
Plains-wanderer Recovery Plan 
adopted 
 

On 28 June 2016 the National Recovery Plan 
for the Plains-wanderer came into effect under 
the EPBC Act. The final recovery plan can 
be accessed at: 
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodivers
ity/threatened/recovery-plans/plains-
wanderer-2016 

 

Plains-wanderer on NSW Iconic 
Species list 
 

In May 2016, the Plains-wanderer joined 
the Koala, Brush-tailed Rock Wallaby, 
Southern Corroboree Frog, Malleefowl and 
Wollemi Pine on the New South Wales list 
of iconic species. As part of the listing,  
Environment Minister Mark Speakman 
announced that the Plains-wanderer will be 
given priority investment under the NSW 
Government’s $100 million Saving our  
Species program in an attempt to prevent its 
numbers declining further.  

The Birds and the Peas  
Grasslands Field Day  
 

Join the Northern Plains Conservation 
Management Network, Trust for Nature 
and Dr David Baker-Gabb in launching 
the Managing Native Grasslands for Plains-
wanderers Field Guide.  

Hear from Dr Dan Harley about the Zoos 
Victoria Fighting Extinction programme 
and their plan to start captive-breeding 
Plains-wanderers in 2017.  

Walk with grassland ecologist Paul  
Foreman and learn how to survey for 
threatened grassland plants.  

WHEN: Friday October 7th 2016, 
10.00am to 2.30pm  

WHERE: Andy and Judy McGillivray’s, 
McIntyre Rd, off Roslynmead Rd,  
Torrumbarry. Vic Roads Reference: 30J2 
and 31A2. Morning tea, lunch and  
afternoon tea will be provided. 

RSVP is essential to the North Central 
CMA by 3rd October on (03) 5448 7124 
or email info@nccma.vic.gov.au  

This occasional newsletter covers news, and information about Plains-wanderer 
conservation and management. Past newsletters are available via a link on the Trust for 
Nature website http://www.trustfornature.org.au/our-conservation-work/priority-species/plains-

wanderer/ and on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/TrustforNatureVictoria  

Thanks to all of the contributors to this issue, and particularly for the review of Queensland records by 
Maree Rich and colleagues. If you have articles that may be of interest to others, please send copies to the 
editor David Baker-Gabb at Elanus@bigpond.com  
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Maree Rich, National Parks, Sport and 
Racing, Longreach 
 

The Plains-wanderer is rarely recorded in 

Queensland with only 47 confirmed  

sightings from the past 100 years, of 

which 33 are recorded in WildNet (the 

Queensland Government’s central data-

base for fauna and flora records  

maintained by the Department of Science, 

Information Technology and Innovation). 

There have been reports of 27 Plains-

wanderer sightings since 1986 (totalling 

over 76 birds, Table 1), including 13 from 

the Mitchell Grass Downs bioregion, 

seven from the Channel Country, six in 

the Brigalow Belt and one from the Mulga 

Lands. 

Significant survey effort in the late 1980s 

in the Nails Creek area on Davenport 

Downs by Philip Maher, Jack Pettigrew 

and David Stewart resulted in over 40 

birds seen on three trips.  It should be 

noted that although between 6 and 20 

birds were tallied for each of these  

sightings; the Plains-wanderers were seen 

as individuals or pairs, or as reported in 

one instance, a male bird with two young 

chicks. Incidental sightings of one or two 

birds make up the bulk of the remaining 

records from 1986 to 1995. 

Incidental sightings of one or two birds 

also account for most of the records from 

1996 to 2005, except for a survey in April 

2001 coordinated by David Baker-Gabb 

on Diamantina and Astrebla Downs    

national parks and the Nails Creek  

corridor. This survey first sought out  

optimal Plains-wanderer habitat and then 

searched over 300 km of transects at night 

but resulted in only one confirmed sighting 

and three probable sightings.  Conditions 

at the time were reported to be good to 

above average after very good rainfall in 

2000 resulting in a higher than normal 

ground cover density.  This could have 

assisted the Plains-wanderers in evading 

detection, or it could have simply made the 

area unsuitable for the birds at that time, 

hence the low number of sightings.  

Baker-Gabb also noted low encounter 

rates for other ground-dwelling birds  

compared to NSW during April 2001. 

 

News from the Range States 

Significant survey 

effort in the late 

1980s in the Nails 

Creek area on 

Davenport 

Downs..... resulted 

in over 40 birds seen 

on three trips.  
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Plains-wanderers in Queensland—a summary of the last 30 Years 

Chick captured and photographed.  

Photo: Andrew McDougall, NPSR Rockhampton 



Plains-wanderers in Queensland (cont) 

In the last ten years, there has been more 

survey effort on Diamantina and Astrebla 

Downs national parks during threatened 

species projects that involved hundreds of 

hours of field work, during both day and 

night, but not specifically aimed at Plains-

wanderers.  This has resulted in more 

regular incidental sightings, and although 

of low numbers of birds (of one or two 

per sighting), it confirms their continued 

presence in the landscape. 

Three of these sightings were made by day; 

including the hand capture of a chick (the 

adult flew away and was unable to be  

relocated). The rest were seen at night, 

including a pair incidentally observed for 

over five minutes on a graded road while 

the other four individuals were seen while 

conducting routine spotlighting, one of 

which was caught and photographed. 

