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Waterbirds at Narran Lake Nature Reserve, New South Wales, in 1996

by ANDREW J. LEY, 19 Lynches Road, Armidale, N.S.W. 2350

Summary
Waterbird breeding was documented during 1996 in the Narran wetlands in northern New South
Wales, concentrating on the Narran Lake Nature Reserve. The wetlands filled twice during the year,
in January and June, after 40 months without a flood. After the first flood, 2 major waterbird breeding
event took place in the Nature Reserve: Darters Anhinga melanogaster; Pied Phalacrocorax varius,
Little Black P. sulcirostris and Great Cormorants P. carbo; Great Bgrets Ardea alba; Glossy Plegadis
Jalcinelius, Australian White Threskiornis molucca and Straw-necked Ibis T, spinicollis; and Royal
Spoonbills Platalea regia established colonies. Breeding was confirmed for a further 11, non-colonial,
species, Breeding was also observed during December on Narran Lake, which lies oulside the boundary
of the Nature Reserve. The Nature Reserve included the site of the largest colony of Straw-necked
Ibis ever recorded, and with 102 000 nests in 1996 had the third largest ibis colony documented.
1t is also particularly imporiant for breeding Little Black Cormoranis and Royal Spoonbills. Nartan
Lake Nature Resetve is one of the most highly ranked wetlands of the Murray-Darling Basin for
species diversity, number of breeding species and total number of birds. The wetlands have held
nationally and internationally significant populations of Palaearctic migrants, and provide habitat for
11 species covered by international treaties. ‘The waterbirds in the Narran wetlands have been little
studied, and much more needs to be done to document the importance of the area, which is under
threat from water extraction for irrigation upstream.

In¢roduction

The wetlands associated with Narran Lake, between Walgett and Brewarrina in
the Western Division of New South Wales, are a series of areas of open water, known
as Back, Clear and Narran Lakes, connected by thickets of lignum Muehlenbeckia
florulenta separated by channels. The lakes are terminat lake-beds of the Narran River,
a distributary of the Balonne River system which originates in Queensland and is
within the Murray-Darting Basin. The lakes are fringed by River Red Gum Eucalypius
camaldulensis and River Cooba Acacia stenophylla (Magrath 1991, Smith 1993). The
northern section of the wetlands, including Back and Clear Lakes, is protected as
the Narran Lake Nature Reserve. Narran Lake itself is south of the Nature Reserve
(Figure ).

Historically, the wetlands have flooded about once every two years, with Back
il Clear Lakes holding water for 4-6 months and Narran Lake for about nine months.

I 25% of years more than one flood has occurred (Magrath 1991). The development
" of irrigation schemes upstream may have recently affected water flows into the wetlands
© {Smith 1993).

Until 1996, 34 species of waterbirds were recorded breeding in the Narran Lake

.. Nature Reserve (Smith 1993). Most breeding events have been documented poorly,
1 at all, although the ibis colonies of 1989 and carly 1990 were visited regularly

“by Nutional Parks and Wildlife Service personnel (Magrath 1991). Smith (1993) listed
1) years between 1971 and 1991 in which breeding took place, but provided

. comprehensive lists of breeding species and estimated numbers of nests only for 1971,

19%H, 1989 and 1990. She listed a breeding event in late 1983 which included the

~Iargest ibis colony ever reported in Australia (Marchant & Higgins 1990), but for
*that year tisted only the three species of ibis, even though other species of waterbirds
“were presumably present, Beruldsen (1985) visited the area in May 1984 when a large
Chreeding event was under way.

Wiuoker (1993) conducted aerial surveys of birds on Marran Lake from 1977 to

: 1081, and provided some information on birds at Clear Lake. Hodges (1981) reported
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Figure 1. Location and layout of the Narran weilands.

on a proposal to create the Narran Lake Nature Reserve which subsequently occurred
in 1988,

The Narran wetlands are a major waterbird breeding site but are little documented.
They challenge resource managers constrained by political boundaries because they
are dependent on water flows from Queensland. Given the expansion of irrigation
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Figure 2, Water level at the Back Lake gauge during 1996,

“. i semi-arid Australia, information on use of these wetlards by waterbirds in New
~South Wales is critical so that informed decisions can be made regarding the allocation
Dy Queenstand authorities of a scarce resource.

