Drought clips waterbirds’ wings

ENVIRONMENT

Selina Mitchell

THERE is not a bird in sight at
Australia’s world-renowned
willerbird breeding ground, the
Macquarie Marshes.

“In the 1580s we averaged
20,000 waterbirds from more
than 20 species"’ said University
of N5W state, river and waterbird
expert Richard Kmgsford, who
an Friday completed his annual
survey of waterbirds.

“In the 1990s that dropped to
5000 from 13 speces and since
2000 we have averaged 600 from
nine spedes. But this year we did
not find a single bird. It was
heartbreaking ™

The stale of the Macquarie
Marshes, porth of Dubbo in
central NSW, provides a dire
llustration of the devastating
effects drought is having on the
environment of the Murray-
Darling Rasin.

Australia’s waterbird popula-
ton s in dramatic decline due to
the drought and vears of regu-
laled river operations. An annual
aerial survey of the state of the
bird life across eastern Australia
detasis a barren and wateriess
environment wilh aibically low

e
o el

s

tograph

of Macquarie Marshes

waterbird numbers in many parts
of the basin

River Red Gums are *‘drop-
ping like flies”, and the Mac-
quarie Marshes, where Professor
Kingsford just completed his lat-
est waterbind survey, is a disaster.

*This is my 22nd vear involved
in the survey, and I have never
seen it this bad’ he told The
Australian, *Thiz will be the
lowest count ever of waterbirds in
25 vears.""

The effect of the arid state of
the Murray-Darling Basin on

frrigators and communities along
the nver system has received
significant attention. But the
plight of the environment and its
plant and animal inhabitants has
been underplaved, Professor
Kingsford said

This is the seventh vear there
will be no breeding event in
Macguane Marshes, a wetland
unigue to Australia because of its
large colonies of breeding ibis and
egrets. The site is on the Ramsar
List of internationally important
wetlands.

There &5 a certain amount of
resilience in welland systems
because the animals and plants
are used to wet and dry periods.
But too much water is being
taken from the system for dams
and irrigation, and reform is too
slow compared to the pace of
deterioration, Professor King-
sford said

He said the saving grace this
yvear was the big flood that went
into Lake Eyre in outhack South
Australia and filled lakes along
the way, There is some water and
therefore some waterbirds in a
few places, such as Inkes Torquin-
H:E and Mumbleberry near Birds-
ville.



