
Birds and Habitats along the 
Cooks River

Presentation for Cooks River Valley Association
Doug Benson  October 2025

We have recorded about 80 native bird species 
on our surveys along the Cooks River in 
Sydney’s Inner west since 2019. 

Yet it is such a historically degraded and now 
urban place with very little wild open space. 

How do they all fit in, and how can we help?



Identifying habitats are the key

Birds use the area in different ways

• Some are historically permanent residents that live and breed here -
Superb Fairy Wrens

• Some are immigrants that have stayed as permanent residents as 
conditions suited -Noisy Miners, Sulphur-crested Cockatoos, White Ibis 

• Some fly in from surrounding areas as regular seasonal migrants - Koels. 

• Some are casual visitors - Yellow tailed Black Cockatoos

• Some are immigrants brought in by humans Indian Mynah, Spotted Dove

• All need particular habitats for food, shelter and survival 



So what bird habitats 
does the Cooks River 
offer
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Mudlarks Bird record monthly alternating routes 
starting at Lang Rd bridge
 Feb 2019 to July 2025
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Cooks River valley birds

 80 native 3 introduced
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There are three broad landscapes for bird habitats,
 Aquatic, Terrestrial and Aerial



Aquatic habitats and feed resources for birds 

1. Open saltwater

2. Mangroves saltmarsh 

3. Freshwater lagoons

Graphs from Mudlarks survey data in this presentation need to be interpreted in 

their climatic/weather context. 2019 was the end of a major drought which 

resulted in extensive bushfires in Summer 2019/20. This was followed by a 

very wet 2020 (floods in northern NSW), and a series of above average rainfall 

years to 2025. This wet period had an impact on vegetation growth, with 

flowering peaks for Swamp Mahogany (Eucalyptus robusta) in Autumn 2021, 

resulting in peak numbers of Rainbow and Musk Lorikeets. Rainfall impacts on 

fruiting trees (Port Jackson Figs) have increased fruit-eating birds.



Open saltwater 
11 species

Open saltwater

Fish

Little Black Cormorant

Great Cormorant

Australian Pelican

White-faced Heron

Great Egret

Darter

Australasian Grebe

Caspian Tern

Dabbling aquatic 
veg

Pacific Black Duck

Chestnut Teal

Grey Teal  



Open saltwater – 11 species

Species feeding Freq class - % of times recorded 
out of 64

Little Black 
Cormorant

fish 80-100% Very common

Great Cormorant fish 40-60% frequent

Australian Pelican fish 40-60% frequent

White-faced 
Heron

inverts fish 40-60% frequent

Great Egret fish 10-40% occasional

Darter fish 10-40% occasional

Australasian 
Grebe

fish 10-40% occasional

Caspian Tern fish <10% uncommon

Pacific Black Duck aquatic 
veg

60-80% Common

Chestnut Teal aquatic 
veg

60-80% Common

Grey Teal  aquatic 
veg

10-40% occasional
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2. Mangrove and saltmarsh 
terrace habitats

Mangroves 
saltmarsh

Fish 
invertebrates

Little Pied 
Cormorant

Striated Heron

Royal Spoonbill

Sacred Kingfisher

Terrestrial 
Ground 
feeding

Magpie Lark 

Willy Wagtail 

Buff-banded 
Rail



Species Freq class - % of times 
recorded out of 64

feeding Breeding

Little Pied Cormorant 60-80% Common invertebrates

Striated Heron 40-60% frequent. fish in mangroves Cooks R

Royal Spoonbill 10-40% occasional fish crustaceans inverts

Sacred Kingfisher 10-40% occasional
Summer visitor

inverts lizards fish

Magpie Lark 80-100% Very common. ground feeding mud nest in mangroves CR

Willy Wagtail 80-100% Very common. flying insects mud cup in mangroves CR

Buff-banded Rail <5% Rare Plants, inverts 

Mangrove and saltmarsh terrace habitats
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Aquatic – 3 
Freshwater lagoons 

–Cup and Saucer wetland

freshwater 
Lagoons

Vegetation

Dusky 
Moorhen

Australasian 
Purple 

Swamphen

Eurasian Coot

Fish

Yellow billed 
Spoonbill WR

Intermediate 
egret

Foraging

Little Egret

White-necked 
Heron WR

Nankeen 
Night Heron

Diving Hardhead



Feeding Species Freq class - % of 
times recorded 
out of 64

Breeding 
Cooks 
River

VEGETATION

aquatic vegetation, 
grass

Dusky Moorhen 80-100% Very 
common

breeding 
CR

reed bases rushes 
grazes

Australasian Swamphen 40-60% frequent breeding 
CR

aquatic vegatation Eurasian Coot 10-40% 
occasional

FISH
fish crustaceans Yellow billed Spoonbill <5% Rare

fish frogs 
grasshoppers

Intermediate egret <5% Rare

FORAGER

forager Little Egret <5% Rare

foraging White-necked Heron WR <5% Rare

night forager in 
freshwater

Nankeen Night Heron <5% Rare

DIVING

openwater diving 
species

Hardhead <5% Rare

Freshwater lagoon birds
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“Character of the river “1976 from Starkey St HP no trees, no 
mangroves, no shrubs

Expansion of 
mangroves 
1985-2025



Terrestrial lands
1 Floodplain woodland 

Mixed trees, shrubs and native 
garden plantings 
32 bird species
Main habitat type developed at 
Mudcrabs sites.

