
  

MIGRATORY SHOREBIRDS OF THE 
FRESHWATER WETLANDS OF THE 

SOUTHERN GULF REGION 

Common Greenshank 
Breeds on wide open tundra and upland grasslands 

from Scotland, through northern Europe, across to 

eastern Russia.  Non-breeding birds occur throughout 

Africa, the Middle East, southern and SE Asia to 

Austral ia and New Zealand. The population estimate 

for the East Asian-Australasian Flyway (EAAF) is 

55,000 birds. Of these i ts estimated 18,000 occur 

throughout Austral ia on any sui table freshwater 

wetland or coastal mudflats. The other important 

countries during the non-breeding season are China 

(20,000) and Thai land (4,000). In Austral ia, 

Common greenshanks tends to be more sol i tary than 

other shorebirds and are usual ly seen singly or in 

small  groups of up to 10 birds.  

 

 

Map showing regular breeding locations and non-
breeding rest zones for the Common greenshank 
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Litt le Curlew 
Almost the enti re world population of L i ttle curlew 

(180,000) spend their non-breeding season in 

northern Austral ia. Unl ike many other migratory 

shorebird species, they spend most of thei r time 

away from wetlands on dry open grasslands. Recent 

studies in the southern Gul f  region have found up to 

25,000 Li ttle curlew use sub-coastal  grasslands 

during the wet season. This preference for open 

grassland habi tats in Austral ia contrasts wi th their 

breeding habi tat. They prefer to nest in clearings in 

sub-arctic forests in NE Russia. Once they leave the 

breeding grounds, they tend to move into rice f ields 

and grasslands in inland China on their way south 

to Austral ia. 

Sharp-tai led Sandpiper  

One of the most common smal ler shorebirds that are 

bel ieved to regularly use the freshwater wetlands in 

the southern Gul f  catchments. Sharp-tai led 

sandpipers are most common in the southern Gul f  

during northward migration and less so during 

southward migration or the summer non-breeding 

season (November – February). They breed in the 

far northern Siberian Arctic in north-eastern Russia 

where they nest on hummocks in peat bogs.  

 

They only occur in the East Asian-Australasian 

Flyway, wi th over 140,000 (88%) of the estimated 

160,000 Sharp-tai led sandpipers spending their non-

breeding season in Austral ia. The only other 

countries where substantial  numbers occur are 

China, Indonesia and Papua New Guinea.  

 

During the non-breeding season, they form large 

f locks that often break into smal ler groups during 

feeding.  

 

Sharp-tai led sandpipers have f lexible habi tat 

requirements in Austral ia favouring grassy margins 

of shal low freshwater wetlands and f looded 

paddocks as wel l  as estuarine mudflats. They also 

tend to roost amongst tal ler grass clumps around the 

edges of their wetland feeding areas.  

 

Sharp-tailed sandpiper 

Map showing regular breeding locations and 
non-breeding rest zones for the Sharp-tailed 
sandpiper 

Map showing regular breeding locations and 
non-breeding rest zones for the Little curlew  
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Red-necked Stint  
Red-necked stints are the 

most numerous shorebird 

species in Austral ia during 

our summer. They are also 

the smal lest species of 

shorebird to regularly migrate 

to Austral ia. Many make 

spectacular migrations of up 

to 12,000 km between 

southern Austral ia and thei r 

northeastern Siberian 

breeding grounds. In 

Austral ia, a 22 g Red-necked stint can put on 

almost 90% of i ts weight as fat (to 41 g) in the 

month leading up to northward migration. This 

addi tional  fat provides the fuel  that enables them to 

f ly such long distances. On the breeding grounds, i t 

nests in the coastal  tundra of northeastern Siberia 

and adjacent Alaska. From there, over 250,000 of 

the estimated 315,000 Red-necked stint f ind their 

way to Austral ia. Other countries where Red-

necked stint occur in signi f icant numbers are China 

(20,000), Phi l ippines (10,000) and Malaysia 

(6,000). In most countries they feed in large f locks 

in coastal  mudf lats.  Smal ler numbers wi l l  feed on 

shal low coastal  f reshwater wetlands wi th exposed 

mud. 

