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R e s e a r c h

Roger Potts

Tracking nomadic birds and habitat health

Australian bustards fly great distances tracking changes in the landscape. They are
particularly attracted to bushfires where they feed on fleeing invertebrates. These birds
had flown in for a grass fire ignited by lightning strike in the Tanami Desert.
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Bustards appear to move
readily, following rainfall
and fire events in arid and
semi-arid regions.
overcoming the limitations of current
static reserve design and conservation
strategies – a significant development in
conservation practice.
More broadly, defining the movements
of nomadic animals could help position
certain species as indicators of landscape
and ecosystem health. Although no one
species would be an ideal indicator, the
potential usefulness of nomadic species as
combined ecological indicators relates to
their high mobility. Occurring over very
large ranges, nomadic birds can potentially
move vast distances, opportunistically
tracking and choosing favourable areas,
and by implication, giving an indication of
ecological condition.
The bustard is an ideal species to illustrate this point in Australia’s rangelands. It
responds readily to the marked variability
in habitats arising from rainfall variations,
and its occurrence and abundance is likely
to be related to fire management, grazing
intensity, agricultural development and
other variations in the landscape.
As satellite telemetry and spatial information system technologies become both
more affordable and more efficient, similar
tracking methods could be applied to a
range of other declining, nomadic species,
such as the flock bronzewing pigeon. This
bird has suffered massive declines across its
range since the turn of the last century, and
yet there are no adequate population monitoring or conservation measures in place.
These research applications have the
potential for not only aiding conservation
but of highlighting the broader implications of linking natural resource management at local, regional and national scales.
Mark Ziembicki’s project recently won a 2003
Science and Innovation Award for Young
People in Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry
and is part of a PhD in progress, supported
by the Herman Slade Foundation, CRC for
Tropical Savannas Management and Land
and Water Australia.
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