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D6 North Marine Region 
Protected Species Group Report 
Card – Birds

Current at February 2008. For updates see  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mbp/north>. 

General �nformat�on

The northern coastl�ne of Austral�a �s extremely 

�mportant for many groups of aquat�c b�rds. Seab�rds 

feed pr�mar�ly �n mar�ne waters, wh�ch they reach by 

fly�ng or sw�mm�ng. Pelag�c spec�es such as boob�es, 

fr�gateb�rds and shearwaters range w�dely over the 

shelf and open ocean, wh�le other seab�rds, �nclud�ng 

most terns, gulls and nodd�es, prefer coastal and 

�nshore waters. The waters of the North Mar�ne Reg�on 

support large populat�ons of seab�rds, predom�nantly 

tern spec�es. Offshore �slands adjacent to the Reg�on 

host �nternat�onally and nat�onally s�gn�ficant colon�al 

breed�ng s�tes for s�gn�ficant numbers of colon�ally 

nest�ng terns, �n part�cular the crested tern, br�dled 

tern, roseate tern and black-naped tern (Chatto 2001). 

Ind�v�dual breed�ng colon�es may conta�n more than  

60 000 adult seab�rds of one to five spec�es (Chatto 

2001). 

Shoreb�rds (or wad�ng b�rds) are mostly m�gratory b�rds, 

many of wh�ch breed �n the Northern Hem�sphere. They 

fly over the waters of the North Mar�ne Reg�on dur�ng 

m�grat�on but spend the major�ty of the�r t�me close to 

the shore, wad�ng or feed�ng �n shallow coastal waters, 

along sandy or rocky shorel�nes or on mudflats. Spec�es 

that are m�gratory to northern Austral�a �nclude knots, 

godw�ts, curlews, tattlers, sandp�pers, st�nts, plovers and 

sand plovers. A small number of shoreb�rds, �nclud�ng 

dotterels, some plovers, th�ck-knees and oystercatchers, 

are not �nternat�onal m�grants, and breed on coastal 

lands adjacent to the Reg�on. 

There are several spec�es of m�gratory shoreb�rd for 

wh�ch northern Austral�a represents the most s�gn�ficant 

proport�on of the Austral�an populat�on, �nclud�ng the 

l�ttle curlew, bar-ta�led godw�t, black-ta�led godw�t, 

greater sand plover, lesser sand plover and red-necked 

st�nt (Chatto 2003a). The great knot �s the most 

abundant shoreb�rd spec�es recorded around the coast 

of northern Austral�a. At �ts peak, the populat�on of 

great knots along the Northern Terr�tory coastl�ne 

alone exceeded 120 000 b�rds (Chatto 2003a). There 

are numerous coastal s�tes �n the Northern Terr�tory 

and southern Gulf of Carpentar�a that support feed�ng 

and roost�ng groups of more than 10 000 m�gratory 

shoreb�rds at each s�te. The route taken by these b�rds, 

the East As�an-Australas�an Flyway, �s cons�dered to 

be one of the most threatened of the world’s flyways. 

The East As�an-Australas�an Flyway stretches over 20 

countr�es from w�th�n the Arct�c C�rcle �n S�ber�a and 

western Alaska, through North and South-East As�a to 

Austral�a and New Zealand. The route conta�ns many 

thousands of wetlands, wh�ch together prov�de a cr�t�cal 

cha�n of feed�ng and rest�ng spots for shoreb�rds as they 

m�grate.

‘Waterb�rds’, for the purposes of th�s report, �nclude 

ducks, geese, cormorants, egrets, herons, �b�s, pel�cans 

and a number of terns that generally do not m�grate but 

are res�dent �n northern Austral�a. Waterb�rds forage �n 

wetlands and coastal waters, and may occas�onally feed 

�n offshore waters. The �slands, beaches and wetlands 

of the northern Austral�an coastl�ne adjacent to the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on prov�de �mportant roost�ng and 

breed�ng areas for large numbers of many d�fferent 

spec�es of waterb�rds. Chatto (2006) documented 31 

reg�onally or nat�onally s�gn�ficant wetland feed�ng 

and roost�ng areas, and over 50 reg�onally or nat�onally 

s�gn�ficant colon�al breed�ng s�tes for waterb�rds �n the 

Northern Terr�tory. At least 22 of the s�gn�ficant wetland 

areas would qual�fy as �nternat�onally s�gn�ficant s�tes 

(e.g. those l�sted under the Convention on Wetlands of 

International Importance (Ramsar Convent�on) 1971), based 

on the numbers of waterb�rds that aggregate �n the 

area. Some of the largest waterb�rd breed�ng colon�es �n 

Austral�a, w�th 10 000–20 000 b�rds regularly breed�ng, 

occur �n the Van D�emen Gulf and between Anson and 

Fog Bays on the west coast of the Northern Terr�tory 

(Chatto 2006).

Wh�le there are at least 50 shoreb�rd spec�es, more than 

50 waterb�rd spec�es and around 25 seab�rd spec�es that 

res�de �n or are m�gratory v�s�tors to northern Austral�a, 

th�s report card focuses on the protected spec�es that 

are known to occur �n the Commonwealth waters of the 

Reg�on. Several other protected coastal b�rds that are 

not cons�dered to be aquat�c b�rds but wh�ch regularly 

m�grate across, fly over or occas�onally feed �n offshore 

waters, for example, wh�te-bell�ed sea-eagle and ra�nbow 

bee-eater, have also been �ncluded �n append�ces C and D.

An overv�ew of the b�rd spec�es of the Reg�on can 

be found �n chapters 5 and 6 of the Nat�onal Oceans 

Office (2004) report, Description of Key Species Groups in 

the Northern Planning Area (Chatto et al. 2004a; 2004b). 

These chapters and the Chatto (2000; 2001; 2003a; 
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2003b; 2006) reports have been used as the bas�s for 

th�s Protected Spec�es Group Report Card. Append�x C 

prov�des more spec�fic �nformat�on on those spec�es 

protected under the EPBC Act that are known to occur �n 

the Reg�on, and l�sts the spec�es that may infrequently 

occur �n the Reg�on. 

