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BIRDS KILLED ON A PRIMARY ROAD
IN SOUTHERN NEW SOUTH WALES

B ,  J .  L E P S C H I

2'1 Ful lwood Street, Weston. ACT 261I

Reteird 5 Fehruatl lr)91

INTRODUCTION

Surprisingly l i tt lc has been recorded on avian
Ioad casualties in Australia; Brown, Brown and
Pcsotto (1986) and Vcstjens (1973) are the only
major studies, with smaller contritrutions pro-
vidcd by Disney and Fullagar ( 1978) and Thomas
(l9ti8). While travcll ing between Canbcrra and
Murrumbateman on the  New South  Wales  south-
ern tablclands during 1988-1990, I attcmptcd to
count  the  casua l t i cs  cncountercd .

METHODS

Betwccn 2 Novcmber 1988 and 29 Octobcr
1990. I travcllcd a portion of the Barton Highway
betwccn Gungahlin (on thc northern outskirts of
Canber ra .  ACT (35"17 'S .  l .+9"13 'E)  and a  po in t
-5 km north of Murruntbatcman. New South
Wales  (35"58 'S .  1 ,191)2 'E)  (a  d is tance o f  3 -5  knr ;
scc  F ig .  l ) .  in  bo th  c l i rcc t ions  oncc  week ly  (on
lhe  \ rn l (  r l r rv ) .  p111 inq  th (  second week o t
Fc l r r t t ;111 un .1  , ; . r .  f i r . t  r r -nd  f , - ru r r l r  ueck .  o f  Mr r )
1990. I travclled thc route (in both dircctions)
twice dailv lbr a pcriocl of seven days. The routc
\ \ i r :  n ( , t  t rave l l cd  , rn  rhe  lu l low ing  ucc ls ion , :
sccond wcek of April 1989. second week of May
l9lJ9, fourth week of December 19U9, seconcl
wcek of April 1990. f irst and second weeks of
August 1c.)90 and the sccond weck of September
r 990.

Thc road is bitumen and runs through open
gr i rz ing- l r rnd  fo r ig in r r l l y  supp( , r t ing  i rn  open wood-
li lrf(f.ol tr, ir lrfrrt hlaAelvi tnd L,. mcll iolora)
l o t  1 1 5  s n 1 ; t .  l c n g t l r .  ( s m l r l l  r c m n u n l \  ( , I  E .
nucrorhynchulE. rossll open forest exist betwcen
Gungahlin and the ACT/NSW border). Trees in
thc Murrumbatcman area are scvcrelv affected
bv  d ieback .

All avian roadkil ls were rccordcd. Most could
lrc identif ied from a noving vchiclc; small or
damaged sgrccimens rvere collccted for latt:r
cxamination. No attcmpt wits nadc to record the
age and scx of the individual roadkil ls, nor to
record their locatjon on the routc, except for
unusual records. My route correspondcd with thc
southern part of the route travclled by Vcstjcns
( 1e73)

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

I lbund a total of 265 birds of 36 species along
the survey route (Tablc 1). The Australian Magpie
Gymnorhina tibken and, the Galah Cacatua
roseicapilla wcre the nlost frequcnt casualties
(40% and 1l% of rhe total casualties for 1988-
1990 rcspectivcly).

Thc largcst numbcr of roadkills was between
September and November (F ig.2) .  wi t l r  another
smallcr peak during Fcbrrrary to April. The
number of roaclkills was lowest betwccn May and
August.

t
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TABLE 1

Nurnbers and rpccics of  b i rds k i l lcd cach month of  thc ycar.  Data l rom per iod 2 November l98t  to 29 Octobcr 1990.

Species Jan. Feb- Mar. Apr. Mry June July Aug. Scpt. Oct. Nov. Dcc. Tot:r l

Austral i i ln  Magpic
Gtnunrhinu t ih i rcn

Galah
(ikutuu rosei piIlu

Mirgpic l -urk
(;rallind ( ranoltutu

Noisy Fr iarbi rd
I'hil(nnn 0ni lunlrl

Eastcrrr  Ro\el ln
I'lt rctr s (intiu!