Although other Plains-wanderers were 

seen on the same two nights, they were left 

unconfirmed at the time; the birds were all 

seen flying away a short distance before 

dropping to land. 

In April-May 2013, a concentrated effort 

by Parks Victoria staff and volunteers, and 

a QPWS staff member covered over 150 

km of nocturnal transects with no Plain-

wanderers seen, and again low encounter 

rates were reported for all other ground-

dwelling birds. The 2013 survey also  

assessed the habitat at known sighting  

locations on Diamantina National Park 

and the Nails Creek corridor and  

compared them with known Plains-wander 

sites from the Northern Plains in Victoria.  

Findings indicated similar levels of 

grass/herb cover, grass/herb heights and 

biomass scores, but greatly differed in the 

lack of lichen/cryptogamic crusts at the 

Queensland sites. It was also noted that 

when compared with the randomly located 

habitat assessment sites in Victoria, the 

Queensland sites had lower mean grass 

cover – less than 10 per cent compared 

with over 45 per cent for Victoria – so 

some of the sites visited on that trip may 

have been unsuitable for Plains-wanderers 

at the time. 

Much of western Queensland experienced 

higher than average rainfall in 2009-2011 

resulting in abundant vegetative growth, 

which lingered well into 2013 on the  

national parks. This could render habitat 

structure unsuitable or hinder Plains-

wanderer detection by even the most  

determined bird watcher, as found in the 

last major survey effort in April 2001. 

 

 

 

 In the last ten 

years, there has 

been more survey 

effort on 

Diamantina and 

Astrebla Downs 

national parks 

during threatened 

species projects that 

involved hundreds 

of hours of field 

work ...  
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Left:  Female Plains-wanderer captured in  

Astrebla Downs National Park , May 2014. 

Photo:  Barry Nolan, NPSR Airlie Beach  

The sightings from Astrebla Downs  

National Park from April and May 2013 

were made while spotlight shooting feral 

cats (6-8 hours per night). In both cases 

only one bird was located and positively 

identified as a Plains-wanderer; including a 

bird caught and photographed in May.  



In May 2014, the Plains-wanderer seen at 

Astrebla Downs National Park while spot-

lighting for feral cats was initially seen as a 

small bird’s heat signature on a thermal 

imaging camera being trialled at the time.  

The identity of the bird was confirmed as 

a Plains-wanderer by locating it with a 

handheld spotlight. Thermal imaging  

technology is still relatively new and as 

such is only just beginning to be used in 

fauna survey applications.  So far the trials 

conducted by QPWS staff have shown a 

promising advantage over the traditional 

halogen or modern HID spotlight – but 

only for particular species, so more work 

will need to be done in this area.   

It is difficult to draw conclusions from the 

small number of sighting records for 

Queensland. Was the Plains-wanderer 

more numerous in the 1980s or was the 

area around Diamantina National Park 

much more suitable for Plains-wanderers 

then than it is now? Sighting frequency 

may simply be a function of search effort 

by appropriately trained personnel.          

It is important that both Diamantina and  

Astrebla Downs national parks continue to 

be regularly visited by bird watchers and 

researchers. 

 

Plains-wanderers in Queensland—(cont) 

The Plains-

wanderer seen at 

Astrebla Downs 

National Park while 

spotlighting for feral 

cats was initially 

seen as a  small 

bird’s heat signature 

on a thermal 

imaging camera.  
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Location Approx date Number  

1986 - 1995 

27km W of Cowley Bore 1987 3 

W Paraputcheri WH, Davenport Downs 06/1987 15 

Near boundary of Astrebla Downs NP and Davenport 

Downs 
1987 1 

Nails Creek, Sandhills Paddock, Davenport Downs 14/06/1987 20 

Nails Creek, Sandhills Paddock, Davenport Downs 06/1988 6 

Between Theodore and Taroom 25/06/1989 2 

0.5km S of Isla Gorge Lookout on Leichhardt Hwy 25/06/1989 2 

Riverside Stn, 10km NE of Chinchilla 1989 2 

No 2 bore, Davenport Downs 09/1990 2 

Tucson near Longreach 1990 1 

No 2 bore, Davenport Downs 09/1991 2 

Bell area, foothills of Bunya Mts 1/10/1995 2 

Table 1.  Records of Plains-wanderers in Queensland 1986-2015 

Above right: Mark Antos and Peter Dann  

measuring golf ball scores in  

Diamantina National Park. 

Photo: Maree Rich, NPSR Longreach  



Plains-wanderers in Queensland—(cont) 

 

It is important that 

both Diamantina 

and Astrebla Downs 

national parks 

continue to be 

regularly visited by 

bird watchers and 

researchers.  
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1996 – 2005 

Sand-dune behind Homestead, Diamantina NP 18/01/1996 1 

Leichardt Hwy S of Wandoan 1997 1 

Leichardt Hwy S of Isla Gorge NP lookout 1997 1 

Eastern boundary track, Astrebla Downs NP 1999 1 

c2km south of No 2 Bore, Astrebla Downs NP 02/2001 1 

Diamantina NP 
15/04/2001 1 

Diamantina National Park, CWQ 28/02/2002 2 

2006– 2015 

Foothills Tank approximately 15km northwest of 
Diamantina base, Diamantina National Park 