Nat�onally protected spec�es

None of the 53 protected mar�ne b�rds known to occur 

�n the North Mar�ne Reg�on are threatened. However, 41 

of these spec�es are protected as m�gratory spec�es under 

the EPBC Act (table D III). There �s one threatened b�rd 

spec�es that may �nfrequently occur �n the Reg�on; the 

Austral�an pa�nted sn�pe, wh�ch �s l�sted as vulnerable 

as well as m�gratory under the EPBC Act. Austral�a �s 

a s�gnatory to four �nternat�onal agreements for the 

conservat�on of m�gratory b�rds. These agreements are:

the Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and 

Petrels (ACAP), a mult�lateral agreement that seeks 

to conserve albatrosses and petrels by coord�nat�ng 

�nternat�onal act�v�ty to m�t�gate known threats 

to albatross and petrel populat�ons. ACAP has been 

developed under the ausp�ces of the Convention on 

the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals 

(CMS);

the Agreement for the Protection of Migratory Birds and 

their Environment between the Government of Australia 

and the Government of Japan 1974 (JAMBA);

the Agreement for the Protection of Migratory Birds and 

their Environment between the Government of Australia 

and the People’s Republic of China 1986 (CAMBA); and

the Agreement between the Government of Australia 

and the Government of the Republic of Korea on the 

Protection of Migratory Birds, 2007 (ROKAMBA). 

•

•

•

•

Table D III Bird species listed as threatened or migratory under the EPBC Act that are known to occur in the North Marine 

Region 

Species Conservation status Australian Government conservation 
plans or strategies for the species

Common sandp�per 
(Actitis hypoleucos)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

The Action Plan for Australian Birds 
(2000)

Threat Abatement Plan for the Incidental 
Catch (or By-catch) of Seabirds During 
Oceanic Longline Fishing Operations 
(1998)

Threat Abatement Plan for the Incidental 
Catch (or By-catch) of Seabirds During 
Oceanic Longline Fishing Operations 
(2006)

The Wildlife Conservation Plan for 
Migratory Shorebirds 2006

•

•

•

•

Common noddy, brown 
noddy 
(Anous stolidus)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA and JAMBA]

Great egret, wh�te egret
(Ardea alba)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA and JAMBA]

Ruddy turnstone
(Arenaria interpres)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Sharp-ta�led sandp�per
(Calidris acuminata)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Sanderl�ng
(Calidris alba)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Red knot
(Calidris canutus)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Curlew sandp�per
(Calidris ferruginea)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Pectoral sandp�per
(Calidris melanotos)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under JAMBA, ROKAMBA and 
CMS (Append�x II)]
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Species Conservation status Australian Government conservation 
plans or strategies for the species

Red-necked st�nt M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Calidris ruficollis) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 

ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Great knot M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Calidris tenuirostris) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 

ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Streaked shearwater M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Calonectris leucomelas) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA and 

ROKAMBA]

Greater sand plover, large M�gratory, Mar�ne
sand plover [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
(Charadrius leschenaultii) ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Lesser sand plover, M�gratory, Mar�ne
Mongol�an plover [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
(Charadrius mongolus) ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Wh�te-w�nged tern, wh�te- M�gratory, Mar�ne
w�nged black tern [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
(Chlidonias leucopterus) ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Eastern reef egret M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Egretta sacra) [also l�sted under CAMBA]

Lesser fr�gateb�rd M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Fregata ariel) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA and 

ROKAMBA]

Or�ental prat�ncole M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Glareola maldivarum) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA and 

ROKAMBA]

Wh�te-bell�ed sea-eagle M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Haliaeetus leucogaster) [also l�sted under CAMBA, CMS (Append�x 

II) and CITES (Append�x II)]

Grey-ta�led tattler M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Heteroscelus brevipes) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 

ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Broad-b�lled sandp�per M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Limicola falcinellus) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 

ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Bar-ta�led godw�t M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Limosa lapponica) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 

ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Black-ta�led godw�t M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Limosa limosa) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 

ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Eastern curlew M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Numenius madagascariensis) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 

ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

L�ttle curlew, l�ttle M�gratory, Mar�ne
wh�mbrel [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
(Numenius minutus) ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Wh�mbrel M�gratory, Mar�ne
(Numenius phaeopus) [also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 

ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]
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Species Conservation status Australian Government conservation 
plans or strategies for the species

Osprey
(Pandion haliaetus)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CMS (Append�x II) and 
CITES (Append�x II)]

Pac�fic golden plover
(Pluvialis fulva)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Grey plover
(Pluvialis squatarola)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Arct�c jaeger, Arct�c skua
(Stercorarius parasiticus)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under JAMBA and ROKAMBA]

L�ttle tern
(Sterna albifrons)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Br�dled tern
(Sterna anaethetus)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA and JAMBA]

Lesser crested tern 
(Sterna bengalensis)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA]

Casp�an tern
(Sterna caspia)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA and JAMBA]

Common tern
(Sterna hirundo)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Black-naped tern
(Sterna sumatrana)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA and JAMBA]

Brown booby 
(Sula leucogaster)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA and 
ROKAMBA]

Wood sandp�per
(Tringa glareola)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Common greenshank 
(Tringa nebularia)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Marsh sandp�per, l�ttle 
greenshank
(Tringa stagnatilis)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA and 
ROKAMBA]

Terek sandp�per
(Xenus cinereus)

M�gratory, Mar�ne
[also l�sted under CAMBA, JAMBA, 
ROKAMBA and CMS (Append�x II)]

Ecology of protected b�rd spec�es �n the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on

The North Mar�ne Reg�on and adjacent coastal waters 

and lands of northern Austral�a prov�de vast and remote 

expanses of relat�vely und�sturbed breed�ng, feed�ng 

and roost�ng hab�tat for a d�verse and abundant array 

of b�rds, as well as stag�ng po�nts for m�gratory b�rds 

pass�ng through the Reg�on. Hab�tats �nclude grassy or 

open sal�ne and freshwater wetlands, �ntert�dal mudflats, 

mangroves, paperbark forests, rocky �slands, headlands 

and cl�ffs, coral reefs and atolls, sandy beaches, dunes 

and extens�ve floodpla�ns (Chatto 2003a). Seab�rds feed 

on pelag�c fish, squ�d and zooplankton �n the shallow, 

turb�d and nutr�ent-r�ch waters of the coastal boundary 

layer, and �n the relat�vely product�ve waters of the Gulf 

of Carpentar�a and Joseph Bonaparte Gulf bas�ns. 

Some of the more prom�nent groups of protected b�rd 

spec�es that are known to occur �n the Reg�on �nclude 

the follow�ng:
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Terns and noddies 

Th�rteen spec�es of tern and two spec�es of noddy have 

been recorded �n the Reg�on (Chatto et al. 2004a). Of 

these, all are l�sted as mar�ne spec�es and approx�mately 

half are protected as m�gratory spec�es under the EPBC 

Act. Most spec�es are numerous, at least at certa�n t�mes 

of the year, and part�cularly dur�ng the breed�ng season 

between March and December (Chatto et al. 2004a). 

Terns and nodd�es predom�nantly feed �n offshore or 

�nshore waters by d�v�ng for small fish, return�ng to the 

shore to roost. A few spec�es, notably the sooty tern, 

soar for prolonged per�ods over the ocean. 