Floodplain Woodland

small animals and birds

Pied Currawong

Grey Butcherbird

Laughing Kookaburra

Black-shouldered Kite

Brown Goshawk WR

Tawny Frogmouth
Omnivorous
scavenger

Australian Raven

Australian Magpie

fruit

Australasian Figbird

Olive-backed Oriole

Channel-billed Cuckoo

Eastern Koel

Topknot Pigeon

Satin Bowerbird fem

Flowers nectar

Rainbow Lorikeet

Eastern Rosella

Musk Lorikeet

King Parrot 

Crimson Rosella

Yellow-tailed Black-Cockatoo

invertebrates

Noisy Miner WR

Black-faced Cuckoo-shrike

White-plumed Honeyeater

Spotted pardelote

Golden Whistler

Leaden Flycatcher

Grey fantail

Silvereye WR

Eastern Spinebill honeyeater

Rufous songlark

Spangled Drongo



Birds that feed on small animals, birds and 
invertebrates
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Pied Currawong
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Pied Currawong Small vertebrates, insects and 
fruit from ground to above 
canopy

80-100% Very 
common

breeding 
CR

Grey Butcherbird lizards insects mice small birds 
sallying to take prey from 
foliage or ground

80-100% Very 
common

CR

Laughing Kookaburra inverts reptiles small mammals 
sally pouncing from branches

80-100% Very 
common

breeding 
CR

Black-shouldered Kite rodents insects small lizards <5% Rare

Brown Goshawk WR ambushes birds, small 
mammals

<5% Rare

Tawny Frogmouth arthropods and small 
vertebrates on the ground by 
perch and pounce nocturnal 
predator

40-60% 
frequent

breeding 
CR



Omnivores and scavengers 

Australian Raven omnivorous scavenger 
carrion

80-100% Very 
common

Australian Magpie forages on open ground 
insects beetle larvae frogs 
lizards 

80-100% Very 
common

breeding 
CR
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Woodland Fruit eating birds

Species feeding Freq class - % of 
times recorded 
out of 64

Migrant

Australasian Figbird fruit figs, inverts in tree 
canopy

60-80% Common extending S reached Sydney 
1946

Olive-backed Oriole fruit, in canopy 60-80% Common N Aust summer migrant to S

Channel-billed 
Cuckoo

frugivorous fig trees and 
woodland

10-40% occasional breeding visitor from Indon 
PNG sept - mar

Eastern Koel frugivorous 10-40% occasional breeding migrant from indo 
PNG  arriving Nov- April 

Topknot Pigeon nomadic flocks search for 
fruiting rainforest trees

<10% uncommon Visitor

Satin Bowerbird fruit and berries, foraging 
flocks late summer to winter

<5% Rare Visitor
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Species feeding Freq class - % of 
times recorded 
out of 64

Breeding 
Cooks 
River

Rainbow Lorikeet nectar flowers 80-100% Very 
common

breeding 
CR 

Eastern Rosella seed flower buds berries 
fruit

40-60% 
frequent

Musk Lorikeet lerps scale insects fruit 10-40% 
occasional

King Parrot seed fruit blossom insects 10-40% 
occasional

Crimson Rosella seed flower buds berries 
fruit

<5% Rare

Yellow-tailed Black-Cockatoo seeds of eucalypts and 
Banksia hakea Grevillea 
Pinus radiata wood boring 
larvae of cossid moths and 
beetles gouged out

<5% Rare

Woodland Flowers Nectar seed eaters 
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Woodland insect 
and invertebrate 
feeders

Species feeding Freq class - % 
out of 64

Resident/Migrant

Noisy Miner WR inverts nectar flowers and lerps in all 
levels of vegetation but concentrated on 
eucalypt canopies

80-100% 
Very common

Breeding resident

White-plumed 
Honeyeater

insects gleaned form foliage or captured 
in flight also lerps and nectar when 
available

<10% 
uncommon

Resident, 

Spotted pardelote foraging mainly by leaf gleaning from 
canopy or lower

<5% Rare Resident

Spangled Drongo Catches insects in air and also taken 
from foliage and from under bark; 

<5% Rare Migrant

Black-faced Cuckoo-
shrike

forages by foliage gleaning and 
snatching

10-40% 
occasional

some migrate N in 
winter

Golden Whistler gleans arthropods spiders from foliage 
and bark,

<10% 
uncommon

partial N-S migrants

Leaden Flycatcher insects canopy feeding <5% Rare migrant from NA 
Oct-Mar

Grey fantail flying insects <5% Rare migrate to N and W 
in aut, 

Silvereye WR work foliage flowers fruit of shrubbery <5% Rare migratory, aut and 
spring

Eastern Spinebill 
honeyeater

nectar but gleans insects and spiders <5% Rare winter migrant 

Rufous songlark forages on ground <5% Rare Migratory 
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Noisy Miner BH Noisy Miner WR Linear (Noisy Miner BH)

Noisy Miner colonies 

drive away other small 

birds in their territories 

particularly around 

Eucalypt canopies

Small, particularly 

resident birds such as 

Superb Fairy Wrens are 

severely affected. 



