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Shorebird Surveys of the South-east Gulf of Carpentaria 
 
The south-east Gulf of Carpentaria contains extensive intertidal flats and estuarine wetlands providing habitat for 
24 species of migratory shorebirds mentioned in the Appendix, 14 of which are classified as threatened under the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) EPBC Act.   
 
This vast area of intertidal flats, mangroves, tidal estuaries, creek channels and vast salt pans and salt  
marshes is:  

• internationally important for shorebird aggregations in summer and nationally important for shorebird 
aggregations in winter1, 

• internationally important for 8 shorebird species as shown in the Appendix2, notably Black-tailed Godwit 
(Limosa limosa) for which it is the most important site in both Queensland and Australia, Driessen (2025); 
and  

• nationally important for a further 12 shorebird species as shown in the Appendix2. 
 
On the nomination of the Carpentaria Land Council Aboriginal Corporation (CLCAC), 3 sections of the region 
have been designated as Flyway Network Sites, an informal recognition of international importance under the 
Partnership for the East Asian–Australasian Flyway (EAAF). 
 
Despite its importance as one of Australia's most significant shorebird areas, it has been comprehensively 
surveyed only a few times because of remoteness and inaccessibility.  The last comprehensive surveys 
undertaken by QWSG were in March-April 2013. 
 
Leading ornithologist, Roger Jaensch, in consultation with CLCAC prepared a conservation plan for migratory 
shorebirds using the south-east Gulf of Carpentaria, Jaensch (2022) (the conservation plan).  The conservation 
plan applies to the species listed in the Appendix.  
 
CLCAC, with the participation and support of the Wellesley Island Land Sea Social Economic Development Pty 
Ltd (WILSSED), is delivering a project for the implementation of the conservation plan.  An aim of the project is to 
achieve a comprehensive knowledge of use of the region by migratory shorebirds by, among other things, 
completing a region-wide simultaneous survey of all major migratory shorebird habitats.  To deliver the project, 
QWSG entered a partnership with CLCAC and WILSSED to conduct surveys with CLCAC rangers and staff.  
 
The surveys were originally planned for March-April 2025 but unfortunately were cancelled because of monsoonal 
rain and flooding in the region.  Despite heavy rain and resulting flooding in January and February, the decision 
was made to go ahead with surveys of the mainland sites and the Wellesley Is group.  
 
On arrival at Normanton on Monday 9 March, QWSG’s experienced team, comprising Peter Driscoll, Paul Finn, 
Arthur Keates and Rob Kernot, met Mark Hogno, Land Environment Coordinator, CLCAC, Hayden Tyrell, Ranger 
Coordinator and the rangers in the Normanton Land and Sea Ranger unit who would be taking part in the surveys: 
Paul (head ranger), Jackson, Janetta, Jeffrey, Lawrence, Liana and Myron.  All participants in the surveys were 
flown to Karumba Point by helicopter and soon were checked in to Gee Dee’s holiday units.  
 
Because of the flooding, access to roost sites was only achievable by helicopter.  The general plan for the surveys 
was for 2 QWSG counters and a ranger to be taken by helicopter to, and dropped off at, identified roost sites. 
 
With a view to gaining an insight into the use by the shorebirds of coastal roost sites, a reconnaissance flight 
along the coast was undertaken the first day. Leaving Karumba, the route taken passed over wetlands adjacent 
to the coast reaching the furthest point in the north-east, Pelican Island where a large flock of roosting shorebirds 
was observed.  The return flight followed the coast until reaching the Albert River.  After refuelling at Burketown, 
a direct route back to Karumba Point was taken.  
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It was clear that the major flooding in the Gulf region had impacted the shorebirds’ use of roost sites counted in 
previous surveys.  Apart from the large flock at Pelican Island, only a few other large flocks were identified for 
later on-ground counts.  
 
Meanwhile, the other team was dropped off at The Oaks, the closest major roost site to Karumba on the western 
side of the Norman River.  A good range of species was counted, although not in large numbers, apart from Red-
necked Stint (1,563).  The highlight of the day was a brief view of 2 Red-necked Phalarope.  On a follow up count 
of the site later in the week only a small number of shorebirds was counted, Red-necked Stint (750) being the 
most abundant.  
 
Unsurprisingly, no migratory shorebirds were observed when the opportunities were taken to drive along the road 
to Normanton where in dry years one would expect to see hundreds of Little Curlew on the floodplain.  Late one 
afternoon, at the tidal wetland between the refuse station and the cemetery near Karumba Point, good numbers 
of Marsh Sandpiper, Common Greenshank, Sharp-tailed Sandpiper and a flock of over 200 knots of both species 
were observed.  
 
