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2023 - MY BIG YEAR FOR THE  

AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY  
 

JOHN HURRELL1 

jhurrell@iinet.net.au 

 

Introduction  

In late 2022 I decided that I would attempt to see at least 200 different bird species in the ACT 

in 2023, a feat sometimes referred to as a Big Year. I knew that it would be feasible, albeit with 

considerable time and effort. One complicating factor was that I was going to be overseas from 

mid-May to mid-September visiting family and friends in the UK. However, I reasoned, 

correctly as it turned out, that winter is traditionally a relatively quiet period for birding in the 

ACT. 

 

I did not set out to see the most species of birds in the ACT, partly because I would be away 

for four months, but mainly because there are a lot more experienced and dedicated birders 

than me. 

 

What is the basis of the number 200? Well obviously, it is an arbitrary number but historically 

quite a number of local birders have set themselves that number as a target. The first recorded 

Big Year was achieved by Alastair Smith in 2006; he listed 208 species of birds within the 

geographical boundaries of the ACT that year. Alastair wrote an article in Canberra Bird Notes 

(2008) documenting the planning and conduct of his ñBig Yearò, which was the inspiration for 

this article. Another birder, Peter Milburn achieved a staggering total of 233 species in 2014. 

 

Not all birders list in eBird. In fact neither Alastairôs nor Peterôs achievements are recorded in 

eBird. These days, however, there are sufficient experienced birders listing in eBird to gain a 

reasonable approximation of the number of birds observed each year. Over the last ten years 

prior to 2023 the number of bird species observed each year ranged from 222 to 238. In six of 

those years the numbers ranged from 230 to 233.  So it appeared to me that it was entirely 

feasible to see at least 200 of those 230 or so species of birds.  

 

Background 

Despite, at the time of writing this article being in my late sixties, I am not an experienced 

birder. I started birding quite late in life, in my mid-sixties. In 2018 I took up outdoor 

photography as a retirement hobby. I photographed birds and realised that I did not know what 

they were. I had a chance encounter with a birder in early 2019 who put me onto the eBird 

website and I was hooked.  

 

Several years on I am improving as a birder but will never be as skilled as those who have 

birded their entire lifetime. Plus my advancing years mean that my hearing, eyesight and 

 
1  All photos by the author. 



Canberra Bird Notes 49(1) July 2024 

2 

 

reactions are not as good as they once were. I am reasonably mobile, although climbing gates 

and fences is increasingly becoming a bit of a challenge.   

 

However, I have one big advantage over many younger birders, that is, time. Being fully retired 

and having a very understanding wife I can spend as much, or as little, time birding as I want. 

Plus I have an all-wheel drive car so can access some of the more remote birding hotspots in 

the ACT.   

 

Planning 

There are plenty of resources available to birders these days. eBird has vast amounts of easily 

accessed data available to help determine what birds have been seen when and where in the 

ACT.  

 

The COG website is also extremely useful. The monthly Gang-Gang newsletter provides lots 

of background information and the COG chatline provides timely intelligence on birds seen.  I 

often read back issues of Gang-Gang for a particular month to determine what rare birds have 

been observed that month over the years. 

 

The COG Bird Info page is a table listing birds seen in the ACT, including a ñStatus in ACTò 

column, which categorises birds as2: 

a. Very common, common, uncommon or rare. 

b. Resident, visitor, summer (or winter) migrant, or vagrant. 

c. Breeding, non-breeding. 

 

Vagrants are not assigned as very common, common, uncommon or rare, on the assumption 

that they are generally rare.  

 

One way of thinking about the 230 or so birds seen in the ACT each year is that they comprise 

(1) a core set of residents and very common/common visitors and migrants, and (2) a variable 

set of uncommon or rare visitors, migrants and vagrants. I have included the ñStatus in ACTò 

for many of my observations. It should be noted that the ñStatus in ACTò is a general 

assessment and is updated as and when new information is obtained.  