A Mudcrab focus is to encouraging use of native heath/shrub plants in both  
bushland revegetation and native gardens. We do not plant eucalypts as these 
provide habitat for Noisy Miners

Heath 
scrub

insects
Superb Fairy 

Wren

Nectar 
flowers

Red Wattlebird

Little Wattlebird

Superb Fairy 
Wren

insects on ground and in 
low vegetation

40-60% 
frequent 
BHarb

Resident 
Breeding 
CR

Red Wattlebird nectar flowers 
invertebrates in canopy by 
eating lerp and leaving 
psyllid farmed

60-80% 
Common

Resident

Little Wattlebird nectivorous blossom 
Banksia Melaleuca 
Grevillea also insects

<10% 
uncommon

Resident

Neil Shepherd’s 2025 Southbank  records

Foord Av



Golden Whistler is now a regular visitor to revegetation plantings 
at Foord Ave Hurlstone Park but only recently found our 2022 
habitat planting at 18th Tee Marrickville Golf Course

Foord Ave

2022

2025
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Mown grassland 14 bird 
species including 3 exotics

Mown 
grassland

omnivorous

Australian White Ibis

Silver Gull

Masked Lapwing

Common Starling*

Common Myna*

Ground 
vegetation

Crested Pigeon

Sulphur-crested 
Cockatoo

Little Corella

Spotted Dove *

Galah

Australian Wood Duck

Long-billed Corella

Flying 
insects

Welcome Swallow

Tree Martin



Species feeding Freq class - % of times 
recorded out of 64

Australian White 
Ibis

invertebrates carrion scavenger 80-100% Very common

Silver Gull opportunistic scavenger 80-100% Very common
Masked Lapwing ?soil inverts 80-100% Very common 

breeding resident
Common Starling* omnivorous 80-100% Very common

Common Myna* ground insects ground feeding 80-100% Very common 
breeding resident

Crested Pigeon seeds ground feeding 80-100% Very common
Sulphur-crested 
Cockatoo

seeds fruit bulbs insects flowers on 
ground and in shrubs

80-100% Very common

Little Corella bulbs corms grass buds grain on 
ground

80-100% Very common

Spotted Dove * seed 80-100% Very common 
breeding resident

Galah grass seed herbs tubers and insect 
larvae on ground

10-40% occasional

Australian Wood 
Duck

grazes on short green vegetation 
near water

10-40% occasional

Long-billed Corella bulbs corms large seeds grain on 
ground

<10% uncommon

Welcome Swallow flying insects, forages on the wing 80-100% Very common

Tree Martin flying insects, forages on the wing 
from near ground to above canopy

10-40% occasional
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Sulphur-crested cockatoos feeding on Acacia falciformis insect 
gall grubs, September 2025



Upper Cooks R. Shale soil habitats  
Rosedale Reserve Croydon Park

Grassland, 
Western shale

Grass seed

Red browed finch

Red-rumped Parrot 
WR

Species Feeding Breeding

Red browed finch
  

Grass seed, 
Phragmites

Rare CR

Red-rumped Parrot 
WR

Grass seed, 
herbs

Rare ?

Campsie Bush



Birds occupying Upper Air currents

Bird name Feeding Mudlarks data 
Freq out of 64

Breeding 
CR

White-throated 
Needletail  

specialised aerial insectivores 
hardly ever seen landing except 
at nest flying insects

<10% 
uncommon

no

Peregrine Falcon aerial hunter eats birds parrots 
pigeons waterfowl starlings 
captured in flight

<5% Rare no

Australian Hobby WR small birds insects bats 
captured aerially in evening 
halflight

<5% Rare no

Topknot pigeon fruit <5% Rare no

Upper air

insects White-throated Needletail  

Birds bats 
insects

Peregrine Falcon

Australian Hobby WR

Fruit
Topknot Pigeon



Some important final points about 
birds and habitats along the Cooks 
River

• Bird species need food sources and nesting requirements provided by specific habitats

• Mangrove and saltwater feeding birds are now benefitting from increased mangrove 
growth and terrace development, regular tidal flushing and river margin improvements. 
Such conditions were absent from the channelized river 50 years ago

• Habitat improvement for freshwater species such as construction of Cup and Saucer 
Wetland have been very successful, but specific habitat conditions may need active 
management

• Increased native plant habitat at Mudcrabs sites is benefitting local and migrant 
insectivores

• Continued habitat improvements for rare resident species are needed to increase 
populations sizes that are still very small (Superb Fairy Wrens)

• Habitat gaps are evident in bird species occurrences, mangroves may be important 
movement corridors, not just for waterbirds.
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