14/11/2006 1 

Near 8 Mile Creek, Diamantina National Park 14/11/2006 2 

Diamantina River Road, south of Brighton Downs  homestead 04/04/2009 2 

Bilby South Site/Rabbit Transect, Diamantina NP 05/05/2010 1 

Diamantina River Road, about 750 m north of the Davenport 

Downs boundary, Diamantina NP 
16/04/2011 1 

Northeast of Talgoo Creek, Astrebla Downs NP 10/04/2013 1 

Northeast of Talgoo Creek, Astrebla Downs NP 15/05/2013 1 

Curica Creek, 2.8km west of Warra Gate Track, Astrebla 

Downs NP 
12/05/2014 1 

Location Date Number  



Mark Antos, Parks Victoria and David Baker-
Gabb 

 

Provided the weather allows vehicle  

access, Mark and a team of volunteers 

monitor Plains-wanderers and habitat 

structure in Terrick Terrick National Park 

6-8 times each year. David monitors 20 

paddocks across the Patho and Lower 

Avoca Plains each autumn (Figure 1), half 

on public reserves and half on private 

land. After a significant decline in  

numbers on the Patho and Lower Avoca 

Plains during 2011-14, Plains-wanderers 

staged a partial recovery on the Patho 

Plains in late 2014 and early 2015 when a 

combined total of 39 Plains-wanderers 

were located in just four (16%) of 24  

paddocks surveyed.  Seven of the birds 

were adults and 32 (82%) were chicks or 

juveniles, and so we were hopeful that late 

2015 and early 2016 would lead to further 

population recovery. 

Spring 2015 and summer 2016 were  

hotter and dryer than average, with the 

red soil in nearly all private paddocks and 

some reserve paddocks carrying  

considerably less biomass of grass than 

Plains-wanderers prefer. This did not  

auger well for Plains-wanderer breeding 

success on private land. Over the 12 

months to May 2015, Mark and David 

recorded a combined minimum total of 13 

Plains-wanderers from four (14%) of 29 

paddocks monitored.  Plains-wanderers 

were only recorded in reserves. There was 

evidence of three breeding events in two 

reserve paddocks, with one paddock  

indicating two separate breeding events 

with eggs laid in December 2015 and 

about March 2016.   

No Plains-wanderers were recorded on 

the Lower Avoca Plains in 2014, 2015, 

and again in 2016.                                   

So the Plains-wanderer population on  

Victoria’s Northern Plains still remains 

well below levels recorded there in 2010. 

Good numbers of other bird species such 

as Singing Bushlarks and Richard’s Pipits 

have been recorded on reserve paddocks, 

but not on private land, indicating that 

food availability is probably not a limiting 

factor on reserves. Quail and button-quail 

numbers are very low. Fat-tailed Dunnart 

encounter rates are at or close to their 

highest levels since monitoring  

commenced, but only on reserved public 

land, indicating a recovery on reserves 

from declines following the floods in 

2010-11.  

Rainfall during several months over  

autumn/winter 2016 was above average 

and has the potential to have a major  

influence on habitat structure with the  

onset of warm weather in spring. While it 

may provide opportunities for some very 

bare areas to recover, conditions also need 

to be monitored carefully to ensure  

management interventions take place in a 

timely manner if and where required to 

prevent excessive biomass build up over 

the summer months. The increased  

productivity and food availability created 

by the wet conditions, coupled with  

appropriate biomass management, has the 

potential to stimulate breeding activity 

over spring and summer. 

Plains-wanderer monitoring results from Victoria 2015-2016 

Rainfall during 

several months over 

autumn and winter 

2016 was above 

average and has the 

potential to have a 

major influence on 

habitat structure 

with the onset of 

warm weather 

during spring.  
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Right: Plains-wanderer nesting habitat. 

Photo: Mark Antos 



Plains-wanderer monitoring and surveys from New South Wales 
2014-2016  

David Parker,  
Office of Environment and Heritage 
  
Monitoring of Plains-wanderers and habitat 

structure has taken place across the NSW  

Riverina since 2001, and continued during 

2014-16 at 16 sites three times a year.  

During late 2014 and early 2015 observations 

of Plains-wanderers increased slightly across 

the monitoring sites, however overall numbers 

continued to remain low, and by late 2015 

numbers were dropping again. During this 

period 28 Plains-wanderers were recorded, 

including 23 adults, two juveniles and three 

chicks. While these records came from six of 

the 16 sites monitored, 60%, including that of 

an adult male with three chicks seen in spring 

2014, were from just one site.  

Despite the low numbers, other observations 

of Plains-wanderers recorded outside the 

monitoring program have been encouraging. 

These observations took place while searching 

for potential founder birds for a captive  

population to be housed at Taronga Zoo.  

While searching areas north of the  

Murrumbidgee River, two young Plains-

wanderers of different ages were observed 

together, suggesting that two breeding events 

had occurred there in close succession in early 

July and late August 2015. Further south,  

observations of juvenile birds indicated  

breeding events had occurred in October and 

December 2015, and in January 2016. 

During 2014 and early 2015 other grassland 

birds were recorded in low numbers, with 

Richard’s Pipits and Banded Lapwings being 

the only species recorded in double figures.  

