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ARTICLE 

Observations on the relationships between birds on the Broome  
Peninsula and the ñMangarr on relict dunes systemsò  
vegetation community  

Jan Lewis 

Abstract.  This article was written to support an application for government protection of a particular and 

highly restricted plant community on the Broome Peninsula ï ñMangarr on relict dune systems.ò It uses 

banding data and observations from a 10 year study of avian dynamics on the Broome Peninsula to explore 

the survival strategies used by birds utilising coastal habitat and to emphasise the importance of maintain-

ing plant diversity in this habitat.  
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Introduction 

Since Europeans settled Western Australia, many 

natural ecological communities have disappeared or 

been significantly degraded. Studies also suggest 

that many species of Australia birds are declining in 

numbers (Birds Australia 2008). The relationships 

between birds and the plant communities which 

underpin their survival are complex and fascinating. 

In an environment such as the Kimberley region, 

characterised by high variability in seasonal and 

annual temperatures and rainfall, the full extent of 

these relationships may take many years to uncover. 

Nationally, all evidence to date suggests that the 

maintenance of habitat biodiversity is crucially im-

portant to birdsô survival at an individual and spe-

cies level.  

The data in this article was compiled to support an 

application by two Broome-based non-government 

organisations, the Society for Kimberley Indigenous 

Plants and Animals (SKIPA) and Environs Kimber-

ley, for a particular and highly restricted plant com-

munity, the ñMangarr on relict dune systemsò com-

munity, to be listed under Western Australian legis-

lation as a Threatened Ecological Community. The 

application was submitted in March 2012 and re-

sulted in the granting of Priority 1 Ecological Com-

munity status (Department of Environment and 

Conservation 2012a).  

 The Mangarr on relict dune systems community, 

hereafter referred to as Mangarr, is significant and 

unique in that it contains numerous aged and mature 

Mangarr (Sersalisia sericea) plants (Figure 1), esti-

mated to be over a hundred years old (Dureau et al. 

2011). The community is only known from four 

restricted locations on the Broome Peninsula cover-

ing a total area of less than 65 ha (Beames 2012) 

and has been classified as ñMangarr on relict dune 

systemsò because it occurs on the crests and flanks 

of the relict red desert and sand dune systems on the 

Broome Peninsula (Western Australia Department 

of Planning and Urban Development 1990; Dureau 

et al. 2011). Impending future development puts 

this ecosystem at risk and has the potential to jeop-

ardise important ecological and spatial connectivity 

with other coastal vegetation including nearby rem-

nants of monsoon vine thicket, already identified as 

a Threatened Ecological Community (TEC) 

(Department of Environment and Conservation 

2012b).  

 Since 2000, the author has conducted a banding 

study on the dynamics of bird communities using 

the coastal habitats between Broome Port (18Á

00'26"S; 122Á12'29"E) and Barred Creek (17Á
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39'46"S; 122Á11'21"E) 38 km further north (Lewis 

2010, 2011). Three of the capture sites used in this 

study are located in close proximity to Mangarr habitat. 

In excess of 1,000 hours spent at the study sites in all 

months of the year provided extensive opportunities for 

observing the interaction between birds and their habi-

tat.  

 The Aboriginal names for plants are from the 

Yawuru, Djugan, Nyul Nyul or Bardi languages used 

in Broome and the Dampier Peninsula (Keneally et al. 

1996; Noury et al. 2005).  

 

Methods 

Birds were captured in mist-nets erected in mid to late 

afternoon and left open until dusk. The same nets were 

re-opened at first light the next day and left open until 

temperatures became too high for birds to be safe. On 

average over the 2 days, banding sessions lasted for 6-

8 hours, depending on the time of the year and the 

strength and onset time of the westerly sea breeze.  

 Three 12 x 2.7 m and four or five 9 x 2.7 m nets, 

each with 31 mm mesh, were used. Nets were erected 

in the same general area at each site visit, although ex-

act net line locations were based on maximising the 

capture of birds. For example, if a particular species of 

tree was flowering, more nets might be located nearby. 

Informal records were kept of when particular species 

were flowering and of birds sighted but not captured.  

 Each individual captured was banded on the right 

tarsus with a numbered metal band supplied by the 

Australian Bird and Bat Banding Scheme (ABBBS) 

and examined to establish its species, age, sex and 

breeding condition. Processing of birds was undertaken 

by the author or a collaborating licensed bander. Meas-

urements were taken according to the conventions in 

Lowe (1989) of each birdôs wing length (mm), head to 

bill length (mm), and weight (g) and the status of moult 

in primary wing feathers was recorded. Birds were re-

leased at the site of capture. All data were submitted to 

the ABBBS on a monthly basis.  

