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ASSESSMENT OF WATERBIRD USAGE OF WETLAND NATURE 
RESERVES CONTROLLED BY THE WESTERN AUSTRALIAN 
WILDLIFE AUTHORITY IN SOUTH WESTERN AUSTRALIA 

SUBMISSION TO THE WA DEPARTMENT OF FISHERIES AND WILDLIFE 
BY THE WAFGA INC ON THIS PROGRAMME 

1. INTRODUCTION 

This submission is based on discussions by R. Burking, 
B. Kneebone and R. Motteram of the WAFGA, with Messrs 
J.A.K. Lane and D. Munro of the Department of Fisheries 
and Wildlife on February 2 1981. 

Since the formation of the Association's Reseaich Section 
in 1973, attempts have been made in various forms to assess 
the potential of many of the wetlands in Western Australia. 
However, through lack of manpower and considerable 
travelling expense, it was decided to concentrate its 
efforts on a small number of private wetlands used by the 
Association in open duck seasons, i.e. Yealering, Taylors 
Lake and Emu Swamp. 

An inventory of Western Australian wetlands is regularly 
updated by the Research Section, but again, manpower and 
travelling expenses are the limiting factor. 

The Association welcomes the proposal to assess the water- / 
bird usage of wetland nature reserves in Western Australia 
and wishes to submit ·a number of proposals and suggestions 
to the scheme · 

2. WETLAND COMPLEX SYSTEM 

-The WAFGA has always favoured the use of the wetland complex 
system for wetland studies in the South-West Land Division. 
Proposals for modifications were submitted to the Department 
(Burking et al 1981). The Research Section of the Associ- / 
ation would like to see the complex system used in the study 
of waterbird usage and incorporated in any data analysis. 
Previous studies have shown that some species of waterbirds 
tend to colonise certain complexes depending on water 
quantity and quality. It is hoped that future open duck 
seasons may be based on complex data in relation to wetland 
depth and population of species, as well as rainfall in 
specific meteorological districts. 

j .,f"" 

1";/ 
,>,..-

Initially at least one wetland per complex should be assessed 
and this gradually increased as the number of interested 
people enter the scheme, to include all wetlands if possible. 

3. PROTECTED SPECIES 

Since the closure of Lake Toolibin in the Narrogin wetland 
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complex to duck shooters, because of certain species con­
sidered to be rare or endangered, WAFGA members have 
declined to report observations of Freckled Duck on a number 
of wetlands throughout the South-West Land Division. The 
attitude has been that if Freckled Duck are reported, 
closure of the wetland will result, once again reducing the 
number of game reserves to duck shooters. The Association 
is most concerned that, if a large number of wetlands are 
surveyed on a regular basis, sightings of Freckled Duck will 
present new data to the Bird Committee of the WAWA which may 
lead to more wetland closures. Whilst the Association is 
very concerned with conservation and the regeneration of 
waterfowl habitat, the worry of closure of wetlands to 
shooters remains. 
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It is extremely important that some policy be issued by the -­
Bird Committee of the WAWA on the Freckled Duck situation 
and if some wetlands are to be closed, consideration be given 
to opening up some wetlands now classified as sanctuaries. 
Following a concentrated five year study, the WAWA should be 
better equipped to present facts on the situation. 

4. MODIFICATION OF WETLAND SANCTUARIES 

During the period that Dr T.L. Riggert was associated with 
waterfowl research within the Department of Fisheries and 
Wildlife, a number of sanctuary lakes were declared within 
specific areas to allow a relief from the pressure during 
the- opening weekend. No data are available as to why these 
specific wetlands were selected, with the exception of Lake 
Toolibin due to the suspected breeding of Freckled Duck and 
White Egret. 

It is hoped that following the intensive five year survey 
programme some modification of sanctuary wetlands could be 
studied with the view to allowing more suitable areas for 
duck shooters, whilst offering some form of refuge for 
waterfowl. 

