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T
he wind blows chill across the 
steely sea, as dozens of tourists 
line up knee-deep in the cold 
salt water. It is just after sunrise 

at Monkey Mia, and everyone is 
eagerly awaiting the arrival of the first 
dolphin of the day. But I’m not looking 
for the dolphins. I am watching the 
pelicans.

I had always thought of pelicans 
as gentle types of birds, unless you 
were a mackerel or squid, but I had 
recently received information that had 
caused me to view these birds in an 
altogether different light. The previous 
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day, I’d remarked on the beauty and 
apparent good nature of pelicans to 
one of the Conservation and Land 
Management (CALM) volunteers 
working at the interpretation centre. 
She laughed  
at me.

“Look at their bills,” she pointed, 
“see that little hook on the end? One 
of them had a nip at a tourist last week 
– gave him a nasty nick on the back of 
his calf.” Looking a little closer at the 
birds, I had to admit they did appear 
to have a rather evil glint in their 
yellow-rimmed eyes. 
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“During the displays, we have to 
feed them to stop them from pinching 
the fish that’s meant to go to the 
dolphins.” And doubtless to stop them 
eating the tourists, I thought to myself, 
and resolved to keep my distance from 
the birds at the dolphin ceremony the 
following morning. 

The Australian Pelican (Pelecanus 
conspicillatus) is one of eight species 
within the Pelecanidae family, and can 
boast a family tree stretching back at 
least 40 million years. Middle-sized 
within their family, at between 1.6 to 
1.8 m tall, they usually weigh only 4 

 This month, we explore the hidden life of one 
of our more visible coastal birds
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BELoW: on the beach – one of Kalbarri’s 
many resident pelicans
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to 7 kg. Their surprisingly light weight 
can be partially attributed to their 
super-light skeletons, which account 
for only 10% of their total body mass. 

Most pelicans have a wing span 
that ranges between 2.3 to 2.5 metres, 
and the males are generally a bit 
bigger than the females. Almost of 
their feathers are white, with some 
black feathers on their wings and tails 
providing a bit of contrast. 

But it is their massive beaks with 
their pendulous pouches that make 
the Australian Pelican immediately 
recognizable, and it is in this 
department that these big birds really 
step out of the pack. They possess the 
largest beak of any bird in the world, 
with the longest ever recorded coming 
in at just under half a metre long. 

Australian Pelicans are found 
all around the coast of mainland 
Australia, as well as in Papua New 
Guinea, western Indonesia, and 
occasionally on some southern Pacific 
Islands. Although the first specimen 
known to European science was shot 
in New Zealand in 1890, they are not 
often found there today. 

Within Australia, they are 
not especially picky about 
what sort of water bodies 
they live on, as long as they 
can find something to eat. 
As a result, the habitat range 
of the pelican stretches from 
maritime waters and coastal 
areas, to inland lakes, rivers, 
dams, and the occasional parkland. 

One Aboriginal dreaming story 
tells of Moola, the proud, pure black 
pelican, who attempts to capture 
a young Aboriginal maiden called 
Mungi to be his bride. But she is 
unwilling, and while he is away 
she escapes, leaving a 
kangaroo-skin-
wrapped log in 
her place to 
fool the 

scary black bird. 
Mistaking the log for the sleeping 

girl, Moola gives it a kick, injuring both 
his foot and his pride. In a rage, he 
races back home and covers himself in 
white war paint, preparing himself to 
set off to teach this woman a lesson. 
The older pelicans disapprove of his 
actions, and give him a serious hiding, 
but the younger pelicans are dead 
impressed, and cover themselves in 
white paint too. Ever since that day, 

the 
pelican 
is said to have 
been a bicoloured 
bird.

In European culture, other 
members of the pelican 
family appear as symbols 
of self-sacrifice. In pre-
Christian times, it was 
believed that in times of 
food shortage, female 
pelicans would wound 
themselves and feed their 
blood to their chicks to 

prevent them from starving. 
This myth was taken up 

by Christianity, and pelicans 
became a symbol of the selfless 

suffering of Jesus. Even today, the 
pelican stands as the symbol of the 
Irish Blood Transfusion Service.

In reality, mother pelicans are 
unlikely to fatten their chicks on their 
own blood. Young pelicans prefer 
instead to shove their beaks down 

their parents’ gullets to greedily 
gulp at what might politely be called 
“regurgitated food”.

Although generally regarded as 
scoffers of fish, adult pelicans are 
not especially picky about what they 
eat. Tadpoles, frogs, turtles and 
crustaceans, all have gone headfirst 
and wriggling down the hatch of a 
pelican at one time or another. In 
periods of food shortage, they’ll eat 
the odd duckling, steal prey from 

other birds, and have even been 
observed drowning seagulls before 
swallowing them whole. They’ll also 
scavenge leftovers from picnics, and 
accept tidbits from tourists, although 
these unnatural food sources do 
nothing positive for their health.