 

There are approximately3  135 species of birds listed as resident in the ACT, of which 

approximately 20 are categorised as rare. There are approximately 50 species listed as 

common/uncommon migrants or visitors to the ACT. There are approximately 45 species listed 

as rare migrants and visitors and approximately 65 species listed as vagrants. Even if you 

observe all the resident bird species and all the common/uncommon migrants and visitors, you 

still need to rely on at least 15 rare migrants, visitors and vagrants to make the 200 target.  

 

Note that eBird can generate a list of rare birds for each hotspot. For this article I have 

included the COG ACT Status assessment, not what eBird considers to be rare at any given 

hotspot. 

 

 
2 There are some other terms used occasionally, such as ñextinct,ò ñaccidentalò and ñescapeeò which 

are not relevant to this article.  
3 I use the term approximately because the numbers might change between writing the article and the 

article being published or read.  
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My Big Year strategy was pretty simple: 

a. Make a concerted effort early in the year to cover as many birds as possible, especially 

those summer visitors or migrants that depart in the autumn. 

b. Target uncommon and rare residents, usually by visiting known sites or by following 

up reported sightings.  

c. Follow up any reports of rare or uncommon birds, and of vagrants in a timely fashion, 

using all available sources of information, including: eBird Needs and Rare Bird Alerts; 

the COG chatline; networking with other birders; and the Canberra Wildlife FaceBook 

Page.   

d. Have fun. 

 

Obviously the more birds you see earlier on in the year the more time you have to focus on the 

birds you have not yet seen. So the plan was to visit a diverse number of sites with different 

habitats early on to get the numbers up.  

 

Even though some resident birds are designated uncommon or rare, they are often sedentary, 

that is they tend to remain in certain habitats/locations. After a while these locations become 

known. So for example, many local birders know that they have a reasonable chance of seeing 

a Buff-Banded Rail Hypotaenidia philippenis (uncommon resident) at North Watson Wetlands 

or a Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos (rare non-breeding summer migrant) at the Village 

Creek silt trap.  

 

As mentioned previously not all birders list in eBird. And not all people who see birds are 

birders. The COG chatline sometimes has information on birds not listed on eBird, and many 

contributors to the Canberra Wildlife FaceBook are photographers not birders. However, you 

need to be careful, as I found out in February when I camped out on Mount Painter the day 

after seeing some photographs of a Spotted Harrier there on FaceBook, not realising that the 

photographs had been taken some unspecified time earlier.  

 

The most productive source of information, however, was other birders. I certainly wouldnôt 

have got anywhere near the 200 mark if it had not been for the hard work and generosity of 

other, more experienced birders.  

 

Having fun is important. Sometimes searching for one particular bird can be quite tedious. It 

wasnôt just about the numbers. I was happy to revisit favourite hotspots even though there was 

little chance of seeing something new, and I often returned to see particular birds in pursuit of 

better photographs, or just to watch their behaviour.  

 

I decided to stick to my normal rules concerning whether or not to list a bird in the ACT. I 

could either see or hear birds that I had seen previously but only visually identify new birds, 

which had to be positively identified either by a photograph I had taken, or by a photograph 

taken by somebody else while I was observing the bird.  

 

I am quite cautious about listing birds based on their calls. I do not have a musical ear and have 

trouble distinguishing between some birds. My non-birding wife finds it very amusing that I 

cannot distinguish between the Shining Bronze-cuckoo Chalcites lucidus and Horsfieldôs 

Bronze-cuckoo Chalcites basalis calls. I also try to ensure that there is no one around that could 

be using call-back and also careful that it is not another bird using mimicry.  In the UK I use 
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the Merlin Sound ID mobile app to help me identify birds. It is not infallible but a very helpful 

aid if used with caution. Unfortunately it doesnôt seem to work in Australia; not a big enough 

data base yet presumably.  