D�fferent spec�es ut�l�se the offshore or �nshore waters 

and coast �n d�fferent ways. Some spec�es are res�dent 

�n coastal lands and waters adjacent to the Reg�on and 

are present all year, wh�le others m�grate �nto, or out 

of, northern Austral�a to breed. For example, common 

terns breed �n the Northern Hem�sphere but groups 

of many thousands can be seen �n and around the 

Reg�on, part�cularly dur�ng the late dry to early wet 

season (Chatto 2006). Some �nd�v�dual Casp�an terns 

breed on the coast adjacent to the Reg�on, wh�le other 

�nd�v�duals m�grate elsewhere to breed (Chatto et al. 

2004a). Lesser crested terns are common throughout 

the Reg�on but have only been observed to breed on one 

offshore �sland (Low Rock) �n the Gulf of Carpentar�a. 

S�m�larly, the common noddy breeds only on H�gg�nson 

Islet, off Gove Pen�nsula �n north-east Arnhem Land, but 

�s an �nfrequent v�s�tor to the Reg�on (Chatto 2001). 

Black-naped terns breed �n many small colon�es around 

the Northern Terr�tory coast but are rarely seen outs�de 

the breed�ng season or away from known breed�ng s�tes 

(Chatto 2001). 

Nesting crested tern. Photo: Biodiversity Conservation Unit, Northern 
Territory Government

Overall, more than 100 tern breed�ng colon�es are 

located on offshore �slands around the Northern 

Terr�tory coast and s�gn�ficant colon�es are also found 

on the Wellesley Islands off Queensland �n the Gulf of 

Carpentar�a. Colon�es are usually formed of between one 

and five spec�es, conta�n�ng populat�ons number�ng from 

a few pa�rs to over 25 000 pa�rs of each spec�es. Some of 

these colon�es are the largest, or among the largest, �n 

the world. For example, more than 50 000 crested terns 

have been recorded at Seagull Island off Melv�lle Island, 

Urquhart Islet �n the S�r Edward Pellew Group (Chatto 

2001) and North Bount�ful Island �n the Wellesley Islands 

(Walker 1992). The l�ttle tern �s the only spec�es that has 

been found to breed on ma�nland beaches. It nests �n 

more than 30 breed�ng s�tes of up to 200 b�rds located 

around the coast of the Northern Terr�tory, as well s�tes 

on Cape York Pen�nsula (Chatto 2001).

Gulls and jaegers 

S�lver gulls are abundant �n the Gulf of Carpentar�a and 

north-western Northern Terr�tory throughout the year, 

part�cularly concentrat�ng around larger coastal towns, 

but they are rarely seen �n the Van D�emen Gulf (Chatto 

2001). They feed �n coastal and offshore waters and 

breed colon�ally on offshore �slands. Pomar�ne jaegers 

and Arct�c jaegers are m�gratory pelag�c seab�rds that 

are occas�onally s�ghted �n the offshore waters of the 

Reg�on (Chatto 2003b). These spec�es may be more 

common than has been recorded as there have only been 

a l�m�ted number of offshore b�rd surveys carr�ed out 

(Chatto et al.2004a).

Sandpipers

More than 30 spec�es of sandp�per, curlew, wh�mbrel, 

knot, st�nt, tattler, godw�t, turnstone and greenshank, 

almost all of wh�ch are protected under the EPBC Act, 

m�grate regularly across the waters of the Reg�on to 

feed and roost �n adjacent coastal lands. All are Northern 

Hem�sphere-breed�ng m�grants that are present �n 

northern Austral�a dur�ng the non-breed�ng season 

between September and March, although h�gh over-

w�nter�ng numbers suggest that many b�rds do not 

m�grate north to breed each year (Chatto et al. 2004b). 

Most spec�es are extremely numerous all around the 

northern Austral�an coast throughout the wet season, 

feed�ng along the shorel�ne or �n sal�ne wetlands, 

although some b�rds stop only for a short per�od �n 

the Reg�on to rest and feed and then cont�nue the�r 

m�grat�on further south (Chatto et al. 2004a). The most 

abundant populat�ons of the spec�es recorded �n the 

Northern Terr�tory �nclude the great knot, l�ttle curlew, 
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bar-ta�led godw�t, black-ta�led godw�t and red-necked 

st�nt (Chatto 2003a). 

Plovers 

There are e�ght common and w�despread spec�es and 

another five less common spec�es of plover, sand plover, 

dotterel and lapw�ng that occur on the coast adjacent to 

the Reg�on (Chatto 2003b). N�ne spec�es are protected 

as mar�ne or m�gratory under the EPBC Act. These 

populat�ons are a m�x of m�gratory b�rds and breed�ng 

res�dents that feed �n coastal and �nshore waters and 

roost or breed on offshore �slands, beaches, and sal�ne 

and freshwater wetlands. Most abundant are the greater 

sand plover and lesser sand plover, wh�ch m�grate 

regularly across the ocean waters of the North Mar�ne 

Reg�on to breed �n the Northern Hem�sphere (Chatto 

2003a). Large flocks of grey plovers also arr�ve along 

the northern Austral�an coastl�ne between August and 

September and subsequently d�sperse to mudflats and 

sandy beaches around the coast (Chatto 2003a).

Boobies, frigatebirds and tropicbirds 

Brown boob�es are observed throughout the North 

Mar�ne Reg�on and near the adjacent coastl�ne all year 

round (Blaber and M�lton 1994), but they are most 

abundant �n the north-western Gulf of Carpentar�a. 

They feed �n offshore and �nshore waters by d�v�ng 

�nto the ocean at h�gh speed for fish or squ�d. The only 

breed�ng locat�ons recorded adjacent to the Reg�on 

for th�s spec�es are on Rocky and Manowar �slands �n 

the Wellesley Islands, wh�ch have been reported to 

support around 5400 breed�ng pa�rs (O’Ne�ll and Wh�te 

2003). Red-footed boob�es and masked boob�es are 

uncommon �n the Reg�on and have not been observed 

to breed �n the Northern Terr�tory (Chatto 2001). The 

lesser fr�gateb�rd �s regularly recorded �n both offshore 

and coastal waters throughout the Reg�on (Blaber and 

M�lton 1994). Th�s seab�rd only breeds at one s�te on 

the adjacent coast, Manowar Island, wh�ch supports a 

large colony of around 3800 breed�ng pa�rs (O’Ne�ll and 

Wh�te 2003). There �s a large permanent roost of lesser 

fr�gateb�rds �n tall forest near We�pa. Great fr�gateb�rds 

are less commonly recorded �n the Reg�on (Chatto 2001). 

Trop�cb�rds are only occas�onally s�ghted �n the Reg�on.

Raptors

A number of eagles, k�tes and hawks are common 

res�dents of the coast of northern Austral�a, but there 

are three protected spec�es that w�ll occas�onally hunt �n 

or fly across the open ocean of the North Mar�ne Reg�on. 

