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I " r i th  and Dav ics  (1961)  mac le  28  surveys
from lixeil-wing aircraft of populations of
Magpic Gecsc Ans(rqne.\ ftmipolmota on lhc
coas ta l  p la ins  o f  thc  Nor thcrn  Ter r i to ry  be tween
Dar rv in  an t l  Ocnpe l l i  dur ing  l t )55-58 .  They  es t i -
matcc l  tha t  thc  popu la t ion  to tu l led  350000.

They found tha t  as  thc  coas ta l  swamps dr icd
up a t  t l r c  he igh t  o l  the  dry  scason gccsc  con-
ccn t ra tc ( l  in  such p laccs  as  La l<e  F inn iss  on  the
Adc la i t le  l l i vc r  cas t  p la ins ,  var ious  channc ls  o f
thc  Mar !  R i re r ,  Bamaroog ja ja  on  thc  South
A l l iga tor  R ivcr  anc l  on  in lan t l  waters  up  to
-.100 km Irom thc coast.

The p fcscn t  s tu t l y  records  popu la t ion  numbers
on thc  p la ins  ( in  thc  a rcas  surveyed b) '  F r i th
and Dav ies)  l rom 1958 to  1975 and in  1980.

Methods
'l 'hc 

mlin stud-v areas wcre the coastal plains
assoc ia tc ( l  w i th  the  fo l low ing  r i vers :  Howard ,
Aclclaiclc, Mar_v. Wilt lnan and thc three All i-
ga tors ,  Wcst .  South  and East  (F ig .  l ) .  Magp ie
Gecse ucrc  coun lcd  f rom a  h igh-w ing  aerop lane,
f l ) ' i ng  a t  a  hc igh t  o f  150 nrc t rcs  and a t  a  speed
of 90 knots. Trvo cxpcrienced observers sat on
c i lhc r  s ide  o f  the  a i rc la f t  and recordcd numbcrs
o f  geese i r r  quanta  o f  l .  l0  o r  100 c lepend ing  on
the i r  c lcns i ty .  ( 'oun ts  were  madc be twcen 06 :30
anc l  l2 ;00  hours  over  one to  th rec  days  be fore
ear lv  wc t  \cason ra ins  c l i spersed thc  b i rds .  I t
shoulcl be stressctl that thc l l-qures obtained arc
cs t in la tcs  bu t  i t  i s  bc l i cvcd  tha t  the ] ,  a rc  cons tan t
anc l  re l iab lc  cnough to  serve  as  an  indcx  o f  the
popu la t ions  sur rcved.
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Besults of surveys of Magpie Geese on the
reported tor the period 1958 to 1980. Numbers
recovered dunng lhe lol lowing years.

coas la l  p l a i ns  o l  t he  No  l l - e rn  Te r r i t o , y
dec l i ned  marked l y  I r om 1958  to  1971 ,

are
bu1

Thc samc transects werc covercd cach year
that counts were n'tadc; that is, in carly Octo"ber,
1959,  car ly  Octobcr  1960,  and thcn  in  la te
Septcmbcr  f rom l96 l  to  I975 and in  la te
Septembcr  1980.  Th is  method o f  qs t imat ing
goosc numbcrs is comparable with that used
by Fr i th  and Dav ies ;  onc  o f  us  (DG f )
accompan ied  thcn l  on  scvcra l  f l i gh ts  in  1959,
thcrcby  ob ta in ing  fami l ia r i t y  w i th  thc i r  merhods
and,  s tudv  arcas ;  the i r  t cchn iqucs  were  uscd on
CaCn OCCi: tSlOn.

Results

F igure  2  shows tha t  es t imates  o f  the  numbcrs
o f  geesc  dur ing  1958-19130 dcc l inec !  qu i tc  sharp ly
f rom about  350000 in  1958 to  about  50  000 in
1971.  In  l t )72  nuntbers  s ta r ted  to  inc rease and
in  I974 there  wcrc  175000 b i rds  and in  1980,
..182 000, a figurc similar to the 1958 count of
I- 'r ith and Davics. Table I shows a large con-
cent ra t ioD o f  geese on  the  South  A l l iga lo r  R iver
in 1980; thcre were alnrost 200000 birds on one
swamp.