 

January 

My first trip of the year was to my favourite birding spot in the ACT, the Warks/Blundells 

Creek Roads Hotspot up in the Brindabellas. The entrance gate was locked so I walked down 

to the junction and back. I saw or heard most of the species one would expect in this location 

at this time of year: Common Cicadabird Edolisoma tenuirostris (rare breeding summer 

migrant), Rufous Fantail Rhipidura rufifrons (uncommon breeding summer migrant), Satin 

Flycatcher Myiagra cyanoleuca (uncommon breeding summer migrant), Eastern Shrike-tit 

Falcunculus frontatus (rare breeding resident); Rose Robin Petroica rosea (uncommon 

resident), Bassian Thrush Zoothera lunulata (uncommon, breeding resident), Red-browed 

Treecreeper Climacteris erythrops (uncommon resident), and Superb Lyrebird Menura 

novaehollandiae (uncommon resident). I spend a lot of time up in the Brindabellas and have 

learned the calls of most of the resident birds, so often I hear the birds before I see them.  

 

My second trip was to my second favourite birding spot in the ACT, Yankee Hat carpark and 

track. I missed out on seeing an expected Swamp Harrier Circus approximans (rare breeding 

resident) but I heard a Lewinôs Rail Lewinia pectoralis (rare breeding visitor), a Painted 

Buttonquail Turnix varius (uncommon breeding resident), and a Spotless Crake Zarpornia 

tabuensis (uncommon breeding summer migrant). I also saw lots of Fuscous Honeyeaters 

Ptilotula fusca (uncommon resident). Stopping by at Glendale Deport on the way home I saw 

a pair of Jacky Winters Microeca fascinans (uncommon breeding resident). I saw a Swamp 

Harrier a few days later on a return trip to Yankee Hat, along with the Brown Treecreepers 

Climacteris picumnus (rare resident) at the Naas/Apollo Road junction. 

 

By the end of the first week I had seen over a hundred species, nowhere near the total seen by 

some more experienced and dedicated birders but I was happy nonetheless. 

 

I followed up eBird Alerts of a Musk Duck Biziura lobata (rare resident) at Mulligans Flat and 

a Blue-billed Duck Oxyura australis (rare resident) at Upper Stranger Pond.  

 

I also targeted some specific birds in their known haunts: a Pilotbird Pycnoptilus floccosus 

(rare resident) on the Tidbinbilla Lyrebird Trail, a pair of Olive Whistlers Pachycephala 

olivacea (uncommon resident) on Bendora Road, Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus (rare 

breeding visitor) at Bracks Hole Road, Indian Peafowl Pavo cristatus (rare resident/escapee 

introduced species) at Rocky Knob Park, Hooded Robin Melanodryas cucullata (rare resident) 

at Naas/Apollo Road, and Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos (rare non-breeding summer 

migrant) at Village Creek at Athllon Drive. 

 

The Common Sandpiper on 30 January brought up my 140th species for the year.  

 

February 

I followed up reports on eBird including an Azure Kingfisher Ceyx azureus (non-breeding 

vagrant) at Cotter Bend. 

 

However, the first real excitement of the year was the Purple-crowned Lorikeet Glossopsitta 

porphyrocephala (non-breeding vagrant) discovered by Shorty Westlin feeding on a flowering 
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eucalypt at Bowen Park. This was perfectly relaxed birding at its best, sitting on a chair at the 

back of the On-Lake café sipping a flat white, chatting to fellow birders whilst waiting for the 

tiny lorikeet to appear alongside the throngs of Rainbow Lorikeets Trichglossus moluccanus 

and the odd Musk Lorikeet G. consinna. A lifer for me.  

 

 

Figure 1. Purple-crowned Lorikeet. Bowen Park. 

 

It was during one of these chats that Sue Beatty mentioned that Pierces Creek Forest ï New 

Pipeline Road was her ñgo toò site for Spotted Quail-thrushes Cinclosoma punctatum 

(uncommon resident). For my first two or three years birding the Spotted Quail-thrush had 

been a bogey bird for me. They are uncommon, but not rare, in the ACT, but they are shy and 

elusive. However, after a bit of research and effort, and some help from Chris Chapman, I had 

eventually worked out a reliable technique to find them. They are quite sedentary and tend to 

favour certain areas with leaf litter, rocky outcrops and grass clumps, on fairly steep inclines. 