Osprey, wh�te-bell�ed sea-eagle and Brahm�ny k�te nest 

and roost along the Northern Terr�tory coast, breed�ng 

�n part�cularly h�gh dens�t�es �n some areas such as the 

smaller offshore �slands adjacent to Groote Eylandt 

(Chatto et al. 2004a). Sea-eagles (Fam�ly Acc�p�tr�dae 

�nclud�ng wh�te-bell�ed sea-eagle and Brahm�ny k�te) 

and fish hawks such as the osprey feed ma�nly by 

hunt�ng fish over open water, however the wh�te-bell�ed 

sea-eagle may also take turtles, sea snakes, b�rds and 

mammals wh�le the Brahm�ny k�te w�ll scavenge dead 

fish and crabs.

Shearwaters

Tube-nosed seab�rds (Procell�formes) are almost 

exclus�vely pelag�c b�rds that feed and soar over the 

open ocean. The group �s poorly represented �n the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on, although they may be more 

numerous than the l�m�ted number of offshore surveys 

carr�ed out to date have �nd�cated (Chatto et al. 2004a). 

The streaked shearwater �s the only spec�es to have been 

recorded �n larger numbers �n the Reg�on. It �s a regular, 

w�despread and moderately common non-breed�ng wet 

season v�s�tor (Chatto 2003b). W�lson’s storm-petrels and 

Matsuda�ra’s storm-petrels have also been s�ghted �n the 

Reg�on and are l�kely to be more common v�s�tors than 

has yet been recorded (Chatto et al. 2004a).

Egrets, herons and ibis

Twelve spec�es of heron, egret and �b�s are cons�dered as 

res�dent waterb�rds that feed, roost and/or breed around 

the coast of northern Austral�a. Cormorants and darters 

are also abundant and well-represented �n th�s area. 

There are five spec�es of egret, three spec�es of �b�s and 

one spec�es of heron that may occas�onally feed �n or 

m�grate across the offshore waters of the North Mar�ne 

Reg�on and are protected as mar�ne or m�gratory spec�es 

under the EPBC Act. 

Most of the protected egrets, herons and �b�s are 

w�despread and abundant, breed�ng colon�ally �n 

mangroves, paperbark trees or on r�verbanks between 

February and August (Chatto 2003b; Chatto et al. 

2004b). There are at least 20 large waterb�rd breed�ng 

colon�es on the coast of the Northern Terr�tory. The 

largest colony, found near the mouth of the Adela�de 

R�ver, regularly conta�ns around 30 000 breed�ng b�rds 

(Chatto 2000). In Queensland there are substant�al 

colon�es on the Coleman, M�tchell, Nassau, Norman, 

Bynoe and Fl�nders r�vers. Straw-necked �b�s do not 

breed along the coast of the Northern Terr�tory and 

glossy �b�s have only been recorded breed�ng at one 
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locat�on (Chatto 2006), but both spec�es are common 

m�grants that pass through the Reg�on.

The eastern reef egret �s common along the coastl�ne 

throughout the year. It does not breed colon�ally but 

breeds �n s�ngle pa�rs or �n small groups around the 

Northern Terr�tory coast (Chatto 2001).

Important areas for b�rds �n the North 

Mar�ne Reg�on

Important areas are �dent�fied for those b�rd spec�es 

l�sted as threatened or m�gratory under the EPBC Act. 

S�tes of part�cular or spec�al s�gn�ficance for l�sted 

mar�ne spec�es that are not threatened or m�gratory 

have also been �ncluded. 

There �s no data ava�lable that �nd�cates that seab�rds 

aggregate to feed �n any part�cular locat�on w�th�n the 

Commonwealth waters of the North Mar�ne Reg�on. 

However, the wetlands, floodpla�ns, beaches and �slands 

that l�e on the coast adjacent to the Reg�on support 

many �mportant nest�ng, feed�ng and aggregat�on s�tes 

of �nternat�onal or nat�onal conservat�on s�gn�ficance for 

protected shoreb�rds and seab�rds, �nclud�ng two Ramsar 

l�sted wetlands. These s�tes are under the jur�sd�ct�on of 

the Northern Terr�tory and Queensland governments. 

Important areas on the coast adjacent to the Reg�on for 

b�rds �nclude:

Joseph Bonaparte Gulf – the complex of three estuar�es 

at the head of the Joseph Bonaparte Gulf (the Keep, 

V�ctor�a and F�tzmaur�ce r�vers) supports s�x s�gn�ficant 

waterb�rd colon�es of 10 000–15 000 �nd�v�duals from 

at least n�ne spec�es, breed�ng �n s�gn�ficant numbers, 

�nclud�ng the great egret (Chatto 2006). Of these, the 

colony on the Keep R�ver Estuary �s the second largest 

waterb�rd breed�ng colony �n the Northern Terr�tory and 

�t �s the only one to conta�n nest�ng glossy �b�s (Chatto 

2006). Extens�ve areas of shoreb�rd and waterb�rd 

feed�ng hab�tat are assoc�ated w�th the mangroves and 

mudflats �n th�s locat�on. S�gn�ficant waterb�rd feed�ng 

areas are located on the wetlands between the Keep 

and V�ctor�a R�ver estuar�es and north of Foss�l Head, 

wh�le the largest m�gratory shoreb�rd roost �n the area 

occurs at Turtle Po�nt (Chatto 2003a; 2006). Protected 

m�gratory spec�es that occur �n s�gn�ficant numbers 

�nclude terek sandp�per, greater and lesser sand plover, 

ruddy turnstone, sanderl�ng, broad-b�lled sandp�per and 

wh�te-w�nged tern. 

Anson Bay to Fog Bay – one of the most �mportant areas 

�n the Northern Terr�tory for colon�al waterb�rd breed�ng 

and aggregat�on (Chatto 2006). The floodpla�ns of both 

the Daly and F�nn�s R�ver each support a s�ngle colony 

of more than 10 000 waterb�rds, w�th a further 16 

smaller colon�es �n the v�c�n�ty (e.g. on the Moyle and 

L�ttle Moyle r�vers). All waterb�rd spec�es that nest 

colon�ally �n the Northern Terr�tory (except glossy �b�s) 

are represented �n s�gn�ficant numbers �n one or more 

of these colon�es (Chatto 2006). There are s�gn�ficant 

feed�ng and roost�ng aggregat�ons of great egret, cattle 

egret, wh�te-w�nged tern, common tern and glossy �b�s. 