I)iscussion

The number  o f  Magp ie  ( i cese  t lec l incd  s tead i l y
over  l5  ycars  and then incrcascd w i th in  c igh t
years  to  a  leve l  comparab le  w i th  tha t  a t  the
bcg inn ing  o f  the  s tudy .  A l though thc  popu la t ion
changes are rcal, u-e are at a loss to give a
log ica l  exp lanat ion .  Somc or  a l l  o f  a  number
of factors may bc involvecl.
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.  F iSurc L l i ) .at i ( )n map ol  the
relerred to in the tcxt.
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areas TABLE I\ i l  Damage (a.tsed to leeding and nesting
of l\lerypia Gacte hy ll ater Buffalo.

I t  has  bccn pos tu la tc ( l  (R .  E .  Fox  and o thers ,
pcIs. comnr.) that Watcr Bvllalo Bubalus
haho l l r  hurc  muJr  Jccp  t lack '  in  n tan \  a rcu \ .
thus  caus ing  ear ly  o r  p rcmature  dra in ing  o f  the
plains. This has slorvly rcduced thc areas suit-
ab lc  fo r  cgg- la -v ing .  However ,  wc  have no t  scen
any da ta  wh ich  conf i rm th is .

For the past four years wc have studicil
brceding colonics of gcese in an arca where
buf la lo  a rc  abundant  .Of  ahout  500 nes ts  s tud ied
only two wcrc knorvn to have been physically
tlcstroyetl by buffalo.

F.st imates (r f  lhc nLrmbcrs of  Magpie Cecse on thc
v a r i o u s  R i r c r  S ! s l c m s  i n  1 9 7 2  a n d  1 9 8 0 .

L o c a t i o n  ( R i v e r  S ] s 1 e m ) Numbcr ot
r972 l9i io

Ho\\ nrd Rivcr
Adclai( lc Ri\cr
Mar] River
Wi l dman  R i vc r
Wcst Al l igator
SoUlh Al l igator
Last Al l igalr)r

River
Ri\ 'cr

Rivcr

TOTAL

,{ 210 ,+s0
l0 500 15 210
16 580 I  950
,1.150 1s 100
1600 N i l
9150 . l l  l  9 .1 ( )
I 940 3t t i70

50 410 380 510

arcas surycr"d. Ilt sltaded arca! are thc Coa\tal I'lain\

7 h( tnap is adapttl from tlrct ol Frith a l Dai(s ( 1961 ).
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a Figurc 2. 
'lotal 

numher ol geese
Tlte 1956 count is tltat

t t tunted eaclr yar between 1958 and 1975 and in 1980.
of F th and Davies (1961).

(i i) Damage caused to habitot by grass fires
extending ot;er wide areqs.

In  1961,  w idespread and in tcnse f i res
destroycd much of the herbage in the Darwin-
Ocnpcll i arca inclLrding the plains (total area
approxrmare lv -.]0 to 40 000 sq km). Burning
commenccd in carly September and continued
unt i l  a lmosr  a l l  u f  thc  hcrbagc  was des t roycd
{Tu l loeh l ( ,75) .  Thcre  u iJcsp icad and in rcnse
fires occur only during excepiionally dry years.

The arcas  burn t  in  l96 l  inc luded a  grea t
deal.of plains country not burnt for many yiar..
Additionally, thc l96l dry season was excep-
Lionally long (Tulloch 1978) and swamps whiih
normal ly  conta ined watc r  a t  the  end o f  the  dry
rcuron  , l r iuJ  up .  re ru l r ing  in  rcducer l  food supp ly
fo r  thc  g ' je re .  Thc  major  fooJ  ava i lab le  in  la t i
Novcmbcr was bulbs of the spikerush Eleocharis
sp; many birds wcrc in poor condition and
appearcd too wcak to dig for these bulbs. At
the timc it was a common sight to see large

numbers of gcese in a very cmaciated condition
ly ing  round thc  cdge o f  d r ied-up  rwamps.  Most
o f  the  g(cse  sub jequcn l ly  d ied .  Count r  made by
onc  o f  us  (DGT)  suggested  tha t  over  10000
gccse pcr ished as  a  lesu l t  o f  s ta rva t ion  in  1961.
(i i i) Predation ol eggs bv man.

