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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Salt Lake Potash Limited proposes to develop the Lake Way Potash Project, south of Wiluna, in the 

Goldfields region of Western Australia. In order to minimise and manage any impacts of these mines on 

the lake, Salt Lake Potash is required to identify the key environmental attributes of the lake and to 

understand how the lake may be impacted by development. 

 

The Project is located in the Eastern Murchison subregion, which encompasses the northern parts of the 

Southern Cross and Eastern Goldfields Terrains of the Yilgarn Craton. Lake Way itself is an ephemeral 

saline playa with an area of approximately 245 km2 that is a surface expression of the Carey Palaeoriver. 

The lake becomes fully inundated only after major rainfall events. 

 

This report compiles the available information from previous waterbird counts at or near Lake Way and 

presents the results of a survey conducted by Bennelongia in March 2020.  The report describes the 

potential suitability of habitats at Lake Way to support a range of waterbirds and documents the broad 

distribution of waterbirds in the project locality. 

 

Altogether 1479 waterbirds of 23 species were counted during the March 2020 survey. All were observed 

in low numbers. Of the 23 species observed only 5 were observed within the development envelope 

(sites 39, 40, 43, 44, 48, 50 and 55), the remainder were observed at claypans outside of the development 

envelope. Waterbirds from the duck family (Anatidae) were the most abundant group with Grey Teal 

(328), Black Swan (173), Pacific Black Duck (123) and Australian Shelduck (121) alone accounting for 50% 

of all birds counted during the survey. All Anatidae species account for 61% of the total count. Red-

capped Plover numbers (357) were also significant accounting for 24% of all birds counted. Low numbers 

of birds such as the Black-Winged Stilt (7) and Red-necked Avocet (5) were consistent with the level of 

water present on the main playa at the time of the survey. Together with historical observations, there 

are records of 51 true waterbirds species and one wetland associated raptor species occurring at Lake 

Way and its immediate surrounds.  

 

Wetter flooding events than in 2020, with annual exceedance probabilities of less than 10% such as 

occurred in March of 2017 and January 2014, show variable water distribution and level throughout the 

main playa and the surrounding clay pans. As no survey work has been conducted during such events, 

it should be recognised survey results provide a limited guide to the likely waterbird diversity, 

distribution and abundance associated with varying water levels in different parts of the Lake Way 

system.  

 

It is possible that the hypersaline playa at Lake Way occasionally supports: 

•Breeding of at least some species, particularly in years of extensive flooding; and 

•Staging of smaller migratory shorebirds during northward migration. 

More extensive breeding is likely in the claypans surrounding the hypersaline playa 

 

Neither the recent observations nor previous observations at Lake Way would justify the wetland being 

classified as a nationally important or internationally important site for migratory shorebirds. However, 

full characterisation of the variability of waterbird diversity, distribution and abundance at Lake Way 

would require surveys to be conducted following major flooding events.  Such events are comparatively 

rare, happening at a frequency of about once every 10-20 years (with very large flooding being less 

frequent).
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Salt Lake Potash Limited proposes to develop the Lake Way Potash Project, south of Wiluna, in the Yilgarn 

region of Western Australia (WA; Figure 1: Location of project development envelope.Figure 1). The Project 

will involve extracting groundwater brines underlying the Lake Way salt lake system and concentrating them 

in solar evaporation ponds to produce up to 260 kilotonnes per annum (ktpa) of sulphate of potash product 

(Salt Lake Potash 2019). Proposed infrastructure includes evaporation ponds, brine abstraction trenches, 

palaeochannel brine production bores, permanent brine pumps and pipework, access and infrastructure 

corridors and excess salt disposal areas. Developments will cover a disturbance area of 2,750 ha within a 

development envelope of 25,449 ha. This disturbance is in addition to the 804 ha approved under the Lake 

Way SOP Demonstration Plant. The lifespan of this project will be 20 years (Salt Lake Potash 2019).  

 

This report provides an appraisal of conservation values associated with waterbirds within Lake Way itself 

and within waterbodies in the immediate surrounds. The appraisal is primarily based on a field survey carried 

out by Bennelongia during late March 2020. Incidental records during aquatic invertebrate and SRE surveys 

in late October 2019 are reviewed, as well as more historical records of waterbirds at Lake Way. 

 

1. REGIONAL CONTEXT 
In terms of bioregions, the Project is located in the Eastern Murchison subregion (MUR1), which 

encompasses the northern parts of the Southern Cross and Eastern Goldfields Terrains of the Yilgarn Craton 

(Cowan et al. 2001). The climate is arid with hot summers and mild winters. Annual rainfall is approximately 

250–260 mm in the vicinity of the Project and is far exceeded by evaporation. Waterways of the Eastern 

Murchison are typically internally draining palaeoriver systems and associated salt lakes (Bastin 2008; Cowan 

et al. 2001). Vegetation around these waterways is predominantly low Mulga woodlands with rich ephemeral 

assemblages, hummock grasslands on red sandplain, saltbush shrubland on calcareous soil and samphire 

associated with saline areas (Bastin 2008; Cowan et al. 2001).  

