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SEABIRD ISLANDS No. 181 

Mud Islands, Port Phillip Bay, Victoria 

Location: 38º16'30"S .. l44º46'00"E.: JO kilometres 
east of Queenscliff. Port Phillip Bay. Vic. 

Status: State Nature Reserve (proclaimed June 
1961) above high water mark but including the 
central lagoon- (proclaimed June I 985) - and 
surrounded by the Harold Holt Marine Reserve 
(below high water mark). Managed by the 
Geelong Region. Department of Conserv.-1tion. 
Forests and Lands in consultation with the 
National Parks and Wildlife Division of that 
Department. Listed by the International Union 
for the Conservation of Nature as a Wetland ot 
International Importance and included on the 
Register of the National Estate. 

Other Names: Swan Isles. Cygnet Island. Flat 
Islands. None of these is in present usage. 

Description: Land area 60 ha. lagoun 26 ha: 
greatest dimensions 1.2 x 0.9 km: maximum 
height ➔ m above sea kvel. Mud Islands are a 
series of low. concentric sand dunes formed on 
an extensive sand shoal and anchored bv 
outcroppings of shelly beach rock-'. These 
surround a shallow tidal la1won connected to the 
sea by narrow channels which scpararc the three 
present islands lFig. l ). The surrounding waters 
are shallow and at low tide extensive ·andspits 
extend from the south and north-west shores. The 
conformation and shapes 1)f the islands. sandspits 
and channels are constantly changing·'· i:. Four 
islands have been recognized in the past and given 
the unofficial names of Boatswain. Middle. 
Eastern and Western Islands. At present Eastern 
and Middle Islands are joined and Western Island 
has been greatly reduced by erosion. For the 
purposes of this paper the individual islands will 
be named Boatswain. Eastern and ;\iorthern 
Islands (Fig. l ). 

In as ociation with the changing physiography. 
the vegetation of Mud Islands is rnmplcx and 
dynamic. A comparison of species complC:rnents 
recon.ied by Campbell in 1901'> 1➔

• Willis·': and 
Yugovic.1, reveals numerous changes: Three 

MUO·ISLANDS. VICTORIA 

Figurt' I. :\f,1p u( ,\/c,d Islands .,hui.·i11// present co11jorma11,m. 
,,iajor n.'gt·f,Ul<'fl con1nu111lllfS and Jeahinl hreet!in� 
clrt'clS. 

native shrub species listed by Campbell were 
apparently extincr by I 9-is-'2 ( Calocepha/us 
hrO\rnii. Helic/1rrs11m paralium and Olearia 
axillaris): the native shrubs Lavarera plebeia and 
So/anwn laci11iarum. which were abscm in I 945-•: 
anJ in 1972 (G. W. Carr unpublished data). are 
nmv dnminant over. or rapidly colonizing. large 
areas: a tall shrubland of Le11copowm pan-it7oms 
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• Mud Islands. summer /975-76 (looking north). 

at the northern end of the islands has been 
entirely lost due to erosion; and the number of 
alien species has risen from 10 in 1945 to 59 in 
19843-'. 

Eight terrestrial veietation communities were 
defined by Yugovic3-. The most significant of 
these for seabirds are those comprising the 
sandridge flora: Atriplex cinerea shrubland. 
Lavatera plebeia shrubland, Jsolepis nodosa 
sedgeland. Glauciumflavum herbland and Cakile 
maritima herbland (Fig. 1 ). The extent of Cakile 
maritima varies greatly according to storm tide 
levels. The remaining three communities are 
saltmarsh communities little used by seabirds 
(Sarcocornia qui11q11ef7ora berbland, Sc/erostegia 
arbuscula shrubland and Stipa stipoides grass
land). 
Landing: Deepest and closest approach is along 
the south-eastern shore. 

Photo: K. R. Kerry 

Ornithological History: Although first sighted by 
Europeans in February 1802, and probably sub
sequently frequently visited by �arties from the 
nearby Sullivans Cove settlement·2, ornithologists 
did not take an active interest in Mud Islands until 
near the turn of the century. Campbe1J4 recorded 
eggs of the White-faced Storm-Petrel collected on 
Mud Islands in 1882 and Belcher visited in 19012. 
Townsend27 was primarily responsible for 
stimulating interest in the ornithology of Mud 
Islands. visiting them in December 1902 and 
January 1903 when he prepared the first bird list 
and documented the destruction of White-faced 
Storm-Petrel colonies by guano miners. Guano. 
which probably resulted largely from Australian 
Pelican colonies9 , was mined intermittentlv on 
Boatswain and Northern Islands between · 1860 
and about 1903. Subsequently. Mattin_gley 14• 
Campbell and Mattingley6 • CampbelF and 
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Gillham and Thomson9 provided detailed 
observations on White-faced Storm-Petrels and 
their breeding habitat. Numerous subsequent 
observers have visited the Islands and some have 
published their observations (e.g. 7. 13. 20. 25. 
26). 

