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Abstract

Painted snipes (family Rostratulidae) are secretive, 
polyandrous waders characterised by reversed sexual 
dimorphism and distinctive female advertisement 
vocalisations used in mate attraction and territorial 
signalling (Marchant & Higgins, 1993; del Hoyo et al., 
2020a & b). This review synthesises current 
knowledge of the vocalisations of the Australian 
Painted Snipe (Rostratula australis), an endangered 
endemic, and compares it with those of the more 
widespread Greater Painted Snipe (R. benghalensis). 
Vocal divergence, alongside morphological and 
genetic differences, contributed to the elevation of R. 
australis to full species status (Lane & Rogers, 2000). 
However, published bioacoustic data for R. australis 
remain extremely limited (only descriptive excerpts) 
due to its rarity, nomadic movements, and cryptic 
behaviour, constraining both comparative analyses 
and acoustic monitoring approaches (DCCEEW, 
2022).

Sonograms of R. australis are presented below, 
obtained from a Trail camera setup at night over a 
period of several days in October & November 2025, 
at a site where multiple males and females 
congregated within a small shallow impoundment (2m 
x 3m), surrounded by dense vegetation in which the 
birds found refuge during the day. Camera recorded 
the vocals only at night and no vocalisations were 
observed during the day.
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Introduction

Painted snipes are atypical waders exhibiting rail-like 
locomotion and inhabiting shallow, densely vegetated 
wetlands (Marchant & Higgins, 1993). Both R. 
australis and R. benghalensis display reversed sexual 
dimorphism, with larger, more brightly coloured 
females that initiate courtship and compete for mates, 
while males undertake incubation and chick-rearing 
(Marchant & Higgins, 1993; del Hoyo et al., 2020a).

The Australian Painted Snipe was historically treated 
as a subspecies of R. benghalensis but was elevated 
to species rank based on consistent differences in 
morphology, vocalisations, and genetics (Lane & 
Rogers, 2000). Genetic divergence between the taxa 
has been estimated to be deep within the 
Rostratulidae lineage, supporting long-term 
evolutionary separation (del Hoyo et al., 2020b).

Vocalisations are central to reproduction in painted 
snipes, particularly in ephemeral wetland systems 
where breeding opportunities are unpredictable; 
females produce advertisement calls to attract 
multiple mates under a polyandrous system (Marchant 
& Higgins, 1993; del Hoyo et al., 2020a & b).


Equipment Used.

To record the vocalisations and interactions of Painted 
Snipe, an outdoor Trial Camera was set-up, covering 
a 2m x 4m area at a small shallow waterhole where 
multiple males and females congregated during day 
and night time. 

Equipment was a NEXTECH Outdoor Trail Camera 
recording footage in AVI format at a resolution of 
1080p and 24 fps, capturing activity within the 2m x 
3m waterhole. The audio recordings were 
subsequently converted to WAV format in Adobe 
Audition 3.0, and edited to remove extraneous noise 
at a sampling rate of 44.1 kHz at 16-bit resolution. 
They were then imported into Raven Pro 1.6.5 for 
further analysis. Sonograms were generated using 
Raven Pro v1.6.5 (Bioacoustics Research Program, 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca, NY), in combination 
with Coolcam (GoPlay Technology Limited) and Adobe 



Audition 3.0, at a sampling rate of 44.1 kHz and 16-bit 
resolution. The fast Fourier transform (FFT) length 
was set to 1050, with a Hann window of 0.7. The 
Inferno colour palette was employed, with brightness 
and contrast adjusted as required.


Vocalisations of the Greater Painted Snipe 
(Rostratula benghalensis)

The Greater Painted Snipe is generally inconspicuous 
vocally outside the breeding season, but females 
produce a characteristic advertisement call during 
courtship (Marchant & Higgins, 1993; del Hoyo et al., 
2020).


1. Female advertisement call: Described as a series of 
low-pitched, resonant hooting notes, often likened to 
blowing across a bottle, beginning with several deeper 
introductory notes followed by a longer series of 
higher-pitched notes (Marchant & Higgins, 1993; del 
Hoyo et al., 2020a). These calls can carry over long 
distances and are typically delivered at dusk or dawn 
from the ground or during short display flights 
(Marchant & Higgins, 1993). The call is facilitated by 
an elongated trachea and oesophageal expansion 
functioning as a resonating chamber (Marchant & 
Higgins, 1993). 