I had had reasonable success in the past locating them at Sherwood Forest and Vanitys Crossing 

Road but not recently so I decided to give the New Pipeline Road a go. On my second visit I 

heard the faint high pitched óseeepô contact call and was delighted to spot a pair of them just 

off the road. I am always especially pleased when I see a Spotted Quail-thrush probably 

because it is quite a challenge to find them.  

 

More specific targeting of birds at known haunts included a Pied Butcherbird Cracticus 

nigrogularis (rare breeding visitor) at Sherwood Forest and Crescent Honeyeaters Phylidonyris 

pyrrhopterus (uncommon breeding resident) at Old Mill Road.  
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Figure 2. Spotted Quail-thrush. New Pipeline Road. 

 

 

Figure 3. Brush Bronzewing. Bendora Road. 

 

However, a more exciting sighting was that of a Brush Bronzewing Phaps elegans (rare 

resident) feeding on the Bendora Road (Upper) on the way in to Old Mill Road. I had 

sometimes seen bronzewings feeding by the side of the road but they normally flew off before 

I could determine whether they were Common Bronzewings Phaps chalcoptera (common 
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resident) or Brush Bronzewings. But fortunately I had stopped the car and managed to 

photograph the bird. A few days later I went back to Bendora Road and drove very slowly. 

Once again I saw and photographed a Brush Bronzewing feeding on the road. 

 

The remainder of the month was spent targeting reported birds including Little Egrets Egretta 

garzetta (rare non-breeding visitors) at Fyshwick Sewage Treatment Plant, Little Eagles 

Hieraaetus morphnoides (uncommon resident) at Black Mountain Nature Reserve, and Long-

billed Corellas Cacatua tenuirostris (uncommon resident) at Diddams Close Park. 

 

The Long-billed Corella on 28 February brought up my 163rd species for the year. 

 

March  

I went to the Jerrabomberra Wetlands on the 2 March, and the following day, in the hope of 

spotting the Tawny Grassbird Cincloramphus timoriensis (non-breeding vagrant) reported by 

Zebedee Muller, but without success. I did however, observe a trio of uncommon visitors: 

Yellow-billed Spoonbill Platalea flavipes (non-breeding visitor), White-necked Heron Ardea 

pacifica (breeding visitor) and a White-bellied Sea Eagle Haliaeetus leucogaster (visitor).  

I targeted some birds at known locations, including a Buff-banded Rail Hypotaenidia 

philippensis (uncommon breeding summer migrant) at North Watson Wetlands, and a Peaceful 

Dove Geopelia placida (rare non-breeding resident) at Cotter Road.  

 

On the 6 Mar 23 I did a road trip up to Old Mill Road with Chris Chapman. It was great having 

a second pair of ears and eyes. Chris was a very observant passenger. I added a Wonga Pigeon 

Leucosarcia melanoleuca (rare breeding resident) and a Grey Currawong Strepera versicolor 

(uncommon breeding resident) to my list en route to Old Mill Road. I would certainly not have 

seen those two birds had I been on my own. However, in return I was very pleased to 

successfully demonstrate my Brush Bronzewing spotting technique to Chris along Bendora 

Road.  

 

The next couple of weeks was largely spent ómopping upô some common species that I had not 

seen that year. 

 

Then on 22 Mar I saw an eBird Alert for a Spotted Harrier Circus assimilis (rare non-breeding 

visitor) at Molonglo River ï Woodland Track. Jack Holland had flushed one near the 

Riverview cottage ruins. I had always wanted to see a Spotted Harrier, so I made a couple of 

trips to the Woodland Track and surrounding area but without success. Of course with a single 

observation there was always the chance that the Spotted Harrier was just passing through. 