. Methods

: ‘Fen visits were made to the wetlands following their inundation in January 1996 after a 40-month
“iley period. During each visit the water level on the gauge at the northern edge of Back Lake was
'_1 Hecorded (Figure 2),

. Observations of waterbirds were made from a boat, a canoe and from the shore at the northern
Jfddpe of Back Lake and the eastern edge of Clear Lake. Not all breeding areas were studied in detail
- uiing cach visit because of the vulnerability of some species to disturbance at critical times and the
= adicolties of access at low water levels. However, it was always possible to assess the general progress
of the cofonies. The extent of breeding of each species was mapped on sketch maps or ontoe photocopies
0f ¢ 1:16 000 acrial photograph of Back Lake and its surrounds, including the northern section of
2 Clear Lake,

S5 Altemplts were made to count or estimate the numibers of breeding pairs of each species, The

“difficulty of this varied between species as some nested in compact groups and others were more
_staflered in space and time, For the ibis, the large size of the colony made it difficult to estimate
“awmbers, although this was overcome by using aerial photographs (see below). During some visits
- humbets of each species present on Back and Clear Lakes were counted,

On 21 March vertical, 35 mm photographs were taken at 1220 m and 305 m above sea level.
- Prosy the smaller-scale photographs the extent of the ibis colony was mapped. Nesting densities within
' “the volony were assigned to three classes — high, low and zero. These were determined using patterns
i the plmlographs and were validated on the ground. The high-density category was characterised
by almost continuous white colouring (from trampled, faeces-covered lignum}) with small biack dots
{the birds). Low-density areas had scattered occurrences of the above separated by untrampled lignum,

“Ateas with no nests were patches of untrampled lignum. The areas of each category weee measured
: by planimeter. The larger-scale photographs sampled only part of the colony but included examples
ol all classes of nesting density which could be estimated by counting nests within a 25 m radius
of 10 points located randomly within each category, obtaining a mean and scaling according (o tolal
aren of cach vategory. The totals for both categories were summed to give the final estimale (M.

Mulier pers. comm.).
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Figure 3, Nesting locations of colonially breeding waterbivds at Back and Clear Lakes
during 1996, '

On 9 December an aerial survey of the entire wetland allowed an estimation of numbers of sonw
breeding species and overall numbers of birds on Narran Lake.

Incidental observations were also made of other waterbird species, including non-brecding
Pataearctic migrants.

CYULL 1 ()
MARCH 1998

Waterbirds at Narran Wetlands, N.§.W., 1996

Female Darter Anhinga melanogaster

Photo: Bob Shepherd

Male Darter
Plate 2¥ Photo: G.A. Cumming
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Female Darter feeding young
Plate 28 Photo: G.A. Camming

Results

Water levels at the gauge in Back Lake are close to the depth of water under the
main ibis breeding areas. The wetlands fitled in January but the water level fell steadily
and on 29 April, with the gauge reading 11 cm, areas of mudbank became exposed
in Back Lake, making boating virtually impossible. The level rose 8 cm in early May
during a period of rain. The wetlands then flooded for the second time, and water
backed up into the rannels which carry local run-off into Back and Clear Lakes. By
October the water had receded from the gauge (Pigure 2).

Sixty-two species of waterbirds have been recorded in the Narran wetlands, 56
of which were recorded in 1996 (see Appendix 1 for records and scientific names).

Colonially nesting species

The main breeding event in the Nature Reserve in 1996 took place in the first
half of the year, after the first flood. Peak breeding occurred during February, March
and April. No significant breeding was observed after the second flood in June.

Nine species of colonially nesting waterbirds bred in different locations in the
Narran Lake Nature Reserve in 1996 (Figure 3).

Darter About 200 pairs nested, either singly or in small groups. Most nests were
in large River Red Gums, sometimes several to a tree; a few were in trees which
also supported nests of Little Black Cormorants. A few nests were in isolated River
Coobas, which were sometimes shared with Great or Pied Cormorants. In the River
Red Gums, nests were usually on leafy branches and incorporated leafy twigs, bui
sometimes were on large bare limbs closer to the water. Nesting activity declined
as water levels fell in the middle of the year, and the last nesting activity recorded

YL, 1 (D)
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“wag in October when about 20 nests contained almost-fledged young. At this time
the water had receded from the nest trees.

PMed Cormorant A total of 750 pairs nested in the Nature Reserve. Most nests were
..in 38 River Coobas along almost 2 kin of the western edge of Clear Lake. These
itees held an average of 12 nests each, and were shared with smaller numbers of
= (rent Cormorants, About 50 nests were at Back Lake, in the middle levels of the
“River Red Gums occupied by nesting Little Black Cormorants. On 7 April the nests
- along the edge of Clear Lake were active, but by mid June breeding had finished,
ypry few adults were scen anywhere in the area, and about half of the nests contained
~thead nestlings.

JMtle Black Cormorant About 2500 pairs nested in trees which supported at least
- H)) niests each. The nests were all in large River Red Gums fringing the eastern section
of Tck Lake except for one small colony which was in a medium-sized River Red
i on the southern edge of Back Lake. Also nesting in these trees were smaller

mbers of Pied and Great Cormorants, Darters and Great Egrets. Breeding was under
/my in Yebruary, peaked in April and by mid June the nests were unoccupied and
i0_further breeding was recorded.