As agreed by both the Department of Fisheries and Wildlife 
and the WAFGA, itis only during the opening weekend that the 
shooting pressure on waterfowl is experienced. This is 
appreciated and allowed for in the proposal on standard­
isation of open duck seasons in Western Australia (Burking 
et al 1979). It is accepted knowledge that only a small 
percentage of duck shooters who front up at opening, visit 
the wetlands after that - only the dedicated hunters. The 
question is then raised that, following the initial pressure 
at opening (allowed for by the 6 p.m. versus the 6 a.m. 
opening times), some of the sanctuary lakes be opened for 
the benefit of the genuine hunter later on in the season. 

Large open wetlands such as Big White in the Narrogin 
complex, Lake Dumbleyung in the Dumbleyung complex and Lake 
Parkyerring in the Wagin complex, due to their size, must be 
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considered as sanctuary lakes and, in view of this, some of 
the limitations which exist at present could be investigated. 

5. MODIFICATIONS TO OPEN WATERFOWL HUNTING SEASONS 

As discussed briefly in Section 4, following the five year 
study period of waterbird utilisation of wetlands, new 
ideas and proposals will arise. A mass of information still 
remains to be collected on WA wetlands, part of which is 
under way through the wetland depth gauge and water quality 
study. 

With greater knowledge being gained on the usage of wetlands 
by waterbirds, some changes to legal species and bag limit ,,& 
numbers may be possible, together with the inclusion of .,,--- If" 
other species such as the Pink-eared Duck, which is sighted 
in ever increasing numbers on many wetlands in the South-
West Land Division. 

6. SURVEY FORMS - DESIGN AND FIELD USE 

During January (1981) Mr J.A.K. Lane of the Waterbird 
Research Unit, discussed with Mr Burking the type of survey 
forms best suited for observers in the field. In view of 
the fact that people from various organisations will be 
involved, it was considered essential to provide a form 
applicable to each of these. From experience with Research 
Section members of the WAFGA it has been found that only one 
side of a sheet should be used. Many observers forget to 
turn the page in order to complete the data required. 

With the standardisation of size A4 pape~ it has the tendency 
to create problems when using one side only. However, in our 
opinion one sided forms are best. 

With relation to data, it is felt that by some modification 
of the form designed by the Fisheries and Wildlife Waterbird 
Research Unit, and the inclusion of the computer type record­
ing system introduced by the RAOU (well known to the Bird 
Atlas people) a form could be designed. 

The WAFCA feels that water depth according to the gauge is a 
most important aspect in relation to waterbird usage. 

In order to utilise the RAOU bird numbering system it is 
most important that a "key" be provided as with the "Atlas" 
recording. 

The WAFGA has included two forms which may be useful in the 
final design. Both of these utilise the F & Wand the RAOU 
systems, but No. 1 lists the actual waterbird reference 
numbers that may be sighted and No. 2 allows spaces for 
observers to fill in the species number. It should be 
appreciated that both forms are somewhat freehand and require 
"straightening up" but should serve as a guide. No doubt the 
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Controller of the scheme when appointed will make this high 
on his list of priorities. However, further discussion 
would be appreciated. 

7. WAFGA PARTICIPATION 

As discussed in Section 1, the Association welcomes the 
opportunity for an intensive study of our Western Australian 
wetlands to be carried out. It is hoped that members at 
present not participating in the Wetland Depth Gauge study 
may be able to contribute. At present some 20 wetlands are 
being surveyed by members in association with the F & Won a 
bi-monthly basis, the WAFGA being involved in January, May 
and September each year. On this basis, members have been 
able to cope and look forward to the three trips per year. 
The Association's programme is based on these three months 
and any increased involvement may produce problems. 
Research members have indicated that they wish to continue 
the surveys at present assigned to them and could include 
the requirements of the waterbird utilisation study. 

Apart from the wetlands within the Depth Gauge scheme, a 
few members are studying wetlands relatively close to their 
place of residence purely on a hobby basis. 

As indicated by Mr Lane, it is hoped that the RAOU 
Atlassers, following the final Atlas year of 1981, will be 
invited to participate in the new programme. 

It is hoped that wetlands not under the control of the WAWA, 
but surveyed at regular intervals could be included in the 
RAOU/F & W study. One problem that arises is that not all 
of these wetlands are surveyed on a regular basis, but data 
obtained on waterbird usage and movements could be useful. 