Frustratingly, there were also a couple of nights 

when no bird species at all were observed 

across the monitoring grids, despite these areas 

being in suitable condition, including for 

Plains-wanderers. By late 2015 bird numbers 

had started to pick up slightly, most notably for 

Stubble Quail, with Little Button-quail seen in 

a few paddocks. Where present, both of these 

species were observed at varying stages of 

breeding. Little Button-quail appeared to be 

more common north of the Murrumbidgee, 

with the species recorded singly or in pairs and 

small family groups. South of the  

Murrumbidgee, Stubble Quail were more  

common.  

The Riverina received below average rainfall 

across the Plains-wanderer’s range between 

November 2012 and April 2016, despite  

occasional good falls during these 3½ years.  

In the last few days of April 2016 heavy rain 

began to fall, and throughout May high rainfall 

was recorded across much of the Riverina. 

Rainfall events continued during June and July 

resulting in above-average rainfall across the 

region. With rainfall exceeding 100 mm in the 

west and 200 mm in the east during June and 

July, the usual round of winter monitoring had 

to be abandoned.  

Following on from this year’s winter rainfall, 

the Bureau of Meteorology is predicting that 

the Riverina is likely to experience average to 

above-average rainfall. With spring just around 

the corner, this breeding season promises to be 

a good one for the Plains-wanderer. 

 

 

With spring just 
around the corner, 
this breeding season 
promises to be a 
good one for  
Plains-wanderers. 
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Far left: Bali Hai paddocks on 7 May 2016 
Left: Bali Hai paddocks 16 days later on  
23 May 2016   

Photos: David Parker 

  



David Baker-Gabb, wildlife ecologist. 

In 2005 Bush Heritage Australia pur-

chased the 63 000 ha Boolcoomatta Sta-

tion as a conservation reserve. The prop-

erty lies 100 km west of Broken Hill and 

475 km north-east of Adelaide in north-

east South Australia (Figure 1). In the east 

the reserve is predominantly saltbush 

plains, while in the west it is mainly rocky 

hills, as is neighbouring Bimbowrie Con-

servation which shares about 15 km of  

boundary with Boolcoomatta.  Other 

neighbouring properties are predomi-

nantly saltbush plains grazed by sheep. 

Because of their suitability for grazing, 

saltbush plains are rare in the national 

reserve system and the purchase of Bool-

coomatta was significant for this reason.  

Most of the South Australian records for 

Plains-wanderers in the past three decades 

have come from an area north of the Bar-

rier Highway and south-west of Broken 

Hill, and centred on Boolcoomatta, Kalka-

roo and Mulyungarie Stations. A kangaroo 

shooter, Peter Absolom, reported seeing 

numerous Plains-wanderers on Bool-

coomatta and Kalkaroo over 20 years dur-

ing his nocturnal work there. Unfortu-

nately the number and location of most of 

his past records could not be verified. 

During 2006-07, Peter Absolom provided 

Bush Heritage with GPS records of ten 

Plains-wanderer sightings.   

Keith Bellchambers and colleagues re-

corded one Plains-wanderer on Kalkaroo 

near the boundary with Boolcoomatta in 

2006, and a SA Field Naturalists survey 

produced one record on Boolcoomatta in 

2007. In 2009 I found no Plains-

wanderers, and very low numbers of other 

bird species there during an exceptionally 

dry year. Anticipating the possibility of 

recovery in the Plains-wanderer population 

following the unusually high rainfall that 

commenced in November 2009, I under-

took a repeat survey in March 2010, but 

again no Plains-wanderers were located. 

Boolcoomatta Reserve, South Australia 

Most of the South 

Australian records 

for Plains-

wanderers in the 

past three decades 

have come from 

Boolcoomatta, 

Kalkaroo and 

Mulyungarie 

stations.  
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Boolcoomatta Reserve, South Australia (cont)  

A very young Plains-wanderer chick was 

photographed at night on Boolcoomatta in 

September 2013 by kangaroo shooter,  

Peter Crabbe. The chick was so young that 

there must have been a male parent 

nearby, and possibly siblings, that were not 

seen. The following year in October, one 

adult female Plains-wanderer was seen by 

Bush Heritage ecologist Aaron Fenner not 

far from where the chick was photo-

graphed in the south-east of the reserve. 

The most recent records are from April 

2016 when Ron and Dianne Davies  

conducted monitoring surveys and  

photographed two female and one male 

Plains-wanderer in the north-east of  

Boolcoomatta Reserve.   

With no sheep grazing for the last 11 years 

there has been a significant recovery in the 

vegetation of the saltbush plains on  

Boolcoomatta. This has meant that many 

areas that formerly had a low, sparse 

ground layer of grass and forbs have  

become denser. Most of these areas  

became unsuitably dense for Plains-

wanderers during the very wet years of 

2010-11, and despite subsequent drier 

years, many have remained slightly too 

dense for them. Nevertheless, there are 

still substantial suitable areas around  

former dams that are likely to remain that 

way for the foreseeable future because of 

their historic overgrazing. The area where 

Plains-wanderers were seen in 2013 and 

2014 was near a dam.  

Kalkaroo and Bindarrah stations are  

grazing properties to the north and south 

of Boolcoomatta. They are included with 

the Boolcoomatta Reserve in one of  

Australia’s Important Bird Areas because of 

their combined significance for Plains-

wanderers. When these and other local 

properties are overgrazed during droughts, 

Boolcoomatta has a key role to play as a 

drought refuge for Plains-wanderers. 

