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7th November 2010 

ATTN: Ian Brown 
Acting Manager, Illawarra Area 
NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service 
PO Box 5436.  Wollongong 2520 
 
Ian, 
 
Please find below SOSSA’s report on the findings of our 2nd and 3rd October visit to Big Islands 
1&2 of the Five Islands Nature Reserve (FNR) as requested. The visit was brief due to 
unfavourable weather conditions.  
 
This season 2010-2011 SOSSA had planned to continue our studies of the breeding populations 
of several species of sea and shore birds on the Five Islands N.R. In addition to the annual 
banding of the local breeding population of Wedge-tailed and Short-tailed Shearwaters we were 
hoping to survey the Big Island No 1 & 2 to ascertain the current status of Sooty Shearwaters, 
White-faced Storm-petrel, Little Penguin, Kelp Gull and Reef Egret.   
 
We had also hoped that while assisting Camellia Ridoutt in the collection of Australian White Ibis 
eggs we could count the numbers of Ibis and Pelicans nesting on the islands. We were not 
impressed to be advised by Camila less than twelve hours before hand, that she was unable to 
join us on this trip.  As you are aware we had gone to some lengths to accommodate her and 
her research. 
 
As a consequence of the above and the prevailing weather conditions (rain) we were unable to 
carry out the planned counts though we photographed most colonies for later surveys. 
 
Regardless of these setbacks I hope that the following report will be of interest 
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 
 
L. E. Smith, O.A.M. SCM. 
(Serventy Conservation Medal for conservation of seabirds)   
SOSSA - President 
 
Janice Jenkin-Smith.OAM., JP. CMCA SOSSA – Secretary 
For and on behalf of SOSSA. 
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Five Islands Nature Reserve Report  
2-3 October 2010  

 
Lindsay E. Smith OAM.  SCM. 

Team members;  
1. Lindsay E. Smith, team leader and boatman.  
2. Darryl McKay, bander and researcher.   
3. Katherine Brownlie, volunteer field assistant and trainee researcher with SOSSA. 
4. Keith Fisher, volunteer field assistant and trainee researcher with SOSSA. 
5. University of NSW Student and Australian White Ibis researcher, Camilla Ridoutt 

notified SOSSA late on Friday afternoon that she was not coming along on 
Saturday. 

Conditions 
Time on island was limited due to rain. It was not possible to work through many areas 
as the long Kikuyu grass was too wet.   
Sunday morning October 3rd was spent briefly surveying the islands for breeding 
colonies of Australian Pelicans (Pelecannus conspicullatus)    Australian White Ibis 
(Threskiornis molucca) Royal Spoonbills (Platalea regia) and Crested Terns 
(Thalasseus bergii) and photographing these.   
A brief search to locate breeding Sooty Oystercatchers (Haematopus unicolour) w as 
also conducted over all of No 1 and a large part of No2.  No breeding activity was noted. 

 
Fig. 1 The FNR is an impressive sight from Hill 60. Rocky Island, Big Islands 1&2 with Martin Island (Right top 
of image) .The Consett Davis Hut is inconspicuous above Perkyn’s beach. (J. Jenkin –Smith) 
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Fig. 2 Darryl on the right and Keith unloading the boat on 
Perkyn’s beach at low tide and pulling it up by hand to above 
the High Tide marked on this beach, by plastic bottles and other 
pollution.  (Smith and Battam, 1998)  
 

Seabirds 
Historically, no complete census has been conducted of many of the species breeding 
at the Five Islands. This is due to limited interest by volunteers and stakeholders largely 
due to the difficulty of access.   
Reported numbers of birds breeding on the islands was, likely to be based on 
estimations extrapolated from burrow densities that were located in accessible areas.  
Only the Silver Gull (Chroicocephalus novaehollandiae), Sooty Oystercatcher and Kelp 
Gull (Larus dominicanus) have been censored over the past 30 years largely through 
the work of SOSSA and specific one-of projects.   
After review of ground surveys, conducted over past years, coupled with prior historical 
data, it becomes apparent that the numbers of several species have declined (e.g. 
White-faced Storm Petrels). Other species have increased significantly (e.g. Pelicans 
and Silver Gulls) with new arrivals to the islands compared to work by Smith & Battam in 
1998. These changes, in populations appear to be largely due to changes in vegetation 
types, and their structure and distribution. 

