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Disturbance to Birds and their Habitats due to Recreational 
Activities Policy 

Purpose 
This policy will equip BirdLife Australia to address and respond to disturbance to birds arising 
from recreational activities in a way which increases the conservation outcomes for birds. This 
policy sits alongside and should be read in conjunction with other relevant BirdLife Australia 
policies and guidelines including our Recreational Waterfowl Hunting Policy and Ethical Birding 
Guidelines. Note that BirdLife’s other policies cover non-recreational disturbances to birds 
including both natural (wildfire, flood) and anthropogenic disturbances (land clearing, grazing 
by domestic livestock). The “Background” section below describes some of the concepts and 
issues around disturbance to birds due to recreational activities, as an aid to interpreting this 
policy. 

Policy 
1. BirdLife Australia holds that disturbance to birds and their habitats due to recreational 

activities should be avoided and minimised wherever possible where these activities 
may have potential negative effects on native bird populations.  

2. BirdLife Australia will apply this policy in a precautionary manner, basing decisions and 
actions on the best available knowledge and not avoiding conservation action solely 
due to lack of scientific certainty.  

3. BirdLife Australia urges that particular attention is paid to avoiding actions that reduce 
the use, accessibility, quality or security of birds’ roosting, breeding or feeding sites or 
food supplies, and that impact on the survival of a bird or its eggs or chicks or limit a 
bird’s fecundity or breeding success, thus negatively affecting a bird population.  

4. BirdLife Australia encourages the development of appropriate policy, regulations, 
access restrictions and activity guidelines to avoid, minimise and manage the impacts 
of disturbance from recreational and other activities on bird populations, and to 
promote improvement in the welfare of birds and their habitat.  

5. BirdLife Australia supports public education and community engagement aimed at 
avoiding and minimising the impacts of recreational disturbance on bird populations.  

6. BirdLife Australia encourages monitoring of the impacts of recreational and other 
activities on bird populations.   

7. BirdLife Australia supports the retention of vehicle-free status for all beaches, lake-
shores and wetland areas which are currently designated as vehicle-free and where 
there may be adverse impacts on bird populations or habitats. BirdLife urges the 
assessment of impacts on bird populations at beaches and sites where vehicles are 
currently permitted, in order to identify further vehicle-free areas (whether seasonal 
or permanent) which may be necessary for the protection of bird populations and their 
habitats.  
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8. BirdLife Australia supports the identification and observance of “dogs prohibited” and 
“dog on-lead” areas for the protection of bird populations from disturbance, and, 
where dogs are permitted, encourages dog-owners to walk their dogs on-lead 
wherever potential negative impacts on bird populations may arise. Where dogs are to 
be walked on ocean beaches during late spring and summer, BirdLife Australia 
strongly encourages that walking of dogs be on-lead, close to the water’s edge. In 
general, BirdLife believes that domestic dogs should not be permitted in national 
parks, in line with the high natural values for which these areas have been reserved.  

9. BirdLife Australia encourages careful management of horse-riding, particularly on 
beaches, lake shores and wetlands, to avoid and minimise negative impacts on and 
disturbance to bird populations and habitats, including designation of appropriate 
exclusion areas and implementation of permit systems. BirdLife does not support 
horse access in sensitive areas such as where beaches are narrow and impacts on 
beach-nesting bird populations cannot be readily avoided. Where horses are to be 
ridden on ocean beaches in late spring and summer, BirdLife encourages riders to 
follow the water’s edge, avoid high tide and to slow down to walking speed when 
approaching beach-nesting birds. 

10. BirdLife Australia encourages careful management of off-road vehicles (trail bikes and 
four wheel drives) to avoid and minimise negative impacts on and disturbance to bird 
populations and habitats, including designation of appropriate exclusion areas, 
enforcement of “no off-road access” regulations and seasonal closures where 
appropriate. BirdLife does not support motorised vehicle access in sensitive areas such 
as dunes, riparian systems and woodlands where impacts on bird populations cannot 
be readily avoided. 

11. BirdLife Australia encourages careful management of any other recreational activities, 
particularly those in National Parks and other sensitive areas, to avoid and minimise 
negative impacts on and disturbance to bird populations and habitats, including 
designation of appropriate exclusion areas, implementation of permit system and 
seasonal closures where appropriate. 