The Perron Islands conta�n the Northern Terr�tory’s 

largest (and the only regular) Austral�an pel�can rookery 

and are s�gn�ficant for roost�ng wh�te-w�nged, lesser 

crested and common terns (Chatto 2006). There �s 

extens�ve shoreb�rd feed�ng and roost�ng hab�tat �n 

Fog Bay, Anson Bay, on the Daly, F�nn�s and Reynolds 

R�ver floodpla�ns, and on L�ttle Moyle R�ver (Chatto 

2003a; 2006). Of the protected m�gratory shoreb�rds 

aggregat�ng �n the area, great knot, greater sand plover 

and bar-ta�led godw�t are part�cularly abundant, wh�le 

s�gn�ficant populat�ons have also been recorded for 

black-ta�led godw�t, lesser sand plover, l�ttle curlew, 

wh�mbrel, marsh sandp�per, terek sandp�per, grey plover, 

red-necked st�nt, common greenshank and broad-b�lled 

sandp�per (Chatto 2003a). 

Beagle Gulf – Darw�n Harbour, Bynoe Harbour, Shoal 

Bay and the Adela�de R�ver estuary support nat�onally 

s�gn�ficant nest�ng and/or forag�ng aggregat�ons of 

seab�rds, waterb�rds and shoreb�rds. Black-naped tern, 

l�ttle tern and eastern reef egret breed on Bare Sand 

Island south-west of Darw�n (Chatto 2001). Th�s and 

other offshore �slands �n the v�c�n�ty also susta�n 

roost�ng aggregat�ons of wh�te-w�nged, common 

and lesser crested tern (Chatto2006). Shoreb�rds and 

waterb�rds aggregate �n the coastal wetlands of Beagle 

Gulf, w�th the most �mportant reg�on between Lee 

Po�nt and Tree Po�nt, east of Darw�n. Although wetlands 

of th�s area are smaller than those further to the east 

�n the Van D�emen Gulf, they support large numbers 

of waterb�rds, w�th egret spec�es be�ng part�cularly 

abundant (Chatto 2006), though only modest numbers 

of m�gratory shoreb�rds compared w�th other parts of 

northern Austral�a (Chatto 2003a). Protected m�gratory 

spec�es w�th abundant or s�gn�ficant populat�ons �n the 

area �nclude the bar-ta�led godw�t, great knot, red knot, 

sanderl�ng, grey plover, black-ta�led godw�t, common 

sandp�per, marsh sandp�per, wh�mbrel, terek sandp�per, 

grey-ta�led tattler, ruddy turnstone, greater sand plover, 
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lesser sand plover, red-necked st�nt, l�ttle curlew, great 

egret and eastern reef egret. 

Bathurst and Melville islands – Seagull Island, located off 

the western most t�p of Melv�lle Island, supports one of 

the largest seab�rd breed�ng colon�es �n the Northern 

Terr�tory; an �nternat�onally s�gn�ficant colon�al seab�rd 

breed�ng s�te of potent�ally greater than 50 000 crested 

terns (Chatto 2001). L�ttle terns also breed colon�ally at 

three �mportant s�tes on the northern s�de of Melv�lle 

Island (Chatto 2001), and osprey, wh�te-bell�ed sea 

eagle, common tern and eastern reef egret are common 

�n the area. There are numerous nat�onally s�gn�ficant 

roost�ng, nest�ng and forag�ng aggregat�ons of m�gratory 

shoreb�rds along the southern coast of Melv�lle Island 

(Chatto 2003a) �nclud�ng �mportant populat�ons of great 

knot, red-necked st�nt, greater and lesser sand plover 

and bar-ta�led godw�t.

Van Diemen Gulf – the estuar�es and floodpla�ns on the 

southern shores of the Van D�emen Gulf (�nclud�ng 

Chambers Bay and the Adela�de, Mary, and West, South 

and East All�gator r�vers) prov�de extens�ve shoreb�rd 

and waterb�rd feed�ng hab�tat, and support one of the 

most �mportant areas for colon�al waterb�rd breed�ng �n 

the Northern Terr�tory (w�th seven s�gn�ficant colon�es). 

The s�ngle largest colony of waterb�rds occurs on the 

Adela�de R�ver and �s l�kely to support around 30 000 

b�rds, predom�nantly egrets, herons and cormorants 

(Chatto 2006). The East and South All�gator R�ver 

floodpla�ns occur w�th�n Kakadu Nat�onal Park, a Ramsar 

wetland of �nternat�onal s�gn�ficance. Both floodpla�ns 

support colon�es of around 10 000–15 000 waterb�rds 

(Chatto 2006). Protected m�gratory b�rds breed�ng or 

roost�ng �n s�gn�ficant numbers on the southern coast 

of the Van D�emen Gulf �nclude great egret, cattle egret, 

common tern, wh�te-w�nged tern, osprey and wh�te-

bell�ed sea-eagle. There are many �nternat�onally and 

nat�onally s�gn�ficant roosts of m�gratory shoreb�rds 

along the coast of Chambers and F�nke bays, and on 

the Adela�de, South All�gator and East All�gator r�ver 

floodpla�ns (Chatto 2003a). L�ttle curlew, sharp-ta�led 

sandp�per, black-ta�led godw�t and wh�mbrel occur �n 

very large numbers. Other m�gratory shoreb�rds that are 

abundant throughout the area �nclude marsh sandp�per, 

common sandp�per, curlew sandp�per, terek sandp�per, 

lesser sand plover, grey plover, eastern curlew, common 

greenshank, great knot, red-necked st�nt and broad-

b�lled sandp�per.

Cobourg Peninsula and the Croker Islands – nat�onally 

s�gn�ficant colon�al seab�rd rooker�es are located on 

the small offshore �slands to the north-east and east 

of Croker Island (e.g. New Year Island, Grant Island 

and Cowlard Island) and on the Sandy Islands off the 

Cobourg Pen�nsula (Chatto 2001). Crested tern, roseate 

tern, black-naped tern and br�dled tern breed on these 

offshore �slands, wh�le the l�ttle tern nests on the shores 

of larger �slands and on the Pen�nsula. The Gar�g Gunak 

Barlu Nat�onal Park on Cobourg Pen�nsula was the first 

s�te �n the world to be des�gnated as a Ramsar wetland 

(�n 1974). The Murgenella Creek floodpla�n south of the 

Cobourg Pen�nsula also supports s�gn�ficant colon�es of 

waterb�rds and roosts of m�gratory shoreb�rds. There are 

Sanderling. Photo: Joyce Gross.
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s�gn�ficant roost�ng and forag�ng populat�ons of marsh 

sandp�per, terek sandp�per, lesser sand plover, ruddy 

turnstone and common tern, and breed�ng populat�ons 

of osprey, wh�te-bell�ed sea-eagle, great egret and 

eastern reef egret. Other protected spec�es abundant 

�n the area �nclude great knot, sharp-ta�led sandp�per, 

greater sand plover, red-necked st�nt, black-ta�led and 

bar-ta�led godw�t and glossy �b�s.