 It should be noted that the capture technique limited 

the variety of species caught. Almost always, larger 

birds such as Great Bowerbirds (Chlamydera nuchal-

is), Pied Butcherbird (Cracticus nigrogularis), Bar-

shouldered Dove (Geopelia humeralis) or birds of prey 

are able to escape from a mist-net. Capturing parrots 

and lorikeets is a highly stressful experience for bird 

and researcher, therefore nets were mostly closed or 

moved if parrot capture was imminent. The data that 

follows (Table 1) therefore represents a minimum ra-

ther than maximum species list. 

 Figure 2 shows the location of the banding sites lo-

cated near to the areas mapped by Dureau et al. (2011) 

and Environs Kimberley (L. Beames pers. comm.) as 

Mangarr. The closest sites are:  

 Site 4 where the coastal vine thicket narrows near 

Gantheaume Point (17Á58'25"S; 122Á11'63"E) is ap-

proximately 430 m from the racecourse Mangarr site. 

 Site 5 adjacent to the Broome Racecourse (17Á

58'68"S; 122Á11'45"E) is within 100 m of the race-

course Mangarr site and approximately 540 m to the 

second most northern Mangarr site. 

 Site 6 near to the Lighthouse at Broome Port (18Á

00'35"S; 122Á12'43"E) is approximately 920 m from 

the southern-most Mangarr site.  

 A number of plant species that occur in Mangarr 

Figure 1. Mangarr (Sersalisia sericea) plant in Mangarr on relict dune system plant com-

munity. (Photograph: Louise Beames). 
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Figure 2. Location of bird banding Sites 4, 5 and 6 on the Broome Peninsula, in relation to 

Mangarr on relict dune systems habitat. Green lines surround confirmed Mangarr on relict 

dune habitat. Orange lines surround Mangarr on relict dune habitat that has been located 

from aerial maps. Map developed by SKIPA/Environs Kimberley.    

habitat, including Mangarr, Gumamu/Tropical Sandal-

wood (Santalum lanceolatum), Mirda/Stinkwood 

(Gyrocarpus americanus), Jigal (Bauhinia cunning-

hamii) and Sandpaper Fig (Ficus opposita) are found at 

banding sites 4-6. How dependant the species captured 

in this study are on the Mangarr habitat for different 

aspects of their ecology (feeding/nesting/protective 

cover/roosting etc.) was not considered in the study. 

However, the frequency of capture in areas adjacent to 

Mangarr habitat suggests that, for some species at 

least, this vegetation community plays an important 

role.  

 
Results 

Between 2000 and 2010, 117 banding sessions were 

held at Sites 4, 5 and 6. This resulted in the capture of 

8,054 birds of 53 species (Table 1). Honeyeater species 

(Meliphagidae) predominated, particularly Brown 

Honeyeater (Lichmera indistincta), Singing Hon-

eyeater (Lichenostomus virescens) and Rufous-throated 

Honeyeater (Conopophila rufogularis). These three 

species accounted for 87% of the individual birds 

caught.  

A number of insectivorous and/or frugivorous species 

that specialise in exploiting the habitat provided by 

larger trees were regularly present at Sites 4-6 near to 

Mangarr habitat (Table 1). These included Grey Shrike

-thrush (Colluricincla harmonica), Rufous Whistler 

(Pachycephala rufiventris), Grey-crowned Babbler 

(Pomatostomus temporalis), Olive-backed Oriole 

(Oriolus sagittatus), White-gaped Honeyeater 

(Lichenostomus unicolor) and Mistletoebird (Dicaeum 

hirundinaceum). Data from these sites suggest that 

these species were largely site faithful. Of the 82 re-

captures only 11 (13%) birds had moved from their 

original capture site (Table 2). From this small sample 

no clear trend emerged as to the sex or age of moving 

birds. Examination of data from the whole banding 

study revealed a similar result - at other sites no longer 

or frequent incidence of movement in these species had 

been recorded. Clear evidence of site faithfulness was 

demonstrated by several Rufous Whistlers, particularly 

a male individual that was recaptured nine times at Site 

5 between initial capture in August 2002 and August 

2009. Similarly, a male Mistletoe bird was recaptured 

four times at Site 5 between 2002 and 2006.  

 Several seasonal visitors occurred in the south 

Broome Peninsula coastal habitat, supplementing the 

smaller number of residents of the same species. Large 

flocks of Rainbow Bee-eaters (Merops ornatus) mi-

grating north/south between Australia and Indonesia 

(Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, 

Population and Communities 2013) were sometimes 

sighted (although less seldom caught). A number of 

cuckoo species, particularly Horsfieldôs Bronze-cuckoo 

(Chrysococcyx basalis) occurred when honeyeaters 

were breeding. The dry season also saw an influx of 


