BIRD WATCHING AT GIPSY POINT AND MALLACOOTA

During the years we spent at Gipsy Point Lodge, we particularly enjoyed watching the many birds which lived in the area or visited it as migrants.  It was also a great pleasure either to take guests to find the birds or to suggest to them where they could find them for themselves.  As we no longer live at the Lodge, we thought that it might be useful for bird watchers intending to visit the area if we gave them some of the ideas we gave our guests.  What follows is the outline of a tour of the area with the birds you might expect to see.

GENOA

Soon after you turn off the Princes Highway and head towards Mallacoota you will see a parking area on the left above some near-permanent ponds, which can be a good bird watching site.  Fairy and Tree Martins, as well as Welcome Swallows, swoop over the wetter areas and it can also be a place to see Chestnut and Grey Teal, Australian Wood Duck, Australian Shelduck, Black Swans, Masked Lapwing and Black-fronted Dotterel. You should also look out for raptors:  White-bellied Sea-eagles, Wedge-tailed Eagles, Little Eagles, Australian Hobbies and Nankeen Kestrels have all been seen there. On the right hand side of the road you will hear and see a small colony of Bell Miners in the eucalypts.

GIPSY POINT

 Along the Gipsy Point Road,  particularly near the Genoa Road and the Cemetery, can be seen Scarlet Robins, Jacky Winters, Rufous and Golden Whistlers, Mistletoebirds, Varied Sittellas, Striated and Spotted Pardalotes, White-winged Choughs, Yellow-tailed Black-Cockatoos and, in the Spring/Summer, Glossy Black-Cockatoos and Olive-backed Orioles. 

GIPSY POINT VILLAGE:   Nankeen Night Herons often perch in the cypresses in Mattsson Street (near View Street) during the day. Occasionally we have seen White-headed Pigeons in Spring and the gardens of the Lodge are frequently home to Bassian Thrush, Eastern Whipbirds and Wonga Pigeons. 
POINT TRACK:   This is reached by going to the Gipsy Point Lodge jetty.  You may see Azure Kingfishers in the vicinity of the jetty.  You will see a “Croajingolong National Park” sign at the right hand end of the car park and  behind it a sign:  “Walkers Only”.  The track is less than 3 kms return and takes you out on a peninsula of the Genoa River.

 Near the beginning of this track is a Bell Miner colony.  About half way out you will come to an area of inkweed which is a very popular spot with King Parrots, Crimson Rosellas, Silvereyes (including the Tasmanian form when they are passing through on their way north in Winter) and, often, Brown Cuckoo-Doves in one of the most southern parts of their range.  Sometimes around this area we have seen Southern Emu-wrens. Other birds frequently seen or heard on this track are Rose Robins, White-throated Treecreepers, Red-browed Finches, Eastern Whipbirds, Rainbow and Musk Lorikeets and Bassian Thrushes.  We have seen an Olive Whistler on several occasions.  It is a good place for the common bush birds like the Brown and Striated Thornbills, Grey Fantails, Eastern Yellow Robins, Superb Fairy-wrens etc.

In Spring/Summer, there is a good chance of seeing migrants.  Well out on the track, we have  seen Topknot Pigeons in the Muttonwoods (Rapanea howittiana)   in the early morning and evening. Scarlet Honeyeaters can sometimes be seen in the flowering melaleucas.  Rufous Fantails, Leaden Flycatchers and Black-faced Monarchs, as well as Fan-tailed and Pallid Cuckoos and Shining and Horsefield’s Bronze-Cuckoos, are frequent visitors.

The common raptors to be seen here are:  White-bellied Sea-eagle, Whistling Kite, Collared Sparrowhawk, Nankeen Kestrel and Australian Hobby.  Brown Goshawks have nested along this track as have the Whistling Kites.

AROUND MALLACOOOTA

DOUBLE CREEK NATURE WALK:  This is a very pleasant walk on a circular track which takes about twenty minutes if you don’t stop on the way; (unlikely if you’re a bird watcher!).  It passes through several habitats which are sign-posted, as are various trees and shrubs.  While you are looking for birds keep an eye out for koalas which also live in this area.  The first part of the walk is rain forest in which there are usually Brown Gerygones, White-browed Scrubwrens and Lewin’s and Crescent Honeyeaters.  During Winter Superb Lyrebirds breed here and you often hear them calling and, if you are lucky, you may see them, both then and at other times of the year.  During Spring/Summer this is also a good place to see Rufous Fantails, Scarlet Honeyeaters and Black-faced Monarchs.  Any of these birds can be seen breeding here.  The Brown Gerygone’s beautiful hanging nest is well worth looking out for and is often conspicuous.  The top of the hill in the drier eucalyptus forest is the most likely place in the district to see Red-browed Treecreepers.  Grey Goshawks and Collared Sparrowhawks have both nested here.  If you are looking for Azure Kingfishers look carefully from the little  bridge just next to the beginning of the track.  If you don’t have any luck there walk up on to the bridge on the Genoa Road and look from there (keeping a watchful eye out for speeding cars!).  The last spot to look for them here is to cross the road and walk along the track next to Double Creek (Double Creek Arm).