The plan to fly to Burketown and survey sites with Gangalidda Garrawa land and sea rangers based at Burketown 
was thwarted for the first few days because of heavy rain preventing the helicopter to take the teams to the town 
forcing the teams to survey sites closer to Karumba. Two of those sites surveyed were Mark’s Beach (east of the 
Flinders River) and Jim’s Beach (west of Spring Creek).  The most abundant species at both sites was Red-
necked Stint (837 and 1,032 respectively).  The latter site also hosted a good diversity of species, including 
Siberian Sand Plover (760), Greater Sand Plover (960) and Far Eastern Curlew (66).  
 
Friday 13 March lived up to the Western superstition of being an unlucky day with rain preventing a trip to 
Burketown.  One team was dropped off by helicopter at the flooded claypan assigned the inauspicious name 
Camp Misery by QWSG.  Here a large flock of Pied Oystercatcher (307) was found but low numbers of migratory 
shorebirds; the highest count was Red-necked Stint (118).  Trudging through the mud, the intrepid trio made their 
way to Brian’s Beach.  The reward for getting drenched in a heavy downpour was finding a total of just over 4,700 
migratory shorebirds, primarily Siberian Sand Plover (700), Greater Sand Plover (800), Great Knot (2,800) and 
Red-necked Stint (400).  
 
Meanwhile, the second helicopter took the other team to Pelican Island, aptly named with a large pelican rookery 
comprising c 2,000 birds.  Of more significance, a large flock of just over 9,000 migratory shorebirds was counted, 
mostly Great Knot (4,870) with large flocks of Siberian Sand Plover (950), Greater Sand Plover (1,030) and Red-
necked Stint (1,470).  Also, the count of Far Eastern Curlew totalled a prodigious 461, many of which flew north 
shortly after the count started.  The same species were counted on the sandbank near the pelican rookery during 
a follow up count of the site 3 days later although resulting in a low count of Far Eastern Curlew (73) and the 
counts of sand plovers and stints was a little lower than the previous count.  
 

 
Pelican Island 
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Pelican Island 
 
With the rain easing and a fine day forecast for Sunday 15 March, CLCAC obligingly arranged for a helicopter to 
be flown from Cloncurry for a team to be flown to Burketown.  On arrival in Burketown, a Gangalidda Garrawa 
ranger took the seat of the Normanton ranger for the flight to coastal sites.  Between Pandanus Creek to the west 
and the Albert River to the east, distant views of just over 4,000 shorebirds were obtained, including an estimated 
2,000 Red-necked Stint and c 600 Sharp-tailed Sandpiper.  
 
The other team conducted counts of sites at Gore Point and a site 3 km along the beach to the west (Leichhardt 
East).  All the birds at Gore Point were forced off the sandbank with the incoming tide and were observed flying 
to the other site at the western end of the beach.  Here a flock of over 7,700 shorebirds congregated, mostly 
Siberian Sand Plover (1,913) Greater Sand Plover (2,337), Great Knot (1,653) and Red-necked Stint (1,400).  
Over 300 Broad-billed Sandpiper were picked out among the tight flock.  At the Leichhardt East site, Red-necked 
Stint (1,964) was the most abundant species in the total flock of 3,096 accompanied by both species of sand 
plovers (c 600), Great Knot (266) and Sanderling (87).  
 

 
Gore Point, West Beach 
 
Tuesday 17 March was the last day with all members of the teams taking part.  Having surveyed all the identified 
roost sites, some twice, and with the peak of the high tides late in the afternoon, a survey was conducted on the 
incoming tide at Camp Misery and Brian’s Beach.  All QWSG members took part with rangers Lawrence and 
Jackson.  As the tide pushed the birds closer in, good views were obtained of both species of knots and sand 
plovers along with Red-necked Stint and a small flock of Black-tailed Godwit.  Interestingly, the count of Red Knot 
was higher than Great Knot and the most encountered at any site.  At Brian’s Beach, the only observation during 
all surveys was made of Grey-tailed Tattler (2).   
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On Wednesday 18 March, Peter and Arthur took what turned out to be their last excursion.  The idea was to fly 
south-west of Karumba to Catherine Creek and Buffalo Lake to see if either of the sites hosted shorebirds, 
particularly Black-tailed Godwit for which the Gulf region is internationally important and Marsh Sandpiper but only 
small numbers had been observed of those species at the coastal sites.  At Buffalo Lake a flock of c 150 Marsh 
Sandpiper was observed but no Black-tailed Godwit were located.  
 
