
Some background 
Wader counts around Australia first began in the early 1980s under the auspices of the RAOU (Royal  
Australasian Ornithologists’ Union), and its special interest group the Australasian Wader Study Group (AWSG) 
(still going strong today), as a means of monitoring populations of shorebirds. By returning to the same high tide 
roost areas twice yearly, population fluctuations of the general shorebird populations could be monitored. Thanks 
to these historic data we can now show that there has been a massive decline (up to 8% a year) in populations 
especially over the last decade. While this is sad news knowing about it puts us into a position to do something 
about it and undertaking conservation work on Mud Islands is one of the things we can do about it. 
 
In 2007 BirdLife Australia officially launched the Shorebirds 2020 program which was designed to “…reinvigorate 
and coordinate national shorebird population monitoring in Australia”.  Attempts are made to conduct annual 
counts at over 150 key shorebird areas nationally. Keeping the data series for some of the longest running sites 
such as Mud Islands continues to allow powerful statistical analysis to detect national population trends. One of 
the objectives of the monitoring program is to discover what is driving any population changes, both locally and 
throughout Australia and the Flyway (migratory route between Australia and Northern Hemisphere destinations). 
The program was initially funded through an Australian Government Caring For Our Country Grant.  That funding 
has ended but it established a program that is run on a tight budget funded largely by donations with a project 
coordinator at BirdLife Australia and support from the AWSG and the Conservation team dedicated to keeping 
shorebird habitat safe.  The enthusiasm and knowledge of over 1,500 committed volunteers is heavily relied  
upon and keeps the project going. But more shoulders to haul along the scopes and continue the task of keeping 
one of the world’s great natural wonders going are very welcome. 
 
The data gathered from the wader surveys is held in a database managed by BirdLife Australia and is used for 
many research studies.  For instance, when coastal areas of potential high conservation value are earmarked for  
development (eg, Moolap, Port Fairy, and sites in Queensland) it is the information from this database that is 
used to provide evidence of the sites’ conservation values.  The database has formed the baseline of what is 
known about shorebird populations in Australia. 
 
Mud Islands have been identified as one of a number of Important Bird Areas (IBAs) and as such form part of the 

Port Phillip Bay (Western Shoreline) and Bellarine Peninsula Ramsar Site.  The islands provide important  

breeding habitat for waterbirds and are a significant feeding and roosting habitat for shorebirds. 

 

In 2010 Peter Menkhorst produced a report: A Survey of Colonially-breeding Birds on Mud Islands, Port Phillip,  

Victoria; with an annotated list of all terrestrial vertebrates.  In it he noted:  “The number of migratory shorebirds 

using Mud Islands has declined over recent decades, reflecting a trend across most sites in Australia where 

shorebirds are monitored... Despite this decline in usage by some species, Mud Islands still supports significant 

numbers, at the State level, of Grey Plover, Double-banded Plover, Bar-tailed Godwit, Grey-tailed Tattler, Ruddy 

Turnstone, Great Knot, Red Knot and Sharp-tailed Sandpiper.”    

Most of the wader species that visit Mud Islands spend the Australian winter in the Northern Hemisphere where 
they return every year to the same summer sites to breed.  However, not all individuals migrate.  A small number 
remain behind to spend the winter in Australia. These birds are generally immature individuals which have not 
yet reached sexual maturity. Other birds that remain behind may be sick or injured and unable to make the long 
trip back to their summer breeding grounds. 
 
A wader survey was conducted on the recent June trip to Mud Islands as part of the Winter Wader Surveys that 
are conducted around Australia.  It was the ‘overwintering’ migratory birds that our survey group was looking out 
for and we weren’t disappointed.  Below are some brief biographical notes on the migratory birds that were seen 
during the survey together with a complete listing of the birds sighted on the islands that day. 

 

Migratory birds of Mud Islands - Fast facts 

Grey Plover 

 Breeding range encompasses arctic Europe, Asia and North America. 

 Generally only found in small groups throughout Australia, Mud Islands had been regarded as a strong hold for 
these birds with large summer flocks of up to 400 having been observed in the past. However, numbers have been 
in decline in recent times. 

 DNA testing has revealed that 90% of Grey Plovers in Australia are female.  

 Conservation status in Victoria (Birdlife Australia): ‘Threatened’.   
 

