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Difficulties experienced in trapping migratory waders near Sydney

1958 to
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and April 1973 (Lane 1973).

Some of these difficulties were reduced or
eliminated by continually studying the habits and
habitat preference of the waders and by carefully
positioning trapping devices. However, other
reasons caused the subsequent results to be lower
than expected: between | July 1973 and 30
June 1974, an additional 834 were banded on
Kooragang Island and the adjacent Stockton
sandspit and mudfiats.

Kooragang Island is a mangrove-fringed island
in the Hunter River estuary which is in the
process of reclamation for industrial develop-
ment, and the wader habitat is being rapidly
reduced. The nearby sandspit under the Stockton
bridge provides a high-tide roost while the ad-
roining mud flats are low-tide feeding places.

In this paper the techniques and methods used
are discussed and it is hoped that the information
will encourage and assist others to band and
study these birds. Details of the species and
numbers bunded are given in Table 1. Weights,
measurements and moult will be dealt with in a
future paper.

Habitat
Three major habitat types utilised by waders
at Kooragang Island are broadly categorised as
follows:

I. Tidal sand flats and mud flats with associated
mangroves.

when
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1963 were outlined by Lane (1963). He again drew
reporting the banding
these birds in the Newcastle and Sydney districts between July

of 728 of
1972

2. Non-tidal swampland, mainly brackish, con-
sisting of (a) Reed swamps—dominated by Cum-
bungi Typha sp. and Juncus Juncus maritimus,
and (b) Salt marsh—dominated by Glasswort
Arthrocnemum australasicton and Water Couch
Paspalum distichum,

3. Grassland and reclaimed or partly reclaimed
areas.

Apart from tidal areas waders only utilise
locations with a water level suitable to the re-
quirements of the particular species. Weather
conditions may alter the whole ccology, conse-
quently areas suitable one season are deserted
the mnext.

This was particularly evident on Kooragang
Island and in the Hawkesbury swamps, where
during the 1972/73 season, large numbers of
Sharp-tailed Sandpipers Erolia acuminata were
present: however, apparently due to the increasce
in water levels in the 1973/74 season few birds
occurred.

Grassland and reclaimed arcas arc attractive
to waders only while inundated to suitable levels.

Trapping Techniques

Many methods and techniques have been em-
ployed to trap migratory waders in Australia
and abroad. Cannon or rocket nets. mist nets,
snares and traps of various designs have been
used with varying success.



The  Australian Bird Bander

December, 1974

¢ Two views of the non-tidal swampland habitai

Although costly in outlay and operation, can-
non and rocket netting are the most efficient
methods of catching waders which congregate
in large assemblies. However, there are limita-
tions due to the specialised techniques required
(see p. 74).

Trapping methods used at Kooragang Island
included canon net and mist nets of various
lengths and sizes.

Trapping was conducted in non-tidal swamps,
on high-tide roosting arcas, and on tidal sand
flats and mud flats during both day and night
using various techniques depending on the cir-
cumstances. Daylight trapping was mainly con-
fined to the non-tidal swamps, night trapping
was conducted in tidal and non-tidal areas where
considered suitable, while cannon netting was
restricted to high-tide roosting areas on the sand
spit near the Stockton bridee and on Kooragang
Island.

Davlight Trapping

Non-tidal Swampland—In the non-tidal swamps
bird behaviour in relation to habitat requirement
was studied in detail before trapping commenced.
Although a variety of swampland habitat was
utilised by waders, areas of particular attraction
wereopen, low-vegetated swamps  interspersed
with mud flats and scattered pools of water.

As waders arc opportunity feeders, all likely
areas were explored, and high concentrations of
birds were found in areas most attractive to them.
New feeding grounds such as areas suitably in-

on Kooragang Island,

undated after heavy rain, were quickly exploited
by the waders. consequently trapping techniques
had to be adapted to take advantage of situations
as these occurred.

By studying the birds’ movements distinet
flight patterns became apparent and these were
exploited when positioning nets. A background
of swamp vegetation or mangroves was found
to be essential, otherwise the nets were con-
spicuous and were avoided by the birds: the
height of the background usually determined the
height the nets could be set.

As the waders were reluctant to fly between
poles newly erected in their habitat, the larger
wader nets (12 m and 20 m) were preferred.
using single or double shelf height as appropriate.
Where possible the poles were sited near trees
or existing objects.

