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Welcome!


Thank you for your interest in the Boat Harbour Shorebird Study Group. The Sutherland Shire is 
blessed with so many beautiful and fascinating environmental assets; places where nature still 
thrives right alongside our community, enhancing our quality of life and reminding us that we live 
on an extraordinary land. These localities have been bequeathed to us by good fortune and often 
good management and we have a moral duty to pass them on in the same condition which they 
came to us, not just for future generations, but to ensure the survival of our fellow species who 
reside in those places.


Boat Harbour is one such place, on a comparatively remote part of Bate Bay, this location has 
suffered less at the hands of development and post colonial occupation than other parts of 
nearby Cronulla.


Apart from the diverse and fascinating invertebrate life of the reef, what makes Boat Harbour 
particularly special is that it hosts a population of migratory shorebirds which breed around 
12,500km from Sydney, in the far reaches of Siberia and western Alaska. These birds mostly 
include Red-necked Stints, Pacific Golden Plovers, Ruddy Turnstones, frequently Sharp-tailed 
Sandpipers and Grey-tailed Tattlers, often Red Knots and Bar-tailed Godwits and sometimes 
Great Knots, Sanderling, Greater Sand Plovers and Lesser Sand Plovers. The reef also hosts a 
migratory guest from New Zealand, the beautiful Double-banded Plover. Many other non 
migratory shorebirds also reside on the reef, including Sooty Oystercatchers, a number of tern 
species and the delightful Red-capped Plover. Cormorants and herons are regulars and now and 
again the reef is visited by Little Penguins and rare vagrants, like the American Golden Plover.


The story of these birds and their journeys is one of the most powerful and moving in the world of 
nature, reminding us that not only do we have the fortune to reside in a magnificent manifestation, 
but that we live in one world, a single biosphere in which the arbitrary borders of humans and their 
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politics are meaningless. There are few species who serve to better remind us that they belong to 
all the earth than these birds. They remind us that we bear the burden and the joy to care for them 
and the reef so they may endure here and in the other locations of the planet which they visit on 
their pursuit of an endless summer.


In the late 1960’s and early 1970’s I would sometimes enjoy a lazy Sunday afternoon stroll along 
the seashore from Wanda Beach to Boat Harbour. Along the way I would see many small 
sandpipers and plovers, often joined by larger birds too, all dashing up and down the sand to the 
rhythm of the rising and falling wavelets. When the waves would recede, these small birds would 
would dash down the beach to pull at any sand worms which had revealed themselves. Some of 


the slightly larger ones would stay just above the water line, jabbing their bills rapidly into the 
firmer wet sand, seeking out tiny cockles and tellins. Others would use their long bills to probe 
deeply for larger sand worms or daintily snap up any tiny invertebrates which were unlucky 
enough to catch their eye.


Arriving at Boat Harbour, there was always a proliferation of these birds. I cannot say how many 
but they were numerous enough to delight a young naturalist, though one still too young to 
understand their true significance and know them by name.


As the decades have gone by, the shorebirds have become banished from our beaches, first by 
dune buggies, then by horses, then by trail bikes, then humans and dogs. Sand companies 
removed the sand hills where the Red-capped Plovers would breed and their numbers have 
subsequently crashed, as have those of the shorebirds which once decorated our shorelines.
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The population which now resides on Boat Harbour is largely restricted to the reef and any sand 
directly adjacent. It is a small remnant population which might remind us of what once was.


You can learn more about these birds and the reef by downloading my free ebook at https://
aussiewild.com.au/ebooks/common-shorebirds-of-boat-harbour.pdf


It was some years before I would take up binoculars and spotting scope, seek out tertiary 
qualifications and eventually find myself on the other side of Australia, at Broome Bird 
Observatory, where I held the position of Warden. It was here on the pink beaches and stunning 
coastal scenery, along which roosts of tens of thousands of these birds can be observed where 
my eyes were truly opened to the mind blowing brilliance of their kind. Observing their annual 
cycles and their annual departures for the Yellow Sea have formed some of the most memorable 
occasions of my life.


Upon returning to Sydney I took up work as an Avian Consultant and worked as a contractor to 
another consultant who was managing a study of the shorebirds of the greater Sydney region in 
response to the development of the Port Botany Container Terminal. My role was to conduct 
weekly surveys of Boat Harbour and Quibray Bay.


In the course of that time I established a community shorebird study group at Long Reef, on 
Sydney’s Northern Beaches, which endures to this day.


It was here that I discovered the great necessity for not only learning about the shorebirds on this 
reef but also helping the community to become better stewards of this important locality. What I 
witnessed were distressing levels of disturbance by humans and their pet dogs, people driving 
cars up onto the reef and so many careless acts which I know people wouldn’t undertake were 
they to know about the birds of Boat Harbour and their wonderful stories.
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For this reason I have established the Boat Harbour Shorebird Study Group. My goal is to engage 
like minded people to join together and add to the data which will help expand our knowledge of 
these birds. I also wish to share the stories of these birds and help our local community to 
experience the vast wonder of them and how to be good stewards of this valuable location.


This little booklet will help you know how to become a part of the study group, joining us as 
citizen scientists and helping to conserve these birds’ home and very existence. I look forward to 
having you join with us.


