
BirdLife Northern Queensland Grasswren Survey for May 2022

Summary

BirdLife Northern Queensland (BLNQ) conducted surveys for Carpentarian and 
Kalkadoon Grasswrens on Calton Hills and Thorntonia stations from 4-18 May 2022.  Ten 
volunteers conducted the surveys, using BLNQ standard methodology used in previous 
years.  A total of 82 sites were surveyed, and grasswrens were found on 58 sites (including 
11 opportunistic ones), being over two-thirds (68.9%) of the sites.  These results exceed any 
previous year’s, including last year’s record of one half of sites (52%).  There were 22 sites 
with multiple groups, nearly twice as many as last year.  Thirteen sites had groups of three 
or more birds, similar to last year’s results, indicating successful breeding again this year.  
It is suggested that two years of successful breeding following larger than average rainfalls 
during the wet season, plus improved selection of sites based on Henry Stoetzel’s habitat 
modelling explains these results.  We were also able to field test the standard methodology 
against a known population size - preliminary results indicate the method does 
successfully detect if grasswrens are present, but underestimates the number of groups on 
any site.  A further analysis of fire history still needs to be undertaken.

Introduction

From 4-18 May 2022, ten BirdLife Northern Queensland volunteers conducted surveys on 
Calton Hills and Thorntonia stations to detect whether Carpentarian and Kalkadoon 
Grasswrens were present. This was part of the partnership with Southern Gulf NRM to 
provide a baseline for the long-term monitoring of the effectiveness of their regional fire 
control program to help conserve these two species of grasswrens.

Objectives for this year were:

- continue to establish baseline of sites with a wide range of fire scars on Calton Hills, 
targeting new sites near recent fire scars (2020-2022), and where species not found 
previously;

- investigate suitable habitat areas on Thorntonia, based on Henry Stoetzel’s habitat 
model, to help establish area of occupancy in more detail;

- test our standard methodology against a known population of Carpentarian 
Grasswrens.

There has been above-average rainfall events in January for Calton Hills and Thorntonia, 
based on station records at Calton Hills and nearby Undilla (http://www.bom.gov.au/
jsp/ncc/cdio/weatherData/av?
p_nccObsCode=139&p_display_type=dataFile&p_stn_num=029118).  Henry Stoetzel who 
is currently studying this species reported that birds were actively nesting in the early part 
of this year.  

http://www.bom.gov.au/jsp/ncc/cdio/weatherData/av?p_nccObsCode=139&p_display_type=dataFile&p_stn_num=029118
http://www.bom.gov.au/jsp/ncc/cdio/weatherData/av?p_nccObsCode=139&p_display_type=dataFile&p_stn_num=029118
http://www.bom.gov.au/jsp/ncc/cdio/weatherData/av?p_nccObsCode=139&p_display_type=dataFile&p_stn_num=029118


Methods

The method used to survey grasswrens was the same as used in previous years.  A team of 
two surveyors drive to the nearest point to the target survey site, walk 2-300m towards it 
and undertake a survey point, as described below.  On completion of the procedure this 
method is repeated another nine times at 200m intervals, turning 90 degrees to the left at 
points 4 and 7.  Thus, whenever possible these survey points formed three sides of a 
square 600m in length.  Most sites thus had 10 survey points.

Our procedure for each point is for two people to stand back to back.  When both are 
ready, the call of the Carpentarian Grasswren is played for 20 seconds followed by 30 
seconds of silence.  If no response is noted the team members switch position and the call 
is repeated in the opposite direction.  This procedure is then repeated with the Kalkadoon 
Grasswren call.  If grasswrens are detected, then the surveyors attempt to determine how 
many birds are present, and sex and/or age of each bird.  Once the surveyors are satisfied 
with their count of individuals, they then take simple measurements of the spinifex cover 
and height, based on a 20m line intersect laid out in northerly direction from the spot 
where the birds were first detected.  Notes on landscape type and position are made, as 
well as habitat photos.

Results and Discussion

A total of 35 sites were surveyed on Calton Hills - grasswrens were found on 22 of these.  
In addition there were 7 opportunistic sites where grasswrens were also found, where 
play-back was used from a vehicle at a single point.  In total then, grasswrens were found 
on 29 sites out of a total of 42 (see Fig. 1).   Thirty-six sites were surveyed on Thorntonia 
with grasswrens found on 24.  In addition there were 4 opportunistic points, bringing the 
grasswrens found to 28 sites out of a total of 40 (see Fig. 2).  No grasswrens were found on 
25 sites (13 on Calton Hills, 12 on Thorntonia), including eight sites where birds had 
previously been recorded in recent years.  Combining the results from both stations, a total 
of 82 sites were surveyed, with grasswrens found on 57 sites, being more than two/thirds 
(68.9%) of all sites.  These results exceed any previous year’s, including last year’s record 
of just over one half of all sites (52%, see Table 1).  As for last year, we again used Henry 
Stoetzel’s habitat model to select new sites to survey, especially on Thorntonia.  



Fig. 1.  Survey sites on Calton Hills, showing both Carpentarian and Kalkadoon 
Grasswrens found in 2022, along with those from previous years.



