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Bird Notes

Plains-wanderers in the North West and Nullarbor 
regions, South Australia
IAN HOPTON AND GRAHAM CARPENTER

INTRODUCTION

The Plains-wanderer Pedionomus torquatus is 
an iconic and critically endangered species 
found predominantly in temperate grasslands 
throughout south-eastern Australia, with recent 
reports mostly from the Riverina district of New 
South Wales and northern plains of Victoria 
(Baker-Gabb et al. 1990; Baker-Gabb 1998; 
Commonwealth of Australia 2016; Antos and 
Schultz 2020).

More recently, sparse populations have been 
discovered on red clay plains in south-west 
Queensland (Baker-Gabb 1998; Rich 2016) and 
eastern South Australia west of Broken Hill 
(Baxter 2011; Bellchambers and Baker-Gabb 2006; 
Baker-Gabb 2016), plus there have been several 
isolated reports from stony gibber plains in the 
far north-east of SA (Rogers 2002, 2008, 2010 and 
2011; Rogers and Cox 2015). Elsewhere in South 
Australia the species has largely disappeared 
from the grassed districts of the Adelaide Plains, 
Mid North, Yorke Peninsula, southern Eyre 
Peninsula and Murray Mallee (Condon 1968; 
Bennett 1983; Baker-Gabb 1990).

There are very few reports from the North 
West region of SA and a previous report from 
the Nullarbor Plain (in Ryan et al. 2012) is 
considered unconfirmed (see below). The species 
has not been recorded in Western Australia. 
Bennett (1983) reported possible sightings in the 
Northern Territory at Erldunda Station (on the 
Stuart Highway about 90 km N of SA border) just 
prior to 1980.

This note details further records from the North 

West region.

PREVIOUS REPORTS IN THE NORTH WEST 
OF SA

Simpson (1933) had a Plains-wanderer walk 
into his cottage while staying at Edward’s Creek 
in July-August 1933, ‘but could not catch it’, 
and noted that the species ‘is rare about here’. 
[Edward Creek was a railway station on the old 
Ghan line, located on Nilpinna Station at 28° 21’ 
0” S, 135° 50’ 59” E].

An observation by C. O. Fuller in August 1964 
near Everard Park [now Mimili], is listed
in Condon’s (1968) A Handlist of the Birds of South 
Australia.

One was reported by L. Schulze on 17 October 
1966 at Ingomar Station, as listed in the 1966-67 
Bird Report (Glover 1968).

Another included in the 1971-72 Bird Report 
(Glover 1973) was an observation near Bon Bon 
Station by O. M. Smith on 25 August 1971.

Read et al. (2000) had two sightings when 
residing in the Roxby Downs district, in August 
1990 and October 1996, both within the township 
itself. They considered that regeneration of local 
grasslands by reducing total grazing pressure 
and eradication of foxes, cats and rabbits would 
improve local habitat for the Plains-wanderer, 
although it is yet to be reported from the nearby 
Arid Recovery reserve where this management 
has occurred.
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More recently, one was seen by C. James on the 
Mount Dare track, Hamilton Station, on 6 July 
2004 (Rogers 2008) and another was reported 
by P. Koch at Pernatty Station in October 2007 
(Rogers 2010).

Ryan et al. (2012) reported an opportunistic 
sighting of a Plains-wanderer during a survey of 
the biodiversity of the Nullarbor Plain in South 
Australia in April 2012. A bird was seen briefly 
from a moving vehicle on 4 April by C. Pahl, A. 
Smyth and J. Allan about 32 km NW of Nullarbor 
Roadhouse. A. Smyth has provided further 
information (in lit. to GC - 19 June 2020) that the 
bird was within 10 m of the vehicle when first 
seen, then walked purposefully away for about 
10 seconds between low vegetation, making it 
hard to keep track of. When lost from view, J. 
Allan exited the vehicle and scoured the area 
on foot in an attempt to flush the bird, without 
success. Because there was a wombat burrow 
nearby, it was thought that the bird may have 

hidden there. Smyth noted that it wasn’t quail-
like in its posture - it was so upright, long-legged 
and more wader-like than any quail. It reminded 
her of a Ruff Calidris pugnax in stance. The 
bird was generally buff-coloured with blended 
darkish patterning, giving an overall pale, 
nondescript appearance. The legs were also pale. 
At first, she thought it was a wader, but it didn’t 
make sense habitat-wise. She believed it was 
probably a male Plains-wanderer but was not 
100% sure of the identification due to the brevity 
of the sighting.

J. Allan (pers. comm. to GC) also indicated that 
the sighting was very brief and thus was not 
confident with the identification. As such this 
report is considered unconfirmed, but possible. It 
followed a wet period in the district, with 80 mm 
of rainfall at Nullarbor Station in December 2011 
(Bureau of Meteorology (BOM) data).