 

Lake Way itself is an ephemeral hypersaline playa with an area of approximately 245 km2 that is a surface 

expression of the Carey Palaeoriver. The lake becomes substantially inundated only after major rainfall 

events, generally every 10 to 20 years. Drainage occurs in a south-easterly orientation along the Carey 

Palaeoriver during periods of surface flow. Lake Way has low topographic relief and is underlain by fractured, 

weathered and saturated Archaean bedrock, in turn covered by widespread alluvium and colluvium. The 

water table sits less than 1 m below the lakebed in unvegetated areas, with salinities ranging from <3,000 

ppm TDS in adjacent tributaries to hypersaline (50,000–200,000 ppm TDS) below the playa.  

1.1.1. Rainfall and flooding 
Satellite imagery, and rainfall data for Lake Way based on records from the Wiluna meteorological station, 

show that the hypersaline playa and its surrounding waterbodies contain water to the extent that was seen 

in the 2020 waterbird survey once a year on average (BOM 2020, NASA 2020). The water levels seen during 

the survey on 30, 31 March and 1 April were remnants of rainfall events up to over a month prior and the 

proceeding smaller events. The rain that fell in this period was approximately 35 mm from 23-25 February, 

topped up by 5.8 mm on 14 March. There was 72.2 mm of rain in January, with an average of 8mm per day 

between 9 and 17 January. The amount of water observed from the flyovers during the survey was lower, 

consistent with roughly a month of drying (Figure 2). 

 

The rainfall from 23-25 February represents an event at an annual exceedance probability (AEP) of 

approximately 70% using the IFD chart for Lake Way (Emerge 2019). The most notable rainfall events in the 

last 30 years occurred in March 2017 (127.5mm over 72 hours) and January 2014 (100.2mm in 24 hours) and 

have annual exceedance probabilities (AEPs) of less than 10% (Figure 3 and Figure 4). In addition to the 

aforementioned rainfall events, others in the last 40 years having AEPs of 20% or less occurred in April 2013, 

December 2008, January 1997, February 1995, December 1988, February 1987 and March 1983. Major 

rainfall events are not strongly correlated with total annual rainfall; despite 2006, 2000 and 1997 being 

comparatively wet years in Wiluna they did not have major events. The extent of flooding associated with  



Lake Way Waterbirds 

Salt Lake Potash 

2 

 
Figure 1: Location of project development envelope. 



Lake Way Waterbirds 

Salt Lake Potash 

3 

 
Figure 2: Observed extent of surface water during 2020 survey. 
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Figure 3: Flooding resulting from March 2017 rainfall (127.5mm over 72 hours – AEP<10%, NASA 2020). 

 

 
Figure 4: Flooding resulting from January 2014 rainfall (100.2mm over 24 hours – AEP<10%, NASA 2020). 
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Figure 5: Flooding associated 1% AEP rainfall, as modelled by Emerge Associates (Emerge 2019). 
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1% AEP rainfall (1 in 100 year flood) was modelled by Emerge Associates and is shown in Figure 5 (Emerge 

2019). 

2. WETLAND BIRDS 

2.1. Shorebirds 
Australia supports 54 shorebird species, of which 18 species are resident and 36 breed in the northern 

hemisphere and regularly visit Australia during the Southern Hemisphere summer. The 36 migratory species 

are listed under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation (EPBC) Act 1999 and are potentially 

matters of national environmental significance. Fifteen migratory shorebirds are also listed as conservation 

significant under the Biodiversity Conservation Act (BC) 2016. The broad threats to the migratory species 

include large scale habitat loss in south-east Asia as a result of industrialisation (Yang et al. 2011). Potential 

threats within Australia are direct loss of habitat, anthropogenic disturbance of feeding and roosting sites 

and hydrological changes, although populations within Australia appear to be principally limited by activities 

in other countries (Nebel et al. 2008; Glover et al. 2011; Clemens et al. 2016).  

2.1.1. Shorebird migration 
The two major landing areas in Australia for migratory shorebirds using the East Asia-Australasian Flyway 

(EAAF) are north-western Australia (Roebuck Bay or Eighty-mile Beach) and the Gulf of Carpentaria. 

Numbers are especially high in north-western Australia. 

 

The migratory shorebirds that breed in the northern hemisphere mostly leave their breeding grounds in 

August and arrive in northern Australia in September or early October (Hansen et al. 2016). Most of the 

birds arriving in north-western Australia then move to southern Australia, either flying down the west coast 

or flying across the continent to south-eastern Australia and arriving in late October or November. Some 

birds remain in the north-west. 

 

By February birds are beginning to move back north, where they feed intensively prior to departing for the 

northern hemisphere. Most birds congregate at coastal sites but some shorebirds typical of freshwater 

habitats may refuel at inland wetlands prior to moving to the coast immediately before departure. Most 

birds leave north-western Australia in March or early April, although small numbers of first year birds do not 

undertake the return migration. 

 

Migratory shorebirds are most likely to use Australia’s inland salt lakes and surrounds in large numbers if 

they contain water in February and March, although smaller numbers of first-year birds may occur if water 

is present in winter. If water is present in September and October, large numbers of migratory shorebirds 

may again be expected, it is unusual for inland Western Australian lakes to hold water at this time of year. 

2.1.2. Conservation of shorebirds 
As indicated above, there is potential for some inland Australian wetlands to be important habitat for 

migratory shorebirds. These wetlands are mostly ephemeral because of Australia’s low (albeit variable) 

inland rainfall and high inland temperatures. They may be unused for several years and then, after rain and 

flooding, can be extremely productive and support large numbers of shorebirds. 