Weather conditions also  aflected trapping;
catches were high on calm, dull and overcast
days with smaller catches during windy conditions.
almost certainly due to net movement. Similar
results were  experienced by Wynaendts and
Lichtenbeld (1965) while trapping Snipe Gal-
linago gallinago in the Netherlands.

Tidal Sand Flats and Mud Flats—Daylight trap-
ping on tidal sand flats and mud flats was at-
tempted several times with varying success de-
pending on weather conditions. However. in
most cascs attempts werce unsuccessful due to
lack of background cover for the nets.

Good desults were obtained at daybreak when
visibility was poor and birds were moving into
and out of the area constantly,
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TABLE |

Number of migratory waders banded, and number of individuals recaptured at Kooragang Tsland

(including Stockton Bridge). N.S.W., from |
from | July 1972 to 30 June 1974.

July 1973 to 30 June 1974 and total number banded

Number Recaptured 1973-1974

Number Originally Originally  Total Number
Banded Banded Banded Banded
Species 1973-1974 1972-1973 1973-1974 1972-1974
lurnstone  Arenaria interpres 4 5
Golden Plover Pluvialis dominica ... 8 12
Mongolian Sand-Dotterel  Charaelrins moneolus 82 8 3 102
Double-bunded Dotterel Charadrins  bicinctis ... 22 | 25
Large Sand-Dotterel Charadrins  leschenaudtii 1 1
Fastern  Curlew  Numenins  madagascariensis 7 7
Black-tailed Godwit Limosa fimosa ... | |
Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica 164+ | 75
Grey-tailed Tattler Tringa  brevipes 61 2 4 75

Common Sandpiper Tringa hypoleuca
Greenshank Tringa nebularia

A
W Ln

Terek Sandpiper Xenws cinercus ... 68 4 4 91
Curlew Sandpiper Erolia ferruginea . ... 112 1 193
Red-necked Stint Erolia ruficollis ........cooooiiiiii 191 16 18 265
Sharp-tailed  Sandpiper Erolia acuminata 96 iR2
Pectoral Sandpiper Erolia melanotus .. | 2
Knot Calidris cametus .. ... 1
Broad-billed Sandpiper Limicola fulcinella 10 11
Rull (Reeve) Philomachus pugnax ... I ]
I'otal 834 30 32 1357
One ol these birds was recovered in Queensland in Iuly 1974 (see Recovery Round-up. this issue).

Night Trapping

Non-tidal Swamps—Night trapping is the most
pepular and reliable method of catching waders
in the European countrics as nets can be set
in almost any likely situation. Tt was also found
o be the easiest and most successful means of
trapping waders on Kooragang Island.

In the non-tidal swamps, trapping sites had
to be carefully selected for suitability and poten-
tal, as often birds frequenting these areas in
large numbers during daylight were not present
at night.

The oceurrence of the Japanese Snipe Gallinago
hardwickii in swamps at night as described by
Lane (1973) may well be taken as evidence
that this species also has different habitat pre-
ference during day and night.

Nets were usually set at dusk or after dark
to avoid unnecessary disturbance. As these non-
tidal swamps are essentially night-time roosting

areas it is necessary o drive” the birds into the
nets.

The intense lighting from the nearby industrial
arcas of Newcastle partly illuminates the swamp
and it was found that the use of torches dis-
turbed the birds greatly. they invariably ascended
high into the air and left the arca. Disturbance
of a similar nature was recorded by Serventy,
Serventy and Warham (1971) for the Short-
tailed Shearwater Puffinus tenuirostris.

This is in sharp contrast to wader trapping
in Europe where trapping techniques involve the
use of powerful spotlights and even transistorised
noisc-makers. Oome (1964) reported that in
order to obtain good results, light and plenty
of “noise”™ was essential on calm days, while
“noise” was not required during bad weather
conditions.

lidal Sand Flats and Mud Flais—Night trapping
was also conducted on the tidal mud flats and
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® Part of the Stockton sand spit; a cannon-netting
site. The mangrove-lined edge of Kooragang
Island is in the backeround.

sand  flats, and  on  high-tide roosting arcas

favoured by these birds during daylight.