Goulburn Islands – there are s�gn�ficant seab�rd breed�ng 

colon�es (l�ttle tern and black-naped tern), roost�ng 

aggregat�ons of common tern, and breed�ng populat�ons 

of eastern reef egret on both North and South Goulburn 

�slands and the smaller �slands offshore. 

Castlereagh Bay to Boucaut Bay – some of the largest flocks 

of m�gratory shoreb�rds �n the Northern Terr�tory (w�th 

counts of more than 30 000 b�rds) have been recorded �n 

Boucaut and Castlereagh bays on the northern coast of 

Arnhem Land (Chatto 2003a). Shoreb�rds and waterb�rds 

make use of the extens�ve mangrove, �ntert�dal mudflat, 

floodpla�n, sandy and rocky beach and headland hab�tats 

�n the area. Protected m�gratory spec�es aggregat�ng 

�n the area �nclude great knot, grey plover, black-

ta�led godw�t, bar-ta�led godw�t, greater sand plover, 

sanderl�ng, cattle egret, osprey, wh�te-bell�ed sea-eagle 

and glossy �b�s at Boucaut Bay; bar-ta�led godw�t, red 

knot, grey-ta�led tattler, marsh and terek sandp�per, 

eastern curlew, ruddy turnstone, common greenshank, 

cattle egret, great egret, glossy �b�s and wh�te-bell�ed 

sea-eagle at Castlereagh Bay; and bar-ta�led godw�t, 

grey-ta�led tattler, red-necked st�nt, wh�mbrel and terek 

sandp�per along the M�l�ng�mb� coastl�ne. There are 

s�gn�ficant roosts for seab�rds �nclud�ng crested tern, 

roseate tern, l�ttle tern and br�dled tern along the coast 

and on �nshore �slands (e.g. False Po�nt, Crocod�le Island, 

Yabooma Island).

North-west and North-east Crocodile islands– the small 

offshore �sland group to the west of the Wessel Island 

cha�n supports �nternat�onally s�gn�ficant nest�ng s�tes 

for some 10 000–30 000 colon�ally breed�ng seab�rds 

�nclud�ng crested tern and br�dled tern (Chatto 2001). 

The Wessel Islands – nat�onally and �nternat�onally 

s�gn�ficant flocks of more than 15 000–20 000 m�gratory 

shoreb�rds have been observed �n Buck�ngham and 

Arnhem bays on the east s�de of the Wessel Island cha�n, 

and on Elcho Island �n the Cadell Stra�ts (Chatto 2003a). 

S�gn�ficant populat�ons of bar-ta�led godw�t, black-ta�led 

godw�t, wh�mbrel, eastern curlew, marsh sandp�per, 

grey-ta�led tattler, ruddy turnstone, great knot, broad-

b�lled sandp�per and lesser sand plover aggregate �n the 

area, wh�le red-necked st�nt, grey plover and red knot 

are also abundant. Buck�ngham and Arnhem bays both 

support s�gn�ficant waterb�rd breed�ng colon�es of more 

than 5000 b�rds �nclud�ng glossy �b�s, great egret and 

eastern reef egret (Chatto 2006). Seab�rd rooker�es are 

common on �slands throughout the area, w�th s�gn�ficant 

breed�ng populat�ons of br�dled, black-naped, roseate, 

l�ttle and crested tern (Chatto 2001). Osprey and wh�te-

bell�ed sea-eagle also breed and forage �n the area.

Common noddy. Photo: Fusion Films.
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North-west Gulf of Carpentaria coast – th�s area supports 

a large number of nat�onally and �nternat�onally 

s�gn�ficant nest�ng and roost�ng aggregat�ons of seab�rds. 

Part�cularly large colon�al seab�rd breed�ng colon�es occur 

on the �slands north of the Gove Pen�nsula. For example, 

Chatto (2001) recorded over 10 000 crested terns, over 

10 000 br�dled terns, as well as black-naped tern, roseate 

tern and common noddy breed�ng on H�gg�nson Islet off 

Nhulumbuy. Other protected m�gratory b�rds that breed 

on and around the Gove Pen�nsula �nclude l�ttle tern, 

Casp�an tern, osprey, wh�te-bell�ed sea-eagle and eastern 

reef egret.

Blue Mud Bay – nat�onally and �nternat�onally s�gn�ficant 

forag�ng aggregat�ons of waterb�rds and m�gratory 

shoreb�rds �nhab�t the wetlands �n the northern part 

of Blue Mud Bay. Protected m�gratory spec�es occurr�ng 

�n s�gn�ficant numbers �nclude the black-ta�led godw�t, 

bar-ta�led godw�t, great knot, red-necked st�nt, red 

knot, lesser sand plover, l�ttle curlew, curlew sandp�per, 

red-necked st�nt, marsh sandp�per, black-w�nged st�lt, 

wh�mbrel, eastern curlew, broad-b�lled sandp�per, ruddy 

turnstone, grey-ta�led tattler, great egret and glossy 

�b�s (Chatto 2003a; 2006). The �slands �n the mouth 

of the Bay (e.g. the small offshore �slets near N�col 

Island) support a number of s�gn�ficant seab�rd breed�ng 

colon�es of br�dled, black-naped, roseate, Casp�an and 

l�ttle terns (Chatto 2001). Osprey and wh�te-bell�ed sea-

eagle are also abundant �n the area.

Groote Eylandt and surrounds – the eastern coast of Groote 

Eylandt and numerous offshore �slands, part�cularly to 

the north and east, host nat�onally s�gn�ficant s�tes for 

the colon�al breed�ng and roost�ng of seab�rds. Protected 

seab�rds and m�gratory b�rds aggregat�ng �n the area 

�nclude crested tern, roseate tern, black-naped tern, l�ttle 

tern, br�dled tern, common tern, osprey, wh�te-bell�ed 

sea-eagle and eastern reef egret.

Roper River and the Limmen Bight – extens�ve tracts of 

sal�ne wetlands, mangroves and �ntert�dal mudflats along 

the coast and Roper R�ver estuary prov�de s�gn�ficant 

ma�nland forag�ng and roost�ng hab�tat for large 

numbers of m�gratory shoreb�rds, and support breed�ng 

colon�es conta�n�ng more than 5000–10 000 waterb�rds 

(Chatto 2003a; Chatto 2006). There are s�gn�ficant 

populat�ons of lesser sand plover, broad-b�lled sandp�per 

and great egret, and abundant great knot, red knot, 

red-necked st�nt, curlew sandp�per, greater sand plover, 

wh�te-w�nged tern and glossy �b�s. The small offshore 

�slands of Low Rock and Sandy Island each support 

s�gn�ficant colon�al seab�rd breed�ng colon�es of more 

than 10 000 crested, lesser crested, roseate, black-naped 

and br�dled terns (Chatto 2001). 