 

The Wildlife Conservation Plan for Migratory Shorebirds (2015) has set out four objectives to sustain 

populations of migratory shorebirds across their range and diversity of habitats in the East Asian- 

Australasian Flyway (EAAF): 

 

1. Protection of important habitats for migratory shorebirds [will occur] throughout the EAAF; 

2. Wetland habitats in Australia, on which migratory shorebirds depend, [will be] protected and 

conserved; 

3. Anthropogenic threats to migratory shorebirds in Australia [will be] minimised or, where possible, 

eliminated; and 

4. Knowledge gaps in migratory shorebird ecology in Australia [will be] identified and addressed to 

inform decision makers, land managers and the public. 
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The process of identifying important areas for migratory shorebirds is described in EPBC Policy 3.21 (2017). 

In this context the term ‘area’ means the geographic area used by the same group of shorebirds over a 

substantial period of time. Thus, it may include multiple feeding and roosting sites and at Lake Way the 

whole wetland comprises the unit of assessment. 

 

Utilising the EPBC Policy 3.21, wetlands would be classed as internationally important habitat for migratory 

shorebirds if there are records of use by: 

• 1 per cent of the individuals in the EAAF population of one species or subspecies of migratory 

shorebird; or 

• A total abundance of at least 20,000 migratory shorebirds. 

  

Wetlands would be classified as nationally important habitat if there are records of use by: 

• 0.1 per cent of the flyway population of a single species of migratory shorebird; or 

• 2,000 migratory shorebirds; or 

• 15 migratory shorebird species. 

 

The number of migratory shorebirds observed at Lake Way and its surrounding clay pans during the March 

2020 survey was a small fraction of the number required to be classed as nationally important wetland. Lake 

Way is not classified as a nationally important wetland.  

2.2. Waterbirds 
In addition to shorebirds, Australia supports approximately 60 other waterbird species, although the 

boundaries between waterbird, seabird and land species are blurred. Other than on beach and intertidal 

mudflats, where terns and shorebirds are numerically dominant, duck (Anatidae) species usually account for 

about 70% of the waterbirds in Western Australian wetlands (Halse et al. 2005; Halse et al. 1998; Storey et 

al. 1993). 

 

Many waterbird species depend primarily on inland wetlands for recruitment, often travelling large distances 

to breed (or maintain populations) as wetlands in one region dry and those in another flood (Roshier et al. 

2008; McEvoy et al. 2015). However, on the basis of current information, relatively few wetlands in the East 

Murchison support many waterbirds. Lake Barlee, another intermittent salt lake to the south west of Lake 

Way, is a possible exception because it is considered a significant refuge by the Department of Biodiversity, 

Conservation and Attractions (DBCA).  

 

Lake Ballard and Lake Marmion, as well as Lake Barlee, are the Wetlands of National Significance (Directory 

of Important Wetlands in Australia) in the East Murchison region, with all being regarded as key wetlands 

because they have supported breeding by Banded Stilt (Kingsford et al. 2010, DEC 2009). 

 

Banded Stilt are a species that breeds in large numbers on inland salt lakes at irregular intervals of a decade 

or more in response to significant flooding events. As such, individual breeding events can be critical to the 

survival of the species. There are no records of Banded Stilt breeding on Lake Way, but there are records 

from lakes to the north-east and south-east (Marchant and Higgins 1993, Cowan 2001b, Burbidge and Fuller 

1982). 

2.3. Wetland use and variation 
Ephemeral inland lakes are important breeding grounds for many species other than Banded Stilt when 

under periods of prolonged inundation (Kingsford and Porter 1994). Underlying wetland condition, 

topography and history of flooding are strong determinants of waterbird and shorebird use of wetlands but 

the extent of flooding is critical. Thus, while rainfall is often the key factor in determining waterbird use, the 

pattern of surrounding wetlands that provide alternative habitat also influences waterbird use of large 

playas. Another factor is that migration or nomadic movement to water occurs on varying scales from local 

to national. Consequently, waterbird numbers at a wetland can show very large seasonal and interannual 

variations (Halse et al. 2005). 
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3. WATERBIRDS RECORDED AT LAKE WAY 
Many waterbird species have Australia-wide distributions (or close to it). Thus, the large majority of the 

waterbird species recorded at Lake Way are widespread in the semi-arid to arid landscapes of the Eastern 

Murchison and adjacent subregions.  

3.1. Previous Records 
Very few surveys of waterbirds at Lake Way and its surrounds have been conducted in the past and no 

significant survey work has been conducted during particularly wet years or following substantial rainfall 

events. The most comprehensive information prior to the 2020 survey is in an unpublished report by 

Bancroft and Bamford in 2004. Other significant records of waterbirds at Lake Way have been collected by 

Bamford Consulting Ecologists (2019), James Sansom and Josh Payne of Salt Lake Potash and by 

Bennelongia during an aquatic invertebrate survey in January 2020 and stygofauna survey in March 2020. 

These records are shown in Appendix 1. 