I lousc Spar ^r
Pd!scr  lon(srrct6

Rcd-fu lnped Purfo l
P s c I h a n6 h u,. niu k, t o I us

LruShing Kookrhurr . r
Ddl .eo honcsui  ue

Wclcomc Swl l low
Hnundo nro na

Cri  rson Rosclh
PltnIun us cIcRatts

Whire- \ \ inged Chough

Art tttus (\unop|trus
Brown ( losh rk

A((ipit(r Jasciunt!
Goldcn-herded Cist icola

1 0  5  2  |  1 3  9 ) . 1  2 1  2 6  t 2  1 0 7

, l  3 5 1 1 l 0 l 3  r 5 l 2 9

2  I  3  I  I  0  I  0  |  2  1  2  l 8

I  2  I  9  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  1 5

1 1 2 0 0 1 3 0 t 2 1 0  1 2

0 3 0 r 2 t 0 0 1 0 1

2 I 0 I 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 8

( l u

l o

0 0 2 0 2 0 0 1 1 0 r J

I 0 l r ) r ' r l r )  o  J {

0 0 0 0 0 u r t 2 2 0 1 1

( nxont\ nrclanorunphos 0 0 0 I 0 0 0 2 0 3 0 0 6
Euft )pean Goldl inch

('uftlculis utLlruli.\ 0 I 0 0 0 0 0 1 tl I
Noisv Mincr

Munorinu nrlunoctphulu 0 0 0 0 I 1
Wil l ie Wirgl l i i

0 0 0 2 0 0 1

Rltipilutlt lcurctht\s 0 I
Duskv Woodswall0\\,

0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 3

0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 l 3

0 0 t ) 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

0 0 l 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 2

Tol l l ' 17 t3 22 25 I  I  I  t 7  tR  2 . r  1 l  . 10  l l  265

*Thc fol lorving spccies were recorded only once during thc study in the month indicated and have lreeD included in thc totals.
January: Blackbird Turlus merutu, Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris; Fcbruary; Grey Fant^;l RhiPidura / /rginosr:, Rrrforrs
Songlark Clrrrloranrph&.r ndrre)r'ir; Mrrch: White-faced Heron ,4r.dea novaehollantliae, Southern Boobook Nlnox novaeseelundiae;
July: Ausrralirn Kesrrel fal(o rcnthroides, Barn Owl rylo alba, Tawny Frogmouth Podargus strigoi.ks, Supcrb Fairy WreD
Mulurus tyaneus; August: YelLow-rumped Thornbill Acanthim chrysorrhoa, Silvcrcy€ Zostetups Lalerulis; Sept€mber: Brown
Falcon ,ir.r1.?) berigord; Octobcr: Fcral Pigeon Columba tivia, Flame Robin Petrcica phonecia, Buff'rumpcd Thornbill Acanthtza
/(,gr/oi.1cJi November: Sacred Ibis Thrcskiomis moluc!:a. Maned Duck Chanonettu ibu!a, Crested Pigeon Ocltphaps Iophotes.

The high numbers of Australian Magpies were
kil led during September-November (Table 1) and
were responsible for the pcak during this period
(Fig. 2). Most of the magpies were juveniles
(although individual carcasses were not
examined, juvenile Australian Magpies were
readily recognizable by their dull mottled-grey

plumage) that were kil led presumably while
accompanying adults foraging on the road verge.
Australian Magpies, particularly juveniles, consti-
tuted a large proportion of the casualtics in other
comparable studies: Brown €l 4/. (1986), Disney
and Fullagar (1978), Thomas (1988), Vestjens
(  r973).
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The slightly highcr number of casualties during
Febrr.rary to April (at lcast during April), was
partly duc to the comparativcly large numbcrs of
Noisy Friarbirds Philcmon ronriculatus killed
(36% of the total roadkil ls fbr April). All but one
were found along approximately one kilonetre of
road on the southcrn outskirts of Murrumbateman,
an arca with a number of small vineyards. It is
possible that thc birds had become intoxicated
through tqq6 ln*  LJn  rh ( ' r )ver - r ipc  f ru i t  and wt . re
lherc fo re  less  lb le  to  uvo id  oncr rming  veh ic les .  o r
perhaps they wcre hit while flying low over the
road to approach the vines, which are about
1 .5  m h igh .

Litt le grain is grown in the study area! and con-
s rqu(n t ly  thc re  werc  n { , . ,p i l lages  lo : l l t rac t  la rge
nunrbcrs  o l  g r rn ivures  (Broun c t  . / / .  lg8{ r ) :
g ranr \ ( ) rous  \pec t (s  ie .g .  p igcon,  and p l r ro rs )
k l l l cd .J long the  s lud)  rou le  \ \e re  p resunta l ' l y
scarching for grir rltrng thc road cdge or pcrhap.s
lccdrng on wced\ rnd gr sscs on the road vcrge.

Carrion. was lairly plentiful along the study
route, mainly in the form of rabbits Oryctolagus
cuniculus. Australian Ravens Cbryas coronoides
were otten seen feeding on carrion, but none werc
ever recorded as caualties. Ravens appeared able
to  judgc  rhe  speed o f  r rpproach ing  reh ic les  and
f lew or  ua lked: rway in  goo. i  t ime.  ihe  fcw rap tors
rccorded were .probab ly  k i l led  wh i le  to rag ing  fo r
insects struck by trafl ic on the road suriacd, as
none can be regardcd a major carrion feeder.

Magpie Larks Grall ina cyanoleuca and Laugh-
ing Kookaburras Dalceo novuegtin4e were otien
seen ti)raging along the road. Thc formcr forages
directly on the road verge. the lattcr scans tlte
roitd from adiaccnt fcnccs or powcrlines.

All Wcfcomc SwallLtw Hirttntlo neoxeno cas\ti\l-
t ies were found wherc thc road bridged creeks
whcrc the birds hawked lbr insects and occasion-
ally landed on the load surfacc to warm thcm-
se lves  as  has  bccn rcpor ted  by  McCul loch  (1971) .

Examination of the species l ist rcvc:rls that
most (72'/,, of spccics and i]6% of the total
number of roadkil ls) are birds charactcristic of
open woodland and clcareal farmland, such as that
tound along the route. The few spccics which pre-
lerred bcttcr forested habitat were all found
where remnants oI more-or-less uncleared wood-
land and forest abutted the road. Vestjens (1973)
list is also dominatcd by species of opcn hatritats
(ti l ' / . of specics and 93'X, of the total number of
roadkil ls), most of his route running through similar
country to that in this study. Brown e/ 4/. (19U6)
dcaling with secondary roads in well-vcgetated
country in Western Australia. rccorded a highcr
proportion (56'1, of spccies and -58o1, of the total
number of roadkil ls) preferring forcstcd habitats.

In conclusion, thc most vulnerablc species were
the Australian Magpie and the Galah. Both
species use the road verge as a foraging sitc.
Neither of these spccies, nor the other 34
recorded, are regarded as rare or threatened and
as has been found in other Australian studies (scc
above), no species appears to be seriously
endangered by traffic.
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