At Boolcoomatta, habitat with potentially 

suitable structure for Plains-wanderers can 

change location with seasonal conditions.  

This makes it more difficult to establish a 

monitoring program based on fixed  

locations because the habitat can become 

too sparse in dry years, and then in very 

wet years the growth of ephemeral  

saltbushes can make it too tall and dense. 

Even at the best-known sites in the  

Riverina, it takes on average 0.5-4 hours of 

spotlighting to find one Plains-wanderer. 

At semi-arid Boolcoomatta Reserve, 20-40 

times the spotlighting effort has been  

required per Plains-wanderer sighting.  

Encounter rates are typically much lower 

in arid areas than in the Riverina. Hence in 

arid locations, the widely-used technique 

of spotlighting from a vehicle is always 

likely to have a much lower return for  

effort, making it less valuable.  

The female Plains-wanderer has a  

distinctive call and the use of auditory 

monitoring is currently being explored. 

Should this prove successful then it could 

potentially be a more suitable long-term 

monitoring technique for Boolcoomatta 

Reserve and surrounding sheep stations. 

 

They are included 

with Boolcoomatta 

Reserve as one of 

Australia’s 

Important Bird 

Areas because of 

their combined 

significance for 

Plains-wanderers.    
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Left: Adult male Plains-wanderer  

Photo: David Baker-Gabb 

 



David Parker, Office of Environment and  

Heritage and Richard Matkovcis, Taronga Zoo 

On 27 October 2015, Taronga  

Conservation Society Australia and the 

Office of Environment and Heritage 

(OEH) undertook the first Plains-

wanderer collection trip on the NSW  

Riverine Plains. This trip launched a key 

step in the captive breeding program. The 

aim was to bring a small number of birds 

into captivity and work with them to  

refine husbandry protocols.  

Base camp for the collection trip was at 

Hay. After settling in, which included  

establishing separate accommodation for 

the anticipated birds, the team headed to a 

property where, back in May, a pair of 

Plains-wanderer had been found. Arriving 

early allowed us to look at the condition 

of the surrounding habitat and to listen 

for calls from any Plains-wanderers that 

might be present. At dusk the clear and 

persistent ‘oom’ of two Plains-wanderers 

could be heard, and the direction of the 

calls were noted. After watching the sun 

set and waiting until the night had become 

dark enough, the search for the birds  

commenced.  

This first night proved successful with the 

collection of a brightly-coloured adult  

female. Upon returning to Hay in the early 

hours of the morning, the female was 

weighed, checked for general health, and 

then placed in an acclimation box. Time 

in the acclimation box allowed the bird to 

settle and become familiar with its new 

environment. It also allowed the team to 

assess her response to capture, and ensure 

that any weight loss caused by the distress 

of capture could be regained before she 

was transported back to Sydney.  

Over the course of five collection trips, 16 

Plains-wanderers were observed, seven 

birds were collected, and three pairs were 

established at the newly constructed  

facilities at Taronga Zoo.  

Now under the specialist care of Taronga’s 

bird staff, work has commenced to refine 

the captive husbandry techniques for the 

species, and to learn more about the  

general biology of the species. The three 

pairs are monitored daily by visual  

observation and remote cameras. At this 

stage the pairs appear to be content with 

their surrounds.  

The first clutch of eggs was laid by a  

captive pair in early January, just as Sydney 

experienced a week of rainfall. Neatly 

placed in a shallow scrape under the  

protection of a drooping Poa grass  

tussock, the progress of the nest and the 

behaviour of the pair were monitored by 

Captive husbandry under way in New South Wales 

Now under the 

specialist care of 

Taronga’s bird staff, 

work has 

commenced to 

refine the captive 

husbandry 

techniques for the 

species ... 
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Right: Adult female Plains-wanderer housed at 

Taronga Zoo  

Photo: Vanessa Stebbings 



Captive husbandry under way in New South Wales (cont) 

The next step in the program is to  

establish new purpose-built breeding  

facilities at Taronga’s Western Plains Zoo 

at Dubbo and Werribee Open Range Zoo 

on the outskirts of Melbourne. It is  

anticipated that these facilities will house 

birds collected from across the species’ 

range. The program also relies on the  

active management of Plains-wanderer 

habitat, where grassland condition will be 

maintained at ideal levels for the species.  

The collection of these birds would not 

have been possible without the support of 

local landowners who gave us permission  

to look for birds in one or more of their 

paddocks. We were also privileged to have 

the support of the owners of the Hay Big 

4 - Hay Plains Caravan Park and the  

Jerilderie Motor Inn, where the collection 

team stayed.   

The program also 

relies on the active 

management of 

Plains-wanderer 

habitat, where 

grassland condition 

will be maintained 

at ideal levels for the 

species.  
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zoo staff. They soon noted that while the 

female was happy to do a share of the  

incubating, the male was not interested. 

Even when ‘pushed’ onto the nest by the 

female, the male would sit briefly, wait for 

the female’s back to be turned, and then 

promptly depart through the back of the 

tussock.  

After this first nesting attempt, the female 

went on to lay more eggs. Given the  

ongoing reluctance of the male to  

incubate, zoo staff made the decision to 

collect the eggs and commence artificial 

incubation. The result was that after many 

hours of monitoring and checking the 

eggs, five chicks hatched successfully. 

