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Tropical Cyclone Oswald originated in Northern Queensland. It was a huge system that slowly moved down 
the Queensland Coast during the week prior to the Australia Day long week-end.  As the system moved, 
South-east Queensland and Northern NSW experienced steady rainfall but very little wind but all reports 
said the wind was coming. The system now called “ex-cyclone Oswald” was anticipated to arrive on this 
part of the coast sometime over the holiday week-end but was often delayed as it stood stationary at times. I 
felt some of its fury when it eventually arrived on Sunday afternoon 27th.  I had just finished giving a pres-
entation on “Birds and Backyards” to the Uki Garden Club in Murwillumbah when the wind really began to 
blow.  The 30km drive back home was unnerving, to say the least, as creeks began to overflow, trees were 
falling in the howling wind, and the road was becoming covered in a layer of leaves and branches that were 
flying around in the air. 
It raged for the next couple of days and slowly moved south causing all sorts of havoc. Three weeks later 
another system, this time, an East Coast low, formed off the Queensland /NSW border and contributed to 
the wreckage that Oswald had already left in its wake. These systems also swept some seldom seen seabirds 
along with it.

The stories that follow are mainly compiled from emails and photographs sent from members and birding 
people in the Northern Rivers Region from Burleigh Heads in the north to Brooms Head in the south who 
braved the conditions to see what avian species may have blown in on the wind. Most observations were 
reported between the January 28th and February 1st and I have included some additional information on the 
birds as well as some information on the shorebirds along the Byron Coast affected during the passing of 
these two weather events.

A COMPILATION OF BIRD STORIES FROM THE RECENT 
WILD WEATHER 

by Jan Olley of Byron Bird Buddies  28/2/13

Terns 
Sooty Terns:  The usually tropical oceanic feeder Sooty Tern 
was being reported all along the coast including Burleigh Heads, 
Tweed Heads, Brunswick Heads, Belongil, Cape Byron, Bro-
ken Head, Lennox Head and Ballina and far inland. I met a man 
at a Koala seminar who lives at Blue Knob on the other side of 
Nimbin and he found a Sooty Tern in his paddock approx 50kms 
from the coast. A Sooty Tern was reported 1km inland on the 
Tweed Coast. A number were observed flying off the coastline but 
many were found resting in paddocks and sadly some had died. 
Wildlife carers along the coast and inland were inundated with injured or exhausted both adult and juvenile 
Sooty Terns.  These terns are unusual in that their feathers are not water-proofed, so they spend long periods 
feeding by skimming the water surface for small fish, rarely landing on the water. They feed both day and 
night far from land and only return to the colony to breed or escape bad weather.  They colonise cays and 
off-shore islands along the Barrier Reef down to Lord Howe Island and it is not uncommon that they are 
seen inshore after gales. 

Dead Sooty Tern - Stephen Booth
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Roseate & Bridled Tern:  On Tuesday 30th January people in Ballina were awarded with the sighting of 
both these unusual visitors to this coastline. A Roseate Tern, in breeding plumage, was discovered at Flat 
Rock early in the morning and another one later in the day at Black Head, a rocky headland, north of Shelly 
Beach.  It landed for a short period again the next day at Flat Rock. These birds are also tropical water feed-
ers both inshore and the open sea mainly along the Western Australia coast and off the Qld. Capricorn and 
Bunker Island groups where they also breed.

At Flat Rock, just on dark, 31 Bridled Terns were counted. Bridled Terns are similar to the Sooty Tern but 
has slightly browner plumage, as is their usual habitat they had come in to roost on the land for the night, in 
company with 2 Common Noddy, 1 adult Sooty Tern & the 2 regular Wandering Tattlers. These terns search 
for their food by hovering over the water and once detected they pick it from the surface. They are common 
along the WA coast round to the central Qld coast. A Bridled Tern was also reported on the Tweed Coast. 

Common Terns, Crested Terns, Little Terns:  Along the Byron Coast, at least and probably the other 
roosting areas all the regular tern species were reported in larger then usual numbers sheltering huddled up 
against sand banks in all the usual places, Brunswick Heads North Wall, Belongil Estuary, Clarks Beach 
storm water outlet and Tallow’s Beach.  There were an estimated 2 thousand odd Terns in lower Richmond 
River & North Creek of these regular species and the odd Gull-billed Tern. The same amount, including 
seagulls was estimated at Belongil by a NPWS ranger during the rage of the “low” when searching for some 
campers.