Marsh Sandpiper 
Breeds on open river f lats and margins of swamps 

from Bulgaria to central  Russia. Spends the non-

breeding season on freshwater wetlands in southern 

Africa, southern Asia and SE Asia across to 

Austral ia.  Austral ia only has about 9,000 of the 

estimated 90,000 in our Flyway. Most occur in 

China (20,000), Indonesia (10,000), Malaysia 

(10,000) and Thai land (5,000). In Austral ia, Marsh 

sandpipers tend to be sol i tary or in smal l  groups 

often associated wi th Common greenshanks. They 

prefer shal low freshwater swamps, f looded 

paddocks or bore drains where they feed on larvae 

of aquatic insects and smal l  crustaceans. 

Map showing regular breeding locations and 
non-breeding rest zones for the Marsh sandpiper 

Map showing regular breeding locations and 
non-breeding rest zones for the Red-necked stint 

Red-necked stint 
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Map showing regular breeding locations and non- 
breeding rest zones for the Australian pratincole 

Austral ian Pratincole 
As their name suggests, Austral ian pratincole occur 

almost exclusively in Austral ia during our summer. 

Unl ike the other migratory shorebird species, 

Austral ian pratincoles breed on open bare grounds 

in northern Austral ia in October-November. In 

March most bi rds f ly north to Papua New Guinea 

and eastern Indonesia for the winter. Like the Li ttle 

curlew, Austral ian pratincoles avoid wetlands and 

prefer open short grassland, claypans and other dry 

habi tats. There are no estimates of the numbers of 

Austral ian pratincole in the southern Gul f  region, 

al though the enti re Austral ian population is 

estimated to be about 60,000. The bi rds are so 

dispersed in Austral ia that the population estimate 

is based on counts of bi rds on southward migration 

in west Timor.  

  

Black-tailed godwit 

Black-tai led Godwit 
Breeds in marshy areas and on wet farmland right 

across Europe, from Iceland al l  the way to eastern 

Russia. They spend the non-breeding season in the 

Medi terranean, central  Africa, India, SE Asia and 

Austral ia. An estimated 160,000 l ive in the East 

Asian-Australasian Flyway, wi th about 70,000 in 

Austral ia and another 62,000 in Indonesia. The 

southern Gul f  of  Carpentaria is the main non-

breeding area in Austral ia and has about 25,000 

bi rds. Black-tai led godwit are rare south of 

Brisbane on the east coast and Eighty Mi le Beach in 

the west. Prefers muddy coastal  habi tats, but many 

also occur on shal low, seasonal  wetlands and lakes. 

Map showing regular breeding locations and non- 
breeding rest zones for the Black-tailed godwit 
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Thousands of Oriental pratincoles on Eighty Mile Beach, NW 
Australia in February 2004. 

Oriental  Pratincole 
The Oriental  pratincole is another bi rd of the dry, 

open plains and claypans in northern Austral ia. As 

i ts name suggests, i ts breeding grounds are in the 

Orient, opposi te to the Austral ian pratincole. In that 

region most bi rds breed on high, dry grasslands in 

southern Russia, Mongol ia, western China and 

northern Myanmar. In most years they also breed in 

southeast Asian countries l ike Cambodia, Malaysia, 

Thai land, Vietnam and Taiwan. From the breeding 

grounds bi rds migrate to Austral ia by island 

hopping along the Indonesian chain of islands. 

Unti l  2004, the world population was estimated to 

be 75,000 bi rds and almost al l  spent their non-

breeding season in northern Austral ia. Then in 

February 2004 some shorebird enthusiasts counted 

an incredible 2,880,000 at Eighty Mi le Beach, south 

of Broome in north-western Austral ia. Somehow, 

most of these bi rds remain undetected in most years 

and only became obvious when they congregated in 

huge f locks on Eighty Mi le Beach. This discovery 

shows how l i ttle we know about many species of 

shorebird in Austral ia. 

Map showing regular breeding locations and non- 
breeding rest zones for the Oriental pratincole 

The project is a cooperative effort between Qld Wader Study Group, WWF, NHT (National Shorebirds Project) 

and  Southern Gulf Catchments Ltd. 