8. FUTURE PROGRAMMES 

During discussion, Mr Lane made mention of two ideas that 
could provide useful information following the five year 
waterbird usage programme. These were: 

(a) Annual Abundance Index Survey of waterfowl in the 
South-West that could be made each year in the 
months of February and April. 

(b) Nesting and Breeding Habitat Survey of Game 
Species including brood size. 

To add to these two suggestions is the instigation of an 
artificial nesting box study using various types of designs 
in different habitats. At present the Association is 
studying a number of designs at the Bayswater Wildlife 
Sanctuary and the Yealering location known as Gilman­
Shipleys Swamps. 
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All could provide very useful information on the waterbird 
scene in Western Australia and it is hoped that consider­
ation can be given to these suggestions in future years. 

9. CONCLUSIONS 

Any programme designed to provide information on wetlands 
and waterbirds in general can only provide greater 
appreciation by both conservationists and hunters. The 
WAGFA feels that this is the start of a new era in the 
understanding of a very scarce commodity. The points 
outlined in this submission by the Association hope to 
provide some ideas for future wetland management and a more 
realistic attitude to hunter-Departmental relationships in 
respect to open duck seasons. The Association's support is 
strengthened by a copy of a recent letter to the Hon Minister 
for Fisheries and Wildlife (see Appendix 5). 
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Results 

The RAOU will provide annual summaries of the information obtained 

and a final report at the end of the four years discussing the methods 

employed, the results, and their implications for management both of 

waterbirds and wetland nature reserves. The report will aim and present 

quantitative data on individual wetlands wherever possible to provide 

a base against which future surveys can be compared. Ownership of 

information needs to be resolved in discussion with the W.A. DeFartment 

of Fisheries and Wildlife. A possible basis for discussion might be 

that information in the annual and final reports be freely available for 

use by both organisations; that WAWA and the Rl\OU have access to the data 

bank at cost; that the RAOU control and maintain the data bank and retain 

the right to sell information to third parties to cover the costs of so 

doing; and that the RAOU have the right to incorporate data from the 

project in the publication of a national survey of wetland usage. 

Conclusion 

As well as fulfilling its own aims and acting as a pilot study for 

a national survey of waterbird usage of wetlands, this project will 

provide training for amateur observers to participate in two other projects 

discussed by the Dept. of Fisheries and Wildlife and the RAOU ----

the monitoring of waterbird populations in south-western Australia and 

a study of nesting waterbirds. The practicality of these studies can be 

assessed during the course of the present one. 
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Budget and Timing 

1981 1982 1983 1984 -- -- -- -

Salary of Field Officer 9500 10000 11000 12000 

Travel* 2500 3500 4000 4500 

Stationery and Printing 2000 2000 2000 2000 

Telephone and postage 2000 2000 2000 2000 

Rent 1000 1000 1500 1500 

Computing 1000 3000 3000 4000 

Administrative costs 1000 1000 1000 1000 

Total 19000 22500 24500 27000 

* Travel costs include 2 return fares to Melbourne and a mileage 

allowance at 16¢/km. It is not envisaged that the RAOU should buy its 

own vehicle; if it did, the costing might have to be modified. 

Travel costs are expected to rise steeply year by year. 
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AUSTRALIAN WATERBIRDS Appendix l 

Species from the following families -were included in the list 

prepared by the Working Group on Birds of CONCOM. 

• Grebes 

Pelicans 

Darters 

Cormorants 

Herons, egrets and bitterns 

I · Storks 

Ibises and spoonbills 

Swans, geese and ducks 

Rails, crakes and water-hens 

Cranes 

Jacanas 

Painted Snipes 

Plovers and dotterels 

Stilts and avocets 

Curlews, sandpipers and snipes 

Gulls and terns 

family Podicipedidae 

· pelecanidae 

Anhingidae 

Phalacrocoracidae 

Ardeidae 

Ciconiidae 

Threskiornithidae 

Anatidae 

Rallidae 

Gruidae 

Jacanidae 

Rostratulidae 

Charadriidae 

Recurvirostridae 

Scolopacidae 

Laridae 

Species from the following families should also be included in a 

wetland usage survey. 

Hawks, eagles and harriers 

Old world warblers 

~ 

Accipitridae 

Sylviidae 


