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ANECEDOTAL ACCOUNTS

There is little iaformation available about waterbirds
at Lake Gregory prior to 191/1. Nevertheless, some of
the early European explorers were most inpressed by
the abundance of waterbirds and Carnegie (1898. p.
371) who camped there in April 1886 wrote 'The

lakes and creek abound in wildfowl of all kinds...so
dense was the crowd of shags, pelicans, snipe, small
gulls, whistling duck, teal and other birds, that to say
there was acre upon acre of wildfowl would not be
wide of the mark...'. The late was slightly brackish at
the tine.

Among more recent visitors Dr P.E" Plaford
comnented that in July 1973 'The bird life is
spectacular, with flocks of hundreds of pelicans and
numerous Black Swans, ducks and other waterbirds'.'
Wildlife Officer L. Campbell visited the lalKe in
August 1975 and reported that there were 'huge'

numbers of Brolgas and Pacific Black Ducks,
'plentiful' Australian Pelicans and Black Swans, and
that Pink-eared Ducks were -present among 'many

different' species of waterbird.'

WATERBIRD SURVEYS

The first detailed survey of waterbirds at Lake
Gregory was undertaken by Smith and Johnstone
(1978), who spent 6-7 November 1977 therc and
traversed 13 km of the eastern shoreline of Mulal
Lake between Salt Pan Creek and Lens Bore. The
lake was approximately half-full and Smith and
Johnstone recorded about 10 900 birds comprising 26
species (Table 5.1). The approximate length of the
shoreline of Mulan Lake and Lera Water-hole is
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70 km and if birds were evenly distributed around
the shore of the lake, Smith arrd Jobrstone's count
suggests the tota.l number of waterbirds was around
50 000 (Table 5.1). Bulbi Plain' which has a shoreline
of approximately 16 km, may also have contained
water aad, therefore, additional birds. One species
was recorded breeding during Smith and Johnstone's
survey (Table 5.2).

The lale system was surveyed again from 2i-23
April 1979 when the waler level was very low (Start

and Fuller 1983). Suwey effort was concentrated
around Sturt and Djaluwon Creeks and only 69 birds
were recorded on the Mulan Lake and a total of 19
species in the lake and creeks (Table 5.1).

There was a substantial inllow in summer of
1979/80 and the lake system was approximately
two{hirds full when 20 km along the western shore of
Bulbi Plain arrd eastern shore of Mulan Lake was
surveyed between 30 May - 4 June 1980.
Approximately 34 000 birds of 26 species were
counted (Start and Fuller 1983) and, on the basis of
the proportion of shoreline traversed, probably
100 000 birds were present (Table 5'1).

In 1982 the Lake Gregory system flooded into the
surrounding desert after heavy rains in the catchment
(McKenzie et a|.1983). The lake was visited between
10-15 May 1983 by J.B. Paton and others when still
extensively flooded, although tide-marks on trees
within Mulan Lake suggested it was about 1.2 m
below the maximum flood level. The low dunes
around the lake were still inundated. In contrast,
during surveys by Smith ard Johnstone (1978) ard
Start and Fuller (1983), the shoreline comprised only
mudflats without aay inundated trees. Only small
parts of Mulara I-ake and I-era Water-hole were
surveyed by Paton and about 2000 birds of 28 species
were recorded (Table 5.1). Five species were
recorded breeding (Table 5.2).
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The count of 898 Freckled Ducks made in August
1986, although not high in absolute terms, is the
largest conc€ntration of this species recorded h
Western Australia. Freckled Ducks are gazetted'rare
ald endangered' under the Westem Australian
Wildlife Conservation Act.

SIGNIFICANCE FOR WATERBIRDS

Nunber of waterbirds

The nunber of waterbirds estinated to be present at
L,ale Gregory in March 1988 places it among the
most important wetlands in Australia in terms of
maxinum number of birds counted and makes it
easily the most important Western Australian
wetland. The only Australian lake from which a
higher count has been published is Lake Gallilee' in
which nore than 1 000 000 birds were counted in
19&l; although sirnilar numbers probably occur in
nearby Lake Buchanan (Braithwaite et al' 1987). The
surveys of Lake Gregory are too few and incomplete
to gauge how many birds it usually supports but it
would appear from Table 5.1 that the lake often
contains more than 100 000 birds, which probably
nakes it the most important inland wetland in
Australia in terms of regularly supporting high
numbers of birds. Some coastal sites (e'9. the
Coorong in South Australia and Eighty-mile Beach in
Western Australia) support mors birds but these are
predorninantly waders whereas Lake Gregory
supports mostly ducks, coots and cormorants.

The origin of the birds in Lake Gregory in March
1983 (and August f986) is unclear. However,
waterbird counts in eastern Australia in October 1987
were extremely low (Kingsford €t at 1988), which
suggests the possibility that some birds may have
moved westwards from eastern Australia into the
Northern Territory and Kimberley. Conditions were
dry in the Kimberley during the summer of 1987/88
and Lake Gregory (perhaps together with Lake
ArgSrle) may have supported a large proportion of the
birds in the region. After heavy rains in the Kinberley
and nofih-western Australia the birds dispersed and
only noderate numbers remained at Lake Gregory by
May 1988 (Table 5.1). If this speculative scenario is

correcl Irke Gregory has a very inportant, albeit
sporadic, role in waterbird conservation at a national
level. There is no doubt that waterbirds move long
distances in response to rainfall or other factors; Frith
(1962) showed that Grey Teal banded in the
Northern Tenitory during a drought in eastern
Aushalia subsequently noved extensively into eastern
AustraliE the Kimberley and south-western Australia.
Recoveries in northern Australia of Grey Teal and

Pacific Black Duck banded in the sorrth-west show
that the reverse movement also occurs'"

The significance of Lake Gregory as a dry season
refuge for birds in the Kinberley is unclear without
more detailed waterbird counts at La.ke Gregory and
in the Kimberley and a better understanding of the
Australia-wide movem€nts of waterbirds, However,
the fairly consistently high numbers of birds recorded
during winter suggests that it may have an important'
regular role in this respect. Its role as an
Australia-wide refuge, if it exists, is probably
secondary to the regional role.

