Port Stephens estuarine raptors
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Raptors of estuarine Port Stephens

Alan Stuart

81 Queens Road, New Lambton NSW 2305, Australia

In 2004, members of the Hunter Bird Observers
Club (HBOC) began carrying out boat-based
summer surveys of the waterbirds in Port
Stephens. Analogous winter surveys started in
2008. The general survey procedure has remained
constant (Stuart 2011). The numbers of shorebirds,
waterbirds and birds of prey are recorded. Because
the surveys are done by boat, most of the latter are
estuarine-foraging raptors. Records of woodland
birds of prey are a chance event.

The four main raptors recorded in the Port
Stephens surveys are White-bellied Sea-Eagle
Haliaeetus leucogaster, Whistling Kite Haliastur
sphenurus, Osprey Pandion haliaetus and
Brahminy Kite Haliastur indus. Sea-Eagles and
Whistling Kites are the dominant species. Usually,
several Ospreys are encountered, and less
frequently Brahminy Kites.

The survey method was not designed with raptors
in mind. It is unlikely to yield highly accurate
numbers for them. They patrol sizable territories
and it cannot be excluded that the same bird is
sometimes encountered by more than one survey
team. However, the survey teams follow set routes
each time and therefore should tend to intersect
with the same territories in each survey. A
relationship would be expected to exist between
the counts of raptor numbers during the surveys
and the actual numbers of birds present in Port
Stephens.
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Figure 1. Total counts of estuarine foraging raptors in
Port Stephens.
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Figure 1 shows the numbers of raptors from
summer and winter surveys (there was no winter
2015 survey). The general trend initially was that
numbers were increasing. Since 2014, there
appears to have been a decline. This has primarily
been associated with a decrease in the numbers of
Whistling Kites being recorded.

Table 1. Numbers recorded for individual estuarine
foraging raptors in Port Stephens.

White-

Sea bellied Whistling Brahminy

Year son Sea- Kite Osprey Kite
Eagle

2004 | S 6 6 2 0
2005 | S 1 3 0 0
2006 | S 15 9 3 0
2007 S 14 9 2 0

S 16 13 2 0
2008

w 3 4 5 1

S 10 1 0
2009

w 7 10 1 0

S 13 5 4 0
2010

w 20 18 7 0

S 27 6 10 1
2011

w 18 16 15 3

S 20 9 10 0
2012

w 15 15 8 0

S 16 12 8 0
2013

w 28 16 0 1

S 22 6 7 2
2014

w 16 5 4 2

S 28 3 9 1
2015

W - - - -

S 12 0 7 1
2016

w 13 6 6 1

Table 1 details the counts for each species. A
review of the data has led to the following
conclusions about changes that have occurred
during the period 2004-2016:




Black Kite breeding

Brahminy Kite: Birds were not resident in Port
Stephens initially, but possibly now are. They are
known to breed in the north of the Hunter Region
and their range has been expanding southwards
(Stuart 2016).

Osprey: Recorded in low numbers initially. Since
2010, the population seems to have stabilised and
it is now at least 8-10 birds.

White-bellied Sea-Eagle: Numbers fluctuated
initially, then increased notably. The relatively low
2016 count is discussed below.

Whistling Kite: The Port Stephens population
appeared to increase in 2010-13. However, since
then there seems to have been a notable decline.

The count for White-bellied Sea-Eagles was low in
the summer 2016 survey and no Whistling Kites
were recorded (Table 1). In the weeks prior to the
survey there had been a prolonged period of heavy
rain. Although many mullet were observed to be
present in summer 2016, water turbidity levels had
deteriorated (T. Kendall pers. obs.). As both
species hunt by sight (Marchant & Higgins 1993),
possibly they had relocated their hunting efforts to
wetland areas or the coastline. It is noted that the
numbers of cormorants and pelicans in Port
Stephens in the 2016 survey also were relatively
low (being 60% of the 13-year average total count
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for those species). The winter 2016 count for
White-bellied Sea-Eagles was closer to normal,
lending support for the notion that many birds
were foraging away from Port Stephens in
February 2016.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Many members of HBOC have participated in Port
Stephens surveys and their willing assistance has
always been much appreciated. The surveys have been
conducted in collaboration with NSW National Parks
and Wildlife Service (Hunter Coast office), with
initially Richard Ghamraoui and now Duncan Scott-
Lawson making major organisational contributions.

REFERENCES

Marchant, S. and Higgins, P.J. (Eds) (1993). ‘Handbook
of Australian, New Zealand and Antarctic Birds
Volume 2: Raptors to Lapwings’. (Oxford University
Press: Melbourne.)

Stuart, A. (2011). Shorebird Surveys at Port Stephens,
New South Wales 2004-2011 and Comparisons with
Results from Previous Surveys. Stilt 60: 14-21.

Stuart, A. (Ed.) (2016). Hunter Region of New South
Wales Annual Bird Report No. 23 (2015). (Hunter
Bird Observers Club Inc.: New Lambton, NSW.)

Black Kite breeding — a first for the Hunter Region

Peter Alexander

5 Lisbon Close, Singleton Heights NSW 2330, Australia

A raptor nest containing a downy nestling was
located by Bruce Watts near the H. H. White
bridge over the Goulburn River near Martindale
(32° 25' 57.05"S, 150° 40' 25.36"E) on 13 October
2015. Two adult Black Kites Milvus migrans were
observed roosting nearby and flying around the
area. No other raptor species were observed in the
area. Although it was probable that the nest
belonged to the Black Kites, neither bird
approached the nest during the period of
observation.

A follow-up visit to the site was undertaken by
Mick Roderick, Craig Anderson and Joe Stibbard
on 27 October 2015. A pair of Black Kites was
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observed in the area but did not approach the nest.
A nestling was observed but positive identification
could not be confirmed.

Having obtained details of the location from Mick
Roderick, the author decided to visit the site on 29
October 2015. A telescope viewing site was
established on the bridge approximately 70 m from
the nest which was observed for around five hours.
The following observations were recorded.

7.10 am. The head and back of the nestling was
barely visible above the top of nest. One adult
Black Kite was perched in a tree 100 m west of
nest.





