
4 THE TASMANIAN NATURALIST JULY 1991 

CONSERVATION ISSUES AT ORIELTON LAGOON AND 
PITTWATER 

Dennis Abbott 
Bird Observers Association of Tasmania 

GPO Box 68B, Hobart,7001. 

The National Parks and Wildlife Service proposed a nature reserve for this 
area, some 15 Km. north-east of Hobart, in 1981. Ina leaflet outlining the proposal 
six special features justifying reserve status were given: 

1. The area is of world importance as migratory birds from as far as the Arctic 
Tundra stop at Pittwater, their major summer feeding ground in Tasmania. It is 
one of the most important wader habitats in Tasmania particularly for Eastern 
Curlew and Lesser Golden Plcyver. It has been estimated that the proposed reserve 
area holds about 15% of the non-breeding wading birds that spend the northern 
hemisphere winter in this state. 

2.This Reserve will greatly imprcyve the protection afforded saltmarsh plants 
and the communities in which they live. At present only 3% of Tasmania's 
saltmarsh vegetation is reserved. Oneplant, the beautiful silkywilsonia (Wilsonia 
humilis) is uncommon except near the mouth of the Coal River. 

3. The area is an extensive and diverse wetland with abundant birdlife close to 
Hobart, and thus is ideal for education and research, for which it is already used 
by many people. 

4.The area is scenically important from the point of view of travellers on the 
Arthur Highway and is of aesthetic value to people living around the area, for 
example, at Penna and Midway Point. 

S.Around the rocky shores of Pittwater is the largest known concentration of 
the small Tasmanian-endemic seastar Patiriella vivipara. 

6.orielton Lagoon often contains large populations of waterfowl and is 
considered to be a significant refuge in times of drought. The Grey Teal and Hoary­
headed Grebe are nomadic species which are sometimes almost absent from 
Tasmania. Following periods of mainland drought subsequent to good breeding 
conditions, flocks numbering hundreds of these species have been noted on 
Orielton Lagoon. The lagoon also is the only place in the Hobart area where the 
mountain Duck and Great Crested Grebe are regularly seen. 
Subsequent studies have indicated the importance of Orielton Lagoon as a 

migratory wader habitat (see Appendix A), and Prof J. Kirkpatrick has reported 
that Railway Point is the most important area of saltmarsh at Pittwater and as 
such is worthy of inclusion in the proposed reserve. 
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Now ten years later, the reserve has still not been declared, even with a much 
reduced proposal. At the time of the original proposal the Airport Authority 
successfully lobbied for the exclusion of Barilla Bay and the Sorell Council 
refused to allow the area across Sorell and Iron Creeks (near Sorell township) to 
be included. The latter area, especially at the mouth of Sorell Creek, is the main 
feeding area for larger waders; Eastern Curlews and Godwits. 

Some members of the Bird Observers Association of Tasmania have been 
striving for twenty years for the protection afforded by a nature reserve. The area 
is already on the register of the National Estate (1982) and when Australia signed 
the Convention on Wetlands oflnternational Importance (the RAMSAR treaty of 
1972) Pittwater-Orielton Lagoon was one of the areas Australia listed. 

None of this gives the bird life protection against activities such as horse­
riding, trail-bikes, off-road vehicles and dogs not on a leash. These are all factors 
associated with increasing urbanisation, notably at Midway Point and around 
the shores of Orielton. The worst effect of urbanisation has been that all of 
Midway Point's sewage has been deposited into Orielton Lagoon since 1969. 
Sewage ponds are a favourite habitat for waders and waterfowl so in the short 
term the birds may have benefited at Orielton. It is the remedies proposed to deal 
with problem of odours caused by decomposing algae, however, that immediately 
threaten the birdlife. 

In 1990 the Sorell Council's consulting engineers produced a report 
recommending bulldozing of a 20 metre wide section of shoreline and infilling 
of the very bay in the north west corner of the lagoon that the waders use. The 
algal blooms stem from high nutrient levels caused by sewage and run-off from 
agricultural land where fertilizers have been used. Nutrient-rich water is 
retained in the lagoon by virtual impoundment of what was originally a shallow 
bay; first by the construction of the causeway and bridges, then replacement of 
the bridge with culverts and finally in 1962 weirs were placed on the culverts. 

The history of the lagoon and its biological processes is well documented 
(Buttermoore, 1977) in the only significant scientific paper on Orielton Lagoon. 

Establishing a Nature Reserve for Pittwater-Orielton will ensure that the area 
and its birdlife get automatic consideration when any plans or action to modify 
the habitat are proposed. There are at least 9 state government departments or 
authorities and municipal councils that have control over some aspect of Orielton 
and anyone of them is likely to take action without informing the other. 

The present State government was first approached by the Bird Observers 
Association in September 1989, and while the Department of Parks, Wildlife and 
Heritage supports the proposal, no decision has been made. Oearly, more 
widespread support for the reserve is needed. Tasmanian Field Naturalists are 
therefore urged to write to the Minister for Parks, Wildlife and Heritage, Harry 

i I 



6 THE TASMANIAN NATURALIST JULY 1991 

Holgate, requesting this. Like so many wetlands it has been subjected to human 
abuse but it is not yet beyond redemption. 

APPENDIX A - WADER COUNTS AT ORIELTON/SORELL 

The Bird Observers Association of Tasmania conducts annual summer and 
winter wader counts at several locations in the Derwent River Region of southern 
Tasmania. The following table provides estimates of summer wader numbers at 
Orielton/Sorell (labelled O-S) compared with totals for the region based on 
estimated numbers at seven regional sites. Details are contained in Bulman 1988, 
1989,1990. 

Of particular note are the high proportions, compared to regional totals, of 
Lesser Golden Plover and Eastern Curlew numbers at Orielton/Sorell. 

1989 1988 1987 

O-S Total O-S Total O-S Total 

Pied Oystercatcher 120 430 31 378 78 439 

Sooty Oystercatcher 0 14 0 3 0 6 

Masked Lapwing 183 330 31 280 95 198 

Lesser Golden Plover 52 57 233 319 101 168 

Hooded Plover 0 4 0 9 0 4 

Mongolian Plover 1 1 0 0 1 1 

Double-banded Plover 3 4 0 10 0 0 

Red-capped Plover 15 52 16 93 13 88 

Black-fronted Plover 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Eastern Curlew 114 120 107 116 106 133 

Whimbrel 2 2 1 1 2 2 

Greenshank 29 46 54 79 34 43 

Bar-tailed Godwit 104 104 96 99 76 76 

Red Knot 7 7 4 4 2 3 

Pectoral Sandpiper 2 2 0 1 0 0 

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper 19 19 19 44 38 50 

Red-necked Stint 195 1065 80 1973 254 2679 

Curlew Sandpiper 300 750 250 1345 120 1425 
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Illustrations from The Atlas of Australian Birds, Melbourne University 
Press, 1984, courtesy ofRAOU. 
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