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The impacts of climate change and the attendant interventions taken to mitigate 

impacts on communities – including increased extraction and damming for flood 

mitigation - disturb the natural wetting and drying processes required for even 

common waterbird species to maintain their populations let alone recover from periods 

of extended drought. Australia should be focussed on reducing unnecessary 

anthropocentric impacts on biodiversity rather than layering them up for the sake of 

recreation. The science is reflected in accumulating threatened species listings and 

illustrates that we cannot be complacent when it comes to population decline simply 

because of outdated perceptions of “abundance”. 

Impacts to threatened and non-target species 

Furthermore, non-target and threatened species risk impacts from recreational 

hunting. With wetlands in better condition than previous years, conditions are ripe for 

breeding and aggregation of higher numbers of threatened wetlands birds and non-

game species, increasing the likelihood that they will be adversely impacted by hunting 

activities. The potential impacts include direct mortality and injury from shotgun 

pellets and increased disturbance which can in turn cause nesting failures, reduced 

feeding opportunities, and reduced habitat availabilityiv.     

Notable threatened or non-game species at risk include Australasian Bittern, Australian 

Painted Snipe, Brolga, Great and Intermediate Egrets, Blue-billed, Freckled and Musk 

Ducks as well as flocks of migratory shorebirds feeding in wetlands to fuel up for their 

departure for the northern hemisphere in late March/early April.  

Even if these birds are not directly shot, the disturbance to them in their habitat can 

have drastic and detrimental effects. Nests may be abandoned, courtship rituals for 

flocking Brolgas can be disrupted, shy and cryptic species that rely on dense fringing 

vegetation will be spooked into breaking cover.   

The two duck species that have come off the game list (Hardhead and Australasian 

Shoveler) often occur in the same wetlands as targeted game species such as Pacific 

Black Ducks and Grey and Chestnut Teals. Even if they are not specifically shot at, the 

disturbance to these birds will be extreme. Shovelers in particular are not easy to 

identify from Pacific Black Ducks, especially in flight and the risk of accidental deaths to 

this species is high.   

The potential impacts to non-target species are not limited to waterbirds. In Victoria, 

Stubble Quail, a common small ground dwelling bird, are classified as a “game” species 

however their range overlaps with several other non-target species with similar 

appearances. These include several other quail and button-quail species as well as the 

Critically Endangered Plains-wanderer.  The National Recovery Plan for the Plains-

wandererv states: 
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Plains-wanderers can occasionally be killed during the quail hunting season as 

they look superficially similar and are found in the same habitat. Stubble quail 

(Coturnix pectoralis) are a native quail species that can be legally hunted in 

Victoria. The majority of hunting occurs on private property. There are also 16 

State Game Reserves in which hunting is permitted (GMA, 2014). The degree 

to which quail hunting is impacting upon plains-wanderer survival is largely 

unknown; however hunting has the potential to have adverse impacts upon the 

species due to both incidental shooting and interactions between birds and 

dogs. 

Precautionary approach is key 

The extinction process begins with a species’ decline, perhaps gradually, and perhaps 

only towards the edge of its geographic range. Often, incipient extinction processes are 

driven by several threatening processes occurring in concert or over time. 

Recognising the early warning signs is crucial to effective and efficient species 

conservation as the further the decline of a species is allowed to progress, the more 

difficult and expensive the recovery effort. . 

Average “harvest” of game ducks in Victoria is around 325,000. In 2021 it was 1/6 of 

this (52,000). Yet waterfowl numbers have still not recovered to the levels they were in 

2016.   

With clear signs of long-term decline and with multiple pressures on waterbirds, 

including hunting of game species, BirdLife Australia holds that the precautionary 

principle inherent in international, national and State conservation agreements and 

legislation must be adhered to. 

Australasian (Blue-winged) Shoveler and Hardhead have now been taken off the game 

list. That it had been permissible to shoot both species until now when evidence showed 

there was a decline shows that failure to adhere to a precautionary principle has failed 

these birds which are now listed under Victorian threatened species legislation. In 

particular, the reduced bag limit for Shovelers that applied over the past couple of 

seasons did not halt their decline. 

Victoria’s changing climate adds greatly to the pressure on the ecological condition of 

Victoria’s wetlands and waterbird habitats, affecting things like water availability and 

breeding conditions. 

Furthermore, the accumulation of lead-based shot in wetlands has a long-term 

detrimental impact on the health of our wetlands and waterbirds. While it is being 

phased out over 10 years, it will still be used in this year’s duck season, accumulating a 

poison in wetlands that will have an impact for decades to come.   
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Social and economic impacts 

The majority of Victorians do not support the recreational hunting of native birdsvi and 

a 2022 reportvii by researcher Rochelle Steven for BirdLife Australia demonstrates the 

economic value of bird watching and nature-based tourism, a fast-growing niche 

tourism market in Australiaviii.  Incorporating data from Tourism Australia and a survey 

of bird watchers, key findings for the report include:  

• According to Tourism Australia data (collected in 2019 prior to the global 

pandemic), birdwatching day trips were incorporated in the tourism activities 

of 516 thousand people and 316 thousand overnight stays, generating $283 

million altogether 

• Birdwatchers were a particularly lucrative overnight market, spending an 

average of $181 per night, more than any other nature based tourism sector.  

• Further research indicates both hidden value and future potential for the 

market. A survey of over 2500 BirdLife Australia supporters showed that 45% 

always incorporated birding into their holidays, and 35% usually did so. These 

figures are despite only 14% of respondents classifying themselves as ‘keen’ 

birders.  

• Birdwatching tourists are keen to contribute to conservation, with the vast 

majority of respondents indicating they were willing to capture data to 

contribute to citizen science, and to pay entry fees to key birding sites.  
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