Between 1914 and 1919 members of the Bird 
Observers Club (BOC) visited the Islands to band 
White-faced Storm-Petrels8 as did Campbell in 
19315. In 1955 the Altona Survey Group began 
annual trips to band storm-petrels and document 
the avifauna. In 1962 the newly-formed Victorian 
Ornithological Research Group (VORG) 
assumed responsibility for the banding and for the 
next 18 years banding was carried out during the 
last weekend of January bv members of VORG. 
BOC and the Geelong F·ield Naturali ts Club. 
Data resulting from this work have hccn analysed 
by Menkhorst et al. 19 and a species list for the 
Islands was prepared:s_ All progress reports of 
this study were listed by Menkhorst 16. 

Since the mid 1970s staff of the Fisheries and 
Wildlife Service have frequently visited the 
Islands to monitor populations of breeding Silver 
Gulls and to control human visitors. In November 
1978 M. P. Harris and R. S. Brown conducted 
censuses of breeding seabirds 10-1 1

• Since 1980 
regular visits have been made by members of the 
Victorian Wader Study Group to census 
shorebirds and other observers ha,·e visited in 
winter to census Orange-bellied Parrots. Since 
1979 D. G. Nicholls has organized annual visits 
to band Silver Gulls. 

Breeding Seabirds and Status 

Eudyptula minor Little Penguin - One or two 
pairs observed lireeding each year between 1964 
and 196920 and in 1987. 

Pelagodroma marina White-faced Storm-Petrel -
Breeding has been recorded since 1882". Burrows 
are cleaned out in September or October. eggs 
are laid in November and most young fledge in 
February. The colonies were apparently once 
more extensive: Mattingley 1� estimated that they 
covered 10-11 acres (4-4.5 ha) but the present 
colonies cover less than 2 ha and contain aliout 
5 600 nestin� burrows (95% confidence limits 
4 400-6 900)1 . Estimates since 1966 suggest little 
change in breeding population 1v (Note that the 

• The main White-faced Storm-Petrel colony (the 
'Airstrip') in the late 1960s. 

Photo: T. W. Pescou 

estimate of 50 000 burrows given by Campbell 
and Mattingley" was later amended to 5 000 by 
Campbell5 ). Formerly bred over several areas on 
Boatswain. Eastern and Western Islands. but now 
confined to a long narrow dune on Eastern Island 
(the •Airstrip') and the north end of Boatswain 
Island. Breeding on Western Island and Eastern 
Island (apart from the ·Airstrip') apparently 
ceased in the late I 960s. The Boatswain Island 
colony was flooded by high seas in 1964·;,, and sub
sequently only 200-300 pairs bred there until the 
earl\' 1980s when this colonv increased 10 some 
I o6o pairs in 198-L There is some evidence of a 
corresponding decrease in numbers breeding at 
the •Airstrip' colony. possibly due to the invasion 
of this area by hreeding Silver Gulls. Vegetation 
on the colony sites is usually sparse and low. for 
example herbland dominated by Gla11ci11m 
flarnm and Convza bo11ariensis. and was prohablv 
maintained in thi condition by grazing Rabbits''·-'·r. 
Rabbits were almost entirely exterminated in the 
early 1980s and the •Airstrip' colony has sub
sequently been im·adcd by the shrubs Lal'aterc1 
plebeia. Arriplex cinerea and Solanwn laciniatum. 
The resulting shrubland has provided excellent 
breeding habitat. for Silver Gulls which now 
dominate all but the most dense stands. 

Pelecanr1s conspicillatus Australian Pelican -
First recorded breeding in 1983 although bone 
remains and guano indicate an extensive breeding 
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• The "Airstrip · in July 1986 showing the develop
ment of Lavatera plebia shrub/and. 

Photo: P . W. \>lcn khorst 

colony in the past' . Small numbers have bred suc
cessful ly on Northern and Eastern Islands in 1 983. 
I 985 arid 1 9861 7 1 � and 1 987 . Eggs were l aid from 
late July to September and young fledged in 
November and December .  