 

Bancroft and Bamford (2004) compiled information on Lake Way waterbird records from a baseline fauna 

report conducted by Outback Ecology in 2002, searches of Birdlife Australia’s and the Western Australian 

Museum’s databases. The database searches were based on two scales, a one-degree and a three-degree 

block centred around the lake. Personal records from Nic Dunlop (Birdlife Australia) were also included. A 

list of 47 waterbirds that may occur at Lake Way was drawn up, of which 37 had been recorded in the general 

area. These 37 records included some animals found only within the three-degree search area and in many 

cases represent animals that have not since been recorded at Lake Way or in its surrounds and would 

generally be considered very irregular visitors to the area. The 10 birds that were not recorded are listed as 

a result of the suitability of the habitat at Lake Way for each species. Unpublished records from Nic Dunlop 

incorporated by Bancroft and Bamford (2004) included Red-necked Avocets, Silver Gull and Gull-billed Terns 

breeding on Lake Way in February 1988. These are important records because these species regularly breed 

in lakes with potential for Banded Stilt breeding and the Gull-billed Tern breeds few other places than 

potential Banded Stilt breeding sites. Breeding success was noted to be limited as nests located on islands 

within the lake and natural causeways were largely predated on by red foxes (Vulpes vulpes) due to their 

accessibility from the mainland. 

 

Bamford Consulting Ecologists (2019) surveyed Lake Way and its surrounds for all vertebrate fauna in 

January and February 2019. Of the 43 waterbirds deemed to possibly occur at the lake in the 2019 report, 

only five species and an unidentified heron were observed during the survey around pools north of the main 

playa. These waterbirds were noted as reliant upon water being present in Lake Way and it was observed 

that under ideal conditions numbers of migratory waterbirds could be very high. During times of ideal 

conditions, lakes in the greater area may also be flooded and as a result the waterbirds may be widely 

dispersed. 

 

Salt Lake Potash’s onsite environment department keeps records of all waterbirds that are observed at the 

project. These records are limited to search areas accessible and adjacent to existing operations. A total of 

1161 waterbirds of 11 species were seen from 1 February to 28 March 2020, with young of Grey Teal and 

Red-capped Plover observed. It is inferred these species breed at the hypersaline playa or in nearby 

claypans. 

 

During aquatic and subterranean fauna surveys conducted around Lake Way on 20, 21 January 2020 and 11 

March 2020 by Bennelongia, six bird species were seen. 

 

The results of searches using the EPBC Protected Matters Tool, Atlas of Living Australia, Naturemap, Birddata 

and Ebird within a one-degree search area centred on Lake Way (lat -26.8o, long 120.4o) can also be seen in 

Appendix 1. Any species other than those listed in Appendix 1 are considered very irregular visitors to the 

area and highly unlikely to appear in significant numbers or to utilise the main hypersaline playa within the 

project area.  
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4. 2020 SURVEY 

4.1. Methods 
On 30 and 31 March 2020, a Robinson 44 helicopter was used to aerially survey the entire Lake Way system 

and its surrounds (Figure 6) to identify the areas that contained water and to obtain a count of all waterbirds 

and shorebirds present. Flight speed and height were variable to maximise viewing conditions. Ground 

truthing was undertaken at sites showing large flocks of waterbirds during the aerial surveys using spotting 

scopes and binoculars. Sites that looked prospective because of occurrence of water and suitable habitat 

were also surveyed. Ground surveys were conducted in between and after flights on 30 and 31 March and 

on the morning of 1 April. The location of waterbodies observed during aerial surveys was recorded and 

mapped (Figure 2). 

 

Survey sites 39, 40, 43, 44, 48, 50 and 55 (Figure 6) were all located either completely or partially within the 

development envelope. Other sites were surveyed to provide context to an assessment of the value of Lake 

Way.  

 

The flight path and survey sites with ground survey locations are shown in Figure 6.  

4.2. Results 
Altogether 1479 waterbirds of 23 species were counted (Table 1Table 1: 2020 survey waterbird 

counts at each site. 

Sites within development envelope shaded red.). The final totals for each site and species were calculated from the highest count 

seen on one day at one site either from the air or when the site was ground-truthed. 

 

Waterbirds from the duck family (Anatidae) were the most abundant group with Grey Teal (328), Black Swan 

(173), Pacific Black Duck (123) and Australian Shelduck (121) accounting for 50% of all birds counted during 

the survey. All Anatidae species account for 61% of the total count. Red-capped Plover numbers (357) were 

also significant accounting for 24% of all birds counted. Low numbers of species such as the Black-Winged 

Stilt (7) and Red-necked Avocet (5) were observed, which is consistent with the level of water present on 

the main playa.  

4.2.1. Distributions 

Corresponding with their contribution to the total count, Red-capped Plovers showed the widest 

distribution of birds in the survey, being present at 11 of 20 sites. The duck family, with the exception of 

Black Swans, were also widely distributed, with different species being recorded in varied habitats across 

the area of survey. Australian Shelducks in particular exhibited a broad habitat range, occupying eight sites. 

All birds with conservation listings were found at single locations. The migratory shorebirds were exclusively 

found at site 40 on the main hypersaline playa and within the production area, while the Caspian Tern was 

seen only at site 52, a claypan 6 km north of the main playa. 

 

The approximate numbers of birds at the different sites across Lake Way and its surrounds are shown in 

Figure 7. 

4.2.2. Migratory waterbirds 
Four of the shorebird species recorded are listed under EPBC and BC Acts. These are Caspian Tern, Red-

necked Stint, Sharp-tailed Sandpiper and Curlew Sandpiper. These migratory shorebirds were seen only on 

the evening of 31 March and morning of 1 April. This possibly reflects the species being in transit in the 

early part of their northward migration. 