LAKESIDE DRIVE:  Take the turn to the left on the way into Mallacoota sign-posted “Buckland’s Jetty” and “Karbeethong Lodge”.  Keep following “Karbeethong Lodge” signs which will bring you down Snapper Point Road to the lake side.  This road can be a good spot for honeyeaters, especially Little Wattlebirds and New Holland Honeyeaters. As you drive around Bottom Lake on Lakeside Drive you may see some of the more common water birds of the area:  Australian Pelicans, Little Pied, Little Black and Great Cormorants, Great, Intermediate, Little and Cattle Egrets, Crested Terns, Australian Wood Duck, Chestnut and Grey Teal, Royal Spoonbills and Black Swans.  As you approach Coull’s Inlet you may see a flock of Hoary-headed Grebe on the water.  The Silver Gull is ubiquitous in this area and in Summer Swamp Harriers can be seen raiding the gull colony on the island near the main wharf.

CAPTAIN STEPHENSON’S POINT:  If the eucalypts in the camping ground are flowering there are often honeyeaters there.  From the Point there are often large numbers of waders and sea birds to be seen on the sand banks and on the beaches near the opening of Bottom Lake to the sea. Pacific Gulls, Pied Oystercatchers, Eastern Curlews, Whimbrels, Bar-tailed Godwits, Red-capped Plover and the increasingly rare Hooded Plover are most likely to be seen. Other birds seen from time to time include Sooty Oystercatcher, Grey-tailed Tattler, Red-necked Stint, Curlew and Sharp-tailed Sandpiper, Red Knot and Double-banded Plover. 

BASTION POINT AND BETKA BEACH:  You may be able to get closer to some of these  birds if you drive to Bastion Point and walk along the beach.  This is a breeding place for Little Terns in Summer.  A drive further along the Betka road will bring you to Betka Beach.  If you have not found the Hooded Plover yet this is a likely place.

MALLACOOTA AIRPORT:  Drive down the Betka Road and turn off on the track on the right to the airport.  The area opposite the runway can be a good spot for Tawny-crowned Honeyeaters feeding on the astroloma on the ground.  There is a little swampy pond about fifty metres further along and, if you’re lucky, you may glimpse a Latham’s Snipe there.  Various raptors may be seen in the area.  Richard’s Pipits are a likely find on the runway as are Masked Lapwings.  

Return to the Betka Road and turn right towards Quarry Beach (worth a visit for its amazing rock formations).  As you pass the airport radio masts stop if you are visiting in Spring/Summer because you are very likely to see cuckoos on the wires or on the fences.  We have seen all the cuckoos which visit the area at this spot, including Brush Cuckoos.  We have also sometimes seen Striated Fieldwrens in the roadside bushes here.

 THE LAKES AND RIVERS 

Take a trip or, better still, hire a boat to explore the beautiful lakes and rivers. The Genoa River has two pairs of White-bellied Sea-eagles which build their bulky nests in trees along its banks and add to them from year to year.  Azure Kingfishers can be found along any of the waterways.  In  Summer we have been fortunate to see Black Bittern on the Genoa River above Gipsy Point.

FURTHER AFIELD 

SEWERAGE FARM: A visit to the Mallacoota sewerage farm can be readily arranged with the Water Board and usually results in some water birds not seen elsewhere, such as, Australasian Grebe, Musk Duck and Hardhead. White-fronted Chats and Black-fronted Dotterel are often seen around the ponds. The surrounding bush is also worth keeping an eye on.
WANGARABELL: An excellent day can be had on the Wangarabell Road which starts at the Princes Highway, two kilometres north of Genoa. The road winds through bushland for about 14 kilometres before opening on to farmland at Big Flat and Wangarabell. Further on the road enters Coopracambra National Park and road conditions deteriorate markedly. The bush/farmland margins are often very productive with sightings of Scarlet and Flame Robins, Spotted Pardalotes, Dusky Woodswallows, Yellow-tufted Honeyeaters, Turquoise Parrots, Emus, Yellow-rumped and Buff-rumped Thornbills, White-bellied Cuckoo-shrike (dark morph), Restless Flycatchers, and many others.

WINGAN AND DRUMMER:  A day trip to Wingan Inlet can be combined with a visit to Drummer rainforest walk which is beside the highway, eleven kilometres east of Cann River.  It is a likely spot for Large-billed Scrubwrens.  Wingan Camp and jetty area are well worth a prowl.  The nature walk to the beach includes an elevated board walk around the edge of the lake, some fine bush and spectacular views.  A stroll up the beach to the inlet mouth gives good views of seals and Black-faced Cormorants on The Skerries and a good look at the resident Hooded  and Double-banded Plover on the beach.

BEN BOYD AND GREENCAPE:  A day trip to Ben Boyd National Park and Greencape lighthouse is strongly recommended. Hot spots include Bittangabee Bay for bush birds and Superb Lyrebirds, the lighthouse for sea birds, including albatross, and the track to Pulpit Point for a chance of Ground Parrots.

As you can see, you need several days in the area to enjoy the birds and the beautiful environment.  It is a good idea to avoid the Summer and Easter school holidays as it is difficult to watch birds with the numbers of people who come to Mallacoota at those times.  At other times you can frequently have a beach or track to yourself.  Maps and descriptive brochures are available from Parks Victoria in Melbourne and East Gippsland.

We hope you enjoy the area as much as we did.  

Susan and Alan Robertson