“Great Cormorant About 400 pairs nested. Approximately half of the nests were in
the south-western comer of Clear Lake in River Coobas also occupied by Pied
sofmorants. Elsewhere, most River Coobas, including isolated trees, contained at
¢pst one nest. Some nests were in large lower branches of the River Red Gums
ceupied by Little Black Cormorants, and some were in River Red Gum saplings,
“nelmling isolated plants or stands of saplings in the south-eastern comer of Back
- Lake, Incubation was observed during all visits up to May. As the water level fell
“uring the first half of the year, Great Cormorant nests were built in newly exposed
“Bites, including low in River Red Gum saplings and on fallen timber. Some may have
subsequently failed due to inundation when the wetlands refilled in June. As with
*the Pied Cormorant, many nests contained dead young birds in mid June,

Greal Egret About 50 pairs nested in February and Match in the tops of some of
iihe River Red Gums occupied by Little Black Cormorants.

Glossy Ibis Bred on lignum within the main ibis colony.

- Australian White Ibis About 500 pairs nested, mostly in scattered groups throughout
5 the large colony of Straw-necked Ibis, and often in association with nesting Royal
- Bpoonbills; one small group was among scattered groups of Royal Spoonbill nests

I he eastern corner of Clear Lake. All nests were built on lignum. Although nesting
- wis linished by June, in late October two groups, of three and five nests respectively,
2 Hechuding some containing cggs, were at the edge of Back Lake in about the same
22 phace where the main ibis colony had become established earlier in the year. The
o greups were about 50 m apart.

- Straw-necked Ebis The main colony was between Back and Clear Lakes, and all nests
“Cwere on trampled lignum. The aerial photographs taken on 21 March showed that
2 H02 000 nests were present. The colony was well established on 7 February when
. the oldest nests, at the southern edge of Back Lake, already contained small young.

~“Alihough the colony later expanded south towards Clear Lake, the size of the
- populwion may not have changed much because young were fledging as new nests

- were being built. Large numbers of birds arrived at and left the colony in early May,
presumably feeding young, but by mid June the breeding was finished and few birds
were present. In mid August many flocks of birds flew in from the south and circled
vver the coleny, possibly prospecting for nest-sites, but no further nesting took place.
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Plate 29

Straw-necked Ibis Threskiornis spinicollis

Photo: Bob Shephert

A ;\3&}‘ £

Plate 30

Flock of Straw-necked Ibis

Photo: Andrew 1. Ecy
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toynl Spoonbiil About 150 pairs bred in scattered groups, mainly on lignum in the
" yonin ibis colony, but also among more widely spaced clumps of lignum at the eastern
orner of Clear Lake, Breeding had finished by June, except for a single active nest
“with three eggs observed at Back Lake in late October.

“Other species for which breeding was confirmed

" Black Swan Nine broods of dependent young were counted in the Nature Reserve
in September.

Abstralian Wood Duck A pair with six small young was at an earth tank at the
nothern edge of the wetland in September.

“Plnk-vared Duck Several broods of newly hatched young were present at Clear Lake
=~ April.

~1foary-headed Grebe Dependent young were present in the first half of the year.

Yellow-bilied Spoonbill A single bird was observed carrying nesting material at Back
* Like in March, No further evidence of breeding of Yellow-billed Spoonbills was
obtained.

Whistting Kite Several pairs bred in River Red Gum beside Back Lake.
Red-capped Plover Adults with young were observed on mudflats at Back Lake at
“.Ahe end of October and at Clear Lake in December.

* Black-fronted Dotterel A nest containing three eggs was found on the shore of Back
“‘Lake in fate October.

7 Red-kneed Dotterel Although no nests were found, sometimes many juveniles were
* present. A distraction display was performed on mudflats among lignum at Back Lake
“in ke October,

- Banded Lapwing Up to 100 birds were often seen on sparsely vegetated flats near
7 the northern edge of the wetland, and nests were common; dependent young were
¢ present in March.

“sMuasked Lapwing A nest with eggs was seen in September.

Waterbirds not previously recorded in the Nature Reserve
During 1996 the following species were added to the list of Smith (1993): Chestnut
Teat, White-bellied Sea-Eagle, Swamp Harrier, Australian Spotted Crake, Latham’s
“Snipe, Curlew Sandpiper and Australian Pratincole.

- Connis of selected species

~ Freekled Duck About 200 birds were present on Back and Clear Lakes in the middle
- uf the year, coinciding with the second flood; they had left by mid August when the
water level was low,

Pink-cared Duck Numbers in the Nature Reserve built up carly in the year and peaked
<+ il 6000 in carly May.

" Great Crested Grebe Two birds were present in flooded lignum at Clear Lake in
* Jigbruary but apparently left without breeding.

Mursh Sandpiper Seventy birds were seen feeding on mudflats among lignum north
of Back Lake in March; 200 were present with many Sharp-tailed Sandpipers and
o few Curlew Sandpipers on exposed mud and in shallow water at Back and Clear
Lukes in late October.
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Sharp-tailed Sandpiper Two thousand were seen at Back and Clear Lakes in late
October.

Black-winged Stiit Three hundred birds were counted on Clear Lake in December.
Red-necked Avocet The highest count was 930 at Clear Lake during December.