Only three have successfully made it 

through their first few months of life.  

A disease risk assessment is being under-

taken by Taronga’s veterinary staff. The 

assessment will investigate the probability 

of the birds becoming exposed to a  

parasite or pathogen, both in the wild and 

captive environs. From this, the captive 

breeding team can then consider the  

expected consequence or impact of each 

potential risk during the various steps in 

the captive breeding program.  

Progress towards the broader program 

continues. In the near future the offspring 

at Taronga will be transferred to new   

facilities at Featherdale Wildlife Park,    

perhaps boosted by the addition of more 

wild birds, and for these birds to become 

part of the captive husbandry program.  

Chicks bred in captivity at Taronga Zoo 

Photo: Gabe Virgona 



Bill and Sandra McGillivray 

David Baker-Gabb 

In 1945, Bill McGillivray’s father David and 

his business partner Noel Foster purchased 

about 12 000 acres (4800 ha) of native  

grasslands which included all or parts of the 

Potters, Tomara, Smiths and Jungaburra 

properties on Victoria’s Northern Plains. As a 

young boy Bill roamed over these grasslands 

and developed an interest in birds and nature.   

Bill inherited about 1800 acres of farmland 

centred on the Potters property, and over the 

years acquired different blocks in the district 

so that he and Sandra now own about 3500 

acres of some of the best Plains-wanderer 

country on the Northern Plains. 

In the mid-1980s Bill and Sandras’ son Troy 

had a weimaraner-pointer gun dog that was 

very good at finding grassland birds.  It 

picked up and handed several quail-like birds 

to Bill on the Potters block that he did not 

recognise at the time.  Having now seen 

Plains-wanderers captured by the author on 

the Potters block in 2010, in retrospect Bill is 

confident that the birds Troy’s dog picked up 

and retrieved 30 years earlier were also Plains-

wanderers.  

In 2009 Bill and Sandra purchased Fehrings 

paddock on the northern boundary of their 

property. This paddock proved to be a fairly 

consistent source of Plains-wanderers during 

annual monitoring by the author during  

2010-14. In 1992 two adult female Plains-

wanderers were found in this paddock by Phil 

Maher. Because of this history, Deanna  

Marshall discussed with Bill and Sandra the 

possibility of having a Trust for Nature (TfN) 

covenant on the 136ha (336 acres) of      

grasslands on red soil in Fehrings paddock, 

and in 2015 they agreed. The paddock will 

continue to be grazed by cattle, but more 

conservatively during dry periods than in 

the past. TfN provided funds to offset 

grazing losses, and for new fencing and 

water troughs for stock. They also funded 

the lopping of tall dead emergent limbs on 

sugar gums that provided elevated hunting 

perches for birds of prey.  Bill will manage 

the grazing on the paddock to maintain 

adequate cover for Plains-wanderers. This 

is a significant contribution by the  

McGillivray’s towards the conservation of 

a critically endangered species. 

Bill is currently Vice-President, Northern 

Plains Conservation Management Net-

work, and Bill and Sandra are landholder 

representatives on the Victorian operations 

group of the Plains-wanderer recovery 

team. 

Landholder profile  

Bill will manage the 

grazing on the 

paddock to maintain 

adequate cover for 

Plains-wanderers.  
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Right: Bill and Sandra McGillivray  

outside the old Potter’s cottage 

Photo: David Baker-Gabb 



woodlands. Hence we know almost  

nothing about the diet of foxes in  

grasslands where Plains-wanderers occur. 

A combined sample of 500 fox scats and 

stomachs collected from in or near grass-

lands where Plains-wanderers could occur 

would be adequate to correct this  

information deficit. Only then can the  

potential threat to Plains-wanderers from 

foxes be assessed. If readers are interested 

in collecting samples for this project, 

please contact David Baker-Gabb. 

 

 

Reference: Davis NE, Forsyth DM, Triggs B, Pascoe 

C, Benshemesh J, Robley A, et al. (2015). Interspeci-

fic and Geographic Variation in the Diets of Sym-

patric Carnivores: Dingoes/Wild Dogs and Red 

Foxes in South-Eastern Australia. PLoS ONE 10(3): 

e0120975. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0120975. 

A compendium of fox dietary information 

has been published for Victoria from a 

sample of 11 103 scats and 2523 stomachs 

(Davis et al. 2015). Mammals (66%) form 

the bulk of fox diet in Victoria, and the 

North Central region (87%) where Plains-

wanderers occur. Rabbits, possums, gliders, 

rats, mice, wallabies, kangaroos and sheep 

form the bulk of the fox’s diet, though 

there are substantial regional differences. 

Unidentified birds made up just 7%, and 

reptiles 8%, of the diet. 

Only 98 (0.01%) of the very large sample 

of scats, and 79 (0.03%) of the stomachs, 

came from the North Central region 

(Davis et al 2015). Moreover, a high  

proportion (33%) of possums and gliders 

in the recorded diet of the fox from the 

North Central region would suggest that 

many of the samples were collected from 

...we know almost 

nothing about the 

diet of foxes in 

grasslands where 

Plains-wanderers 

occur.  
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What do foxes eat on the Northern Plains of Victoria? 