Then on the 24 March Margaret Oorebeek and Ray Turnbull saw a Spotted Harrier whilst 

driving along John Gorton Drive. So I redoubled my efforts but again without success. And 

then on 26 Mar, Nik Froelich messaged me to say he had photographed a Spotted Harrier in 

the Molonglo River Reserve. I dashed over to the reported location but it had gone. However, 

the third report gave me some confidence that it was staying in the general area. But by the end 

of the month I had spent some 15 hours searching for the Spotted Harrier without success.   

 

My failure to see the Spotted Harrier was overshadowing my Big Year tally which stood at 176 

at the end of March. 
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April  

Success! At last! On 1 Apr I finally got a brief glimpse, and some photographs, of the Spotted 

Harrier (rare non-breeding visitor) disappearing over a ridge.  

 

On 5 Apr I did a night visit to Mulligans Flat Night Reserve with Chris, Nik and David 

Dedenczuk, specifically to see the Bush Stone-curlews Burhinus grallarius (previously extinct 

but reintroduced at Mulligans Flat). We eventually heard and then saw two tagged birds, A1 

and C9 respectively. C9 had a tracker on its back. 

 

 

Figure 4. Bush Stone-curlew. Mulligans Flat. 

 

Flushed with success we did another night visit the following week, this time to Ginninderry 

Conservation Corridor ï Shepherds walking Track to see the Barn Owl Tyto alba (rare non-

breeding visitor) initially reported by Hannah OôNeill. We didnôt see the owl but we heard its 

distinctive screeching call.  

 

Then on 15 April Chris, Nik and I went on an Emu Dromaius novaehollandiae (rare breeding 

resident) hunt. I had recently been in the vicinity of the Pierces Creek Forest ï Vanitys Crossing 

Road hotspot and seen numerous Emu scats. We followed a track to the North without success 

and were just about to return to the car when I looked back and to see a pair of Emus crossing 

the track behind us. It was amazing at how quiet two large birds can be and the way they just 

disappeared into the bush without trace. It is also very satisfying when a plan actually works. 

 

The following week I went to Bluetts Block to follow up on reports of a pair of Chestnut-

rumped Heathwrens Calamanthus pyrrhopygius (rare breeding resident) initially seen by 

Victor Braguine. Bluetts Block was my ógo toô place for Chestnut-rumped Heathwrens but they 

are very elusive and I hadnôt seen one for over a couple of years despite numerous visits. So I 

was very pleased to see one in the company of Chris, Nik and James Churches. I was very 
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disappointed, however, to miss out on a White-bellied Cuckooshrike Coracina 

novaehollandiae (rare non-breeding autumn migrant) that Nik heard and saw minutes after I 

had left the Block. Nik was at his car when he heard the distinctives ósqueaky toyô call and had 

returned to the Block, where he and Sandra Henderson briefly saw the bird. I dashed back to 

the Block but it had moved on.  

 

I also missed out on the Turquoise Parrot Neophema pulchella (non-breeding vagrant) at 

Ingledene Forest, initially reported by David and seen by several other birders.  

 

But I did finally track down the Blue-faced Honeyeaters Entomyzon cyanotis (non-breeding 

vagrant) that had been sporadically reported in the vicinity of the Australian National 

University and the northern shores of Lake Burley Griffin over the past few weeks.  

 

My Big Year tally at the end of April stood at 185. 

 

 

Figure 5. Spangled Drongo. Australian National Botanic Gardens. 

 

May  

As might be expected it was getting increasingly difficult to add birds to the list. On 3 May I 

went to the Australian National Botanic Gardens (ANBG) in the hope of seeing the Spangled 

Drongo Dicrurus bracteatus (non-breeding vagrant) reported the previous day by Kim Farley. 

Luckily, Chris and James had already located the bird and waited for me before they departed. 

It became increasingly windy but I stayed on in the hope of getting a decent photograph of the 

bird. Eventually a ranger turned up. He told me the garden had been closed for the last half 

hour and asked me to leave, albeit after I had shown him the Spangled Drongo.  

 