Winter wader count on Mud Islands, June 2015 

Prepared by Chrissy Freestone and John Newman  
(with input from Golo Maurer, BirdLife Australia) 

http://www.depi.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/204234/ARI-Technical-Report-206-A-survey-of-colonially-breeding-birds-on-Mud-Islands.pdf
http://www.depi.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/204234/ARI-Technical-Report-206-A-survey-of-colonially-breeding-birds-on-Mud-Islands.pdf


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Red Knot 

 A bird of high latitudes with a breeding range that includes Spitsbergen, Greenland, and islands to the north of  
Siberia, Alaska and Canada. 

 Have a somewhat complex migration pattern with some birds spending southern summers in Australia whilst others  
arrive in Australia before travelling on to NZ.  This group then migrate from NZ directly to the Northern Hemisphere. 
Conservation status: Not listed. However, it has been noted that there has been a global decline of Red Knot 
populations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Great Knot 

 Breeds mainly in Siberia. 

 Most of the world’s population of Great Knots spend their non-breeding season in northern Australia with smaller  
numbers flying down to Victoria, Tasmania and even across to NZ. 

 As with Red Knot numbers of these birds have declined dramatically.  They are only seen in very small numbers on 
Mud Islands, if at all. 

 Conservation status in Victoria: ‘Threatened’.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bar-tailed Godwit 

 A common summer visitor which breeds in Siberia and Alaska. 

 Have a complex migratory pattern. Two populations of Bar-tailed Godwits occur in Australia during the non-breeding 
season. Godwits occurring in northern Australia breed in northern Siberia, while those in south-eastern Australia breed 
further east, in eastern Siberia and Alaska. 

 The female has a larger bill than the male and forages in deeper water. 

 Numbers of Bar-tailed Godwit migrating to Australia have declined in recent times. 
 

Grey Plovers, Mud Islands.  June 2015 

Red Knot, Mud Islands.  June 2015.  The bird on the 

right is a male in breeding plumage. 

Great Knot, Mud Islands.  June 2015 

Red Knots, Mud Island.  June 2015 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Ruddy Turnstone 

 Most northerly of all waders, breeds in the Arctic regions, including Siberia. 

 Conservation status in Victoria:  ‘Vulnerable’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Double-banded Plover 

 This species migrates from NZ rather than from the Northern Hemisphere, breeding in the North and South Islands. 

 Conservation status: Secure 
 
Common Greenshank 

 Breeds in the Palaearctic regions (Eurasia and North Africa). 

 Conduct elaborate courtship displays during the breeding season. 

 Conservation status: Secure 
 
Curlew Sandpiper 

 This species breeds in north-eastern Siberia and Alaska. 

 Despite being regarded as one of the most numerous of the migratory waders visiting Australia its conservation  
status in Victoria (where it was once seen in large numbers) is now listed as ‘critically endangered’.  

 
 

 

Bar-tailed Godwits, Mud Islands. June 2015 

Ruddy Turnstone, Mud Islands. 

June 2015 

Double-banded Plover, Mud Islands. 

June 2015 

Pied Oystercatchers, Mud Islands. June 2015 

Fairy Tern (juvenile), Mud Islands. June 2015 



Thanks to Golo Maurer, (Important Bird and Biodiversity Area (IBA) Program & Conservation Partnerships 
Manager, BirdLife Australia) for his valuable input into this report. 
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Winter wader count—Mud Islands, June 2015 
List prepared by Angus Hartshorn 

Resident species Count Migratory species Count 

Pied Cormorant 10 Grey Plover 8 
Little Pied Cormorant 15 Double-banded Plover 85 

Australian Pelican 188 Common Greenshank 37  
(Largest flock was 12) 

White-faced Heron 20 Bar-tailed Godwit 17 

Australian White Ibis 120 Ruddy Turnstone 9 

Royal Spoonbill 1 Great Knot 1 

Swamp Harrier 3 Red Knot 60+  
(Several in breeding plumage) 

White-bellied Sea Eage (sub adult) 1 Curlew Sandpiper 7 

Buff-banded Rail 1 Red-necked Stint 230  
(Largest flock 78) 

Australian Pied Oystercatcher 9   

Red-capped Plover 10   

Silver Gull 1000+   

Pacific Gull 8   

Fairy Tern 26   

Caspian Tern 1   

Crested Tern 1   

White-fronted Chat 3   

Little Raven 2   

Welcome Swallow 10   

Little Grassbird 6   

House Sparrow 20   

Australian Pelicans showing their brightly coloured pouches in readiness for the 

breeding season, Mud Islands.  June 2015 

All photos: Chrissy Freestone 
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