Shorebirds 
The islands have been recently been colonised by Australian Pelicans (Pelecannus 
conspicullatus). This colonisation began in December 1983 and has accelerated.  A 
similar situation exists with Australian White Ibis (Threskiornis molucca) which 
established itself in 2002 and Royal Spoonbill (Platalea regia) 2008.   The breeding 
behaviour of these species has had a significant impact on the vegetation.  
The rapid expansion of the Pelican and Ibis colonies, are a matter of interest and 
concern, particularly as to their effects on the island’s ecology (e.g. nutrient runoff, 
pathogen introduction). It is possible that one or all of these species may increase to the 
point of becoming a pests as has the Australian White Ibis become in some sub-urban 
and city parks with its acquired behaviours of foraging at rubbish tips and harassing 
people in parks. SOSSA is also looking to encourage students to study some aspects of 
the breeding biology of Australian Pelicans at the F.N.R. and movements of these birds 
away from the islands. Some, previous banding studies were conducted by Smith and 
Battam which could provide 
baseline data.   
A number of university students 
and have expressed interest in 
conducting studies into the Five 
Islands colonies.  The Consett 
Davis Hut was extended in 1995 by 
SOSSA and NPWS to facilitate 
such students with basic shelter 
and access. 

Landing 
No difficulty was experienced on 
landing on the island.  There was a 
good sandy beach present on 
Perkyn’s beach at low tide.  This 
allowed for a safe landing with a 
large amount of equipment and 
food for four people.  
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If the islands are to be accessed on a regular basis it is strongly advised, that a boat 
slipway be established for safe landing of craft and equipment. This has been done 
previously. There are remnants of an existing ramp / slipway on the rocks at the 
southern end of Perkyn’s beach.  It should be noted most injuries are incurred whilst 
landing, unloading equipment or launching the boat from the island. 

The Consett  Davis Hut. 
The Consett Davis Hut was established on Big Island in 1988 as a base by Phil Straw 
and Dr Geoff Smith whilst they were working on Silver Gulls on the islands 1988-1991. 
SOSSA has maintained the Hut from1992 to the present day to provide a base for 
research on the birds of the island. Much of this work requires overnight stays in order to 
carry out research which can often take place at night. It has always been held that it is 
far better for the breeding species to become accustomed to the presence of one 
structure than the disturbance associated with temporary tents that appear and 
disappear at different times.  

The hut is a low profile lightweight structure and through the maintenance SOSSA has 
carried out over the years it has proved invaluable to both our regular research work and 
that of others over the last two decades. Although in need of some repairs, which we 
began in early 2010, it remains serviceable for research work. We were however 
surprised and disappointed on our last visit to find that the Deck of the Hut had been 
removed completely.  
SOSSA had conducted repairs in January 2010 to ensure that the Deck was in safe 
working condition.  The roof was also repaired at this time, as we were looking to use 
the Hut as a base from which to band Shearwater chicks in April 2010. 
 

 
Fig 3. Left show Janice Jenkin-Smith and John Vossen with the Consett Davis Hut sign showing a co-operative 
effort between SOSSA & NPWS.  Right shows R. Keith & Darryl weighing and banding Wedge-tailed Shearwater 
in hut. (L. Smith) 
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The Hut was found to be serviceable and of great comfort in the rain. It was also noted 
that the Hut had not been properly secured since NP&WS last visited the island.  The 
window shutters were not fitted to keep the weather out and the door of the Hut had not 
been closed properly and was ajar. Otherwise the hut was dry with only minor leaks as 
the major leaks had been repaired on our last visit in January 2010.  
 
The hut allowed us to gather information for this report, limited as it is, on this rain 
shortened visit. 

 

 
 

 
Fig.5 Rob Hynson repairing the Deck of the Consett Davis Hut January 2010 (L. Smith). 
 

 
Fig. 4 Darryl McKay conducting roof repairs to the Consett Davis Hut January 2010. Note repairs 
to Deck. (L.E. Smith) 
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Fig. 7 Australian Ravens awaiting a meal on Big No. 1. (D. 