Birds on Narran Lake, December 1996

A breeding colony containing about 500 Straw-necked Ibis nests, 100 Australian
White Ibis nests and 100 Royal Spoonbill nests was active in the channelised ligman
where the Narran River enters the lake. The only indication of the stage of breediny
was that some of the ibis nests contained large young. About 200 nests of Little Biack
Cormorants were in River Red Gums lining the channels. About 10 nests of Magpic:
Geese and many nests of Black Swans were in emergent vegetation in the lake next
to the mouth of the river. A colony of Australian Pelicans was present on a rise on
the southern shore of the lake. It is not known whether this was an island when the
water level was higher. About 500 pairs were nesting and, while some were probably
incubating, many large young were present.

Very large numbers of birds were present around the lake on extensive mudfiats
and shallows exposed by the falling water level. The most numerous species, eacl:
present in thousands, were: Australian Pelican; Black Swan; terns, particularly
Whiskered but also many Gull-billed; small waders; and, most numerous of all, ducks.
mainly the Pink-eared Duck, Grey Teal and Australian Wood Duck. A single pair
of Brolgas was present on the mudflats. The estimated total population was 50 000
but, given a tendency to underestimate numbers when many birds are presen
(Kingsford 1995), there may have been many more.

Discussion

During the Murray-Darling Basin Waterbird Project, run by the Southern N.S.W.
and A.C.T. Group of Birds Australia between 1994 and 1996, the Narran wetlands
was one of the most highly ranked sites for species diversity, number of breediny
species and total number of birds (M. Hutchison pers. comm.). In his aerial survey=
of wetlands in arid Australia, Kingsford {1995) made only two counts of waterbirds
exceeding 100 000 birds and only one, at Lake Eyre North, had more birds than wese
supported by the Narran Lake Nature Reserve in 1996, With more than 200 000 bird:
present in 1996, Narran Lake is highly ranked in world listings: very few wetlandx
support more than 50 000 birds (M. Hutchison pers. comm.).

The Narran Lake Nature Reserve is especially important for the breeding of several
species. The Straw-necked Ibis colony at the Nature Reserve is the largest reported
anywhere, with 200 000 pairs present in 1983, This was a mixed colony wills
Australian White Ibis, but was presumably overwhelmingly composed of Straw-necked
Ibis. Only one other coleny (150 000 pairs at Bool Lagoon in South Australia) has
exceeded the 102 000 pairs at the Nature Reserve in 1996 (Marchant & Higgins 1990).
The 1983 count was originatly published incorrecily as 400 000 nests of Straw-necked
and Australian White This combined (Lindsey 1985) and the error was subsequently
repeated (Marchant & Higgins 1990, del Hoyo et al. 1992). The colony of Little Black
Cormorants recorded in 1996 was the largest recorded from the Nature Reserve mid
contained more than twice as many breeding pairs as the largest colony reported by
Marchant & Higgins (1990). The Nature Reserve is also a major breeding site for
Royal Spoonbilts. Marchant & Higgins (1990) reported only six breeding localitics
for this spoonbill in New South Wales, with the most nests anywhere being at least
80 at the estuary of the Flinders River in Queensland.

NOL. 17 (5)
-MAR( 1 1998

Waterbirds at Narran Wetlands, N.S.W., 1996 229

5 1t is unclear why large-scale breeding did not take place after the second 1996
flood in the Nature Reserve, although the rapid fall in the water level (25 cm in two
¢oks after mid June) may have been a factor. That the second flood occurred in
Mt winter may also have militated against the resumption of breeding. Straw-necked
This atlempting to breed in the Nature Reserve during winter in 1989 and 1990 were
mostly unsuccessful, despite high water levels (Magrath 1991),

~Previous colonies of Straw-necked Ibis at the Nature Reserve have been in the
nnie gencral area as the colony of 1996, although the precise locations have varied.
‘Previous cormorant colonies have been recorded in River Red Gums along the eastern
éilpe of Back Lake (Magrath 1991) where the large Little Black Cormorant colony
imed in 1996. The mixed colonies along the western edge and in the eastern corner
Clear Lake have not previously been documented.

TThe composition of mixed colonies of waterbirds at Narran Lake Nature Reserve
u‘iua between breeding events, The colony observed by Beruldsen (1985) also
yinincd Intermediate and Little Egrets, Little Pied Cormorants, Nankeen nght
pions and Australian Pelicans. With the exception of Australian Pelican, these species
Wire either absent or very scarce here in 1996, although they all nested at the Gwydir
gtlands west of Moree, N.S.W., between Janvary and April in association with large
Jumbers of Straw-necked Ibis and smalter numbers of Australian White and Glossy
‘fhis, Great ¥grets and Royal Spoonbills (pers. obs.).

