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What we will cover
• A brief history
• Breeding seabirds
• Terrestrial and 

coastal birds
• Residents and 

vagrants
• The Silvereye story
• Seabird nest boxes
• What is changing



Broughton Island

Inset map: Greg Little 



Arriving by sea



Arriving by air



Broughton Island history
• Long history of indigenous use

– Seabird eggs & chicks
– Fishing

• Small settlements at Esmeralda Cove and behind 
Providence Beach, after European discovery 

• Rabbit Research Centre 1905-1907 (→ escapees!)
• 100+ years of feral plants and animals

– Goats, cats, rats, rabbits
• 100+ years of frequent fires (lifestyle-driven)
• Included into Myall Lakes NP in 1972
• Rats and rabbits removed in 2009
• HBOC/NPWS terrestrial bird study began in 2012

– Phase 1 (2012-2016): Spring & autumn surveys
– Phase 2 (2017-onwards): Quarterly surveys + a banding study



Breeding Seabirds
• Wedge-tailed Shearwater

– 2009: estimated that
~55,000 pairs present

– 2019: the numbers have 
increased

• Short-tailed Shearwater
– 2009: 200-300 pairs, a

decrease from 1970s

Wedge-tailed Shearwaters 



Breeding Seabirds
• Little Penguin

– 24-43 pairs (five landing sites)
• Gould’s Petrel

– Bird on egg in 2009
– Adults on Little Broughton 

Island in 2010
– Now using artificial nest boxes

• White-faced Storm-Petrel
– Thousands of pairs in early 

20th Century
– Extinct (from rats) in 1930s
– There are active breeding 

colonies on nearby islands
• Older records (e.g.1976) of 

Sooty Shearwaters breeding
Gould’s Petrel at sea



Shorebirds
• Sooty Oystercatcher

– 25-35 birds, with 
several breeding pairs

– One of the most 
important sites in the 
Hunter Region

• Other shorebirds
– Red-capped Plover: 

up to 8 birds, probably 
breeding

– Occasional visits by 
Pied Oystercatcher, Ruddy 
Turnstone, Double-banded Plover

Sooty Oystercatcher 

Red-capped PloverNest, October 2019 



Beach Stone-curlew
• Critically endangered in NSW
• Breeding pairs at Old Bar and Port Stephens 

– Old Bar since 1998
– Port Stephens Dowardee Island since 2011
– Port Stephens Corrie Island since 2017?

• Two birds were on Broughton Island August 2020
– First ever records for 

the island
– Is it the start of 

something?

Pair at Little Poverty Beach, August 2020 



Gulls and Terns
• Silver Gull

– 50-100 pairs breeding near 
Looking Glass Bay

– 5-10 pairs at Esmeralda 
Cove

• Greater Crested Tern
– 50-100 pairs breeding near 

Looking Glass Bay

Greater Crested Tern chick 
(photo: Neil Fraser) 

Silver Gull plus chick at Esmeralda Cove 

Greater Crested Tern



• Up to 6 birds, and regularly 
recorded

• Probably breeding
– Old nest found in a small cave, 

Reef Egret feather alongside
– Camera installed early June
– Birds made some visits to the 

cave during June-July 

Eastern Reef Egret

Eastern Reef Egret

Nest, found January 2020

Courtship act, June 2020



Rails
• Lewin’s Rail

– Mostly heard, with occasional brief
sightings

– At least several birds are present
– Widely distributed (or, wide-ranging)
– Recorded on almost every visit

• Buff-banded Rail
– Apparently the less common of the 

two species
– Recorded on many visits
– One known breeding record

• An adult with chicks

Lewin’s Rail

Buff-banded Rail 



Other waterbirds
• Great Cormorant

– 20-30 birds, regularly recorded
• Great Pied Cormorant

– 20-30 birds, regularly recorded 
• Occasionally: 

– Little Pied Cormorant
– White-faced Heron
– Little Black Cormorant
– Australasian Gannet
– Australasian Darter

Australasian 
Darter Great Cormorant

Pied Cormorant



Birds of Prey
• 12 species recorded since 2012
• 4-6 White-bellied Sea-Eagles visit 

daily
– Adult and immature birds almost 

constantly on view
• Ospreys breed annually

– Highest count has been 8 birds

Adult and immature White-bellied Sea-Eagles

A 6-month old Osprey



Birds of Prey
• 1-2 Whistling Kites and Swamp 

Harriers regularly
• Black-shouldered Kite and 

Peregrine Falcon frequently
• Brown Falcon and Brown Goshawk

regularly now
• Spotted Harrier: autumn records 

2013, 2014 (also in 2009)

Black-shouldered Kite

Whistling Kite



The common terrestrial birds
Very common
• Tawny Grassbird
• Golden-headed 

Cisticola
• Brown Quail
• Silvereye
• Welcome Swallow

Less common
• Yellow-faced 

Honeyeater
• Little Wattlebird
• Australasian Pipit
• Pheasant Coucal
• Willie Wagtail

Golden-headed Cisticola Brown Quail 

Yellow-faced Honeyeater  

Tawny 
Grassbird  



Silvereyes: three subspecies

Cornwalli
• Qld/NSW subspecies
• Yellow throat
• Pale-buff flanks

Westernensis
• Vic/NSW subspecies
• Pale-yellow throat
• Buff flanks

Lateralis
• Tasmanian subspecies
• Grey throat
• Deep-buff flanks



Silvereyes: three subspecies
• Numbers have increased substantially over 2012-2020