As we stood on the beach in the 
post-dawn chill, I watched the black 
and white birds milling about on the 
beach. They seemed to be waiting 
for something. One large bird strode 
up and down the sand behind the 
tourists’ goose-pimpled legs, looking 
to the world like a general inspecting 
a line of ragtag troops.

One of these birds has tasted 
human blood, I thought to myself. 
Maybe developed a taste for it. It’s 
only a matter of time before it will 
want more. 

ABoVE: pelican among the seagulls at Mandurah
LEFT: promenading pelican at Mandurah

oppoSITE: Scene stealer – attention deficit dolphin 
gets in the way of the pelican display, Monkey Mia
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“Oh, a wondrous bird is the pelican!  
His bill holds more than his belican.  
He can take in his beak  
Enough food for a week.  
But I’m darned if I know how the 
helican.” 
— Dixon Lanier Merritt, 1910 

 The lines of the old rhyme ran 

through my head as I watched a 
hapless CALM volunteer trying to 
distract the pelicans with a bucket of 
fish. Mouths agape and wings a-flap, 
the large birds chased the small girl, 
who had drawn the short straw of 
distracting them while the dolphins 
did their thing. She pelted fish in their 

general direction, and appeared keen 
to keep the bucket between herself 
and the avian diners. I wondered how 
long she could keep it up before the 
fish supply ran dry, and the pelicans 
inevitably descended upon her in 
search of more flesh.

When not terrorising wildlife, 

Cruising behind the dolphin 
and child like a marauding 
pirate galleon, a sole pelican 
has shunned the beach 
feeding, and is intently 
watching the giggling child.
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pelicans have learnt to work as a team 
when hunting for fish. A group of 
almost two thousand birds was seen 
conducting a coordinated fishing 
effort, although generally the hunting 
parties are much smaller. 

Using their beaks and sometimes 
their wings, the pelicans will herd fish 
into a confined area, before diving 
as one into the food ball. The vicious 
hook at the end of the bill is thought 
to help them get a grip of slippery 
prey, and they use their remarkable bill 
pouches to contain their prey before 
swallowing it. The pouch is used as a 
kind of net. Fish and water are trapped 
within it, and as the pelican brings its 
beak to its chest, the water is emptied 
out, leaving their prey behind. 

In times of courtship, the female 
pelicans lead the males on a merry 
dance. A female will start out with 
around two to eight males trailing 
along behind her. The males will 
try to impress the lady by waving 
their gaping beaks about, while 
simultaneously attempting to scare 
off her other suitors. Some of the 
other flashy moves used to impress 

the female include the throwing and 
catching of pretty sticks or dried fish, 
and “pouch rippling”. 

Pouch rippling is the rapid opening 
and shutting of the males’ beaks causes 
their pouches to snap jauntily like a flag 
in high wind, an apparently a desirable 
trait on the pelican dating scene. The 
courtship parade continues across land, 
air and sea until only one male is left 
standing, and the female drags him off 
to a site she considers appropriate for 
creating a nest. 

A pelican nest is a rough and ready 
thing, scratched into the dirt by the 
female and further augmented by any 
suitable nesting material that happens 
to blow by. An egg is laid within three 
days of mating, with up to four being 
laid in total. The parents take turns 
incubating the eggs on their feet, 
which takes around 32 to 35 days.

Like many chicks, newly hatched 
pelicans are fuggly little beasts, with 
big beaks, bulbous eyes, and skin the 
consistency of bubble-wrap. They can 
also be terribly competitive. The first 
chick hatched is generally the largest, 
and will sometimes attack or kill its 

siblings. They are aided in their rise to 
supremacy by their parents, who tend 
to feed only the largest chick, leaving 
the others to starve.

Once the chicks are a month or so 
old, they are bundled off to the pelican 
equivalent of a crèche, where they are 
left with up to a hundred other chicks 
for the next couple of months. Here, 
they will learn to fly, and become 
relatively self-sufficient, and perhaps 
choose to move to Monkey Mia.

Thigh-deep in the water, a wildlife 
interpretation officer introduces one of 
the local dolphins, and chooses a child 
from the crowd to feed it a fish. The girl 
shyly extends her arm, holding out a 
fish to the squeaking dolphin, while her 
proud family take photos of this pivotal 
life moment. But what else will they see 
when those photos are printed? 

Cruising behind the dolphin and 
child like a marauding pirate galleon, 
a sole pelican has shunned the beach 
feeding, and is intently watching the 
giggling child. I can almost see the 
cogs turning in its head. 

“One day,” it thinks, “One day, I’m 
gonna catch me one of those.”
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THIS PIcTURE: gimme some of those fish and 
chips!  Pelican menacing tourists at mandurah