o In waterbird colonies in River Red Gums along the Murrumbidgee River and
glsewhere, in wetlands lacking lignum, both Australian White Ibis and Royal
Spoonbills nested in living River Red Gums, while Great Cormorants mainly chose
Inrge dead trees (Briggs & Thornton 1995), At Narran Lake Nature Reserve, the two
Tonmer species nested exclusively on lignum, although River Red Gums were available,
‘While Great Cormorants, in the absence of many dead trees, nested mainly in River
Loobas and sapling River Red Gums, although a few nests were on fallen dead timber.
Iy 1996, Australian White Ibis nested in River Coobas at the Gwydir wetlands (pers.
by, but did not use these as nest-sites at Narran Lake Nature Reserve. Briggs et
al. (1993) noted that most colonially nesting waterbird species preferred trees adjacent
10 open water, and suggested that the absence of trees indicated water of sufficient
depth to last at least long enough to allow young to fledge. The trees chosen as nest-
siles ot the Nature Reserve were generally in or near the open water of Back and
= {ear Lakes, so the same factor may apply. An alternative explanation for some
upécies, including Pied Cormorant, may be that the birds have difficulty taking off
= from the nest and become airborne by jumping iato the water and taking off from
~here, Pied Cormorants require three or four jumps to take off from level ground
~~fimd up to 10 m or more to take flight from water (Johnsgard 1993).

2" While bird activity in the Narran Lake Nature Reserve is generally poorly
Sodiocumented, even less is known about the waterbirds of the rest of the wetlands to
- e south and west of the Nature Reserve. The numbers of waterbirds and the active
- golosies on Narran Lake during December emphasise the importance of considering
= #he welland as a whole: at the time of these observations the lakes in the Nature Reserve
-+ wvere virtually dry and supported few birds, Large numbers of birds were recorded
_“from Narran Lake by Brooker (1993) who counted 39 243 individuals during an aerial
T RwFyey in 1978, In 1978 a small nesting colony of less than 100 Glossy Ibis was
. fecorded near where the Narran River enters the main lake (Brooker 1993), the site
.ol # mixed colony in 1996. Other species previously recorded breeding on Narran
Lake include Black Swan (J. Foster pers. comm.), Gull-billed Tern and Australian
Pelican, which nested near the south-east corner of the lake on the walls of earth
tunks isolated by floodwaters (G, Beruldsen pers. comm.).
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Fable 1

Waterbirds recorded from the Narran wetlands and of particular conservation concein
in the Western Division of New South Wales (adapted from Smith et al, 1995),

A. Threatened species.
E = endangered, V = vulnerable, P = possibly threatened, S = probably secure.

Status
Species Western NSW. Australia
Division N.S.W.
Magpie Goose E \4 S
Blue-bilted Duck P S S
Freckled Puck i P P
Brolga P P S
Latham’s Snipe P 8 8

B. Waterbirds breeding at the Narran wetlands with populations regarded as ‘secure’ but wii
restricted breeding distributions in the Western Division of New South Wales.

Great Crested Grebe
Darter

Pied Cormoram
Great Cormorant
Australian Pelican
Littte Egret

Great Egret
Intermediate Egret
Nankeen Night Heron
Glossy Ibis
Australian White Ibis
Straw-necked Ibis
Royal Spoonbill
Gull-billed Tern

‘There has been a previous sighting of the Magpie Goose in the Narran wetlan:f~
(Clancy 1985) but the record in 1996 is the first breeding record for the species, which
is classified as Vulnerable in New South Wales {(Smith et al, 1995). The breedin;
birds were first seen in November (W. Domnbusch pers. comm.). Although the Magpic
Goose had become extinct in New South Wales by early this century {Marchant &
Higgins 1990), there have been recent breeding records in the Macquarie Marshe«
in 1983 (Clancy 1985), 1989 (Morris & Burton 1992) and 1990 (Burton & Morris
1993), and in the Gwydir wetlands in 1983 (Clancy 1985) and 1996 when at least
eight nests (and over 200 birds) were seen (R. McCosker pers. comm.).

During aerial surveys, Brooker (1993} observed ‘large numbers’ of unidentifice
waders on mudflats at Narran Lake during summer and autumn 1978-79. Amony
the Palaearctic waders, all of which are covered by international treaties, he confirmud
the presence of Common Greenshank and Sharp-tailed Sandpiper. Both species hixt
previously been recorded from the Nature Reserve along with Black-tailed Godwir,
Bar-tailed Godwit and Marsh Sandpiper (Smith 1993). The 1996 counts of Marsh
Sandpipers and Sharp-tailed Sandpipers in the Nature Reserve, new records of
Latham’s Snipe and Curlew Sandpiper, and the large numbers of small waders on
Narran Lake in December confirm Brooker's (1993) suggestion that the Narran
wetlands are important for Palacarctic waders. Atcording to the criteria used by
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Watkins (1993), and based on the 1996 counts of 2000 Sharp-tailed Sandpipers and
gf 200 Marsh Sandpipers, the Narran wetlands comprise a site of nationai and
ilernational importance for waders. Other species recorded in the Nature Reserve
and covered by international treaties are Caspian Tern, Great Egret, White-bellied
Sen-tingle and Glossy Ibis.