 

Foxes eat mainly mammals such as  

rabbits.   

Photo: picdash.com 



Records collated by David Baker-Gabb 

In the late 1800s and first half of the 20th 

century, a large number of Plains-

wanderers were located by game-bird dogs 

and then either shot by quail shooters or 

picked up by their dogs. Some examples 

of these records from the published  

literature are included below. 

HG Everard, 1895 (in North, AJ 1912, 

Nests and Eggs of Birds Found Breeding in 

Australia and Tasmania)......“I shot more 

examples of Pedionomus torquatus last 

season than ever I saw before. I was 

only out three days....but obtained  

altogether in that time about ten brace 

[20]......I also caught six birds 

alive....when my pointer used to set the 

birds, they would squat on the ground 

or in a tuft of grass. I would then take 

off my soft felt hat and pounce down 

on them. The third day I was out the 

dogs (a pointer and a setter) got onto a 

Plains-wanderer in young wheat ten 

inches high, and that bird took us at 

least 200 yards before he rose, the dogs 

setting and following it a half dozen 

times ... The nest of this species is an 

open one made of grass, and is formed 

at the base of a small tuft of grass 

about nine inches high and six in  

diameter. It was found by my dog  

setting the bird on the nest.” 

 

GA Keartland, 1901.  Victorian Naturalist 

9: 167- 168.  “Furnished with a pair of 

long legs, bare for some distance above 

the joint, the Wanderer can run very 

fast for a long distance, and only takes 

flight when suddenly startled or hard 

pressed. They will often crouch before 

a dog and permit themselves to be 

caught instead of retaining their liberty 

by the aid of their wings. Whilst quail-

shooting with Mr Henderson at Melton 

on 9th April 1892, our dog (which was a 

remarkably good worker) made a  

decided “set”, but before either of us 

got within shot he started off for about 

twenty yards, and again “set”. This was 

repeated again and again until we had 

traversed the greater part of a 50 acre 

paddock in a zig-zag fashion. At last we 

saw a Wanderer running like a rat 

through the grass. During the time we 

occupied in following the dog we must 

have walked nearly half a mile. The 

same tactics were followed for about an 

hour, during which three more birds 

were shot. On several other occasions I 

have known them to “lie close” when 

“set” by the dog, and continue in that 

position until caught.” 

C Ryan, 1901.  Emu 1: 26.  ... “when out 

quail-shooting, near Melbourne, the 

season just closed, captured a number 

of Plain Wanderers. In one day he 

caught six. The Wanderers squatted so 

closely (sometimes on bare ground 

without any cover) before the dogs that 

the Doctor had only to drop his hat on 

the sitting bird.” 
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In the late 1800s and 

first half of the 20th 

century, a large 

number of Plains-

wanderers were 

located by game-

bird dogs ...  

From the archives: Game-bird dogs and Plains-wanderers 



From the archives: game-bird dogs and Plains-wanderers (cont) 

CF Belcher 1914.  Birds of the District of Gee-

long.  “No sportsman who has done 

much quail-shooting in our district can 

fail to have encountered this singular 

bird ... Flight, however, is a last re-

source; more often it hides in a tuft of 

grass and the dogs catch it.” 

HA Purnell, 1915. Emu 15: 141.  “A 

friend of mine ... brought me in a  

female bird which he had caught while 

it was being set by a dog.” 

EA D ‘Ombrain, 1926.  Emu 26: 59-63. 

“In July 1922, Mr C Waddell ... shot at 

Sydenham two birds on different days.  

The first bird was shot in mistake for 

another quail when the light was  

fading ...The second one was shot  

purposely for a specimen ... Mr  

Bennett, a sportsman and good  

observer, was out on the last day of the 

season at Keilor, when just on dusk his 

dog flushed a pair ... Again in July 

1923, two other birds were captured at 

Keilor. A dog put his paw on one. The 

bird died immediately ... A friend of 

mine, Mr V Wood, was shooting quail 

at Lismore Vic, in the same season of 

the same year. He declared that the 

Plains-wanderers were in such evidence 

that he could do nothing with his dogs. 

This is because the birds keep running 

and stopping, when dogs are “working” 

them, only rise when it suits them”. 

HA Leach, 1928. Emu 28: 83. “On one trip to 

the plain country, my setter dog found me a 

well grown young Plains-wanderer.” 

CE Bryant, Emu 1933: 26.  “Mr Rod Morell 

recently captured a Plain-Wanderer ... His 

dog set it and then placed its foot on the 

bird, slightly injuring it.” 

J Sutton, 1935.  SA Ornithologist 13: 131.  

“On 2nd April 1935, a bird was captured by 

Messrs M Flannagan and G Johns whilst out 

quail-shooting between Mallala and Lower 

Light, some 30 miles north of Adelaide. A 

dog pointed, then jumped on the bird  

breaking both its legs.” 

The Appendix to the paper on Plains-

wanderers by Simon Bennett, published in 1983 

(Emu 83: 1-11) contains several other records 

of dogs finding Plains-wanderers for quail-

shooters. Much more recently, the spring 2009 

Plains Talk newsletter of the Northern Plains 

Conservation Management Network contains 

an article on the use of a well-trained gun dog 

to find a Plains-wanderer. In conclusion, these 

published records give lots of insights into a 

survey technique that could well be used today, 

and some cautions about the need for well-

trained, and restrained dogs.   

