tually from two eggs, one chick emerged on
New Years Day. Three of the nests being small
sand depression on the open beach were very
exposed; we are not sure what happened to
two of the nests but on one visit to the site we
were dismayed to witness the two eggs from
the second nest being taken by Silver Gulls.
Eventually the Plovers learnt the lesson and
nested under the protection of a small bush.
We were able to extend the fence that protects

Red-capped Plover & chick 2014 the Pied Oystercatchers nest site to include the

bush-nest site and so provide further protection,

especially from disturbance by walkers. The chick remains very vulnerable to the Silver Gulls but the small
parents are fearsome and attack the Silver Gulls with great bravado, sometimes knocking them off their feet,
three weeks later the chick is still alive and grown-up, so it has survived!

Overall it was an interesting season.




