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Incredible journeys revealed
■ Kandy Curran
Passionate birder Chris Hassell
has found the perfect job.
For the past 20 years he has
been studying the migratory
shorebirds of Roebuck Bay and
Eighty Mile Beach in the
Kimberley, with the aim of
unravelling their unique biology.
In so doing, Mr Hassell and his
flock of volunteer researchers
have become mobile too, flying
across the world from their
feeding grounds near Broome to
the birds’ staging grounds at the
Yellow Sea and breeding grounds
in the high arctic.
His fascinating presentation in
the 2015 Science on the Broome
Coast series provided unique
insight into the evolving research
to track the remarkable journeys
of the migratory shorebirds of
Roebuck Bay and Eighty Mile
Beach.
Scientists, for many decades
now, have been studying the
movement biology of shorebirds
using a simple approach of catch,
ring (banding) and fling (release);
slowly amassing a wealth of data
on these trans-hemispheric
migrants.
New and more efficient
methods however, have been
developed to provide enhanced
information about the annual
cycle of shorebirds.
The use of numbered metal leg
bands to individually identify
birds still has a role; however, the
processing of caught birds, now
includes engraved coloured
plastic leg flags that can be read
from a distance by an
ornithologist, negating the need
for recapture, as Broome based
Mr Hassell from Global Flyway
Network explained.
“Since 2005, when we started
using engraved colour flags,
resighting data from China and
Asia has provided a wealth of
data,” he said.
“For my Asian counterparts it’s
great; they can send me a photo of
a flagged bird; in return, I send
them the bird’s life history data —
great feedback for field workers.
“The resightings continue to
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add to our understanding of the
avian connectivity between Asia
and Australia.
“However, there is a downside
to all the extra data — survival
data is confirming our worst fears
about the population decline in
some shorebird species, notably

red knot and bar-tailed godwit.”
Over the past decade more
sophisticated methods that
provide accurate real-time spatial
data are being used on some of
the larger shorebird species.
In 2007, researchers from North
America surgically implanted

Platform Terminal Transmitters
(satellite trackers) in bar-tailed
godwits in New Zealand and at
Broome.
“The bar-tailed godwits from
Roebuck Bay were tracked taking
flights of only 6000km to the
Yellow Sea and then only 4000km
to their arctic tundra breeding
grounds before turning round
and doing the whole thing in
reverse as they head back south,”
Mr Hassell said.
The findings of this work made
a godwit identified as E7, famous,
after this bird undertook a
nine-day non-stop trans-Pacific
Ocean flight of about 11,600km.
“Satellite trackers give accurate
positional data and have evolved
to be lighter with better solar
powered batteries; however, they
are still very costly at about $3500
each,” Mr Hassell said.
The use of satellite tracking

devices continues to provide
vitally important migration
information on bar-tailed godwits
and great knots.
More recent technological
advances include adoption of
light-level archival data loggers
(geolocators).
These devices are about
one-twentieth of the price of
satellite tags, but require
resighting of birds with the
attached device and recapture to
remove the geolocator for
downloading of the data.
“Geolocators are attached to the
leg and weigh less than one
gram,” Mr Hassell said.
“They work on the principle
that noon time is specific to any
location, with a margin of error of
about 30km.
“They plot light over time, in
fact every 1.5 minutes, and we
have been fixing these to greater
sand plover, red knot and great
knot around Broome, and the
Australasian Wader Study Group
have been doing similar work
with ruddy turnstones in
Victoria.”
The results from one ruddy
turnstone have been remarkable.
“The data shows one ruddy
turnstone undertaking a
27,000km round trip twice over
two years,” he said.
“This bird on its northward
migration flew seven days
non-stop from Victoria to China,
that’s 7600km.
“Each year on southward
migration it returned on a totally
different route via the Aleutian
Islands near Alaska and the
Pacific.”
This new technology has
revealed exciting information
about the migration biology of
one species.
The Science on the Broome
Coast series is run by the
Roebuck Bay Working Group and
Yawuru Land and Sea Unit to
showcase the coastal research
underway on Roebuck Bay, and
the Kimberley coast.
■ Kandy Curran is a project manager
with the Roebuck Bay Working
Group.