Sooty Tern - Reid Waters Sooty Tern - Rob Mackenzie

Roseate Tern at Black Head - Steve McBride Terns - Tweed River - Rob Mackenzie

Bridled Tern - Graeme Chapman        
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Noddy (28-30th January to 1st February 2013)
Black and Common Noddies:  Both were observed. An observation of a Black and Common Noddy was 
reported off Main Beach Byron Bay, and a separate observation in the same place of a “dozen noddies” on 
the beach sheltering from the gale force winds. A Black Noddy was also reported off the Tweed Coast, Flat 
Rock and North Creek Ballina and three off Broken Head. Two Common Noddies also observed at Flat 
Rock and one at  Fingal Head on the Tweed. At Burleigh Heads a person reported a mixed flock of about 50 
Common Noddies (Brown) and White Capped Noddies (Black) on the grass next to the rocks. 
Noddies are generally found widely in tropical waters along the Qld coast from Lady Elliot Island north and 
are rarely seen in the south, breeding on islands or coral cays. They are dark plumed terns with white-caps. 
They feed on fish and plankton skimmed from the sea surface. The Common Noddy can be found far out to 
sea in large flocks and can roost on the sea for long periods without getting water-logged. They nest in low 
shrubs or on the ground. The Black Noddy usually returns to land to rest in trees after feeding all day at sea. 
A number of Common Noddies were last observed along the Byron Coast in the wake of tropical cyclone 
Hamish in March 2009.

FrigateBirds
Lesser & Great Frigatebirds:  Being a bird of the tropical waters and wholly adapted to living in the air it 
was always a puzzle to me why Frigatebirds were included as a sighting record on the  Byron Wetlands bird 
list. I often wondered if it was an error as no date was recorded but I am assuming they were recorded be-
tween 2000 and 2004. It is no longer a mystery; of course the weather brings them in.  Numerous sightings 
of both the Great & Lesser Frigatebirds occurred at many places along the coast from Brisbane-Gold Coast 
down to Brooms Head. From reports off the internet they were also observed much further south during the 
passing of ex-cyclone Oswald. Lesser Frigate birds were recorded along the Tweed coast  and a person along 
Plantation Road at Cudgen reported a pair of Frigate birds sitting in a tree outside their house when the wind 
was at its worse. There were other records off the Tweed coast, but no details, including records further west 
to Murwillumbah.
Lesser Frigatebirds and possibly Great were reported off Byron Bay beaches, the Lighthouse headland and 
5 Lesser Frigatebirds off Broken Head. Ballina recorded both species off Lennox & Ballina beaches as one 
report off Brooms Head headland.

The huge body shape and short legs prevents these birds from 
walking and swimming but they can perch in trees as their toes 
are not fully webbed. But, most of the time they are in the air, 
their favourite food, the flying fish is caught on the wing, they 
may skim the water for squid and young turtles or they pirate 
from other seabirds by harassment and forcing them to disgorge 
their meal.
The male inflates a huge red throat sac during courtship; they 
breed on cays in the northern part of the Great Barrier Reef and 
the Coral Sea with the Lesser extending its range to the WA 
coast.

Kay Bolton

Black Noddy - Steve McBride by Phone Black Noddy - Reid Waters

Great Frigatebird  - Steve McBride
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Jaegers
Pomarine Jaeger:  Two reports of a Pomarine Jaeger off Tweed Coast although one was at first considered 
a Skua. One was rescued from Flat Rock, one from Lennox Head Primary School and one from Tallow’s 
Beach, Byron Bay. A Ballina carer had one in care but it may have been one of these three. 
There are three species of Jaegers, Pomarine, Artic & Long-tailed and much debate occurred over the iden-
tity of a Jaeger rescued and taken into care off Tallow Beach and the circulated photographs proved a helpful 
learning experience in identification for some of us. An Artic was suggested by one person but the majority 
concluded it was a Pomarine 
A big variety of plumages; it was pointed out that the 3 Jaegers are difficult to identify because they all have 
light & dark phases, plus intermediates. They also have breeding, non-breeding, juvenile & immature plum-
ages. The bill length is also an important consideration. As advised if you want a positive ID, it always pays 
to get lots of good quality photos, in particular good shots of both the upper & under-wing fully spread and 
the bill length to also distinguish between the other difficult sea-birds, such as Shearwaters, Petrels, and 
Albatrosses. 
The bird in the photo someone said “I guessed Pomarine Jaeger because Arctic usually have pale feathers 
across the upper bill base, thou possibly not always? The bill looks too big for Long-tailed Jaeger” Another 
email said “Jaegers are difficult and worse when not on the wing. I’m going with Pomarine due to the pale 

collar, which while not diagnostic seems to be more common in Pomarine than in Arctic (non-breeding), and 
the hefty size of the bill. Arctic is a more delicate bird (Long-tailed even more so). Also, who has heard of 
an Arctic Jaeger reading the newspaper? The good news is that it survived and was released.