McKay) 
 

Big Island No1 

The vegetation cover of Big Island is in good condition - if you like Kikuyu. Much of the 
Kikuyu has been flattened, by the birds. This will grow back to a lush to 60-80 cm by 
March/April. 

The large coprosma and Bitu bushes (introduced species) are holding up despite being 
used as nesting platforms for White Ibis and Royal Spoonbills, whilst, being undermined 
by Shearwaters and Penguins.  

There is some news in regard to Kikuyu control.  A section of SOSSA’s north study site 
(8022NS) and the north-west face of No1 (8022NF). Showed the Kikuyu and the 
Coprosma bushes are being overgrown by a vine (Ipomoea cairca).   

At ground level, there appears to be an increase in the number of burrows in this area, 
since past seasons.  It could be that these are burrows that may have previously been 
covered by Kikuyu and not found. They may also represent new burrows in an area that 
is free of Kikuyu. 
 
This area is important to the Short-
tailed shearwater (Ardenna 
pacifica) breeding site, due to the 
soil depth.  The burrows of both 
Short-tailed and Sooty Shearwaters 
(Ardenna tenuirostris and A. grisea) 
are generally much deeper than the 
Wedge-tailed. (Smith, L.  pers.obs.) 
 
Two Short-tailed Shearwaters had 
to be freed from entanglement in 
the above vine. Darryl Mackay.  
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 6 The north-west top of Big Island No1. looking SW.  Red Point in middle distance (D. McKay) 
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The Silver gull breeding season was in full swing with birds with eggs and small chicks 
through to fledglings. Nest sights were evenly dispersed over the lower western side of 
the island in suitable areas. 

 
Fig. 10 Big No. 1The left shows a pelican crèche while to the right are nesting pelcians and nesting Ibis in both.  

 
Fig.8 Silver Gull densities on the lower slopes on western side of Big Island No1. at southern end of Perkyn’s 
beach. (K. Brownie)  
 

 
Fig 9 left Silver Gull hatchling and egg. Right, Silver Gull chicks. (K. Brownlie) 
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Fig. 11 Royal Spoobills with White Ibis nesting on SW corner of No2 
island 03 10 2010 (D. McKay) 

Australian White Ibis numbers 
have increased in recent years.  
There is a discrete colony of 
10-12 individual pairs situated 
on top of coprosma bushes on 
the western side of Big Island 
No1 at the northern end of 
Peryrkn’s beach.  
There are much larger colonies 
of Ibis on the south-eastern top 
of No.1 These colonies flow 
down the southern slope.  This 
area previously referred to as 
the mine field (8022MF). 
These were not approached 
for counting or inspection due 
to the young Pelican crèche or nests with eggs and small chicks surrounding them.  
Disturbance could create many broken eggs and crushed or injured chicks. 

Big Island No. 2. 
Australian White Ibis were nesting on top of bushes on the south west corner of No. 2 
Island. There were also a number of Royal Spoonbills (16+) standing on nests amongst 
the Ibises at this site.  This is the largest group of Spoonbills that have been reported 
from the island to date. See images for numbers of birds in colonies and stages of 
development. 

Vegetation cover has greatly increased over the past few seasons.   Recent rains have 
allowed a good growth rate for ground covers.  The accumulation of guano from past 
seasons has allowed for substantial soil increase to the top of No2. 
This season Australian Pelicans have colonised the top of No 2 in very large numbers, 
possibly the largest number ever recorded on the islands to date.  There are several 
colonies, with nesting at various stages of development, from birds courting, nest site 
selection, eggs and chicks in crèches, through to fledglings.   

