
 

Be still, my beating wings: hunters kill
migrating birds on their 10,000km journey to
Australia

May 25 2020, by Eduardo Gallo-Cajiao

  
 

  

A bar-tailed godwit. Credit: Lucas DeCicco, US Fish and Wildlife Service

It is low tide at the end of the wet season in Broome, Western Australia.
Shorebirds feeding voraciously on worms and clams suddenly get
restless.

Chattering loudly they take flight, circling up over Roebuck Bay then
heading off for their northern breeding grounds more than 10,000 km
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away. I marvel at the epic journey ahead, and wonder how these birds
will fare.

In my former role as an assistant warden at the Broome Bird
Observatory, I had the privilege of watching shorebirds, such as the bar-
tailed godwit, set off on their annual migration.

I'm now a conservation researcher at the University of Queensland,
focusing on birds. Populations of migratory shorebirds are in sharp
decline, and some are threatened with extinction.

We know the destruction of coastal habitats for infrastructure
development has taken a big toll on these amazing birds. But a study I
conducted with a large international team, which has just been published
, suggests hunting is also a likely key threat.

What are migratory shorebirds?

Worldwide, there are 139 migratory shorebird species. About 75 species
breed at high latitudes across Asia, Europe, and North America then
migrate south in a yearly cycle.
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https://phys.org/tags/migratory+shorebirds/
https://www.nature.com/articles/ncomms14895
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320719311036
https://phys.org/tags/hunting/
https://phys.org/tags/species/


 

  

Bar-tailed Godwits and great knots on migration in the Yellow Sea, China.
Credit: Yong Ding Li

Some 61 migratory shorebird species occur in the Asia-Pacific, within
the so-called East Asian-Australasian Flyway. This corridor includes 22
countries—from breeding grounds as far north as Alaska and Siberia to
non-breeding grounds as far south as Tasmania and New Zealand. In
between are counties in Asia's east and southeast, such as South Korea
and Vietnam.

The bar-tailed godwits I used to observe at Roebuck Bay breed in
Russia's Arctic circle. They're among about 36 migratory shorebird
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species to visit Australia each year, amounting to more than two million
birds.

They primarily arrive towards the end of the year in all states and
territories—visiting coastal areas such as Moreton Bay in Queensland,
Eighty Mile Beach in Western Australia, and Corner Inlet in Victoria.

Numbers of migratory shorebirds have been falling for many species in
the flyway. The trends have been detected since the 1970s using citizen
science data sets.

Five of the 61 migratory shorebird species in this flyway are globally
threatened. Two travel to Australia: the great knot and far eastern
curlew.

Threats to these birds are many. They include the loss of their critical
habitats along their migration path, off-leash dogs disturbing them on
Australian beaches, and climate change likely contracting their breeding
grounds.
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https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/da31ad38-f874-4746-a971-5510527694a4/files/revision-east-asian-australasian-flyway-population-sept-2016.pdf
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/da31ad38-f874-4746-a971-5510527694a4/files/revision-east-asian-australasian-flyway-population-sept-2016.pdf
https://www.publish.csiro.au/MU/MU15056
https://www.publish.csiro.au/MU/MU15056
http://decision-point.com.au/article/between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place/
http://decision-point.com.au/article/between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place/


 

  

Map of the East Asian-Australasian Flyway (bounded by blue line) showing
schematic migratory movements of shorebirds. Credit: Jen Dixon
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And what about hunting?

During their migration, shorebirds stop to rest and feed along a network
of wetlands and mudflats. They appear predictably and in large numbers
at certain sites, making them relatively easy targets for hunters.

Estimating the extent to which birds are hunted over large areas was like
completing a giant jigsaw puzzle. We spent many months scouring the
literature, obtaining data and reports from colleagues then carefully
assembling the pieces.

We discovered that since the 1970s, three-quarters of all migratory
shorebird species in the flyway have been hunted at some point. This
includes almost all those visiting Australia and four of the five globally
threatened species.

Some records relate to historical hunting that has since been banned. For
example the Latham's snipe, a shorebird that breeds in Japan, was legally
hunted in Australia until the 1980s. All migratory shorebirds are now
legally protected from hunting in Australia.

We found evidence that hunting of migratory shorebirds has occurred in
14 countries, including New Zealand and Japan, with most recent
records concentrated in southeast Asia, such as Indonesia, and the
northern breeding grounds, such as the US.

For a further eight, such as Mongolia and South Korea, we could not
determine whether hunting has ever occurred.

Our research suggests hunting has likely exceeded sustainable limits in
some instances. Hunting has also been pervasive—spanning vast areas
over many years and involving many species.
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https://phys.org/tags/shorebird/


 

  
 

  

Shorebirds being sold as food in southeast Asia, 2019. Credit: Toby Trung and
Nguyen Hoai Bao/BirdLife

Looking ahead

The motivations of hunters vary across the flyway, according to needs,
norms, and cultural traditions. For instance, Native Americans in Alaska
hunt shorebirds as a food source after winter, and low-income people in
Southeast Asia hunt and sell them.

National governments, supported by NGOs and researchers, must find
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https://academic.oup.com/condor/article-abstract/121/2/duz023/5523065?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://phys.org/tags/food+source/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5c1a9e03f407b482a158da87/t/5c42eb8e8a922d3a72d42879/1547889551203/Chowdury-Sonadia.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5c1a9e03f407b482a158da87/t/5c42eb8e8a922d3a72d42879/1547889551203/Chowdury-Sonadia.pdf


 

the right balance between conservation and other needs, such as food
security.

Efforts to address hunting are already underway. This includes
mechanisms such as the United Nations Convention on Migratory
Species and the East Asian-Australasian Flyway Partnership. Other
efforts involve helping hunters find alternative livelihoods.

Our understanding of hunting as a potential threat is hindered by a lack
of coordinated monitoring across the Asia-Pacific.

Additional surveys by BirdLife International, as well as university
researchers, is underway in southeast Asia, China, and Russia. Improving
hunting assessments, and coordination between them, is essential.
Without it, we are acting in the dark.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.cms.int/en/taskforce/ittea
https://www.eaaflyway.net/task-force-on-illegal-hunting-taking-and-trade-of-migratory-waterbirds/
https://www.birdlife.org/asia/news/targeting-hunters-save-spoon-billed-sandpiper
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