
Australian Bustard 
Ardeotis australis 

One of Australia’s largest birds, the Australian Bustard is up to 
one metre tall with a wingspan of up to 2.3 metres! Heavy 
bodied, ground-dwelling birds, males (5-10 kilograms) are up to 
three times heavier than females (2-3 kilograms). An upright 
posture, long legs and a black cap of feathers on their heads 
make them easy to recognise. This bird has the distinction of 
being Australia’s heaviest flying bird. When disturbed these 
birds walk away slowly (looking quite superior with their heads 
in the air!). They are strong in flight and sometimes move from 
one area to another.

Diet

The Australian Bustard is omnivorous, foraging on insects, 
young birds, lizards, mice, leaves, seeds and fruit. In the arid 
parts of their range, Australian Bustards are primarily nomadic, 
tracking rainfall and food sources opportunistically across the 
landscape.

Breeding

Australian Bustards breed once a year using what is called a ‘lek’ 
mating system. This means that when mating, each male uses a 
‘display site’ to try and attract a female. Males put on a show by 
inflating a large throat sac and strutting around with their tails 
up making a loud, deep, roaring noise. Females then choose 
which male to mate with on the basis of their size and display. In 
the drier arid areas of SA they may not use the lek system, some 
being more solitary and even monogamous.

From September to November, eggs are laid in a hollow on the 
ground where the female has a good view of approaching 
threats while being well camouflaged. Females incubate one to 
two, rarely three, eggs for around 24 days. After mating males 
play no further part in raising the chicks.

Habitat

The Australian Bustard lives on dry plains, grasslands and open 
woodlands, and they favour tussock and hummock grasslands. 
Occasionally they are seen in modified habitat areas such as 
farmlands and golf courses.
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Map courtesy of Mapping Unit, Customer and Commerical Services. 

Map is not intended to indicate spatial distribution of the species,  
only the bioregions in which the species is found.
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Fire followers! Groups of Australian 
Bustards have been seen flocking to 
fires to eat animals flushed out or 
killed by them.

Threats

Past hunting reduced their populations and illegal hunting 
continues. Predation by cats and foxes, habitat degradation from 
overgrazing rabbits and stock, and habitat clearance and alteration 
are other major threats to the Australian Bustard. Secondary 
poisoning from rabbit baiting can also pose a threat to them. 
These threats have seen a large scale decline in their population in 
south-east Australia. They are largely now found in northern 
Australia and southern New Guinea. 

Conservation

You can help the Australian Bustard by:

• keeping our wildlife wild! Bustards could become more 
vulnerable to illegal hunters if they are fed or tamed and if 
disturbed their nests could fail

• being a responsible pet owner – desex your pets, keep them 
inside at night and don’t take them into national parks.
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For further information
Public enquiries
For more local information on any of the species in this resource 
please contact your nearest Natural Resource Centre office on:

Eastwood: (08) 8273 9100 
Gawler: (08) 8523 7700  
Lobethal: (08) 8389 5900 
Willunga: (08) 8550 3400

Education enquiries
For teachers wanting more information about environmental 
education resources and opportunities please contact the 
relevant NRM Education sub regional team on:

Northern Adelaide: (08) 8406 8289  
Barossa: (08) 8563 8436 
Central Adelaide: (08) 8234 7255 
Southern Adelaide: (08) 8384 0176 
Southern Fleurieu: (08) 8551 0524