It can be assumed that aborigines have becn
harvc i t i  g  goo\e  cgg\  fo r  many vear \  and there-
fo re  shou ld  havc  ne  a , l1s1qs  a f fcc t  on  the  goose
population. But somcwhere about 1958-59
Magpie Goose eggs bccame a saleable com-
modity and thus thc situation changed somc-
what. No longer were the aborigines harvesting
cggs solely for their own use but they were
ofTering them for sale. Eggs were sold at one
storc in l)arwin for one shil l ing each. In 1972,
20 000 goose eggs were offercd for salc at Bagot
Aboriginal Settlement, Darwin. The Wildlife
Conscrvation and Control Ordinancc of 1962-66
prohibited this "over the counter" trade, but
the Ordinance was not policed due to l imitations
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of stnlf ing. l 'hc policing of thc Ordinance in-
c rcased f rom thc  car ly  1970 's  onwards :  th is
s lo* ly  rc t lucc i l  and  has  hopc fu l l ) '  c l im ina ted  th is
il lc-qal tratle in goosc eggs.
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TABLE 2(a)

AdclaiCc Rircr  \ \es l  p l i l ins.  1965-?6 NlaxinLrnt  depth
(mclrcs)  L lnd durat ion of  f lo(x l ing (mol l ths)  f ( ) r  dopths
0.99 nr  an( l  1.3 m mcasnrcd on an automat ic depth-
mcasur ing galrge b\ '  \hal  \ \as.  a l  lhc l ime lhc Stroanl
( laLr[ inq 

-  
S-cct ion of  thc \ \a1cr RcsoLrrccs Branch,_ _ 

Nor lhcrn Tcrr i lor t  Adm;nis l r r l i { )n +(ir l lrrcltt ldrit\ ol t l* ' "wet seoson ond con'
sL'rlttcnl ntujot IarialiQns in Lhc exlent and
tlcptlt ol llurling on tlrc unstal plains.

I l l  the  area  bc ing  cons ic le red  in  th is  papcr  thc
rcgu la r i t y  o l  ra in fu l i  i s  h igh  ( ' l t r l l och  1967) ,  bu t
rvhcn thcre is no monsoon thc rainfall is rvell
bc lou  avcragc  (about  1500mm).  As  a  con-
scquencc. (lcpth of \\ atcr valries cot' lsidcrably
f rom vcar  to  ycar  (  [ ' ab lc  2 ,  a .b .c ) ;  th is  phsno-
nrenon is  rc fc r rcd  to  c lscu 'hcre  (Tu l )och ,  1967) .
Thc  arca \  rc fc r rcc l  to  in  Tab le  2  a rc  the  Adc la ide
lL iver  s 'cs t  p la ins .  thc  Mary  R iver  p la ins  and
S* , im (  r 'e  ck  p la in  -  a1 l  t rad i t iona l  Magp ie
Goosc  brccc l ing  arcas  (Fr i th  and Dav ies  l96 l ) .
As  an  cxamplc  o f  thc  var iab i l i t v  o f  ra in fa l l ,  thc
ycar  1959 uas  charac tc r ised  by  an  unusua l ly
lutc c-vclonc in April. t luring which -.104 mm of
ra in  fc l l ,  and  fo r  thc  sccond t ime tha t  year  the
p la ins  f looc lc t l  (F r i th  and Dav ies  l96 l ) .

F r i th  (1968)  found tha t  in  some years  whcn
thc  swamps ncre  no t  wc l l  f i l l e t l  and  dr icd  car ly ,
vcry fcrv. if any, young survived to fly.