The large number of Sharptailed Sandpipers at
the Lale in March 1988 was probably a pre-rnigratory
concentration and in years when water levels are
suitable Lake Gregory may be used extensively by tho
less marine wader species on their return migration to
the northern hemisphere.

Breeding

It is not clear at which tirne of the year most breeding
occurs at Ixke Gregory but it probably has a
Kimberley pattern because that is where the
catchment area of the lake lies' Most breediag in the
Kimberley occurs during January - March (Slater
1959; Halse and Jaensch 1989). Lake Gregory has
already been shown to be an important breeding site
for Little Black Cormora:rts and Caspian Terns
(Table 5.2: see Jaensch and Vervest 1990). It is
possible that Lale Gregory is a recruitment area for
Little Black Cormorants, Caspian Terns and some
other species, with birds born at the lake
subsequently dispersing to other parts of Australia. A
significant number of Pied Cormorarts bred there in
1986 and several other species have been recorded
breeding,

However, information about breeding is
incomplete and is virtually limited to the results of
winter surveys. Additional surveys during the
presumptive breeding season during a year when the
lake contains plenty of water are required to
determine fully the importance of Lake Gregory and
the anastomosing channels of Sturt Creek as breeding
areas for waterbirds.

HOW DOES THE I-AKE FUNCTION?

The speculation above about the significance of Lafte
Gregory at a regional and national level must be

2 S.A, Hals€, D.A, Diepeveen and D.R Munru (in ptp.).
Recovcries of Crey Teal and Pacific Black Duck in
south-westem Australia 1952-76.
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(4 How is the curent management of the lake
affecting its value as a site of signifrcant
waterbird aggregation and breeding? The studies
outlined under Carrying capacity and Breeding
would provide most of the answers requhed
here.
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Table 5.1 (continued)

Nov Apr Mayl May Aug_ Mar May.
1977a lgTgb June 1983c 19860 1988e 19880

198qb

Interrnediate Egret 1 8
Ewtta intermedia

Rufous Night Heron 30 + Zl
Nlrcticorox caledonicus

Black-necked Stork L 3
Xenorhlmchus as iaticus

Glossy Ibis 
-4 64

Plegadis falcinellus

Sacred Ibis 26 + 2
Thre ski omi s a e th i opi c a

Straw-necked Ibis 3 4+ 255 + 56
Theskiomis spinicollis

Royal Spoonbill 2 I -40+ 62 + 16
Planka re$a

Yellow-billed Spoonbill 7 3 m * 2
Platalea flaipes

Magpie Goose 135 3
Ansennas semipalmstg

Wandering Whisding-Duck 1570
Dendrcqgna arcaata

Plumed Whistling-Duck 150 13 150 + 1750
Dendmcygna eytoni

Black Swan 400 * 18 - n 5TI5 - 5000 qn

Cygnus sbatus

FrecHed Duck 898 52
Stictonetta naevosa

Australian Shelduck ' 4
Tadoma tadomoides

Pacific Black Duck 2fn * -10 m -50000 1198
Anas superciliosa

Grey Teal 3500 * >25 000 -12 IL Lli - 150 000 21 015
Anas gibbeifrons

Pink-eared Duck * 50 
- ffi 33 U9 150 000- 9423

Malacorlrynchus membranaceus 200 000

Hardhead 6 6 - 12 16 037 - 60 000 9936
Aytlrya ousfalis
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Table 5.1 (continued)

Nov Ap. May/ May Aug Mar MaY
1977a 1979b Jure 1983c 1986d 1988e 1988d

1980. b

Bar-tailed Godwit
Limosa lapponica

Sharp{ailed Sandpiper
Cafidris aanminata

Red-necked Stint
Calidris ruficollis

Long-toed Stint
Calidris subminuta

Curlew Sandpiper
Calidris femtginea

Australian Pratincole
Stiltia isabella

Silver Gull
Larus novaehollandiae

Whiskered Tern
Chlid.onias hybnda

Gull-billed Tern
Gelochelidon nilotica

36

1

L442 10 000- 10

3 1 3.5 t

15 000

100

.'

359 + 10

35 295 + L6

* -70 few 89 + 485

70 'l 2000 mod 1996 + L795
conmon

5 6 * 9 2 8 2 +

Caspia:r Tern m * 62 15+ 1560 + 1ffi
Hydmprogne caspia

No. of Species 26 19 '26 ?A 57 32 X

No. of Birds
Counted >10 879 69 >33731 22I[0 239 ffi - 75 524

Estimated
No. of Birds 50 000 < 1000 100 000 1 239 66 600 000 75 524

* present but numbers not recorded
* present in Sturt Creek just north of lake
o Smith and Johnstone (1978)
b Stad and Fuller (1983)
" J.B. Paton (unpublished data)
q 

Jaensch and Vervest (1989)
" SA. Halse and G.B. Pearson (unpublished data) - figures for individual species are extrapolated for the whole
system based on approximate numbers per kilometre at various parts of the traverse unless marked with i when
they represent numbers of birds seen.

2A
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