Having decided to head to Gore Point, a very large flock of birds was observed on a flooded claypan.  Alighting 
the helicopter on the inland side of the claypan, tenacity was required to find a way through thick patches of rubber 
vine to reach the flooded claypan.  The struggle was worth the effort to see thousands of birds engaged in a 
feeding frenzy.  After an hour clicking the hand-held counters, a tally of almost 9,000 migratory shorebirds was 
reached.  More than half of the birds counted were Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (5,950) accompanied by Red-necked 
Stint (1,950), Curlew Sandpiper (420) and Broad-billed Sandpiper (373).  A flock of c 750 graceful White-winged 
Tern, some with remnant breeding plumage, buoyantly passed low over the feeding shorebirds.  
 

 
 
Unfortunately, the threat posed by tropical cyclone Narelle resulted in the cancellation of the surveys on 
Mornington Island.  
 
Bird species observed during the surveys were:  

• migratory shorebirds: Grey Plover, Siberian Sand Plover, Greater Sand Plover, Black-tailed Godwit, 
Bar-tailed Godwit, Eurasian Whimbrel, Far Eastern Curlew, Marsh Sandpiper, Common Greenshank, 
Grey-tailed Tattler, Terek Sandpiper, Ruddy Turnstone, Great Knot, Red Knot, Sanderling, Red-necked 
Stint, Sharp-tailed, Curlew and Broad-billed Sandpipers and Red-necked Phalarope. The only species 
listed in the Appendix not observed during the counts were Pacific Golden Plover, Oriental Plover, Asian 
Dowitcher, Little Curlew and Common Sandpiper (although the latter species was observed on the beach 
near the airport at Karumba on 2 occasions by QWSG team members.  

• resident shorebirds: Beach Stone-curlew, Pied Oystercatcher, Pied Stilt, Masked Lapwing and Red-
capped Plover.  

• terns: Australian, Caspian, Greater Crested, Lesser Crested, Little and White-winged Terns.  
• waterbirds: Raja Shelduck, Australian White Ibis, Royal Spoonbill, Black Bittern, Nankeen Night Heron, 

Striated Heron, Great Egret, Pied Heron, Little Egret, Australian Pelican and Pied Cormorant.  
• raptors: Eastern Osprey, Black, Whistling and Brahminy Kites, White-bellied Sea-eagle and Peregrine 

Falcon.  
 
Only 2 leg-flagged birds were observed: a Greater Sand Plover banded in Mongolia (blue/green flags) and a Great 
Knot banded at Kamchatka, Russia (black/yellow flags).  
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QWSG thanks CLCAC staff and rangers for making the arrangements for the conduct of the surveys producing 
important data on the use of the Gulf region by migratory shorebirds. QWSG looks forward to continuing its 
partnership with CLCAC for the further implementation of the conservation plan.  
 
Chairperson and Editor’s Note: I wish to thank, on behalf of the whole QWSG membership, Peter Driscoll, Paul 
Finn, Arthur Keates and Rob Kernot, for their skill and dedication to this project through difficult conditions. 
 
Notes:  
1. A site qualifies to be internationally important if it supports 20,000 waterbirds and nationally important if it 
 supports 2,000 migratory shorebirds or 15 migratory shorebird species.  
2. For a site to be internationally important for a species it has to support 1% of the EAAF population and to be 
 nationally important it has to support 0.1% of the EAAF population of migratory shorebird species  
3. The names of sites mentioned in this report are those assigned by QWSG. Brian’s Beach, Mark’s Beach and 
 Jim’s Beach recognise shorebird researchers Brian Venables, Mark Barter and Jim Wilson.  
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Appendix - Species of migratory shorebird using the south-east Gulf of Carpentaria and the international and  
national seasonal importance of the region  
Species in red font are classified as threatened under the EPBC Act  
 
Species  International  National 
Pacific Golden Plover Pluvialis fulva   
Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola   Summer 
Siberian Sand Plover Charadrius mongolus  Summer  Summer 
Greater Sand Plover Charadrius leschenaultii  Summer  Summer and winter 
Oriental Plover Charadrius veredus   
Asian Dowitcher Limnodromus semipalmata   
Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa  Summer and winter  Summer and winter 
Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponia   Summer 
Little Curlew Numenius minutus  Summer  Summer 
Eurasian Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus   Summer and winter 
Far Eastern Curlew Numenius madagascariensis Summer and winter  Summer and winter 
Marsh Sandpiper Tringa stagnatilis   Summer and winter 
Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia   Summer and winter 
Grey-tailed Tattler Tringa brevipes   Summer 
Terek Sandpiper Xenus cinereus   Summer 
Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos   
Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres   
Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris  Summer and winter  Summer and winter 
Red Knot Calidris canutus  Summer and winter  Summer and winter 
Sanderling Calidris alba   Summer and winter 
Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis  Summer  Summer and winter 
Sharp-tailed Sandpiper Calidris acuminata   Summer and winter 
Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea   Summer and winter 
Broad-billed Sandpiper Limicola falcinellus   Summe 

 
 
  