- 'The Narran wetlands are also important for Australian waders; the large numbers
of Iack-winged Stilts and Red-necked Avocets recorded during 1996 in the Nature
Reserve and by Brooker (1993) on Marran Leke, and counts of Red-kneed Dotterets
981 (Brooker 1993) and 1996 suggest that the Narran wetlands may be a site
of imtional and international importance for these species (Watkins 1993).

“Five of the species occurring in the Nature Reserve and in the wider Narran
ellands are of ‘conservation concern’ in the Western Division of New South Wales
ni 14 of the breeding species have restricied breeding distributions in the Western
Jivision (Smith et al, 1995) (see Table 1). The length of this list emphasises the
iportance of the Narran wetlands on a regional, state and national level.

“The Narran Lake wetland system is of national and probably international
nportance. It is a major waterbird breeding site which is not well documented. It
1mes a special significance given its relatively unspoilt condition compared with
piie other wetlands in western New South Wales and nationally, such as the
ficquarie Marshes (Kingsford & Thomas 1995). It would be tragic if it is allowed
1 decline, It is important to document the interactions between the Narran Lake Nature
Misserve, the rest of the Narran Lake wetland, and other regionally important wetlands
i the Gwydir wetlands and the Macquarie Marshes, All are under serious threat from
chiinges 1o hydrology in their catchments (Kingsford & Thomas 1995). Further
“tiwvestigation will enhance the already documented importance of the Narran Lake
-ieq. Only by knowing what we have can we argue authoritatively for the preservation
if the cavironmental values in the face of increasing pressures for expanded
adlevelopment for drrigated agriculture.
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Appendix 1

MWaterbirds recorded from the Narran wetlands. Based on observations during 1996, and

on the list published by Smith (1993), which contained species from the familic«

Podicipedidae, Phalacrocoracidae, Anhingidae, Pelecanidae, Ardeidse, Grufdue,

Threskiornithidae (previously Plataleldae), Anatidae, Rallidae, Charadriidae, Scolopacidac,

Rostratulidae, Recurvirostridae and Laridae; to these have been added Glareolidae and
thte more-or-less aquatic members of the Accipitridae.

Species Recorded Breeding Previous
1996 1996 breeding

Magpie Goose Anseranas semipalmata + +
Plumed Whistling-Duck  Dendrocygna eytoni
Blue-billed Duck Oxyura ausiralis +
Musk Duck Bizinra lobata + +
Freckled Duck Stictonetta naevosa + +
Black Swan Cygnus atratus + + +
Australian Wood Duck Chenonetta jubata + + +
Pacific Black Duck Anas superciliosa + +
Australasian Shoveler Anas riynchotis + +
Grey Teal Anas gracilis + +
Chestnut Teal Anas castanea +
Pink-eared Duck Malacorhynchus

membranaceus + + +
Hardhead Aythya australis + +
Australasian Grebe Tachybaptus

novaehollandiae +
Hoary-headed Grebe Poliocephalns poliocephalus + +
Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus +
Dazter Anhinga melanogaster + + +
Littte Pied Cormorant Phalacrocorax melanoleycos + +
Pied Cormorant Phalacrocorax varius + + +
Little Black Cormorant Phalacrocorax silcirostrig + + +
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Appendix 1 continued

Specivs Recorded Breeding Previous
o 1996 1996 breeding
Chieat Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo + + +
‘Anisiratian Pelican Pelecanus conspicillatus + + +
White-faved Heron Egretta novaehollandiae + +
Antle Lgret Egretta garzetta
White-secked Heron Ardea pacifica + +
“Oeat ligret Ardea alba + + +
~hiermediate Egret Ardea intermedia + +
tle Byret Ardea ibis
apkeen Night Heron Nycticorax caledonicus + +
Visy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus + + +
ustralian White ibis Threskiornis molucca + + +
aw-necked Ibis Threskiomis spinicollis + + +
al Spoonbill Platalea regia + + +
ow-billed Spoonbill Platalea flavipes + + +
Yhistling Kite Haliastur sphenurus + +
Vite-bellied Sea-Eagle Haliaeetus leucogaster +
wimp Harrier Circus approximans +
Jrobgn Grus rubicunda +
“Australian Spoited Crake  Porzana fluminea +
“Pagple Swamphen Porphyrio porphyrie + +
S vasky Moorhen Gallinula tenebrosa + +
“lek-niled Native-hen Gallinula ventralis + +
“Huiasian Coot Fulica atra + +
Lathisn's Snipe Gallinagoe hardwickii +
“Hlack-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa
Uiisr-taited Godwit Limosa lapponica
“Mitsh Sandpiper Tringa stagnaiilis +
£oimon Greenshank Tringa nebularia +
Kliip-tailed Sandpiper Calidris acuminata +
o Cuarlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea +
[ Bhick-winged Stlt Himantopus himantopus + +
- led-necked Avocet Recurvirostra
o novaehoilandiae +
 Hed-capped Plover Charadrius ruficapillus + +
PHick-fronted Dotterel Elseyornis melanops + + +
~Ated-kneed Dotterel Erythrogonys cinctus + + +
= Panded Lapwing Vanellus tricolor + + +
L Masked Lapwing Vanellus miles + + +
U Anstrabisn Pratincole Stiltia isabella +
S Bilver Qull Larus novaehollandiae +
- Cinli-billed Fern Sterna nilotica + +
S Cagplan Ten Sterna caspia +
" Whiskered ‘Fern Chlidonias hybridus +
|
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The Response of Waterbirds to the 1997 Flood in the
Narran Lake Nature Reserve, New South Wales