Fig. 2.   Survey sites on Thorntonia, showing both Carpentarian and Kalkadoon 
Grasswrens found in 2022, along with those from previous years.



Table 1.  Comparison Across Years of Survey Results

2022 Calton Hills, 
Thorntonia

2021  Calton Hills, 
Thorntonia, May 
Downs

2019 Calton Hills, 
Thorntonia

2018  Calton Hills 
only

Total sites 82 84 75 75

Total Points 68.9 780 690 691

No. Sites with 
grasswrens

57 44 23 22

% Sites with 
grasswrens

69.5 52.0 30.7 28.6

No. Sites with 
Carpentarian

48 39 18 16

% Sites with 
Carpentarian

58.5 46.0 24.0 21.3

No. Sites with 
Kalkadoons

15 11 5 4

% Sites with 
Kalkadoon

18.3 13.0 6.7 5.3

No. Sites with 
both species

6 6 2 1

% Sites with both 
species

7.3 7.0 2.7 1.3

No. Sites with 
multiple groups of 
same species

22 13 5 6

% sites with 
multiple groups 
out of total sites

26.8 15.5 6.7 8.0

No. of 
Carpentarian 
groups

80 53 24 20

No. points per 
group

8.6 14.7 28.8 34.6

No. of Kalkadoon 
groups

19 14 5 5

No. points per 
group

36.3 55.7 138.0 138.2

No. Sites with 
multiple groups 
Carpentarian

19 10 4 4

% of Carpentarian 
sites with multiple 
groups

39.6 25.6 - -

No. Sites with 
multiple groups 
Kalkadoon

3 3 - 1

% of Kalkadoon 
sites with multiple 
groups

20.0 27.3 - -





Table 1 compares a number of other key measures across the results of surveys from recent 
years (2018-2022).  This year we had multiple groups of grasswrens in 22 sites, nearly 
twice as many as last year (13 sites).  Altogether we had 80 separate groups of 
Carpentarians, substantially more than we found last year (53 groups).  Consequentially, 
the number of average points surveyed per group was down from 14.7 in 2021 to 8.6 in 
2022 (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3.  Graph showing average number of points surveyed for each grasswren group, 
according to species, across recent years.

Using the criterion of being more than 400m from previous known locations of 
grasswrens, we found 18 new locations for groups.  Carpentarians were found at new 
points in the mid-central area of Calton Hills (Area 1 in Fig. 1).  On Thorntonia, the new 
points filled in gaps between previously known locations (Area 3 and 4; Fig. 2).
There were 13 sites with groups of three or more birds, similar to last year’s results, 
indicating successful breeding again this year.

The results for Kalkadoons were similar as for Carpentarian.  There was an increase in 
overall percentage of sites where birds were found (18.8% vs 13.0% in 2021).  There were 
six sites with both species, same as last year.  However, no Kalkadoons were found this 
year on Thorntonia.  As per Carpentarian, the average number of points per group was 
also substantially smaller (36.3 vs 55.7, Fig. 3).  There was no increase in the number of 
sites with multiple groups.  However, Area 2 (Fig. 1) contained a cluster of groups along a 
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distinctive quartzite ridge (see Fig. 4).  Five pairs of Kalkadoons were found along this 
ridge, spaced at roughly 400m intervals.  

Fig. 4.  Kalkadoon Grasswrens along prominent quartzite ridge on Calton Hills (photo by 
D. Houghton)

The clustering of groups found during last year’s surveys was again evident (see Fig. 1 
and 2).  As suggested last year, this may indicate that offspring establish territories close to 
where they were born.  The locations where no grasswrens were found are also clustered.  
More detailed analysis of the fire history of these locations may help to explain these 
patterns. 

This year we were able to undertake a field test of our standard methodology.  By banding 
birds in an area, Henry has been able to determine the numbers of individuals and their 
territories in two distinct areas on Calton Hills.  Using these known sub-populations as a 
control, we then had teams undertake standard surveys within these areas with known 
territories.  Preliminary analysis of these results indicate that just over 70% of the surveys 
detected presence of Carpentarian Grasswrens (5 out of 7 sites plus 3 out of 4 sites 
detected birds at the two areas).   However, not all separate groups with known territories 



within the survey areas were detected.  Further analysis is needed to determine an overall 
detection rate for all groups of grasswrens within those areas.

Conclusions

It would appear that the cumulative effects of two years of successful breeding has led to 
an increased number of Carpentarian Grasswrens on both Calton Hills and Thorntonia 
stations, resulting in a very high success rate on surveys (68%).  The groups of birds are 
clustered together, suggesting that offspring may establish territories close to their parents’ 
territories.  Modelling done by Henry Stoetzel also indicates that these territories are in 
prime grasswren habitat.  Analysis of the fire history of locations has not yet been 
completed.
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2022 Grasswren surveyors - missing from photo are Martin Cachard, Phillip Foster, 
Rhidian Harrington, Gill Harrington, Graham Harrington, Henry Stoetzel and Lyndy 
Skea.  Photo by L. Skea.