Ricki Coughlan





I recognise the continuous occupation of the Kamay locality by the Gweagal clan of the 
Dharawal people for tens of thousands of years. I acknowledge their elders past, present 

and emerging. 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Study methods, protocols and procedures


Once a month we meet at the car park of Sir Joseph Banks Drive, Kurnell. If our numbers are 
high, in order to save parking spaces, we may initially meet before the road narrows and pool cars 
to drive to the car park.


The meeting date will be posted on our Facebook page. The meeting time will be designed to 
ensure that we arrive at Boat Harbour shortly after the high tide has turned. This is because 
shorebirds tend to be more relaxed as the tide begins to recede.


High tides are better for counting shorebirds if we are looking for population data, as they are 
generally all concentrated into one or two homogenous roosts. During low tides they disperse 
across the entire reef and out onto Merries Reef which is exposed only during low tides.


After meeting we will then walk to the 1.5 km trail through Botany Bay/Kamay National Park to 
Boat Harbour. We will set up on the sand and then scan the reef for roosts with binoculars. 


When the roosts have been located, one of us will systematically use a telescope to identify and 
count the birds whilst someone will scribe, or keep the tally for each species. The count should be 
completed within half an hour, after which we can all freely observe the birds and take 
photographs, etc..


It’s necessary for only one to count and identify, so as to avoid double counting birds.


We will note species name, their number, their behaviour (roosting/foraging), the date, time, tide 
and any disturbance actions which may be occurring.
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The data will kept on a spreadsheet so that we can build information about the movements/
occurrence of each species across the years and form a firmer understanding of habitation 
patterns and movements of these birds along the coast.


Data will also be added to BirdLife Australia’s Birdata platform and eBird, permitting access for all 
researchers.


Everyone will be trained in the identification of the birds and learn their stories.




“There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally 
breathed into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone cycling on 
according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most 
beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.” - Charles Darwin
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What to wear and bring


Colours should all be dull, including backpacks. Please don’t wear bright clothing or hats as these 
things can sometimes startle a bird and it could put the entire roost up.


Backpack to put everything in. I wear breathable, wickable technical clothing for maximum 
comfort and recommend the same.


Shoes should be suitable for walking on slippery rock surfaces and getting totally immersed in 
water. As we’ll be walking around 1.5k each way to the reef it’s a good idea that they’re also 
suitable for slogging around on a trail which can have stretches of mud as well as soft sand.


Boat Harbour is quite exposed, so wind - and sometimes cooler wind than you might imagine - 
can be prevalent. Unless it’s a very warm day I will usually pack a fleecy top. If there’s any chance 
of rain I bring a gortex jacket.


Sun protection is important. I highly recommend that if you’re fair skinned you cover up or at least 
use sunblock liberally. A hat or cap is pretty essential - if wearing a cap, maybe a little sunblock 
on those ears!


We’ll be doing some wading sometimes so pants which you can roll up or zip the lower leg off are 
useful, otherwise shorts work okay.


In the winter it can get bitterly cold at Boat Harbour, as it’s facing straight into the Antarctic blast 
off the Tasman Sea. I recommend beanies, scarves, gloves without fingers (so you can focus 
scopes and binoculars and hold pens). A good gortex jacket with a high neck and hood is a 
necessity in those conditions.


If you have binoculars bring them along. I have some good quality binoculars which I can also 
loan.


If you have a scope and tripod you may wish to bring it along too.


There’s always something to photograph at Boat Harbour so cameras can be a good idea.


Water is pretty essential in the summer but perhaps less so in the colder months.


“In my hand I held the most remarkable of all living things, a creature of astounding 
abilities that elude our understanding, of extraordinary, even bizarre senses, of stamina 
and endurance far surpassing anything in the animal world. Yet my captive measured a 

mere five inches in length and weighed less than half an ounce, about the weight of a fifty 
cent piece. I held that truly awesome enigma, a bird.” - A.C. Fisher
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Dealing with disturbance


We will witness disturbance on the reef most visits. What we don’t want to do is bring our study 
group into ill repute by creating aggression from other visitors on the reef. 


It’s important that if we engage with people who are bringing dogs onto the reef that we remain 
courteous, friendly and give their dogs a pat. Nobody is intentionally doing the wrong thing. 
People are generally obliging if they know we are doing research and they’ll keep their dogs off 
the reef.


It’s my plan that I make some little brochures that we can give to dog owners who don’t know 
about the values of the reef. At Long Reef we had more than one dog owner join our group and 
become a regular shorebirder after we spoke to them. 


If we see shellfish poaching, people driving cars onto the reef or other destructive/illegal 
behaviour we may photograph the perpetrators but do so in a way which is surreptitious and non 
confrontational.


“All good things are wild and free” - Henry David Thoreau 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Joining the Boat Harbour Shorebird Study Group


To join the group send an email to ricki@aussiewild.com.au


When I receive your email I will send you a link to a membership form which has a waver for 
responsibility for your personal property. You will be covered by public liability insurance when 
participating in BHSSG activities but I’m unable to cover your personal property.


Children are very welcome.




“The earth has music for those who listen” - William Shakespeare 


Kurranulla on Dharawal Country 10

mailto:ricki@aussiewild.com.au





Boat Harbour Shorebird Study Group


is facilitated by Aussie Wild Nature Discovery


Find out more at


https://aussiewild.com.au/boat-harbour-shorebird-study-group/


Find us on Facebook


https://www.facebook.com/birdingaustralia


Contact Ricki Coughlan


ricki@aussiewild.com.au


M. 0400 436 910
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