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Mitchell Grass Downs

Sharon Warne
pelican-fan@outlook.com

Geography
The Mitchell Grass Downs Bioregion (MGD) 
covers a large area of Queensland (> 23 million 
ha) from the central west to the north-west and 
extends across the border into the Northern 
Territory (DETSI 2021) (Figure 1). This 
bioregion is mainly composed of undulating 
downs on shales and limestones with Mitchell 
grass and low woodlands of Gidgee (Acacia 
cambagei) or Mulga (Acacia aneura) (DERM 
2009). The plains are interspersed with drainage 
lines and remnant plateaus (Sattler & Williams 
1999). Growing on alluvial plains are eucalypt 
communities, primarily Coolabah (Eucalyptus 
coolabah) or River Red Gum (Eucalyptus 
camaldulensis) (DERM 2009). Parts of the Lake 
Eyre Basin are within the region, including 
sections of the Cooper Creek, Diamantina and 
Georgina catchments.

The climate of the bioregion varies 
significantly with the south having hot, dry 
summers and mild winters, and the north 
experiencing a more humid tropical climate 
(BoM 2025). The large geographic extent of this 
bioregion is reflected in variation in rainfall 
patterns. Although the average for MGD is 332 
mm, the arid western areas receive very low 
annual rainfall while some eastern areas receive 
over 500 mm (DAWE 2008). Major towns in 
MGD are Longreach, Blackall, Hughenden, and 
Winton. Roads into the region are the 
Landsborough Highway, Kennedy 
Development Road, Hughenden–Muttaburra 
Road, and Flinders Highway. The primary land 
use in the region is native vegetation grazing 
(96%) (DETSI 2021), mainly for beef 
production. Less than 5% of the bioregion is 
within the National Reserve System 
(DCCEEW 2024).

Birds of the Bioregion
Within the MGD the Queensland Government 
lists 330 native bird species, 19 of which are 
identified as rare or threatened (DETSI 2021). 
The alluvial areas of the MGD support a high 
diversity of arid zone fauna (DERM 2009). 
Birds of arid environments are often nomadic 

and seasonal breeders with populations that 
fluctuate in response to extremely variable 
weather conditions (Kutt et al. 2021). Eucalypt 
communities growing on the alluvial plains 
support a wide range of species including 
honeyeaters, parrots, pigeons, babblers, fairy-
wrens and birds of prey. The many ephemeral 
wetlands, swamps and lakes are important 
temporary habitats for a wide range of 
waterbirds. The wetlands act as a refuge and 
stop-over for migratory species such as the 
Common Greenshank (Tringa nebularia) and 
Latham’s Snipe (Gallinago hardwickii). 
Wetlands of national importance within MGD 
are Aramac Springs, Austral Limestone 
Aggregation, Diamantina Lakes Area, Elizabeth 
Springs and the Thorntonia Aggregation 
(DETSI 2021).

Protected areas wholly or partially within 
the MGD include Astrebla Downs National 
Park (NP), Bladensburg NP (Ley et al. 2025), 
Boodjamulla (Lawn Hill) NP, Diamantina NP 
(Ley at al. 2011, Ley and Mitchell 2021), 
Lochern NP, Welford NP, and Wiliyan-ngurru 
NP. There are four Conservation Parks, Combo 
Park 1 and Park 2, Elizabeth Springs and Lark 
Quarry. Nature Refuges include Ballara, 
Castlevale, Mount Windsor, Mulligan River, 
Parrattamow Creek, Toko Range and The 1959 
(DETSI 2021). Many conservation sites are 
difficult to access, so most of the documented 
sightings by birders are around the major 
centres of Winton and Longreach (Ley & 
Roberts 2022). Bush Heritage Australia has 
undertaken baseline bird surveys of their MGD 
properties, Edgebaston Reserve (Kern & Kutt 
2021) and Pullen Pullen Reserve (Kutt et al. 
2021), which was initially established for the 
conservation and study of the Night Parrot 
(Pezoporus occidentalis), following the species’ 
discovery in 2016 (BHA 2024).

Notable changes from 2020 to 2024 
The eBird data for the MGD from 2020 to 2024 
were analysed by examining the reporting rate 
by month for common species as well as for 
honeyeaters, pigeons and doves, and several 
other common species. The reporting rate is a 
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Figure 1. Mitchell Grass Downs showing eBird surveys from 2020 - 2024. Each point represents an eBird 
survey loca�on and the intensity is scaled to the number of reported checklists at that loca�on.

measure of relative abundance. The following 
conclusions should be treated with caution. 
While the data for the most common species are 
robust, data for less common species can be 
heavily influenced by a small number of 
observations. It should also be noted that there 
are relatively few observations in the summer 
months.

Five of the most common species showed a 
marked and consistent downward trend from 
2020 to 2024 with declines ranging from 24% to 
42%. These were Willie Wagtail (Rhipidura 
leucophrys), Magpie Lark (Grallina 
cyanoleuca), Galah (Eolophus roseicapilla), 
Yellow-throated Miner (Manorina flavigula) 
and Crested Pigeon (Ocyphaps lophotes).  Five 
species showed a less consistent but downward 
trend: Zebra Finch (Taeniopygia castanotis); 
White-Plumed Honeyeater (Ptilotula 
penicillata); Australian Raven (Corvus 
coronoides); Black-faced Cuckoo-shrike 

(Coracina novaehollandiae) and Whistling Kite 
(Haliastur sphenurus). Four other common 
species showed no change or consistent trend: 
Black Kite (Milvus migrans); Australian 
Magpie (Gymnorhina tibicen); Pied Butcherbird 
(Cracticus nigrogularis) and Black-faced 
Woodswallow (Artamus cinereus). In looking at 
groups of related species, honeyeaters, pigeons 
and doves showed downward trends. Further 
research and analysis of data in coming years is 
needed to determine if these trends are valid and 
ongoing.

Listed Species
Sightings of species listed as vulnerable, 
endangered or critically endangered under the 
Commonwealth EPBC Act and the Queensland 
Nature Conservation Act are shown in Table1.
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Conserva�on 
Queensland’s Protected Area Strategy 2020–
2030 is a ten-year plan for supporting the 
growth, better management, and sustainability 
of the state’s protected areas, including national 
parks and private protected areas (DES 2020a). 
The 2023-24 report card on the implementation 
of this plan identifies the purchase of 64,800 
hectares of Melrose Station for future addition 
to Bladensburg National Park (DETSI 2024).

Major Events

Weather
To the north, there was extensive and persistent 
flooding of the Flinders River catchment in 
2019, which lasted from February through to 
April (BoM 2020; TropWater 2025). These 
floods were compounded by an extreme wind 
chill event, resulting in the death of more than 
500,000 head of stock. Post-flood assessments 
of grazing properties in 2024 found significant 
improvements in land condition at many sites, 
although recovery was mixed (TropWater 
2025). While the study is industry based, it 
gives an indication of habitat condition in the 
northern part of the bioregion.

Land Clearing 
The area of woody vegetation cleared each year 
remained consistent, with c. 25,000 ha cleared 
annually (DETSI 2025a).
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