
 

Shifting (to the) sands 

I have moved most of our observations to the Bunurong coast in this week’s ‘Cape 

Chatter’. Despite the onset of cooler weather, there is still plenty of action down 

on the coast. Given the atrocious wet, windy weather, I have also had to dive into 

the archives to use some photos I have taken since moving into The Cape. 

The last of the ‘long haul’ migrant birds are leaving 

There is a unique migration going on at present. Phillip Island and the Bass Coast is 

home to tens of thousands of Short-tailed Shearwater. These remarkable birds 

(also known as mutton birds) migrate from Alaska arriving in September to breed 

(in burrows) and leave Apr/May to return via Japan and the Bering Sea. During the 

summer months you may see these birds “feeding on the wing” at sea. This 

summer, from the Cape cliffs, I watched in awe at a massive fly-past for over two 

hours. 

Amazingly, the adult birds depart a few weeks before the new generation but the 

‘first timers’ are able to find their way north to Alaska by themselves. The 

juveniles are currently gaining strength and learning to fly for their first big trip. 

Sadly, this is a time when many weak birds die, and you may see evidence of 

young shearwater carcasses along the coast. 

Another interesting fact I learnt this week involves a relationship between Pacific 

Gulls and shearwaters. Pacific Gulls are a large gull regularly seen along the 

Bunurong Coast, although they are listed as ‘near threatened’ in Victoria. I have 

read that when the young shearwaters fledge, the gulls move from their nearby 

breeding grounds to Phillip Island to feed on the rich food source provided by the 

dead young birds. Nature at work! It will be interesting to observe how many of 

our Pacific Gulls are present along our stretch of coast currently. 

I enjoy photographing adult Pacific Gulls (above left) because of their flight 

behaviour and striking, pristine plumage along with their ‘lipstick’ tipped bill. But 

the immature birds (bottom left) are also attractive with their brown, pale tipped 

feathers. They take up to four years to achieve adult plumage. 

 

The Pacific Gull is roughly twice the size of a Silver Gull and has a wingspan of about 1.4m.  
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Another coastal bird I like to photograph, for similar reasons to 

the Pacific Gull, plus you can get a bit closer to them, is the  very 

common Silver Gull. Although most of us find them annoying 

when we’re trying to eat our fish and chips, when you observe 

them in their more natural surrounds, they have some really 

interesting behaviours and displays.  

Some weeks back, Joe Spano (11 Sunlight and with his new 

camera in tow!) and I ventured down to F Break beach primarily 

to photograph some Hooded Plovers. While there, we observed 

a Silver Gull (top left) trying to catch some large flies by chasing 

after them. I also love them when they display, with an 

accompanying harsh, guttural kwaar call (middle left). 

Small flocks of Hooded Plovers forming 

With the ‘Hoodie’ breeding season over, you may see small 

flocks of vulnerable Hooded Plovers (pictured below) forming 

along the beach between 2nd Surf and F Break. Last year I saw 

seven together (feeding on kelp fly larvae) and last week five 

were spotted on our stretch of the coast and a few around the 

Cape Bay Beach area (thanks to Rob and Mel). Again, it is a good 

time to observe them from a distance before the next breeding 

season, when disturbances can have a severe impact on their 

breeding success. 

 

 

Crested Tern (above) taken at The Cape in better weather! 

Silver Gulls – beautiful scavengers? 

 

 

Coastal sightings by Rob and Mel  

Many thanks to keen birders Rob and Mel (No. 7 

Periwinkle) who have been braving the harsh weather 

conditions and reported the following from the coast: 

a Great Cormorant feeding in the wild surf; 

Australasian Gannets and Crested Terns feeding in the 

strong winds (see next page - Skilled Coastal Hunters). 

 

Above: Great Cormorant – wing drying. 

Great Cormorants are large (1.5m wingspan) and all 

black apart from white and yellow facial features They 

are specialised to hunt fish underwater and their 

plumage is permeable to reduce buoyancy and the 

energy costs of diving. Their feathers need drying 

regularly. 



 

 

 

 

 

Australasian Gannets are quite common along the Bass Coast 

and are often seen some way offshore (binos come in handy 

here!). They are large black and white seabirds with golden 

yellow head caps and are more easily recognised by their 

hunting techniques which involves plunge diving headfirst into 

the water with their wings stretched behind, hitting the water 

like an arrow. They breed in colonies on islands in Bass Strait. 

(The only mainland colony in Australia is at Portland where the 

photograph, right, was taken). 

Crested Terns are also a common sight on the Cape coastline 

and you will often see them resting out on the rocks, 

sometimes amongst the Silver Gulls (see picture middle right). 

They are similar in size and body colour, but recognised by a 

long yellow bill, shaggy black crest and shorter black legs. 

Crested Terns are also very skilful hunters by both plunge diving 

and snatching prey from the surface of the water (see picture 

bottom right). 

 

Back inland - more than Kangaroos around 

Last week I featured some of our resident Kangaroo mob, but 

there is another marsupial that inhabits our area – the Black (or 

Swamp) Wallaby. More likely to be hiding and feeding in the 

coastal bushland, the Black Wallaby is a solitary creature but 

will venture out into the open grassland to feed. The picture 

below is a healthy-looking male taken in the open space 

adjoining the coastal park. I think he could be on steroids!! 

 

Skilled Coastal Hunters – ‘Plunge Divers’ 



 
 

Despite the wet, windy weather last week, the 

landscaping team have done a wonderful job constructing 

the creek line. The bottom pondage is landscaped, and 

the water is flowing nicely between the wetland and the 

boggy area designed as habitat for waterbirds and the 

vulnerable Latham’s Snipe. Several ‘stags’ have been 

strategically placed which are designed to provide 

perching spots for birds and housing for other animals. 

The Galahs have made use of them already! 

 

 

 

Stage 3 Open Space Reserve is coming along 
Local Raptors  

With the stags in place, I hope one day to look out and 

see a White-bellied Sea-Eagle gracefully perched, 

scanning the open space for the next feed.  

We have nine raptors on our current bird observation 

list, including the Sea-Eagle. Two of the more common 

raptor sightings are the Whistling Kite and Black-

shouldered Kite. Both these species have been seen 

over The Cape in the past week. 

 

Above: Whistling Kite – long, ’fingered’ wings and 

rounded tail are identifiers, along with a lazy, soaring 

and gliding flight action. 

Below: Black-shouldered Kite - has striking grey, white 

and black plumage and will often be seen hovering over 

grassland or perched. 

 