I)y ANDREW J, LEY, 19 Lynches Road, Armidale, New South Wales 2350

Summary

~The occurrence and breeding of waterbirds in the Narran Lake Nature Reserve were documented
Jring 1997. The wetlands in the Nature Reserve flooded in March, but only nine species of waterbirds
bred there, and only in smal! numbers. This was in marked contrast with the major breeding event
hich followed the flood of early 1996, which involved 18 species, some of which bred in very large
jinbers. The Narran wetlands are of international importance and further menitoring is required
{1 expand our knowledge of their use by waterbirds.

Iiniroduction

The wetlands associated with Narran Lake, including the Narran Lake Nature
¢serve, between Walgett and Brewarrina in the Western Division of New South
Wales, have been described previously in an account of a major waterbird breeding
gvent in the Nature Reserve in 1996 (Ley 1998). Within the Nature Reserve, the
wetlands consist of two areas of open water, known as Back and Clear Lakes, which
nre connected by channelised lignum Muehlenbeckia florulenta and fringed by River
Red Gums Eucalyptus camaldulensis and River Coobas Acacia stenophylla, This paper
documents the use by waterbirds of the wetlands in the Nature Reserve during 1997,
and contrasts this with the event of the previous year.

Methods

Eight visits were made to the Nature Reserve during 1997. During each visit the water level on

“-1he gauge at the northern edge of Back Lake was recorded, the numbers of waterbirds present were
- counted and all indications o

breeding were noted. Observations were made with the aid of binoculars
from a canoe, and from the shoreline using binoculars and a spotting scope.

Observations were extended to include a series of claypans and a small permanent waterbody,

known locally as Salt Lake, which are just outside the Nature Reserve but which, because they flood
when Back Lake overflows, are an integral part of the wetland.

: Results

Water level

The wetlands in the Nature Reserve had dried out after being inundated twice in
1996. However, water began spreading out over the dry beds of Back and Clear Lakes
during February; by late March the lakes were full, with the gauge at Back Lake
reading over 1 m. The water level declined to 0.1 m on 1 July, and by early August

- the water had receded from the gauge.

The birds

Fifty-six species of waterbird were recorded during the year (Appendix 1), of which
nine were confirmed as breeding, and one more possibly bred. Breeding was recorded
as follows.

Hoary-headed Grebe Two broods of dependent young were seen in April.

Darter Active nests were observed during April, July and August, with a peak of
+ 30 nests counted during April. Nesting may have been continuous during this period:
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viis in River Red Gums which had been used by Little Black Cormorants and
pecies in 1996; the abortive Straw-necked Ibis nesting attempt took place very
‘where the large ibis colony had first formed in 1996,

uring [997 one species, the White-winged Black Tern, was added to the list of
thirds recorded from the Narran wetlands (Ley 1998), taking the total to 63.
56 species recorded during 1997, five were not recorded during 1996 despite
ensive waterbird activity in that year. These were Plumed Whistling-Duck,
iHed Duck, Littte Egret, Black-tailed Godwit and White-winged Black Tern.

1¢ presence of large numbers of Black-tailed Godwits and White-winged Black
4 pinphasises the importance of the Narran wetlands, both on a national and
ermitional basis. Both species, which were probably in transit to the Northern
phere when they were seen in the Nature Reserve in late March, are covered
niernational treaties (Japan-Australia Migratory Birds Agreement and China-
lia Migratory Birds Agreement) to which Australia is a signatory, and which
Wit the parties to ‘preserve and enhance’ the environment of the listed species.
November 1997, the total of 500 Marsh Sandpipers (which are also covered by
reaties) constituted a nationally significant population (see Watkins 1993).

lie importance of the Narran wetlands to species of conservation concern in the
erp Division of New South Wales was also emphasised during 1997, The Blue-
L Duck, present in good numbers during the first half of the year is ‘possibly
¢ned’ in the Western Division, as is the Brolga (Smith et al. 1995), which was
troned as a breeding species in the wetlands during 1997.

it wetlands associated with Narran Lake are a major site for waterbirds in New
ith Wales and Australia, and their importance will be emphasised by further

atigation. Although the Narran Lake Nature Reserve possibly encompasses the
jo waterbird breeding sites in the wetland, it is important that future monitoring
aild docwment waterbird use of the Narran Lake system as a whole, as well as

some birds were incubating at each visit, and large young were present in both I
and August. Nests were at Back Lake in River Red Gums and River Coibas

Little Pied Cormorant Several nests were active in early July, and a nest contubis
large young was observed in August. These nests were in River Coobas at Bac b | -

!’ied Cormorant Twpmy nests were active in mid April; the number of et il

mcreased_ to about 40 in July, and nesting continued in August. Nests were 5 . i

(I:.oll?ﬂy with Great Cormarants, in River Coobas in the south-western corter i+ £
ake.