German Shorthaired Pointer  

hunting quail 

Photo: R & V Thomas 

No sportsman who 

has done much quail

-shooting in our 

district can fail to 

have encountered 

this singular bird ...  



Two recent publications by Vanesa De Pietri and 
colleagues have shed light on the ancient  
Gondwanan heritage of the Plains-wanderer and 
some extinct relatives – David Baker-Gabb.  
 
The remarkable fauna of Australia evolved 

in isolation from other landmasses for  

millions of years, yet understanding the  

evolutionary history of endemic bird  

lineages on the Australian continent is 

confounded by the ability of birds to  

disperse over geographical barriers such as 

oceans.  

The Plains-wanderer is the only known  

species of its family (Pedionomidae), and its 

closest living relatives are the South  

American seedsnipes (Thinocoridae).  

De Pietri et al. (2014) have described a  

further representative of this lineage, Oligo-

nomus milleri, from the Late Oligocene of 

South Australia (26–24 million years ago, 

Ma), which pre-dates the earliest record of 

the Plains-wanderer by c. 22 million years 

and attests to the presence of this lineage 

during Australia’s long period of isolation 

(50–15 Ma). Based on bone structure, they 

proposed that O. milleri and the Plains-

wanderer were ecologically separate taxa 

and that O. milleri inhabited well-wooded 

habitats, suggesting that the Plains-

wanderer’s and seedsnipes’ preference for 

grassland is likely to be convergent and not 

ancestral. The speciation event leading to 

the evolution of the Plains-wanderer was 

probably triggered by the spread of  

grasslands across Australia in the Late 

Miocene–Pliocene, which this fossil record 

pre-dates. The presence of a pedionomid 

in the Late Oligocene of Australia 

strengthens the hypothesis of an ancient 

divergence of the lineages giving rise to the 

Thinocoridae and Pedionomidae on the 

Gondwana supercontinent. 

 

Reference: De Pietri, VL, Camens, AB and Worthy, 

TH (2014).  A Plains-wanderer (Pedionomidae) that 

did not wander plains: a new species from the Oli-

gocene of South Australia. Ibis (2014), doi: 10.1111/

ibi.12215 

A 25-million-year-old Australian fossil relative of the Plains-
wanderer 

 

The Plains-wanderer 

is the only known 

species of its family 

(Pedionomidae), and 

its closest living 

relatives are the 

South American 

seedsnipes  

Right: White-bellied Seedsnipe 

Photo: Glenn Bartley  



De Pietri et al. (2015) described an  

endemic and previously unknown lineage 

of shorebirds from early Miocene  

(19_16 Ma) deposits of New Zealand. 

Hakawai melvillei represents the earliest 

evidence of Australasian breeding for any 

member of the group of wading shore-

birds known as the Scolopaci. Hakawai 

melvillei was a representative of the group 

that comprises the South American  

seedsnipes (Thinocoridae) and the  

Australian Plains-wanderer (Pedionomidae), 

and features of its skeleton indicate a 

closer relationship to Australian 

pedionomids. Bone structures indicate 

that H. melvillei was a longer-legged, and 

longer-winged wading shorebird than the 

Plains-wanderer.  

These findings reinforce the notion that 

terrestrial adaptations in seedsnipes and 

the Plains-wanderer are convergent, and 

support an ancestral wading ecology for 

the group. Although the development of 

geographical barriers may have  

contributed to the split between 

pedionomids and H. melvillei, the proposed 

close relationship between them indicates 

that the split of this lineage from  

seedsnipes must have occurred  

independently from Australia and  

Zealandia’s separation from the rest of the 

Gondwana supercontinent. 

A c.17-million-year-old fossil link between the Plains-wanderer and 
South American seedsnipes from New Zealand. 

Figure 1. Proposed Gondwanan diversification of the lineage from which the South American 
seedsnipes (Thinocoridae), the Australian Plains-wanderer (Pedionomidae) and the New Zealand 
Hakawai melvillei originated. Continents are shown in their current position but the splits are likely 
to have taken place before 40 Ma. The possibility of trans-Tasman dispersal between Australia and 
New Zealand is indicated by a dotted arrow and a question mark. There is no evidence of a  
common ancestor of H. mellvillei and pedionomids in Australia.  Insets: A, phylogeny of Scolopaci, 
showing the proposed relationship between H. melvillei and pedionomids; B, position of continents  
55 million years ago. 
 

Reference: De Pietri, VL, Scofield, RP, Tennyson, AJD, Hand, SJ and Worthy, TH. (2015): Wading a lost 
southern connection: Miocene fossils from New Zealand reveal a new lineage of shorebirds (Charadriiformes) 
linking Gondwanan avifaunas. Journal of Systematic Palaeontology, DOI: 10.1080/14772019.2015.1087064 
 

Bone structures 

indicate that 

Hakawai melviiei 

was a longer-legged, 

and longer-winged 

wading shorebird 

than the Plains-

wanderer. 



Recent Publications and Reports 

If readers are aware of other recent publications now and in the future, please send details and copies to 

the editor. 

Please send contributions and comments to: 
David Baker-Gabb, editor 

Elanus@bigpond.com 
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Above: Juvenile female Plains-wanderer 

Photo: David Baker-Gabb 