Shearwaters 
There was only one report of a wedge-tailed shearwa-
ter flying off the Tweed coast. All other reports were 
either of dead and injured shearwaters which were 
found all along the beaches. Along with the Sooty 
Tern, the greatest numbers of injured birds that were 
taken into care were the shearwaters (usually species 
not identified). My understanding is that the care facili-
ties were inundated and over-flowing with all sorts of 
injured birds and could not accept all into care.

Resident Shorebirds
Beach Stone-curlew (BSC) - The pair of Beach Stone-curlews which are monitored at the Brunswick Heads 
NR did not have a good season. They hatched a chick in September, in the aftermath of an invasion of party-
ing teenagers into their enclave. The chick was banded A7 at the end of November and it was last observed 
mid-December. The behaviour of the parents indicated that the chick was still around but remained well hid-
den. Eventually a second nest was discovered, what happened to A7 remains unknown. It was estimated that 
the second hatching was due 1st week in February but the tide and storm surge from Oswald took the nest 
(see picture below). 

Shearwater - Reid Waters

Pomarine Jaeger - Tritian Lavery 
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For the next few weeks BSC were 
reported at several locations in Byron 
Shire: one BSC was reported at the 
Clarke’s Beach storm-water drain on 
the 29th, a popular spot so was being 
disturbed by beach-goers. At Belongil 
an excited blogger wrote the following 
on Feb 19th- a pair of BSC had been in 
residence for a couple of months 
“Dear BSC Aficionados,
BIG NEWS BIG NEWS Listen Up
Down at the Belongil yesterday morn-
ing. I came around the bend AND there 
they were, Not one, not two BUT yes 
three BSC (all unbanded/unflagged and the intruder appearing noticeably smaller than the paired beach-
ies). Am used to rather sedate BSC promenading, but holy hell dear reader these dudes transformed into the 
ultimate Beach Runners, up, down and around the estuary, non-stop motoring from one end of the beach to 
the island and back then reversed direction and off again. As a talented and impartial observer I soon deci-
phered their game plan. Yes, it was Total Domination and Submission, drive the interloper, (how dare it even 
contemplate residence) out at all cost.
Ultimate display of naked territorial aggression never seen before in this shire and with only one twitcher as 
witness. No gladiatorial feathers flying but relentless pursuit, only taking to the air when interrupted by ap-
proaching beach goers, then immediately back to the chase. End Result, when I returned later in the day the 
resident pair were fat and smugly superior and nonchalantly alert on their island. The aspirant  lay shaking 
and shivering, longing only for avian companionship and succour (how I longed to hold the skinny  bird to 
my manly bosom) three hundred meters away, inside the now unfenced bird pen. Truly wonderfully poignant 
to behold. 
Seriously though folks, my theory is, that this young bird has shucked off its metal band and yellow flag of 
submission and will emerge triumphant as BEACHIE ‘UNCHAINED’.(and coming to a estuary near you, 
bird banders beware). But on a more serious note, the estuary is looking pretty shitty (particularly on is-
land), heaps of plastic (see POC photo), and needs a good clean up.”
On Feb 23rd a pair of Beach Stone-Curlews were spotted at Taylor’s Lake (Broken Head), and concern was 
raised about their vulnerability at this spot due to dogs in a “No Dog” area. One of the birds was still there 
the next day but very flighty due to the disturbances.  In the afternoon both had moved 1km north to Tal-
low’s Creek and better food & protection opportunities.   At the same time, a unusal sighting of a Bar-tailed 
Godwit was made at this site. Back at Brunswick, only one bird was seen on the 18th. They have been insep-
arable for the last three years. Without bands, it is difficult to tell the full story of these critically endangered 
birds so are we seeing new birds or are they the Belongil & Brunswick resident pair moving about looking 
for protection from the weather?

Nest site inundation - Reid Waters

Beach Stone-curlews - Belongil Estuary- Reid WatersBeach Stone-curlews -Tallow Beach- Anthony Woodbine
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Other Birds 
Most other shorebirds were found sheltering in their normal places with a pair of Oystercatchers and a chick 
feeding in beach debris along New Brighton Beach.  The swans lost a nest at West Byron. Many waterbirds 
and terrestrial birds were injured and thousands of their foraging trees destroyed. A few pictures below taken 
in the Byron Shire and Burleigh Heads during and after the two weather events should conclude the story.

I would like to thank, Steve McBride, Reid Waters, Hans Wohlmuth, Faye Smith, Stroma Lawson, Deb 
Pearce, Michael & Ross Krippner, Robert Webber, Kathy Wilk, Tanya Fountain, Rob Mackenzie, Anthony 
Woodbine, John Heron, James Brideson, Kay Bolton and Tristan Lavery for their story contributions.


