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BIRD OBSERVATIONS FROM AN AUSTRALIAN EAST COAST LOW - June 2013
Jan Olley – Byron Bird Buddies 

 
Since the wild weather from ex-cyclone Oswald and the east coast low that occurred along the NSW east 
coast in January & February, there have been very few days of fine weather in the Northern Rivers area over 
the past six months. Any hope of a dry sunny winter was shattered when two east coast lows developed off 
the Qld./NSW border and then moved down the coast, within the space of a couple of weeks during June. 

The first weather system developed mid June bringing strong winds and swells on fairly high tides.  The area 
was somewhat lucky, as the winds and swells had subsided and the system had moved south of the area by 
the 24th, the day of the very high tide of 2.09 m associated with a super moon, which is when the moon is 
closest to the earth. As the tides were still high the coastline did not totally escape from massive erosion. The 
moon will not be as close to the earth or the tide as great for another 18 months. After 2016 it will be another 
thirty four years before the moon is as close as it was on June 24th.

The second east coast low which developed 5 days later, the last week-end of June, brought destructive gale 
force winds, so both systems  added to the extensive erosion of the beach dunes that has been occuring along 
the coast over the past few years. 
As with the weather at the beginning of the year, ocean birds not usually seen on the coast (different to the 
birds in January/February) were observed, and many were found on the beach either exhausted or washed up 
dead. The observations to follow are mainly compiled from emails, discussions and photographs from mem-
bers and birding people in the Northern Rivers Region, with some additional information mainly sourced 
from the internet on the birds. 

The first report, in the afternoon of June 22nd, when a fresh to strong southerly blowing, Hans Wohlmuth  
observed around 500 Fairy Prions moving north at the Richmond River North Wall in Ballina at an average 
rate of 6-8 birds per minute. Some of the birds were quite close. Later that day Hans saw another 15 at Flat 
Rock. The following day Steve McBride and Hans saw another 4 Fairy Prions from North Wall. There were 
reports on the internet of Fairy Prions off Cape Byron and  between June 24th to 29th Kathy Wilk sighted 
Fairy Prions off Hastings Point, Kingscliff breakwalls and the Fingal Headland on the Tweed Coast.

The Fairy Prion - Pachyptila turtur   

The Fairy Prion is the smallest of the six pri-
ons recorded in Australian waters. It is found 
throughout oceans and coastal areas mainly in 
the subantarctic and subtropical waters of the 
Southern Hemisphere. They are most abundant 
in south-east Australia, NZ and Indian Ocean 
waters. Along the NSW coast they have been 
recorded all year round but are more abundant 
after the breeding season in June-August. They 
mainly feed along the edge and slope of the 
continental shelf and move closer to land during 
storm events. In Australia they breed in colonies 
on islands in Bass Strait and Macquarie Island 
burrowing into soil or building in crevices in caves on cliffs or in rock falls. 
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Its diet is comprised mostly of crustaceans (especially krill), but occasionally includes some fish and squid. 
It feeds mainly by surface-seizing and dipping, but can also catch prey by surface-plunging or pattering. 

The bill of this family of ocean birds which include petrels and shearwaters are unique in that they are split 
into between 7 and 9 horny plates. They also produce a stomach oil made up of fatty acids that is stored in 
the proventriculus or the glandular or true stomach of a bird that is situated between the crop and gizzard. 
The oil is used against predators as well as an energy rich food source for chicks and for the adults dur-
ing their long flights. They all also have a salt gland that is situated above the nasal passage which helps to 
desalinate their bodies, needed because of the high amount of ocean water that they take in. They excrete the 

high saline solution from their nose. The name prion is Greek for “saw” 
in reference to the serrations on the upper bill used as a filter for filtering 
plankton. 

Beach-goers rescued many of the Fairy Prions which were taken to Sea-
bird Rescue. Kath Southwell, manager of Seabird Rescue, said they re-
ceived about 20 birds from an area of coast between the Tweed River and 
Ballina. Most were exhausted and starving and all died. Kath said that 
there are only four records of Fairy Prions taken into care at the Seabird 
Rescue Centre in the past 10 years.

On June 29th, the beginning of gale force winds of the second low weather system, Steve and Hans once 
more spent a few hours on the Ballina North Wall and reported good views of 11 Common Diving-Petrels 
and 28 Fairy Prions, with one Fairy Prion flying about 50 m up river before turning back. In the late after-
noon on the same day from Flat Rock at Lennox Head, Steve found a few beach casts; 3 x Fairy Prions, 1 x 
Slender-billed Prion and 1 x Common Diving-Petrel.

Slender-billed Prion - Pachyptilia belcheri - also known as Thin-billed Prion  

The slender bill of the Slender-billed Prion distinguishes it 
from other prions. The bill is used to capture prey by seizing 
it from the ocean surface. It feeds mostly by day, but has also 
been observed night-feeding, and feeds mainly on crustaceans, 
especially amphipods commonly known as lawn shrimp. They 
may also take small fish and squid.  As with the Fairy Prion 
they have an  the upper jaw fringed with lamellae, which is 
used to filter plankton from the ocean.