 

 
Fig.12 Big Island No. 2 west top looking east and No. 2 west top showing Hydrocottle (ground cover) and kikuyu.  
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The numbers of Australian Pelicans breeding, was unexpected.  As there has been wide 
spread rains in the inland of NSW and Central Aust. Many birds were thought to have 
gone inland to breed.  It is apparent that many of the birds that were born on the island 
had returned to breed here. Most Pelican colonies have Australian White Ibis colonies 
amongst them as can be seen from figure 10 on Big No. 1. 
It is important to note that we were unable to survey the eastern end of No. 2 Island due 
to the possibility of disturbing the Pelicans. 
Crested Terns have set up a small compact colony of approx 50 pairs on the northern 
side of the island. The size of this colony will most likely increase in the coming months. 
This site has been used in previous seasons, as has another site on the south eastern 
end of No. 2 Island. This latter site was not surveyed on this visit due to possible Pelican 
disturbance. 
Five Sooty Oystercatchers were observed on the rocks below the tern colony.  There 
was no sign of breeding activity noted amongst any pairs of Sooty Oystercatchers on 
either Big Islands No1 or No 2. 
There was also a small group of White-fronted Terns (Sterna striata), a migratory species 
from New Zealand, roosting on the rocks below the Crested Tern colony on No2. 
Three adult Kelp Gulls were observed overhead on No2. (This species is not known to 
have nested on No 2 Island)  These are unlikely to be breeding as it is early in the 
season for them. 

 

 
Fig.13. Pelican and Ibis colonies on Big Island No2. top looking east. (D. McKay) 

 

 
Fig. 14 Crested Tern colony on northern side of Big Island No2. (D. McKay) 
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Approximately 30 Fur Seals were observed hauled out on Martin Island but it was not 
possible to get to the end of No.2 due to the possibility of disturbance of Pelicans.  For 
this reason images are distant only. Last season almost 100+ animals were 
photographed and numbers have increased significantly in recent years. 
A small pod of Common Dolphins (10-20 animals) were observed off Perkyn’s beach 
and in the bay between the island and Fisherman’s beach on the mainland. 
A mother Hump-backed Whale and calf were observed just off the southern side of No1 
Island.  

 
The Islands remain largely inaccessible, due to their extremely rugged geology and sea 
conditions. Whilst this in itself may offer the breeding birds protection from disturbance, 
it is important to survey colonies, to establish base line data against which change can 
be assessed. 

 Little Penguin (Eudyptula minor) Numbers 
Small numbers of penguins were observed, some with eggs and small young. (Number 
nesting were not surveyed) due to rain. A few burrows were checked and near fresh 
eggs were found in some.  A single small chick a few days old was found in another  
A few Little Penguins were located in burrows situated just above the beach area 
immediately south of the Consett Davis Hut.  Another pair located on the bank just 
above and behind the hut. Two penguins previously captured under the hut and banded 

 
Fig. 15 The rugged inaccessible northern side of No. 1 near the access route to the top on the northern side of the 
isthmus. These boulders act like giant crushers driven by the ocean swell grinding everything into sand. (K. 
Brownlee)   
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were again re-captured alive and fit both 9 years old. This is interesting given the 
average life-span for Little Penguins is seven years.  
The current breeding population of Little Penguins appears quite small and has declined 
significantly in recent years. 

Observations from Saturday October 2nd and Sunday 3rd 2010 

Species Scientific Comments 
Wedge-tailed Shearwater Ardenna pacifica 6 captured, 2 re-traps, 3 banded 
Little Penguins Eudyptula minor  2 captured both banded 9 years earlier 
Royal Spoonbill Platalea regia Breeding colonies 
Australian White Ibis Threskiornis molucca Breeding colonies 
Australian Pelican Pelecannus conspicullatus Breeding colonies - increasing 
Little Pied Cormorant Microcarbo sulcirostris Individuals observed roosting   
Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo Individuals observed roosting  
Sooty Oystercatcher Haematopus unicolour No breeding observed 
White-fronted Terns Sterna striata Small group roosting 
Crested Tern  Thalasseus bergii Breeding colonies 
Silver Gull Chroicocephalus novaehollandiae Breeding colonies 
Kelp Gulls Larus dominicanus 3 – not breeding 
Willie Wagtail Rhipidura leucophrys Individual observed 
Australian Raven Corvus coronoides Small parties  
Golden-headed Cisticola Cisticola exilis Pair observed  
 
 

 
Fig. 16 Little Penguins underneath the Consett Davis Hut in January 2010 and Penguin breeding in crevice.  
(L.E Smith) 
 

 
Fig 17 Perkyn’s Beach with Consett Davis Hut on Big Island as viewed from the boat in October 
2010 (K. Brownlie)  
 