Background 
Recreational access and use of land and water can result in disturbance to native birds, 
leading to breeding failure, avoidance and abandonment of habitat, and significant energetic 
and physiological impacts related to disturbed feeding and roosting. At times and in places, 
this may amount to population-level impacts. This policy is aimed predominantly at avoiding 
and minimising impacts on bird populations (interpreted in a precautionary manner as 
indicated in point 2 on the previous page). This recognizes that some disturbance to individual 
birds is inevitable and may be acceptable where recreational activity brings people and birds 
into proximity, but that disturbance to individual birds or nesting pairs may at times have 
population-level impacts (see BirdLife Australia’s Ethical Birding Guidelines for further 
discussion of subtleties in the interaction of people and birds).  
The growing threat to birds from recreational disturbance is driven by:  
• Increasing human population size and desire for recreational use of natural areas;  

• Increasing use of recreational vehicles such as four wheel drives and jet skis;  

• Increasing population of domestic dogs combined with a reduction of open space associated with 
urbanization, leading to increased use of parks for dog walking.  
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The impacts of recreational disturbance include:  
• Domestic animals associated with recreation such as dogs and horses can have significant impacts 

on native birds, via predation of birds, eggs and chicks, disturbance impacts leading to breeding 
failure and/or significant energetic and physiological stresses, avoidance or abandonment of habitats 
and degradation of habitat (for example through trampling or the introduction of weeds).  

• Use of vehicles such as four-wheel drives, trail bikes, motor-boats and jet-skis can lead to habitat 
fragmentation, suppression and loss of food resources, abandonment and avoidance of habitats by 
native birds, degradation and loss of habitat (for example through erosion), breeding failure, and 
injury and mortality associated with vehicles striking birds.   

• Recreational activities such as prospecting, fossicking and recreational shooting may disturb birds 
especially where it occurs in inappropriate areas such as national parks and habitats likely to be used 
by sensitive species (for example: ground-nesting birds, Plains Wanderer). 

• The creation of recreation-related infrastructure and facilities such as roads, access paths, rubbish 
bins and artificial lighting can also fragment bird habitat and alter birds’ ecology (for example by 
attracting predators).  

The Birds most heavily affected by recreational disturbance are:  
• Beach-nesting birds: Significant human disturbance impacts lead to breeding failure and nest 

abandonment; vehicles on beaches crush invertebrate fauna or may compact sand leading to food 
declines; vehicles strike adult birds and crush eggs and chicks; horses on beaches above the high-
tide mark crush eggs and chicks and trample the dune environment; domestic dogs predate eggs 
and chicks and have significant disturbance impacts that lead to breeding failure. Beach Stone-
curlews may abandon or avoid beaches used by people. Access to beaches along paths and tracks 
may result in habitat modification and/or prompt erosion control techniques that make habitat 
unsuitable for nesting.  

• Migratory shorebirds: As above (although as these birds breed in the northern hemisphere there is 
no impact on breeding, eggs or chicks from disturbance in Australia). Recreational disturbance may 
impact on migration by wholly or partly limiting their ability to make use of staging areas and 
stepping-stones where they would normally rest and feed.  

• Birds of prey: Osprey and some other birds of prey will sometimes avoid areas used by people, and 
abandon nests if disturbed.  

• Ground-nesting birds: may be disturbed by domestic dogs, people, or recreational vehicles such as 
quad bikes and trail bikes.  

Methods which have been used to protect birds from recreational disturbance include signage, 
temporary fencing and erection of artificial shelters where appropriate, public awareness-
raising, regulation and use of best practice guidelines for particular events and recreational 
activities (and for any works associated with such activities).  

Definitions 
Recreational Disturbance 
In this policy document, the term disturbance refers to human recreational activities causing 
alarm or distress to, harassment of, injury to or exposure to danger of birds or their habitat, 
such that population-level effects may occur. The term disturbance, in this policy, does not 
refer to non-recreational disturbances whether natural or anthropogenic (e.g: wildfires, 
floods, timber cutting, planned burning or grazing by domestic livestock) but is limited to 
recreational activities.  
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