Sir Edward Pellew Group – large numbers of seab�rds 

�nhab�t the Barrany� (North Island) Nat�onal Park, Cape 

Pellew and the outer �slands of the S�r Edward Pellew 

Group. The �slands prov�de one of the most �mportant 

areas for colon�al seab�rd breed�ng �n the Northern 

Terr�tory w�th predom�nantly crested and roseate terns, 

but also br�dled, black-naped and l�ttle terns nest�ng �n 

the area (Chatto 2001). Over 50 000 crested terns alone 

have been recorded breed�ng on Urquhart Islet, north-

east of North Island (Chatto 2001). Eastern reef egret, 

osprey and wh�te-bell�ed sea-eagle forage and breed �n 

s�gn�ficant numbers around the �slands. Inshore of the 

�slands, the ma�nland coast prov�des extens�ve and 

d�verse hab�tat for large numbers of shoreb�rds and 

waterb�rds (Chatto 2003a). The mouth of the McArthur 

R�ver �s an �mportant stag�ng po�nt for m�gratory b�rds 

(Nat�onal Oceans Office 2003). S�gn�ficant populat�ons of 

black-ta�led godw�t, bar-ta�led godw�t, wh�mbrel, eastern 

curlew, marsh sandp�per, common greenshank, grey-

ta�led tattler, ruddy turnstone and lesser sand plover, 

and large numbers of great knot, red-necked st�nt, 

curlew sandp�per and sharp-ta�led sandp�per occur �n the 

area (Chatto 2003a). Wh�te-w�nged tern, common tern 

and great egret also breed and/or roost �n s�gn�ficant 

numbers around the coast (Chatto 2006).

Wellesley Islands and surrounds – there are �nternat�onally 

and nat�onally s�gn�ficant seab�rd breed�ng colon�es and 

roost�ng aggregat�ons of shoreb�rds and waterb�rds on 

the Wellesley Islands. Brown boob�es nest on Manowar 

and Rocky �slands, wh�le lesser fr�gateb�rds breed on 

Manowar Island (Chatto 2001). North Bount�ful Island 

supports the largest colony of crested terns �n the world 

(Walker 1992), and l�ttle terns breed on coastal beaches 

throughout the area. There are s�gn�ficant nest�ng and 

forag�ng aggregat�ons of waterb�rds and roosts of 

m�gratory shoreb�rds on Morn�ngton Island, �nclud�ng 

eastern curlew and Austral�an pa�nted sn�pe.

South-eastern Gulf of Carpentaria – the area of extens�ve, 

cont�nuous and und�sturbed wetlands known as the 

‘Southern Gulf Aggregat�on’ prov�des one of the three 

most �mportant areas for shoreb�rds �n Austral�a. The 

sal�ne wetlands, salt marshes, saltpans, mangroves and 

�ntert�dal mudflats along the south-eastern coast of the 

Gulf of Carpentar�a offer very s�gn�ficant hab�tat for 

large numbers of shoreb�rds and waterb�rds. The area 

supports more than half of the m�gratory waders that 

occur �n Queensland and up to one th�rd of Austral�a’s 
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wad�ng b�rds at any one t�me, �nclud�ng 22 shoreb�rd 

spec�es l�sted under JAMBA and 31 shoreb�rd spec�es 

l�sted under CAMBA (K�essl�ng and Booth 2004). The 

coast north of Karumba �s an �mportant stag�ng po�nt for 

m�gratory b�rds (Nat�onal Oceans Office 2003). Protected 

m�gratory spec�es that occur �n the area �nclude the 

great knot, red knot, red-necked st�nt, black-ta�led 

godw�t, l�ttle curlew, common greenshank, sharp-ta�led 

sandp�per, marsh sandp�per, terek sandp�per, common 

sandp�per, curlew sandp�per, broad-b�lled sandp�per, 

wh�mbrel, greater sand plover, lesser sand plover, grey 

plover, Pac�fic golden plover, eastern curlew, grey-ta�led 

tattler, or�ental prat�ncole, sanderl�ng, bar-ta�led godw�t 

and ruddy turnstone. 

Known �nteract�ons, threats and 

m�t�gat�on measures

At sea, b�rds may �nteract w�th human act�v�t�es �n 

a number of ways, �nclud�ng encounters w�th fish�ng 

vessels and entanglement �n mar�ne debr�s. They may 

also be affected by d�sturbance at rooker�es or roosts 

adjacent to the Reg�on. These �nteract�ons are d�scussed 

�n more deta�l below.

Climate change

Cl�mate change and r�s�ng sea levels may threaten b�rds, 

such as the brown booby, that breed on low-ly�ng atolls 

and �slands (Marchant and H�gg�ns 1990). The �ncreased 

�nc�dence of �nclement weather, part�cularly cyclones 

and heat, has the potent�al to adversely affect m�gratory 

shoreb�rds, waterb�rds, seab�rds and the�r hab�tats. 

Commercial fisheries

Seab�rds forag�ng for fish near commerc�al fish�ng 

operat�ons may coll�de w�th trawl apparatus, become 

entangled �n nets, or get caught on longl�ne gear. Brown 

boob�es �n part�cular have the potent�al to be suscept�ble 

to long-l�ne operat�ons. 

D�scards from the Northern Prawn F�shery �ncrease 

the amount of food ava�lable to spec�es such as s�lver 

gulls, brown boob�es, fr�gateb�rds, raptors and terns. 

For example, correspond�ng w�th �ncreased prawn 

trawl�ng effort, lesser fr�gateb�rd breed�ng pa�rs trebled 

on Manowar Island �n the Gulf of Carpentar�a between 

1982 and 1991 (K�essl�ng and Booth 2004). Th�s may 

have led to a populat�on �ncrease of some spec�es (e.g. 

s�lver gulls) to the detr�ment of other spec�es through 

d�rect predat�on or compet�t�on for breed�ng s�tes. Large 

catches of fish, squ�d, etc by trawlers may also reduce 

the food ava�lable to b�rd spec�es that do not p�ck up 

trawl d�scards (Chatto 2001).

In recogn�t�on of the threat posed to seab�rds by 

long-l�ne fish�ng pr�mar�ly �n waters south of 25o S �n 

Austral�a, �nc�dental catch of seab�rds dur�ng ocean�c 

longl�ne fish�ng operat�ons has been l�sted under the 

EPBC Act as a key threaten�ng process. A Threat Abatement 

Plan 2006 for the Incidental Catch (or Bycatch) of Seabirds 

During Oceanic Longline Fishing Operations �s �n place, and 

ava�lable at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/b�od�vers�ty/

threatened/publ�cat�ons/tap/longl�ne>. The seab�rd 

spec�es that �nhab�t areas of northern Austral�a where 

longl�ne fish�ng operat�ons occur, however, are generally 

not attracted to fish�ng vessels or longl�ne ba�ts 

(Brothers, N., 2006, pers. comm. c�ted �n the threat 

abatement plan). By-catch act�on plans have also been 

developed for spec�fic fisher�es, and measures such as 

fishery observer programmes, we�ghted l�nes and n�ght-

sett�ng of l�nes have been �ntroduced �n some fisher�es. 