Great Cormorant Ten nests were observed in April, and about 50 were frecueid :i
July; all were part of a mixed colony with Pied Cormorants. :

Straw-necked Ibis A colony became established on trampled lignum betw e ft
and Clear Lakes. Birds had begun to flatten the lignum in mid March, and 10 u
were present with incomplete clutches at the end of March. By mid April the ol

was deserted and few ibis were seen anywhere in the wetland. :

Ye]lpw-bili_ed Spoonbill Approximately 30 paits bred. Nesting was under way i
April, continued in July, and was almost complete in August, with only it fou n

§tlii active and containing almost fully grown young. The nests were in a Toowe cohisi
in River Red Gums at Back Lake. '

White-bellied Sea-Eagle A juvenile was present during the first half of ¢

during this time a large stick nest was built, probably by this species, in a Iiv o )
Gum at Clear Lake, but may not have been used. Breeding remains win os 1 i
Brolga A pair with one dependent young was present at Salt Lake in Veliiy

Banded Lapwing A nest with four eggs was observed on open ground uoih o 4
wetland during August,

Discussion :
, L - elitionship with other major wetlands of the region, including the Macquarie
T'he small scale of wa(_erblrd breed_lng in the Narran Lake Nature Reserve in 9 l:ﬁ,e.,- and ?he Gwydir Wel{ands & 8 |

was in marked contrast with the breeding event of the previous year (Ley 19955 1) ' .

nine species bred in 1997, compared with 18 in 1996, and the scale of the b eding Knowledgements

;\{egl w(;lngreatly reduced for most of the colonial species. Only small nuihirs af ; s el 10 O T d Kaight. Beth Mohamad
ted and Great Cormorants bred in 1997 i SR e i 1w grateful to Owen Butler, Tony Cooper, Trevor and Janice Knight, Beth Ley, Mohama

in 1996, while Little Black Cormorants ,Gcrggzpél‘;er(jt:ﬂgllg;(;;l:ggrx:::::::r‘ ‘| {V;: ih '\i_. Rene Meure, Jan Patterson and Bob Shepherd who assisted with the field work. Ithank Leon
: . . y I ST AV AH t Valda Cravino for their hospitality, Michael Maher provided logistical support.

Ibis, and Royal Spoonbills did not breed there at all in 1997, Most notabiy | il 5 .‘ P ° * e

few pairs of Straw-necked Tbis attempted to breed in 1997 and all were unsii e said plerences

102 000 pairs were present in 1996. In contrast, a few pairs of Little Pied € it Wkit, M.G. (1993), *Acrial counts of waterbirds on Narran Lake, New South Wales’, Awust. Bird

Sicher 18, 13-18.

A.d. (1998), *Waterbirds at Narran Lake Nature Reserve, New South Wales, in 1996, Aust.
Bird Warcher 37, 219-233,

y In)., Smith, 1.LE., Pressey, R.L. & Whish, G.L. (1995), ‘Birds of particular conservation
weern in the Western Division of New South Wales: distributions, habitats and threats’, N.S. W.
Natienal Parks and Wildlife Service Occasional Paper 20.

Watkins, 1. (1993), A National Plan for Shorebird Conservation in Australia, Australian Wader Studies
Liroup, Royal Australasian Omithelogists Union and World Wide Fund for Nature, RAGU Report
i,

bred in 1997; this species was virtually absent and did not breed the previo. yeai

Apart from the colonially breeding species, populations of individual specic: vl
varied markedly between the two years included the Freckled Duck, only ihoe i
which were recorded in 1997, compared with 200 in 1996; and the Pink-vired hak,
with a peak of 230 counted in 1997, compared with 6000 in 1996. High «osis if
1997 included 1500 Pacific Black Ducks in a loose flock at Clear Lake it Jol, _ fik
Black-winged Stilts at Clear Lake in November, and 900 Whiskered Tetis Hyg
back and forth between Clear Lake and Salt Lake, also inn November. A flock o Hidl
Black-tailed Godwits present in March was a larger group than had previooly b
seen at the wetland (Brooker 1993, M. Maher pers. comm.).

The colonies of 1997 were in more-or-less the same places as those ol 1991 i
were much less extensive. The mixed colony of Pied and Great Cormorints 1 1 less
Lake and the nests of Darters at Back Lake were in some of the suore tiees « hichi
had been used the year before; the loose colony of Yellow-billed Spoonbills at Heod

serived 5 March 1998