 

As percentages of the East Asia-Australasian Flyway, the numbers seen of each migratory species during the 

survey were not significant and do not warrant Lake Way being treated as an important site (see Appendix 

3).  However, further comment on the Curlew Sandpiper is made below. 
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Table 1: 2020 survey waterbird counts at each site. 
Sites within development envelope shaded red. 

Common name Scientific name Status Site 39 Site 40 Site 41 Site 43 Site 44 Site 45 Site 46 Site 48 Site 49 Site 50 Site 51 Site 52 Site 53 Site 54 Site 55 Site 57 Site 58 Site 59 Site 60 Site 62 Survey Total 

Black Swan Cygnus atratus 
   

16 
        

173 
        

173 

Australian Shelduck Tadorna tadornoides 
  

2 88 
  

2 
    

4 121 
 

3 
   

2 
 

2 121 

Australian Wood Duck Chenonetta jubata 
   

26 
        

60 8 1 
      

60 

Pink-eared Duck Malacorhynchus membranaceus 
   

56 
        

46 
 

1 
      

56 

Australasian Shoveler Spatula rhynchotis 
   

41 
        

35 
        

41 

Grey Teal Anas gracilis 
   

159 
   

40 
   

11 328 26 
    

26 
  

328 

Pacific Black Duck Anas superciliosa 
   

36 
        

123 6 
       

123 

Hardhead Aythya australis 
            

5 
 

1 
      

5 

Australasian Grebe Tachybaptus novaehollandiae 
   

1 
        

4 1 
      

1 4 

White-faced Heron Egretta novaehollandiae 
   

15 
       

8 20 
 

13 
   

6 
  

20 

White-necked Heron Ardea pacifica 
   

2 
        

2 
        

2 

Straw-necked Ibis Threskiornis spinicollis 
            

20 
     

9 
  

20 

Eurasian Coot Fulica atra 
            

56 
        

56 

Black-winged Stilt Himantopus leucocephalus 
   

1 
        

7 
        

7 

Red-necked Avocet Recurvirostra novaehollandiae 
   

5 
        

5 
        

5 

Red-capped Plover Charadrius ruficapillus 
 

11 357 112 1 1 4 3 
  

5 25 17 
 

1 
      

357 

Banded Lapwing Vanelllus tricolor 
             

6 
       

6 

Black-fronted dotterel Elseyornis melanops 
   

3 
       

2 
      

3 2 
 

3 

Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis MI 
 

49 
                  

49 

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper Calidris acuminata MI 
 

27 
                  

27 

Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea CR & MI 
 

3 
                  

3 

Caspian Tern Hydroprogne caspia MI 
           

5 
        

5 

Silver Gull Chroicocephalus novaehollandiae 
   

7 
                 

7 

Swamp Harrier Circus approximans 
   

1 
                 

1 

                        

Number of birds 
  

11 438 569 1 1 6 43 0 0 5 50 1027 47 20 0 0 0 46 2 3 1479 

Number of species 
  

1 5 16 1 1 2 2 0 0 1 5 17 5 6 0 0 0 5 1 2 24 
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Figure 6: Helicopter flight path and survey locations during 2020 survey 
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Figure 7: Distribution, diversity and abundance (labelled) of waterbirds at Lake Way 
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4.2.3. Curlew Sandpiper 
The Curlew Sandpiper is listed as Critically Endangered under the BC Act. While there is no adopted or made 

recovery plan for this species, it is part of the Wildlife Conservation Plan for Migratory Shorebirds nationally 

and the Partnership for the Conservation of Migratory Waterbirds and the Sustainable Use of their Habitats in 

the East Asian-Australasian Flyway. 

 

There has been large and widespread decline in populations recorded since the 1980s, most likely due to 

threats in breeding areas that are located outside of Australia. This species mostly occurs in highly populated 

coastal areas in Australia during the non-breeding season and it is regarded as necessary that undisturbed 

feeding and roosting habitat along the south-east coast and on the north-west Australian coast is 

maintained for the species to survive at current population levels (Environment 2020). While these coastal 

locations are critically important, Curlew Sandpiper occur in small numbers at inland locations where they 

are more than likely transient. The animals that were observed at Lake Way are likely to have been on their 

northward migration path as some birds from south-eastern Australia move to north-western Australian 

before leaving the mainland (Higgins and Davies 1996).  

 

There have been no records of Curlew Sandpiper at Lake Way previous to the 2020 survey and the low 

numbers in which they are observed are consistent with their use of inland wetlands in Australia as they 

flood, particularly at this time in their migratory cycle. 

5. ECOLOGICAL VALUES OF WATERBIRDS 
Together with historical observations, there are records of 51 true waterbird species and one wetland 

associated raptor species occurring at Lake Way and its immediate surrounds. This includes four migratory 

species, three of them being migratory shorebirds.  

 

Only 23 waterbird species were recorded in the March 2020 waterbird survey, with the development 

envelope supporting 5 of these species, including the migratory shorebirds. All species were observed in 

low numbers, although large flooding events may significantly alter these numbers and the distribution of 

the birds across the main playa. With no other moderately comprehensive survey work conducted, it is 

difficult to assess the likely significance of the lake. 