Marine debris and pollution

The �ngest�on of, or entanglement �n, harmful mar�ne 

debr�s has been �dent�fied under the EPBC Act as a 

key threaten�ng process caus�ng �njury and fatal�ty 

to vertebrate mar�ne l�fe <www.env�ronment.gov.au/

b�od�vers�ty/threatened/publ�cat�ons/mar�ne-debr�s.

html>. Entanglement �n mar�ne debr�s such as d�scarded 

fish�ng gear can lead to restr�cted mob�l�ty, starvat�on, 

�nfect�on, amputat�on, drown�ng and smother�ng. The 

�ngest�on of plast�c mar�ne debr�s can cause phys�cal 

blockages lead�ng to starvat�on, or �njur�es to the 

d�gest�ve system lead�ng to �nfect�on or death. 

Mar�ne debr�s can affect seab�rds through e�ther 

�ngest�on or entanglement. Ingested debr�s has a w�de 

range of lethal or sub-lethal effects (Ryan et al. 1988). 

Debr�s can cause perforat�on, mechan�cal blockage 

or �mpa�rment of the d�gest�ve system, result�ng �n 

starvat�on. Ch�cks appear to be at greater threat than 

adults because of the�r h�gh rates of �ngest�on and 

low frequency of regurg�tat�ve cast�ng of �nd�gest�ble 

mater�al. When plast�cs are regurg�tated to ch�cks by 

the�r parents, phys�cal �mpacts and �nternal ulcerat�ons 

are l�kely to lower surv�val rates. In add�t�on, the ch�ck 

rece�ves less food, lower�ng �ts nutr�ent �ntake and 
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�ncreas�ng �ts chances of starvat�on (Env�ronment 

Austral�a 2001). 

The greatest cause of entanglements amongst seab�rds 

�s monofilament l�ne and fish�ng net (Hu�n and Croxall 

1996). F�sh�ng hooks, s�x-pack yokes, w�re and str�ng are 

also commonly reported entanglements. 

The Recovery Plan for Albatrosses and Petrels (Env�ronment 

Austral�a 2001) h�ghl�ghts mar�ne debr�s as an �ssue 

of concern and outl�nes a number of measures to 

address the problem. The Austral�an Government �s also 

currently develop�ng a threat abatement plan that a�ms 

to m�n�m�se the �mpacts of mar�ne debr�s on threatened 

mar�ne spec�es. Further �nformat�on �s ava�lable at 

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/b�od�vers�ty/threatened/

publ�cat�ons/mar�ne-debr�s.html>.

Human disturbance at rookeries

D�sturbance by humans at nest�ng s�tes can cause 

cons�derable losses when nest desert�on leaves eggs 

or ch�cks exposed to very hot weather (Chatto et al. 

2004a). Even �n remote areas, v�s�tors from boats or 

yachts can do major harm to a colony by com�ng ashore 

even just once for a short t�me dur�ng the breed�ng 

cycle. Dr�v�ng veh�cles along beaches can destroy nests 

and d�sturb adult b�rds, espec�ally shoreb�rds and l�ttle 

tern colon�es. F�re may k�ll or d�sturb adult b�rds and 

ch�cks, and has the potent�al to damage nest�ng hab�tat. 

Trad�t�onal harvest�ng of seab�rd eggs occurs at some 

�slands adjacent to the Reg�on. 

Feral species

Weeds may �nvade seab�rd and shoreb�rd nest�ng s�tes, 

and reduce the extent of hab�tat su�table for breed�ng, 

roost�ng and feed�ng (Chatto 2001).

Feral an�mals such as cats, dogs, p�gs and rats can also 

cause cons�derable damage to nest�ng s�tes and reduce 

reproduct�ve success through predat�on on eggs, ch�cks 

and breed�ng adults. Predat�on by feral cats, predat�on 

by the European red fox, predat�on, hab�tat degradat�on, 

compet�t�on and d�sease transm�ss�on by feral p�gs, and 

predat�on by exot�c rats on Austral�an offshore �slands 

of less than 1000 km² (100 000 ha) have all been 

recogn�sed as key threaten�ng processes under the EPBC 

Act. There are threat abatement plans �n place for the 

first three of these key threaten�ng processes. Further 

�nformat�on �s ava�lable from <www.env�ronment.gov.

au/b�od�vers�ty/threatened/ktp.html>.
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D7 North Marine Region 
Protected Species Group Report 
Card – Dugongs

Current at February 2008. For updates see  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mbp/north>. 

General �nformat�on

The dugong (Dugong dugon) �s the only l�v�ng member 

of the fam�ly Dugong�dae and �s only one of four l�v�ng 

spec�es of the order S�ren�a.

Nat�onally protected spec�es

The dugong �s l�sted as m�gratory and mar�ne under 

Sect�on 248 of the EPBC Act and �s l�sted under CITES 

Append�x I and CMS Append�x II. A Memorandum of 

Understand�ng on the conservat�on and management of 

dugongs and the�r hab�tats throughout the�r range was 

s�gned on the 31 October 2007. The dugong �s also l�sted 

as vulnerable to ext�nct�on under the World Conservation 

Union’s Red List of Threatened Species (IUCN 2000).

Ecology of protected spec�es �n the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on

Dugongs are found throughout the trop�cal and 

subtrop�cal coastal and �sland waters of the Indo–West 

Pac�fic reg�on. A s�gn�ficant proport�on of the world’s 

dugong populat�ons occur �n coastal waters from Shark 

Bay �n Western Austral�a to Moreton Bay �n Queensland. 

Current dugong d�str�but�ons are bel�eved to represent 

rel�ct populat�ons separated by large areas where they 

are e�ther ext�nct or close to ext�nct�on. The most recent 

est�mate of the Austral�an populat�on �s around 80 000 

�nd�v�duals (Marsh et al. 2002).

Dugongs are long-l�ved an�mals w�th a low reproduct�ve 

rate; they have a long gestat�on per�od and a have a h�gh 

�nvestment �n each offspr�ng. The max�mum l�fespan �s 

approx�mately 70 years and the pre-product�ve �nterval 

ranges between s�x and 15 years (Marsh et al. 2003). 

Female dugongs usually bear a calf every two and half to 

seven years, w�th a gestat�on per�od of about 13 months. 

Calv�ng occurs �n the shallow waters of t�dal sandbanks 

and estuar�es, and breed�ng �s more l�kely to occur �n the 

second half of the year (Boyd et al. 1999).

Dugongs feed on seagrass meadows found �n shallow 

t�dal and sub-t�dal coastal waters. Preferent�al graz�ng 