– c.550 birds banded since June 2017
• There is a core population of cornwalli birds

– Resident or regularly visiting
• Two annual influxes

– Of southern birds (westernensis & lateralis) in autumn/winter
– Of cornwalli birds in spring
– The spring influx is driven by fruiting 

Tree Broom Heath (Monotoca elliptica) 
which is now 
prolific in parts 
of the island

• No records of 
southern birds
returning

… and blossomTree Broom Heath berries



Silvereyes: three subspecies
In Autumn/winter 
• Ratio is approximately constant

– Cornwalli 40-45%
– Westernensis 40-45%
– Lateralis ~15%

• Only cornwalli birds 
re-trapped in a
different year

• Tails of westernensis
birds are longer

In Spring
• 99+% are cornwalli

birds
• Occasional late-departing westernensis

Subspecies biometrics



Seabird nest boxes
• Installed mid-2017 using 2016 Twitchathon funds

– Six Gould’s Petrel nest boxes
– Nearby, nine White-faced Storm-Petrel nest boxes
– Dedicated call playback systems for each species (at night)

LHS: White-faced 
Storm-petrel nest 
box and burrow

RHS: Gould’s Petrel 
nest boxes and call 

playback speaker



Seabird nest boxes
• One White-faced Storm-Petrel feather (October 2018)

– No further evidence
• The first Gould’s Petrel 

arrived in late 2018
• Seven individuals are

confirmed visitors
• First chick in 2019/20 

season (fledged in 
April 2020)
– Parents visiting the nest

box since 2018
• A second nest box has 

now had two different birds
visit
– Are they a pair?

Gould’s Petrel chick (photo: Rob Kyte)



Seabird nest boxes
• October 2019: a visit by a Pycroft’s 

Petrel
• Sharing nest box with a Gould’s 

Petrel
• A New Zealand species, does not 

appear on the modern Australian 
checklist

• Is it a sign of things
to come?

Pycroft’s Petrel 

Pycroft’s Petrel (upper bird) and 
Gould’s Petrel (lower bird)



Vagrants
• c 25 land bird species have “turned up” for brief visits

– The mechanism for new (re-)colonisations
• Mostly these have involved nomadic or migratory 

species
• Interesting visitors:

– 3 x Forest Ravens (September 2013)
– 4 x Horsfield’s Bronze-Cuckoos 

(October 2017)
– Eastern Yellow Robin (July 2019) 
– Spotted Pardalote 

(February 2020)
– Rose Robin

(August 2020)
Eastern Yellow Robin

Spotted 
Pardalote



What is changing?
• The vegetation 

– Shrubs replacing grasses in sheltered areas
– Shrubs becoming taller
– More Coastal Banksia 

• Two new “resident” species
– Yellow-faced Honeyeater, Little 

Wattlebird
• Four other new arrivals

– Brown Goshawk, Brown Falcon, 
Golden Whistler, Grey Fantail

• Increase in Silvereye numbers
• Golden-headed Cisticolas are in 

decline
• Tawny Grassbirds & Pheasant Coucals may be 

declining

Changes in Reporting Rates for 
Cisticolas & Coucals



Conclusions 1
Seabirds
• The island’s importance continues/grows
• Gould’s Petrels now visit regularly; breeding numbers 

seem likely to expand
• Will White-faced Storm-Petrels return?
• Expect more of the “unexpected”
Coastal and waterbirds
• Appears overall to be “steady-state”

– The habitat hasn’t changed for this guild
• What will happen with the Beach Stone-curlews when 

the crowds of visitors come back?



Conclusions 2
Birds of prey
• There are lots of raptors on 

Broughton Island!
• Two new arrivals (Brown 

Goshawk, Brown Falcon)
– Probably linked with the 

increasing numbers of passerines
Terrestrial birds
• Four new arrivals + Silvereyes 

are increasing
• Some grassland species have 

declined
• What species will arrive next?

Judy Little with female Brown Goshawk



Acknowledgements
• Susanne Callaghan (NPWS)

– Massive interest and support
• HBOC members

– c 25 participants since 2012 
(including some day-visitors)

• Greg Little and his team of 
knowledgeable banders

• Jeff & Mez Pettifer
– Accommodation especially 

2012-2015, and general 
information

• Robyn Stuart
– Statistics assistance

The team, October 2019

The team, October 2016Photos: Susanne Callaghan, Allan Richardson


	All change for Broughton Island!�������
	What we will cover
	Broughton Island
	Arriving by sea
	Arriving by air
	Broughton Island history
	Breeding Seabirds
	Breeding Seabirds
	Shorebirds
	Beach Stone-curlew
	Gulls and Terns
	Eastern Reef Egret
	Rails
	Other waterbirds
	Birds of Prey
	Birds of Prey
	The common terrestrial birds
	Silvereyes: three subspecies
	Silvereyes: three subspecies
	Silvereyes: three subspecies
	Seabird nest boxes
	Seabird nest boxes
	Seabird nest boxes
	Vagrants
	What is changing?
	Conclusions 1
	Conclusions 2
	Acknowledgements