 

Neither the recent observations nor previous observations by others at Lake Way would justify the wetland 

to be classified as a nationally important or an internationally important wetland or shorebird site. 

 

It is possible that the hypersaline playa that constitutes the main features of Lake Way occasionally serves as 

an opportunistic area for: 

•Breeding for at least some species, particularly in years of extensive flooding; and 

•Staging for smaller migratory shorebirds during northward migration. 

More extensive breeding is likely in the surrounding claypans. 

 

Full characterisation of the variability of waterbird diversity, distribution and abundance at Lake Way would 

require surveys to be conducted following major flooding events.  Such events are comparatively rare, 

happening at a frequency of about once every 10 to 20 years (with very large flooding being less frequent). 

5.1. Breeding values 
Breeding at Lake Way and its surrounds was demonstrated by six species either being noted as having bred 

in the past at Lake Way or young of the species being present during the 2020 survey. Red-capped Plovers, 

Banded Lapwing and Grey Teal were all observed as flightless juveniles in 2020, while one immature 

Australasian Grebe was observed. 

 

Most of the species recorded breeding in the Lake Way area would have used satellite claypans, although 

Red-capped Plovers are likely to have bred on the shore of the hypersaline playa, as the species prefers to 

feed and breed near saline or brackish water. Lake Way may be an important breeding site for Red-capped 
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Plovers as the numbers of adults observed in March 2020 were high, alongside relatively high numbers of 

young. Gull-billed Tern and Silver Gull were observed to breed in the main playa in February 1988. Rainfall 

records at Wiluna suggest this was not a particularly wet month or year at Lake Way but this probably 

highlights the erratic and highly localised nature of arid zone rainfall that makes it difficult to establish when 

lake inflow occurs without site-based observations.  

5.2. Migratory shorebird values 
Despite the extensive amount of shorebird research in Australia, little is known about wetland use by the 

less marine migratory shorebirds and how important arid zone wetlands are to these birds. Based on the 

results of the 2020 survey, it appears likely that even in years of low-level flooding, such as 2020, the 

hypersaline playa may be utilised by low numbers of Sharp-tailed Sandpiper, Curlew Sandpiper and Red-

necked Stint. Other shorebird species such as Common Sandpiper, Common Greenshank, Marsh 

Sandpiper and Wood Sandpiper are also likely to visit the lake, or its surrounds, irregularly during broad 

low-level flooding. It is likely that greater numbers of birds utilise the system in years of extensive flooding, 

although in such years the parts of the lake used by shorebirds are probably different from the low-flood 

years, with greater use of areas of shallowly flooded samphire outside the development envelope. 

Extensive flooding may attract different species assemblages from those found in times of shallow 

flooding. 

6. CONCLUSION  
Neither the recent bird observations nor previous observations at Lake Way would justify the wetland being 

classified as a nationally important or internationally important site for migratory shorebirds. However, full 

characterisation of the variability of waterbird diversity, distribution and abundance at Lake Way would 

require surveys to be conducted immediately following major flooding events.  Such events are 

comparatively rare, happening at a frequency of about once every 10-20 years with very large flooding 

being less frequent. 
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Appendix 1 – All 2020 records, previous records and database searches 
Status – Western Australian Government Conservation Status (DBCA 2020),   

EPBC – EPBC Protected Matters 1° Search (Commonwealth of Australia 2020),   

Benn20 – Bennelongia Survey 2020,  

SLP – Salt Lake Potash Environment Department Records,  

Benn Obs – Bennelongia Observations 2020,  

BCE2019 – Bamford Consulting Ecologists 2019 Fauna Survey (Bamford 2019),  

B&B 1° & ND – Bancroft and Bamford & Nic Dunlop search and records (Bancroft 2004),  

BD 1° - Birdlife Australia Birddata 1° search (BirdLifeAustralia 2020),  

Ebird 1° - Ebird 1° search (Ebird 2020),   

NM 1° - DBCA Naturemap 1° (DBCA 2020),   

ALA 1° - Atlas of Living Australia 1° (2020),   

B&B 3° only – Bancroft and Bamford recorded in 3° search area only (Bancroft 2004). 

(BR) = Breeding 

 

FAMILY/Common Name Scientific Name Status EPBC Benn20 SLP Benn 

Obs 

BCE 

2019 

B&B 1° 

& ND 

BD 1° Ebird 1° NM 1° ALA 1° B&B 3° 

only 

ANATIDAE 
             

Black Swan Cygnus atratus 
  

x 
   

x x x x x 
 

Australian Shelduck Tadorna tadornoides 
  

x x x 
 

x x x x x 
 

Australian Wood Duck Chenonetta jubata 
  

x x 
 

x x x 
 

x x 
 

Pink-eared Duck Malacorhynchus membranaceus 
  

x 
    

x 
  

x 
 

Australasian Shoveler Anas rhynchotis 
  

x 
    

x 
 

x x 
 

Grey Teal Anas gracilis 
  

x x 
 

x x x x x x 
 

Pacific Black Duck Anas superciliosa 
  

x x 
 

x 
 

x 
 

x x 
 

Hardhead Aythya australis 
  

x 
    

x x 
 

x 
 

Musk Duck Bizuria Lobata 
       

x 
  

x 
 

PODICIPEDIDAE 
             

Australasian Grebe Tachybaptus novaehollandiae 
  

x 
    

x x x 
  

Hoary-headed Grebe Poliocephalus poliocephalus 
   

x 
  

x x x x 
  

ANHINGIDAE 
             

Australasian Darter Anhinga novaehollandiae 
       

x 
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FAMILY/Common Name Scientific Name Status EPBC Benn20 SLP Benn 

