
Identifying Nests, Tracks, Scats, Burrows, & Other 

Signs 

All animals leave some sign of their presence and if you know how to see or read the country, then 
you can appreciate the presence of more species and monitor your efforts to improve habitat more 
effectively. There are many signs of life apart from tracks. However, tracks are most readily seen and 
interpreted. The best time to go tracking is early in the morning or late in the afternoon when the 
sun casts shadows across the ground. If you try to track at midday, the sun washes away any signs of 
prints, making tracks invisible to our eye. See below for some tips on identifying tracks, burrows, 
nests and other signs of life. 

 

Birds 

Nests 

 
Above - Willie Wagtail: builds its nest from grass and woven spider web. The nest is lined with soft 
grass, fur or hair. The nest may be reused annually or deconstructed to provide materials for the 
new nest (see right image). The nest will be built on a horizontal branch or structure. The Willie 
Wagtail actively defends its territory, but will commonly and tolerantly nest in very close proximity 
to human habitation.  

 

 
Above - Babbler: Grey-crowed and White-browed Babblers live and breed in communal nests and 
have multiple decoy nests around the breeding area, perhaps because these colonial birds do 
practice nest building until it is their turn to establish a real nest with eggs in it. They are a social 
bird, living in groups of two to fifteen birds, and most members of the group will help to build nests 
and rob each others nests for building materials.  A roosting nest (a much larger nest for resting and 
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used by the whole group) and a brood nest (for the breeding female) is built, usually in the fork of a 
tree 4-7metres high, and will be renovated and reused every year. Nests are built with sticks and are 
dome shaped with a hood and landing platform for the entrance tunnel. 

 

 
Above - Fairy-Wren: nests are an oval or round shaped dome, constructed of loosely woven grasses 
and spider web, with an entrance to one side. Nests are often placed in a low shrub close to the 
ground, well-concealed in thick and often thorny vegetation, such as species of Hakea. 

OR 
Small Honeyeater (e.g. White-plumed, Brown or Singing Honeyeater) ς As the nest pictured does 
not have a side entrance, which Thornbill, Zebra finch and Fairy-Wren nests mostly do, it may be a 
small honeyeater nest. Male Honeyeaters defend a nesting territory by singing from tall trees during 
breeding season, and stand guard while the female builds the nest and lays the eggs. This nest was 
seen at the Brunonia Rd. property, where Singing and White-plumed Honeyeaters were observed 
during the surveys, and Mistletoe and Wild Passionfruit were flowering creating an abundant food 
source (diet consists of nectar and insects). The nest was inactive, but broken eggshell on the ground 
below suggests that the nest was occupied some time during the month before the surveys. Small 
Honeyeater nests are generally small cup-shaped constructions of fine bark, grasses and plant 
materialΣ ōƻǳƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇƛŘŜǊΩǎ ǿŜōΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎƭǳƴƎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƳ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƘǊǳō ƻǊ ǘǊŜŜΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǎǘ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜŘ 
appears to be, up to 5metres from the ground and are usually very well-hidden by thick foliage. 
Honeyeaters are quite aggressive defenders of territory and nesting sites. Their nests may come 
under predation from Pied Butcherbirds, snakes and cats. Pallid Cuckoos and Horsfield's Bronze-
Cuckoos occur in the area (a Pallid Cuckoo was observed at Heffernan Rd. in proximity to Brunonia 
Rd.) and will parasitise nests. 
 

 
Above - Zebra Finch: build spherical nests from rough grass stalks and thorny twigs, lined with softer 
grass or feathers and wool. Nesting sites vary, but include bushes and trees and tree holes. In the 
Central Australia nests can be commonly found in Dead Finish.  The entrance is on the side, which is 
protected by a short tube. 

OR 



Thornbill: The Yellow-rumped Thornbills nest is a large and untidy structure of grass and bark. It has 
two parts: an upper 'false' cup-shaped nest and a lower, domed nest-chamber with a hooded 
entrance. The purpose of the false nest is not known although theories include; deterring predators 
or parasitic cuckoos, a roosting place for males or fledglings, a 'displacement' activity for males, or a 
'practice' nest for the helpers. The nest is built in dense foliage of trees, near the end of branches or 
in vines or mistletoe. The Inland Thornbill builds a small domed nest, like that of fairy-wrens, using 
bark strips and dry grasses bound with spider web and lined with feathers. The entrance hole is 
hooded. The nests are placed in low shrubs, in forks among low twigs or foliage. 

 

  
 
Red-browed Pardalote: Some birds, such as Pardalotes and Rainbow Beeaters, nest in burrows. A 
pair of Red-browed Pardalotes have excavated the tunnels pictured 
above in an earthen bank. The adults have taken advantage of a 
disturbed site in this case (a hole dug by humans), but will also nest 
in tree hollows and knots and burrow in the ground or river banks. 
The hole in the centre is the chosen nest - you can see two groves 
ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ŦŜŜǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƭŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǊ 
departing from the nest with food for the chicks ς and the other 
holes show where the Pardalotes have tested the soil for 
suitability. The chicks, once hatched from the egg, can be heard 
chirping if you listen carefully. The burrows end in an enlarged 
lined (bark and vegetation) chamber, where the eggs are laid and 
incubation takes place, and the entrance tunnel may be half a 
metre long. A difficult task for a little bird to construct, however 
the advantages are stable cool temperatures out of the sun, and 
protection from aerial predators and (with an entrance of only 5cm 
in diameter) nest raiders.   

 
 Eggshell 

 
Fairy-Wren or Small Honeyeater. This eggshell was found underneath the Fairy-Wren/Small 
Honeyeater nest pictured above. This was a factor in being able to identify the nest. Zebra finches 
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and Thornbills have white eggs, whereas Fairy-Wren eggs are speckled and small Honeyeater eggs 
are whitish and spotted/blotched with red-brown, brown-yellow or pale mauve. 
 
 

Tracks 
 

 
Bustard (Bush Turkey): These large three-toed tracks are not to be mistaken for an Emu, which has 
much larger feet, or a wallaby or kangaroo as the prints are not paired as they would be in a 
macropod stride.  

 
Emu: The size of an Emu footprint is much larger than a Bustard - more than twice the size (unless 
you are looking at Emu chick tracks, then it gets confusing!) - with a longer gait. The Emu has broad 
toes in comparison to the length of its foot, whereas the Bustard toe is long and slender. 
 

 
Crested Pigeon: These tracks probably belong to a Crested Pigeon. They meander along the ground, 
demonstrating the behaviour of a ground foraging bird. They can be distinguished from Galahs, also 
foraging on the ground for seed, because Galahs like all parrots have two toes pointing forward and 
two behind. Torresian Crows have much larger feet, and a greater stride to a smaller pigeon ς and 
do not potter about in the meandering arks of a Pigeon. Magpie Larks may be another possibility for 


