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LEWIN'S RAIL BREEDING NEAR LITTLE DIP

R. P. JAENSCH

In the South-East of South Australia, Lewin's
Rail Ralluspectoralis has a subcoastal distribution
from near Millicent to Kingston and it also occurs
in the Bool Lagoon-Naracoorte district. Most
records of breeding by Lewin's Rail in South
Australia refer to the South-East; localities of
known breeding records are the Bool Lagoon
Naracoorte district, Millicent district, and
Kingston and Policeman's Point in the South-East
and Nangkita in the Mount Lofty Ranges (S.A.
Parker pers. comm., see also Parker 1985).

On 25 January 1981, I investigated a small lake
SE of Robe near Little Dip Conservation Park, in
Section 328 in the Hundred of Waterhouse. J.
Bransbury (pers. comm.) had reported seeing
small dark rails at this place earlier in the day. The
lake was surrounded by pasture and fringed with
Melaleuca halmaturorum and other wetland
shrubs; dense short rush grew in peat and areas of
seepage at the edge of the open water, I observed
four Lewin'sRails at muddy edges of the rushland.
Details of these and my subsequent observations
indicate that the rails bred at the locality and are as
follows:

I. On 25 January 1981, two adults and two large runners seen
between 1040and 1145hours.

2. On 25 February 1981, one adult and an immature observed
from 1145 to 1230hours; other observer was J. Reid.

3. On 8 March 1981, an immature, between 1325 and 1345
hours.

4. On 14March 1981, two birds of undetermined age, from 0700
to 0815hours; other observer was R. Kernot.

5. On 22 March 1981, an adult, between 1705and 1725hours;
other observers were R. Drummond and J. Mullins.

Characters used to separate these birds from the
Buff-banded Rail Ga//irallus philippensis were the
long, narrow (rather than stout) bill and lack of a
buff breast-band and white superciliary stripe.
Characters of birds identified as adult (rather than
young) Lewin's Rails were a long bill with red or
pink near the base, rufous on'sides of the neck and
extensive black and wliite barring on the
underparts. Runners were mainly blackish but
with longer bills than the blackish runners of other
southern rails and crakes (pers. obs.). Immatures
had shorter bills than adults (e.g. two thirds as

long) and their bills lacked conspicuous red or pink
colouration. Immatures also showed little or no
rufous on the head and neck, extensive off-white
markings on the chin and.throat, only a small area
of barring on the underparts (bars usually
indistinct), and mainly blackish upperparts.

On one occasion, an adult Lewin's Rail stood
erect on a clod of peat at the edge of the rushland
and gavea series ofgrunting calls urrt urrt urrt urrt
followed by several harsh scolding notes similar to
scolding calls of the Southern Scrub-robin
Drymodes brunneopygia. The first call is described
in the literature, e.g. Pizzey (1980).

Lewin's Rails observed at this wetland were
usually visible for less than three minutes at a time,
though on 14 March a rail fed in the open for 20
minutes. They fed by probing in dry peat and soft
mud, typically at a rate of one probe per second.
Some birds fed back and forth over a route of one
to two metres. One item of food was a small
crustacean; crustaceans have been listed as food of
the Lewin's Rail (Frith 1976).After securing their
food, the rails would often move quickly into dense
cover «([Baxter 1981).

Although the wetland in Section 328 in which
Lewin's Rails raised young in 1981 is not large, it is
nevertheless important given the few localities of
known breeding records for this species in South
Australia. The South Eastern Wetlands
Committee (1983)recommended that Section 328
in the Hundred of Waterhouse be acquired for
addition to Little Dip Conservation Park.
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