I t  i s  rc l  'au t  to  n rcn t ion  tha t  the  l98 l -82
wet \ea\on rvas quite prolonged and the goosc-
lay ing  ac t iv i t ies  a t  Kapa lga ,  on  the  western
p la ins  o f  the  South  A l l iga tor  R iver  ( thc  CSIRO
Stu t ly  a rca) ,  wcre  morc  ex tcns ivc  than in  the
prcvious five years.

(t ') l iunher ltunled annuolly.

HL i r t ing  prc \surc  may vary  f rom year  to  year ;
rvc  can f ind  no  da ta  on  th is .  bu t  i t  cou ld  bc  an
in rpor ta l r t  fac to r .  Thc  issuc  o f  l i cences  may be
an itrdicltt ion o1 shooting pressures.

It i) Gcneral.

I t  cou ld  poss ib ly  be  argued tha t  thc  dcc l ine
it ' t goosc numbels rvhich occurred over tha nrst
l5  ycars  o l  thc  s1r . r ( l y  cou ld  havc  becn due to
bircls rroring au'ay from the stucly area. If they
t l i i l  morc  au 'ay ,  whcre  d id  thcy  go l  In fo rmat ion
suppliecl b1' nrissions and stations or scttlements
on thc  Arnhen land coas t ,  e .g .  Man ingr ida ,
Mi l ing inb i  and Nhu lunbuy d id  no t  suggest  any
largc increase in the Magpie Goose population

TABLE 2(b)

Mury River Plains, 1966-70.
irnd dural ion of l looding

1 . 2 1 9  m  a n d

Max imum

Dcp th  (m)

Monlhs ol  inLrndat i ( t r
at  r  gaugc hcight  ot :

. 9 9  m  L I m

65-66
66-67
67 68
68-69
69-',70
'74-11
't t -'72
12-',7 3
73-',71
11-75
't5-'7 6

1 .169
|.29<)
1 .598
|.7,18
| . 2 t l
| . .+-17
t.4.18
L373

601
60t
'720

2
o. l
3 . 5
2 . r

0.87
1 . 5
I
l
4 . 4
1 . 5

2

3 .5
6 .6
6
5
5 .6
1
7

Maximum depth (mctrcs)
(monlhs) for detlh ( l f
1 . 5 2 0  m .

Maxim m

Dcp lh  (m)

N'lonth\ of inundati(,r
at a gauge hciShi of:

1 . 2 1 9  m  1 . 5 2 0  m

66-67
67-68
68-69
69-70

2.168
2.122
2.129
L,f I

2.25
2 . 1
2 . 1
1 . 2 5

| . 5
1 . 7
0 .8

TABLE 2(c)
S\im Creek Plain 196,1-67. l l laximum dcplh (mclrcs)

and dLrral ion of I loodin!! (monlhs) lor depths
:.0..105 m and t '0.457 m.

Maxim Lrm

Dcprh ( m)

Monlh\  of  inundal i (n l
at  a ga!rgc hcight  of :
>0.305 m >0..157 m

64-65
65-66
66-67

l . l  l 8
0.9-r l
0 .787 5

5
4
1 . 7

' '  l  his organisal ion is
Divisi()n, Dcpartment
Govcrnmcnt,

nrx| rcfcrrcd t() as thc \vatcr
of lransport and \\ 'orks, N. '1.
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i n  lh i \ c .a . rc t \ .  Nor  r . l  c re  an1 la rgc  inc rea :cs
rcpor rcd  In lan \ l  (n tunagcr .  u f  Bccra loo  and Ncu_
cas t lc  Watcrs  S ta t ions ,  pcrs  comm.  )  On ly  l0  000
gccse \rerc countcd bctween Darwin and the
Daly  R iver  a rca  in  1980.  Grounc l  surveys  in  th is
arca over the years 1960-75 indicate that rela_
uvcly tcw geesc usc this arca during the clry
season. -Beeton  (1977)  repor ted  thc  p iesence o i
up to 20 000 gecse in the Ord River Vallev in
l ( )7 .1  unr l  i r  i s  po ' r ib le  lhar  \omc or  a l l  o f  rhcsc
geesc were from the study area. But even this
( locs  no t  accoun l  fo r  thc  la rge  numbcr r  o f  gucse
not  s rgh ted .
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