 
Its flight is described as fast and erratic or gliding, dipping, weaving and 
pattering along waves and just above the ocean surface It breeds in the 
French Southern Territories of the India Ocean and the Falkland Islands 
where it builds a nest burrow. In the non-breeding season it can be found 
over much of the Southern Ocean, including the coasts of Australia. Like 
all  prions, they are blue-grey above and white below with a dark “M” on 
their back to their wingtips.  

The Common Diving-Petrel - Pelecanoides urinatrix,  is one of four very similar auk-like small petrels of 
the southern oceans. It is native to South Africa and islands of the southern Indian Ocean but is also found 
on islands and islets off New Zealand and south-eastern Australian where it also breeds. The nest is a bur-
row around 50 cm long.  It is common in Bass Strait but rare along the NSW north coast. Normally occur-
ing over inshore waters,  but can also be found over offshore waters and is known to feed on the continental 
shelf during the breeding season, but little is known how it disperses when not breeding.
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The Common Diving-Petrel  is capable of diving up to 60 m. The diet is dominated by crustaceans but has 
been recorded feeding at night on plankton. They feed by chasing their prey under water either from the sur-
face where it may sit or after plunging. Their flight has been described as distinctive, low & fast, clipping the 

wave tops with a whirring of wings like 
a quail. It may also dive into waves and 
out the other side.   

On Saturday 6th July and finally a warm 
sunny calm day, and the day of the Bal-
lina Birdlife Australia 2020 Shorebird 
survey dead birds were still being picked 
up; Fairy Prion at Flat Rock and on South Ballina Beach a Buller’s Albatross and a Common Diving Petrel.

Buller’s Albatross -Thalassarche bulleri - also known as Buller’s Mollymawk

Buller’s Albatross is a  medium-
sized albatross with a wingspan 
of 200–213 cm. It breeds on 
islands around New Zealand, and 
is a seasonal visitor to feed in the 
seas off Australia and the South 
Pacific. Once classified as vulner-
able it has been down listed to 
Near Threatened in 2008.  It is 
the most common bycatch from 
longline fisheries out of New Zea-
land. The net-sonde cables were 
banned in 1992 but squid trawlers 
still catch them.  It has a range of 
16,100,000 km2.

Like most albatross, Buller’s Albatross form tight pair bonds and mate for life. They breed in 
small colonies. They have a long and slender bill which is coloured a striking black and yellow; yellow on 
the top and bottom of the bill, and black on the sides making it easy to identify. They feed  mostly on squid, 
supplemented by fish and  krill.
In light weather they rest calmly on the surface taking food by surface-siezing They also have been recorded 
following fishing boats as well as diving to 10 m into swarming krill.
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Kathy also observed albatrosses off both Hastings Point and Fingal headland, identification was uncertain 
but they were thought to be Black-browed Albatross. Other birds and fauna Kathy found washed up on 
South Pottsville Beach included a sea snake, Pied Cormorant, Fairy Prion, a fluttering type shearwater and 
due to the long beak it was thought to be either a Huttons or Fluttering Shearwater. As these two species are 
nearly identical it has not yet been positively identified. Kathy also went on the July 6th,2013  Southport 
Pelagic where many Fairy Prions, 1x Antartic Prion, 1x Northern Giant Petrel and 1 x Bullers Albatross, 
among other pelagic species, were sighted.

Black-browed Albatross - Diomedea melanophris -  mostly white with yel-
lowish-orange webbed feet, and a bright yellow beak and a conspicuous black 
eyebrow. Of  the 24 albatross species, the Black-browed Albatross is one of the 
smallest. It breeds on 12 islands throughout the southern oceans including Mac-
quarie Island and is common in waters around Australia’s southern coasts from 
May to August. It feeds on fish, squid, crustaceans, carrion, and fishery discards 
and prefers to forage over shelf and shelf-break areas. Flies fairly low and takes 
food from the sea surface or just below, occasionally plunging from heights of up to nine metres. 
Birds may travel long distances to find food – foraging trips can take several days and extend hundreds of 
kilometres.

Fluttering Shearwater - Puffinus gavia -  a small shearwater with blackish-
brownish plummage which breeds on NZ off-shore islands. Fledglings and 
some adults migrate to Australian waters at the end of the breeding season in 
February, commonest in south-east waters from April to September. Its natural 
habitats are open seas, harbours and rocky shores and it dives and swims under-
water to catch its prey.

Hutton’s Shearwater - Puffinus huttoni -  spends the winter in Australian wa-
ters, returning each August to the Kaikoura Ranges in NZ to breed. There they 
spend about two months competing for burrows and mates.  When the young 
fledge in March and April, they migrate back with other Hutton’s shearwater to 
fish-rich waters off the Australian coast. Young birds stay here for three or four 
years before returning to breed. They spend most days at sea feeding, they dive 
from a low height and swim underwater to catch prey. 

Beaks 
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