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V Coblinine Riverf lats, Shire of Katanning. - PhotoJ. Lane.

W e s t e r n  A  u s t  r a  I i a n  W i  l d  l i f e
Authority. The W.A. Department of
F i s h e r i e s  a n d  W i l d l i f e  h a s
responsibility for their management.
Over recent year a fair amount of
data on waterbird usage of these
a r e a s  h a s  b e e n  g a t h e r e d
o  p  p  o  r  t  u  n  i  s  t  i c  a  I  l y ,  h o w e v e r  a
comprehensive assessment of usage.
and seasonal changes in usage, has
never been made. Such a survey has
simply been beyond the l imi ted
resources of the DePartment. For
Government (or private enterprise)
to under take a pro ject  o f  th is
magnitude using salaried officers, the
financial cost would be very large
indeed - despite the enjoyable
nature of the "work"! The R.A.O.U.
h o w e v e r ,  w i t h  i t s  l a r g e  a n d
enthusiast ic  network of  amateur
ornithologists (there are more than
300 active "Atlassers" in the south-
west  of  the State) ,  is  able to
u n d e r t a k e  t h e  p r o j e c t  a t  l o w
comparauve cosl

The information gained from the
project will be invaluable. So often
the Department is faced with a
potential conflict of uses to resolve,
and has little or no data on waterbird
usage of the wetland concerned on
which to base a decision. From river-
diversion and peat-mining proposals
i n  t h e  L a k e  M u i r  a r e a ,  t o
d iato m aceou s-earth mining and
ground-water extraction on the
northern Swan Coastal Plain the
Department has to make judgoments
about the likely affects of such
proposals. The information obtained
from the R.A.O.U. project will go a
long way towards fil l ing the data
gap.

How will the project operate? As
explained above, the latter half of
l98l will be devoted to setting it up.
Dur ing 1982 R.A.O.U.  members
(and others who join in on the project
- it is not essential to be an
R.A.O.U. member to participate)
will survey waterbird usage of 100 or
so of the best and most accessible
Wetland Nature Reserves. Surveys
will be at two-month intervals with
a d d i t i o n a l  v i s i t s  a t  t i m e s  o f
particular interest such as during the
breeding season and as the wetlands
dry out in summer. Emphasis will be
placed on determining the species of

A Kuluni lup Swamp, Shire ol Cranbrook - PhotoJ Lan€.

A Sharp-tai led Sandpiper - PhotoAG wells.
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A Lakes Gore, Carbul, Kubich and G tdong. Shrre ol Esperance. - PholoJ Lane

A A massed f l ight ol Pel icans. - Photo copyrightA G wells

V Shark Lake, Shire of Esperance - PhotoJ Lane

been possible in the past.

The third objective of the project is
to provide appropriate experience for
fu tu re  mon i to r ing  o f  waterb i rd
abundance.  A t  the  present  1 ime,
there  is  no  e f fec t i ve  mon i to r ing  o f
waterb i rd  popu la t ions  in  the  south-
west  o f  W.A.  Th is  i s  an  undes i rab le
s i t u a t i o n .  l l  m c a n s  t h a t  m a j o r
changes in the conservation status of
waterbird species can occur without
our  knowledge.  I t  i s  p robab le  tha t
population declines of 80-907o would
be required at present before "alarm

be l ls "  wou ld  s ta r t  r ing ing .  When a
species has declined to one-tenth of
i t s  fo rmer  abundance and is  s t i l l
go ing  dr - 'unh i l l .  thu t  docsn ' t  g ive
wi ld l i fe  managers  much t ime to
research the problem, determine the
cause or  causes ,  and take  -  i l '
poss ib le  -  remed ia l  ac t ion .  C lear ly
there is r need for r nt,-rnitr-rring
sys tem to  g ive  us  ear l ie r  warn ing  o t
c h a n g e s  i n  t h e  a b u n d a n c e  o f
waterbird species

Two alternative systems are possible.
One is  lb r  Government  to  p rov ide  the
Depar tn ren t  o l '  F isher ies  and Wi ld l i le
w i th  add i t iona l  s ta l ' f  and  money
suf f i c ien t  to  car r )  0u t  cx tens ive
a n n u a l  s u r v e y s  o f  w a t e r b i r d
popu la t ions  o f  the  south-west .  A t
todu l ' s  p r ices .  th is  wou ld  cos t  in
excess  o f  $100 000 per  annum.  The
o t h e r  a l t e r n a t i v e  i s  t o  p r o v i d e
s u f f i c i e n t  f u n d s  f o r  a  n o n -
Government  g roup (such as  the
R.A.O.U. )  to  co-ord ina te  surveys  by
a n a t e u r  o r n i l h o l o g i s t s .  T h e
i rdvrn tJge\  u f  th is  second u l te rna t ive
are firstly that the l lnancial cost
wou ld  be  fa r  less  (p robab ly  one- ten th
of the cost of a survey using paid
\ t i r f f ) :  i rnd  seeond ly .  u  surve)  us ing

maleur  ob \ervcrs  (amatcur  on ly  in
the  sense tha t  they  are  unpa id)
necessar i l y  invo lves  grea ter  pub l i c
a w a r e n e s s  o f  w e t l a n d s  a n d
waterbirds, and wetland/waterbird
conserva t ion  issues .  The Waterb i rd
S u r v e y  P r o j e c t ,  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o
fulf i l l ing its own objectives. wil l
p rov ide  a  va luab le  t ra in ing  ground
for  p r r t i ! ip i rn ts  in  un1 fu tu re  p ro jec t
to  non i to r  the  conserva t ion  s ta tus  o l '
$ i r le rb i rds  in  the  south-wcs l .  I t  i s
therefore an important development
o f  w i ld l i fe  conserva t ion  in  Western
Aust ra l la .

Swans Vol. 11 No- 3 198'1