Phalacrocorax varius Pied Cormorant - First 
definitely recorded breeding in 1 986 when 3-+ 
nests were found in Atriplex cinerea shrubland 
growing on the easternmost point of Eastern 
Island . Seventeen of the nests contained eggs on 
:.7 July .  In  September 1 987. 1 06 nests��were 
present and at least 70 young were fledged in t hat 
year. Belcher: provided evidence of an extensi,·e 
colonv of Pied Cormorants at Mud I slands in the 
J 890s· and J .  H. Reed observed cormorant nests 
there ahl)UI 1 93 1  ( in l i t t .  to W. R. Whcc.:ler) .  

Haenwropm longirostris Pied Ovstercatcher 
Up to 10 pairs nest annual ly. e . g .  °Tarr:' found 20 
juveniles in November l 9:'i I .  

Haematopus .fidiginosus Sooty Oystercatchcr -
There have been several reports of a S001y 
O\'stercatchcr mated with a Pied Ovstercatcher 
at· Mud Islands20

·
29 ( PWM pers. obs . '  1984 . I . D .  

Temby . NPWS pers. comm .  1 986 ) and in  1 97-+ a 
Sooty Oys1ercatcher chick was banded 1 ( D . 
Moroney. VORG pers . comm . ) .  No other breed
ing has been recorded . 

Larus nornehollandiae Si lver Gul l  - First 
recorded breeding in 1 959 when five pairs bred20 . 

The colony grew slowly to about I 000 pairs in 
1 970:u_ In  the !'a te 1 970s the population exploded 
and had reached 40-50 000 pairs by 1986. Nests 
are found over the ent ire area above h igh t ide 
level except for the Glaucium ffavum herbland at 
the north end of Boatswain  I sland .  Nest densities 
are h ighest in /so/epis nodosa sedgeland on 
Northern Island and throughout t he Atriplex 
cinerea shrubland on Boatswain and Eastern 
Islands. Colour marking has s hown t hat birds 
breeding at Mud Islands feed throughout the 
suburbs of Melbourne . especia l ly on rubbish t ips 
m the south-eastern suburbs and Mornington 
Peninsula ( I .  D .  Temby . NPWS. pers. comm. ) .  

Hydroprogne caspia Caspian Tern - Usual lv 20 
to 25 pairs nest in loose colonies. Eggs are ·laid 
between late September and early November. 
Nest ing areas vary but in recent years have al l  
been on bare sand or in Cakile maririma herbland 
along the western shore of Boatswain Island. For
merlv often nested at the north end of t he 
'Airstrip· on Eastern Island.  

Srerna nereis Fairv Tern - Previouslv bred annu
al ly on shingle banks at various site·s around the 
Is lands .  Up to 1 00 nests were reported during the 
1 960s and early 1 970s . In  recent  years breeding 
has been infrequent and has involved onlv about 
IO pairs . usually on a shingle bank near th·e chan
nel between Northern and Eastern Is lands . 

Srema bergii Crested Tern - Has bred annual ly 
since_ 1 966 but apparently not recorded prior to 
then - I _ Numbers ha\'e increased in  the late 1 970s
carly ! 980s and 800- 1 oon pairs now breed 1 r 1 (pers. 
obs . ) .  B reeds in Cakile maritima herbland at 
\'arious points a long the western shore of 
Bnatswain Island or t he southern shore of Eastern 
(i;land and has bred at t he south end oi the 
•Airstrip· . Eggs are laid in late October and 
November and most voung have left the nesl bv 
late December .  · -

Factors Affecting Status 

The numerous changes in physiography of Mud 
Islands have strongly influt:nccd t he locations and 
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size of seabird colonies there.  Widening and 
deepening of the entra nce to  Port Ph i l l ip  Bay . 
and the dredging of the shipping channel_s .  
changed t b e  patterns o f  currents  and resu l ted m 
physiographic changes to the sand shoals and . 
consequently,  to Mud Is lands .  The most dramatic 
changes have been the erosion of  most of \Vestcrn 
I sland (whose remnants form Northern I sland ) 
and the loss of North Cape w i th  i t s  ta l l  
Leucopogon p,1Tvifturus sh rubland . 