Obs 

BCE 

2019 

B&B 1° 

& ND 

BD 1° Ebird 1° NM 1° ALA 1° B&B 3° 

only 

PHALACROCORACIDAE 
             

Little Pied Cormorant Phalacrocorax melanoleucos 
       

x 
    

Little Black Cormorant Phalacrocorax sulcirostris 
       

x 
    

PELECANIDAE 
             

Australian Pelican Pelicanus conspicillatus 
   

x x 
  

x 
    

ARDEIDAE 
             

White-faced Heron Egretta novaehollandiae 
  

x x 
   

x x 
 

x 
 

White-necked Heron Ardea pacifica 
  

x 
   

x x x x x 
 

Eastern Great Egret Ardea alba 
       

x 
  

x 
 

Nankeen Night Heron Nycticorax caledonicus 
           

x 

Unidentified Heron Ardeidae sp. 
     

x 
      

THRESKIORNITHIDAE 
             

Straw-necked Ibis Threskiornis spinicollis 
  

x 
    

x 
  

x 
 

Yellow-billed Spoonbill Platalea flavipes 
       

x 
    

Royal Spoonbill Platalea regia 
           

x 

RALLIDAE 
             

Buff-banded Rail Gallirallus philippensis 
       

x 
    

Baillon's Crake Porzana pusilla 
           

x 

Dusky Moorhen Gallinula tenebrosa 
           

x 

Eurasian Coot Fulica atra 
  

x 
    

x x 
 

x 
 

Black-tailed Native-hen Gallinula ventralis 
      

x x x x x 
 

RECURVIROSTRIDAE 
             

Banded Stilt Cladorhynchus leucocephalus 
       

x 
    

Black-winged Stilt Himantopus leucocephalus 
  

x x x 
 

x x x x 
  

Red-necked Avocet Recurvirostra novaehollandiae 
  

x x x 
  

x x x 
  

CHARARDRIIDAE 
             

Oriental Plover Charadrius veredus MI x 
          

Red-capped Plover Charadrius ruficapillus 
  

x x x x x x x 
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FAMILY/Common Name Scientific Name Status EPBC Benn20 SLP Benn 

Obs 

BCE 

2019 

B&B 1° 

& ND 

BD 1° Ebird 1° NM 1° ALA 1° B&B 3° 

only 

Banded Lapwing Vanelllus tricolor 
  

x 
    

x x 
   

Black-fronted Dotterel Elseyornis melanops 
  

x x x x x x x x 
  

Red-kneed Dotterel Erythrogonys cinctus 
       

x x 
   

Inland Dotterel Charadrius australis 
       

x x 
   

SCOLOPACIDAE 
             

Red-necked Stint Calidris ruficollis MI 
 

x 
         

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper Calidris acuminata MI x x 
         

Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea CR & MI 
 

x 
         

Pectoral Sandpiper Calidris melanotos MI x 
          

Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos MI x 
      

x 
   

Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia 
       

x 
  

x 
 

Marsh Sandpiper Tringa stagnatalis 
       

x 
    

Wood Sandpiper Tringa glareola MI 
     

x 
 

x 
   

GLAREOLIDAE 
             

Australian Pratincole Stiltia isabella 
          

x 
 

LARIDAE 
             

Silver Gull Chroicocephalus novaehollandiae 
  

x x 
  

x(BR) x 
    

Australian Gull-billed Tern Gelochelidon nilotica MI 
  

x 
  

x(BR) x x 
   

Whiskered Tern Chlidonias hybrida 
   

x 
  

x x x 
 

x 
 

Caspian Tern Hydroprogne caspia MI 
 

x 
         

ACCIPITRIDAE 
             

Swamp Harrier Circus approximans 
  

x 
       

x 
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Appendix 2 – Location Records 2020 
 Sites within development envelope shaded red. 
Ꚛ = Immature, ° = Chicks/Ducklings Present, ˜ = moulting, Ꙫ = additional counts from flyover 

Site/Common Name 30/03/20 am 30/03/20 pm 31/03/20 am 31/03/20 pm 01/04/20 am 

Site 39 
     

Red-capped Plover 11 5 1 
  

Site 40 
     

No Birds x 
    

Australian Shelduck 
 

2 
   

Red-capped Plovers 
 

41 203 
 

357 (2°) 