Among SA Museum specimens, the nearest to the 

Figure 1. Location of Plains-wanderer sighting on the Nullarbor, 9 September 2018.    Image Ian Hopton
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North West were collected at and near Streaky 
Bay, Eyre Peninsula, in August 1974 (B56779) and 
on 1 May 1990 (B46363).

RECENT OBSERVATIONS

1.   1 July 2008. While driving just after dusk on 
the Stuart Highway just north of the Ingomar 
Homestead turnoff (29°37’ 30” S, 135° 07’ 50” E), 
Deb Hopton and IH saw two Plains-wanderers 
in the car headlights. One bird, immediately 
identified as a female Plains-wanderer by the 
obvious spotted neck-ring and upright stance, 
was in the centre of the road and did not appear 
to move as the vehicle passed over it. A second 
bird, not seen clearly, was on the edge of the 
road. Believing the bird on the road had been 
killed, the vehicle was stopped and reversed but 
no sign of either bird could be found. The habitat 
in the immediate vicinity was a brown gibber 
plain with scattered low saltbush Atriplex sp., 
copper-burrs Sclerolaena spp. and annual grasses.

2.   August 2008. A female Plains-wanderer was 
observed by IH at the same location as 1. above, 
under the same circumstances. Both observations 
were in a relatively dry period with no significant 
rain reported at Coober Pedy (the nearest official 
recording site about 50 km to the north - BOM 
data) since December 2007.

3.   9 September 2018. While undertaking access 
track rehabilitation work on the Nullarbor Plain, 
a male Plains-wanderer was observed by IH at 
close range for about 30 seconds from an elevated 
cab of a tractor driven slowly along a vehicle 
track WNW of Koonalda Homestead (31° 10’ 
00” S, 129° 17’ 40” E). Although no binoculars or 
camera were at hand, the bird was immediately 
identified as a Plains-wanderer based on its 
upright stance, long legs, slender neck, rounded 
head and relatively long, tapered bill compared 
with a buttonquail Turnix sp. It stood out as 
different from the numerous Little Buttonquails 
Turnix velox and few Inland Dotterels Peltohyas 
australis seen over previous days. The bird could 
not be relocated after the tractor was stopped 

and a search was made on foot. The habitat in 
the vicinity was Pearl Bluebush Maireana sedifolia 
low shrubland over Bladder Saltbush Atriplex 
vesicaria (Figure 1). The observation followed a 
relatively wet period (40 mm in June and August 
2018 – BOM data) that had produced a good 
cover of Spear-grass Austrostipa sp.

DISCUSSION

Reports suggest that Plains-wanderers are very 
irregular visitors to the North West region of 
South Australia, including the Nullarbor Plain. 
Most reports are from July to October, during or 
following wet periods. Little is known generally 
of their movements, even in preferred habitat, 
with birds remaining in much reduced numbers 
during drought (Harrington et al. 1988). Early 
studies suggested that in southern districts the 
species arrived mainly in good seasons after the 
end of the quail-hunting season (June 30) (e.g. 
D’Ombrain 1926), suggesting that some move 
seasonally. This would be consistent with the 
movements inferred from atlas data of more 
common ‘grassland’ specialists such as Little 
Buttonquail and Brown Songlark Cincloramphus 
cruralis. Although confounded by seasonal 
differences in conspicuousness, these species 
are thought to move south through the inland 
in spring and north in autumn, either directly or 
in an anticlockwise circuit (Griffioen and Clarke 
2002).

Although areas generally favoured by Plains-
wanderers are red-brown clay soils vegetated 
with native herbs and grasses (Baker-Gabb et 
al. 1990), it is evident from the Ingomar records 
and recent reports in the far North East of South 
Australia (Bennett 1983; Baker-Gabb 1990; 
Ehmann in Rogers 2002; Einoder in Rogers 2011; 
Rogers and Cox 2015) that brown gibber plains 
can also provide suitable habitat at times (see 
habitat illustrated in Rogers and Cox l.c.). This 
habitat is also prevalent at the site of Simpson’s 
(1933) records.

The Nullarbor has vast sparsely vegetated 
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treeless areas dominated by native grasses 
and Ward’s Weed Carrichtera annua that 
appear structurally suitable (NPWS 2002), 
although calcrete or limestone substrate has 
not previously been considered as potential 
Plains-wanderer habitat (Baker-Gabb et al. 
1990; Commonwealth of Australia 2016). It is 
also noted that Pedler and Burbidge (1995) did 
not locate Plains-wanderers on the Nullarbor 
Plain while conducting extensive surveys for 
the Nullarbor Quailthrush Cinclosoma alisteri in 
October - November 1991, and June - July and 
December 1992. This survey included the very 
wet year of 1992 with total rainfall at Nullarbor 
of 470 mm (BOM data).

More observations are required to determine 
whether the Plains-wanderer is more than just a 
very irregular visitor to the region. Future use of 
satellite tracking technology could also confirm 
whether the species makes regular long-term 
movements.
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