The long-term effects of guano min ing arc 
large ly unk nown as there a re no detai Jed records 
of seabird colonies before min im!  bega n .  How
e\'er.  the i n t roduction and p�n l i fera t i0n of 
European Rabbits Orvcrolagus rn11ic11lus resul ted 
in significan t  long-term changes to the vegetat ion 
and probably contr ibuted to crnsion of s torm
petrel colonies .  Si nce the ear ly  I 9g( 1s . when the 
rabbit populat ion was a lmost exterminated . a 
dense regrowth of shrubs and weeJs has created 
further fovourable b reeding  habitat for S i lver 
Gulls .  The enormous i ncr/ase in the breed ing 
populat ion of  Si lver G ul ls appears tn haw placed 
increased pressure on breed ing terns t hrough 
direct predat ion of eggs and pu l l i . as well as 
harassmen t .  However .  evidence of signif icanl 
predation or harassment  of Whi te-faced Storm
Petrels i s  lack i ng .  In the la te 1 920s breed ing 
colonies of P ied� Cormora nts were apparent ly  
destroved bv fishermen ( J .  H .  Reed in l i t t .  to  W.  
R .  Whee ler) . 

With i ncreasing frequency , ,·i i tnrs to Mud 
Islands cause disruption to breedi ng pe l icans.  
cormorants . terns . ovstercatchers and Red
capped Plovers . People walking on the beaches 
and sandspits inadvcrtcn t l y  Aush i ncubat ing birds .  
leaving the eggs and young exposed t l)  pred ; 1 t ion 
bv Si lver Gul l s .  Few .  i f  anv .  v is i tors \\ a l k  over t he 
p�esent storm-petrel colonies as these a re in 
rather un in,·i t i ng  i tuat ions .  

Other Seabirds Recorded 

f'hala.-rocora.\ carho 
Pha/at_·rocura x .H,lctrvsrris 
f'ha/acrocorax 111,'lc1110/e11co< 
I.arm paci/ic11s 
Laws �/011;i111ca1111s 
Srema hir1111do 
Srema albifrnns 

Grca1  Cornwrant 
Litt le B lac·k Cormora n l  
L i t tk  Pied Cormo111.1nt 
PaC'l tic Gul l  
Kelp Gu l l  
Common Tern 
Li t t l e  Tern 

• Caki h:  mar i t ima herb/al/{/, Boats1H1in Island, 
Felm/{/r\' / 984. 

Photo : P . \\' . '.\knkhorst 

Banding 

£1,drpwla minor - t wo adul ts  banded in 1 968 . 

Pelagociroma marina - some of the earl iest b ird 
banding i n  Aus tra l i a  was conducted on t his 
species at Mud I slands ' ! ! -'' .: i _  Forty-four White
faced Storm-Petrels were banded in 1 9 1 -t and a 
fur ther 1 92 adu l ts  were banded between 1 9 1 5  and 
1 9 1 9 .  No further  banding took place at Mud 
I s lands unt i l  J anuarv 1 955  when a long-term 
hand ing  s tudv of the White-faced Srorm::-Pctrc l  
comme�iced . D ur ing  th i s  pwject , wh ich cea�ed in 
1 980 . 12  652 sto rm-petre ls were banded and 
about 2% recovered 1 " .  An unconfirmed reco\'erv . 
a lmost certa in lv from M ud Is lands.  was from 65 
km nort h-west nf Geraldron . Western Austra l ia .  
Another h i rd was recove red in Nlive mber of i t s  
�ccond year  og a h i p  o ff Cape Otwa,· . 1 30 k m  
,11ut h-wcst of M u d  I slands 1 � .  

Pell?l-"111111s co11spicillau1s - tcn  pu l l i  banded 1 11 

1 983 . two in  1 9X) 

Phalacrocora.r niri11s - 6� pul l i  banded 1 11 
October 1 987. 

Haenwropus _tit!iginus11s - one pul lus banded 
1 97➔ , 

Lams llOl' {leholl1111diac - smal l  numbers b:inclecl 
annual lv  between 1 960 and 1 965 and in 1 97-t . 
Betwcc;1 1 979 and I 9R7 I I 300 pu l l i  were banded 
h,· D. G. N ichol ls  and 2 ° 0 have been reco\·ered . 
l�ecLwc rics from Victo r i a .  NSW.  Tas . .  and Qld 
( up to I .i5() k m  from banding s i lt' ) .  
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H_nlroprug11e caspia - One adult  and one pul lus 
in 1 963 . 

Sterna bergii - 1 1  adults .  and seven pul l i  banded 
in I 98 1 .  484 pul l i  in December 1 986 and 400 pu l l i  
in December 1 987 . 

Stema 11ereis - Ten adults .  32 pu l l i  and two 
j u\'en i les banded between 1 96 1  and 1 965 . 
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