Red-necked Stint 
   

1 49 

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper 
   

27 27 

Curlew Sandpiper 
    

3 

Site 41 
     

Black Swan 
 

16 14 
  

Australian Shelduck 
 

88 42 
  

Australian Wood Duck 
 

17 26 
  

Pink-eared Duck 
 

52 56 
  

Australasian Shoveler 
 

30 41 
  

Grey Teal 
 

154 159 
  

Pacific Black Duck 
 

30 36 
  

Australasian Grebe 
 

1 1 
  

White-faced Heron 
 

2 15 
  

White-necked Heron 
  

2 
  

Black-winged Stilt 
    

1 Ꙫ 

Red-necked Avocet 
    

5 Ꙫ 

Red-capped Plover 
 

78° 112° 
  

Black-fronted Dotterel 
 

3 1 
  

Silver Gull 
 

7 5 
  

Site 43 
     

Red-capped Plover 1 
 

1 
  

Site 44 
     

Red-capped Plover 1 
 

0 
  

Site 45 
     

Australian Shelduck 
  

2 
  

Red-capped Plover 3 
 

4 
  

Site 46 
     

Grey Teal 
  

40 
  

Red-capped Plover 
  

3 
  

Site 48 
     

No Birds 
  

x 
  

Site 49 
     

No Birds 
  

x 
  

Site 50 
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Site/Common Name 30/03/20 am 30/03/20 pm 31/03/20 am 31/03/20 pm 01/04/20 am 

Red-capped Plover 5 
 

0 3 
 

Site 51 
     

Australian Shelduck 2 2 
 

2 
 

Grey Teal 
 

6 
 

10 (8°)  

Red-capped Plover 4 6 
 

2 
 

Black-fronted Dotterel 2 2 
 

2 
 

Site 52 
     

Black Swan 173 
    

Australian Shelduck 121 
    

Australian Wood Duck 60 
    

Pink-eared Duck 46 
    

Australasian Shoveler 35 
    

Grey Teal 328 
    

Pacific Black Duck 123 
    

Hardhead 5 
    

Australasian Grebe 4 
    

White-faced Heron 20 
    

White-necked Heron 2 
    

Straw-necked Ibis 20 
    

Eurasian Coot 56 
    

Red-necked Avocet 5 
    

Black-winged Stilt 7 
    

Red-capped Plover 17 
    

Caspian Tern 
   

5 
 

Site 53 
     

Australian Wood Duck 
 

2 5 
  

Grey Teal 
 

26 2 
  

Pacific Black Duck 
 

6 
   

Australasian Grebe 
  

1 Ꚛ 
  

Banded Lapwing 
 

3 6 (1°) 
  

Site 54 
     

Australian Shelduck 
 

2 3 
  

Australian Wood Duck 
  

5 
  

Pink-eared Duck 
  

1 
  

Pacific Black Duck 
 

13 5 ˜ 
  

Hardhead 
  

1 
  

White-face Heron 
 

1 1 
  

Red-capped Plover 
  

1 
  

Site 55 
     

No Birds 
 

x x 
  

Site 56 
     

Australian Shelduck 
 

2 
 

2 
 

Grey Teal 
   

1 
 

White-faced Heron 
 

7 
 

8 
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Site/Common Name 30/03/20 am 30/03/20 pm 31/03/20 am 31/03/20 pm 01/04/20 am 

Red-capped Plover 
 

18 
 

23 
 

Site 57 
     

No Birds 
 

x 
   

Site 58 
     

No Birds 
 

x 
   

Site 59 
     

Australian Shelduck 
  

2 
  

Grey Teal 
  

26 (5°) 
  

White-faced Heron 
  

6 
  

Straw-necked Ibis 
  

9 
  

Black-fronted Dotterel 
  

3 
  

Site 60 
     

Black-fronted Dotterel 
  

2 
  

Site 62 
     

Australian Shelduck 
  

2 
  

Australasian Grebe 
  

1 
  

 

Appendix 3 – Flyway Numbers 
Hansen et al. 2016 

Species Flyway population estimate 1% Flyway Population 0.1% Flyway Population 

Asian Dowitcher 14,000 140 14 

Bar-tailed Godwit 325,000 3250 325 

Black-tailed Godwit 160,000 1600 160 

Broad-billed Sandpiper 30,000 300 30 

Common Greenshank 110,000 1100 110 

Common Redshank 75,000-150,000 750 75 

Common Sandpiper 190,000 1900 190 

Curlew Sandpiper 90,000 900 90 

Double-banded Plover 19,000 190 19 

Far Eastern Curlew 35,000 350 35 

Great Knot 425,000 4250 425 

Greater Sand Plover 200,000-300,000 2000 200 

Grey Plover 80,000 800 80 

Grey-tailed Tattler 70,000 700 70 

Latham’s Snipe* 30,000 300 18* 

Lesser Sand Plover 180,000-275,000 1800 180 

Little Curlew 110,000 1100 110 

Little Ringed Plover 150,000 1500 150 

Long-toed Stint 230,000 2300 230 

Marsh Sandpiper 130,000 1300 130 

Oriental Plover 230,000 2300 230 

Oriental Pratincole 2,880,000 28,800 2880 

Pacific Golden Plover 120,000 1200 120 

Pectoral Sandpiper 1,220,000-1,930,000 12,200 1220 

Pin-tailed Snipe 170,000 1700 170 

Red Knot 110,000 1100 110 

Red-necked Phalarope 250,000 2500 250 

Red-necked Stint 475,000 4750 475 

Ruddy Turnstone 30,000 300 30 

Ruff 25,000-100,000 250 25 
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Species Flyway population estimate 1% Flyway Population 0.1% Flyway Population 

Sanderling 30,000 300 30 

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper 85,000 850 85 

Swinhoe’s Snipe 40,000 400 40 

Terek Sandpiper 50,000 500 50 

Wandering Tattler 10,000-25,000 100 10 

Whimbrel 65,000 650 65 

Wood Sandpiper 130,000 1300 130 

 

 