In order to obtain information on population
dynamics and to ascertain the areas favoured
during both day and night, weekly surveys were
carried out. Tt was found that most waders pre-
ferred non-tidal swamps during the night, moving
out en masse at dusk from the high-tide roosting
arcas. Certain species such as the Terek Sand-
piper Xenus cinereus, Grey-tailed Tattler Tringa
brevipes, Double-banded  Dotterel  Charadrits
bicinctus and small numbers of Red-necked Stints
Erolia ruficollis were found to favour these day-
time roosting areas at night.

Most waders were found to feed on the tidal
mud flats during the night in limited numbers,
with the notable exception of godwits Limosa
spp., Whimbrels Numenius phaeopus and Knots
Calidris canutus, which suggests a distinct diurnal
feeding pattern.

Weather conditions greatly affected the selec-
tion of banding sites at night as during windy
or rainy conditions birds usually shifted to dif-
ferent areas for shelter. Contrary to daylight
trapping, good results were usually obtained
during adverse weather conditions. However. in
these conditions birds must be removed from
nets quickly before they become waterlogged.

A combination of high tide and inclement
weather conditions invariably caused waders to
seek sheltered roosting areas for the night and
if these are located considerable numbers of
birds may be caught.
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It was also found that after heavy rain or very
high tides, the formation of pools during the
day on daytime roosting areas attracted large
numbers of birds at night, when otherwise they
would have normally roosted elsewhere. This
only occurred with a rising tide and if the area
had not been disturbed for some time.

On one such occasion 97 birds of nine species
were caught within a two hour period, using
three 12 m single-shelf standard mist nets and
one 20 m wader net. Nets had to be closed down
as insufficient holding cages were available.

With a rising tide the best results were obtained
during the latter stages, the nets being positioned
parallel or across the water’s edge. Trapping
during low tide did not prove very successful as
birds were dispersed over a wide area and had
to be disturbed constantly in an effort to get

them into the nets.
Cannon Netting
Lane (1973) briefly commented on the

specialised techniques and potential of cannon
netting in the Hunter estuary. During the 1973/
1974 season a total of 345 birds was caught in
six firings, the highest single catch being 120
birds.

The equipment consisted of four cannon,
wired in series and electrically detonated, and
a 20 m x 6.5 m net of 65 mm mesh.

To obtain good results considerable time and
effort was necessary prior to firing. The prepara-
tion involved:

® Determining areas preferred by the birds un-
der varying weather conditions.

® Preparing equipment (loading cartridges, fix-
ing projectiles and cannon etc.).

® Digging trenches, clearing sticks, shells and
rubbish from the catching area to prevent the
net tangling.

® Positioning the net, cannon and wiring.

® Camouflaging the net with muddy water or
sand.

® Burying the cannon.

® Positioning observers to determine the num-
ber of birds within the catching area, and
to “drive™ the birds slowly into the area if
necessary.

“Walkie-talkie™ sets proved to be of consider-
able value for control.

As cannon netting on Kooragang Island was
restricted to the high tide roosting areas, the
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® A Sharp-tailed Sandpiper being removed from
a mist net in non-tidal swamp.

equipment was positioned when the tide was out
and the birds were absent. Up to two hours was
needed to carry out the preparations after which
another hour or more was spent “in hiding” to
prevent interference by other people and mini-
mum disturbance to the incoming birds.

To avoid casualties, it is important to limit
the catch to a manageable size, this being deter-
mined by the assistance available to handle the
birds. Sufficient holding cages should be available
also, for temporary housing, to avoid overcrow-
ding or injury. A dark cloth or cover thrown
over the birds in the net immediately after firing
restricted struggling and further entanglement or
possible injury to the birds.

Conclusion

Mist netting at night was found to be the
most consistently successful method of catching
waders in the tidal and non-tidal areas on Koora-
gang Island and near Stockton. Trapping waders
in daylight was also successful where background
cover was available and suitable weather con-
ditions prevailed. Cannon netting, although very
successful, was restricted to places where large
assemblies of birds occurred, such as the high-
tide roosting areas, but too regular use was
avoided to kecp disturbance to a minimum. The
net being used was unsuitable as the birds tangled
badly: smaller mesh size is desirable.
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® Waders flving over the sand spit at Stockton
hridge.
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