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THE l:ill�
\

p:: BITTERN

The Black Bittern is .� sma 11 � 
\

secr(;)t.ivf.', l,:;tr<Je 1 y-r,octurnv.l
member of the hen:in 'fc':\rtri l y. 

\ 
It is une of three species of bitterns which inhabit 
south-western Australl.a arid can\ be distinguished fr-·om t.he 
other spa�ies (the Little and Australa9ian Bitterns) by its 
sooty blac..k to brown plL1maqe� t�e yellow pl�un1?.s on .'i.t!:5 neck,
�nd its intermediate &i��. 

With its long neck and pointed beak it i5 well equipped for
sei,'.,ing live pr·ey; whil.e .its medtutn-lcmgth lf?OS are SLtited 
for both wMding in shallows and tlimbing through branches.of
overhan�inq trees. 

Black Bitterns are solitary birds, most active during 
twilight and at night. They !iv� near the water's Qdge, in
mangroves, and in other tr�es anij 5hrubs which fringe 
coa�tal swamps and river5. 

For much of the day they perch i1 trees or among rushes. 
When startled they may fly upwa�j5 to the safety cf a tall 
tree - or stand slightly swaying, with their long neck and 
beak pointed towards the sky in typical bittern fashion. In
this pose they c..tn be very diffic:l.1lt. t.o detect. 

Black Bitterns m�ke their nests bn low branches of trees� 
usually over water. Nmsts are loosely-built platforms of 
twigs and sticks, with a shallcw depression an top. lhe 
bircis breed in Spring and usua:1y lay thre� eggs, sometimes
four or mven five. These are Jale blue-gre�n, and oval in 
�hepe. 

Black Bitterns feed on small �sh• frogs, aqu�tic insects,
crustac�ans, and cccasicnallyon lizarda. 

Black Bitterns occur in soutt-east Asia� New Guinea and 
Austr·al ia. Th�ir appe<1,1- to le three sepera te? popLda tions of
t.h1:il A,.1st1-i:ilian subspecies g_Q.lld.i. -� t.wo isolated populations 
in south-western Australia �d the Pilbara, and one 
continuous population in no�hern and eastern Australia. 

The Black Bitt�rn h�s not �en reported breeding in the 
south-west of the State f� at least forty ye�rs, and has 
declined in number5 during that period. In the south-west
it was �pp�rently most co�on along the wooded banks of 
rivers, and could often be seen in the flooded �ums which 
fringed the upper reache�of the Swan and Canning. It used
to ne�t at Herd5man. Lak� ·rior to its drainage in 1925. 



It; r··ec::er11..: ye2.1·-�;? a f(•:ilW hav�E 
uppt}r Ms-lrray r:i.vei, ... s, and ir 
a privately-ownmd swamp n■a 
on conservation t·e�er·v�sn 

een seen along tha Blackwood and 
th■ pap■rbark trees surrounding 

· PinJarra. None hav■ baan found

The cau■■ or causes ot this s ecie■· d■clln■ ln th@ 
south-west are unknown, Lo■■ of riv■rine v•e•t■tion and 
freshwater swamps due to ever- learinQ, g1-�zi11g, �alini�·­
ation and drainage may have car tributed, The effect of 
increased recr·eationsl usa o·f r i.vwrm and riverb��k� ie 
unknwn 

No reaearch lntc the biology ct the species in Australia ha■ 
be<=1·1 u11der•ti!ken. 
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