2. Other calls: Alarm calls include sharp “kek” notes, 
hisses, and guttural sounds given when disturbed, 
while males produce comparatively few vocalisations, 
mainly near the nest (Marchant & Higgins, 1993; del 
Hoyo et al., 2020a). 

These vocalisations are well documented in the 
literature and supported by extensive archived 
recordings, enabling their use in acoustic surveys and 
behavioural studies (del Hoyo et al., 2020).


Vocalisations of the Australian Painted 
Snipe (Rostratula australis)

Published information on the vocal repertoire of R. 
australis is sparse. Unlike R. benghalensis, there are 
no comprehensive bioacoustic studies or any curated 
recordings reflecting the species’ rarity and cryptic 
habits (DCCEEW, 2022; del Hoyo et al., 2020b).




The following are descriptive vocalisations in 
published literature:


1. Soft, low, hooting or cooing calls broadly similar in 
tonal quality to those of R. benghalensis (Marchant & 
Higgins, 1993; del Hoyo et al., 2020). 


2. Repeated short calls (e.g. “cook-cook-cook”-type 
notes) reported anecdotally during crepuscular 
periods (DCCEEW, 2022). 


3. Alarm calls consisting of sharp “kek”-like notes and 
hissing displays when threatened (Marchant & 
Higgins, 1993).


4. Refer sonogram figures 1 & 2; suggesting different 
vocalisations produced than those described above. 

Although anatomical similarity suggests the capacity 
for resonant advertisement calls comparable to those 
of R. benghalensis, these have rarely been 
documented in R. australis, limiting their application in 
monitoring (DCCEEW, 2022).

To the authors’ knowledge these audio recordings 
represent the first documented audio vocalisations of 
the Australian Painted Snipe.




Figure 1 - Sonogram of calls attributed to R. australis at 
night obtained from a Trail camera, Balranald, NSW.

Calls vary between 700Hz – 2,400Hz and are of very short 
duration (0.2s) with intervals of approximately 2 seconds; most 
energy is situated in the upper frequencies.

The call is attributed to R. australis, as no other bird or animal 
species known in the area produces a similar vocalisation.

Note however, these vocals do not resemble any of the above 
mentioned descriptions.

Audio sound recording provided by Peter Morton.






Figure 2 - Sonogram of feeding calls of R. australis 
obtained from a Trail camera, Balranald, NSW.

The feeding calls are more broadband based ranging from 1 
kHz - 3.7 kHz of similar tonal quality at various intervals

Audio sound recording provided by Peter Morton. 


Comparison

Similarities of R. benghalensis vs R. australis: 
Both species produce low-frequency, resonant 
advertisement calls associated with female courtship 
behaviour, reflecting shared anatomical adaptations 
(elongated trachea) and polyandrous breeding 
systems (Marchant & Higgins, 1993; del Hoyo et al., 
2020). 

Alarm calls are often structurally similar or share key 
acoustic features across taxa, facilitating interspecific 
recognition and response” (Fallow et al., 2013; 
Tegtman & Magrath, 2020). Vocal divergence 
contributed to species delimitation (Lane & Rogers, 
2000). 

R. benghalensis exhibits a well-structured, prolonged 
advertisement sequence with clearly defined 
introductory and terminal phases (Marchant & 
Higgins, 1993). In contrast, the vocal repertoire of R. 
australis remains poorly described and appears less 
frequently recorded, with possible differences in call 
structure and usage that remain unresolved 
(DCCEEW, 2022; del Hoyo et al., 2020).

Despite being described as relatively quiet outside 
breeding, R. benghalensis is far better represented 
acoustically than R. australis, reflecting differences in 
abundance and detectability (del Hoyo et al., 2020).




Taxonomic and Behavioural Implications: 
Vocal differences, in combination with morphological 
and genetic data, support species-level separation 
(Lane & Rogers, 2000). In both species, vocal activity 
is primarily crepuscular or nocturnal and associated 
with dense wetland vegetation, complicating direct 
observation but enhancing the importance of acoustic 
detection methods (Marchant & Higgins, 1993).


Conservation and Research Implications

The Australian Painted Snipe is listed as Endangered 
under national legislation, with major threats including 
wetland degradation, altered hydrological regimes, 
and grazing impacts (DCCEEW, 2022). 

The lack of robust vocal data limits the effectiveness 
of passive acoustic monitoring, an important tool for 
surveying cryptic wetland species (DCCEEW, 2022).


Research priorities should include:

• Systematic recording and verification of advertisement 

songs/calls 

• Quantitative bioacoustic analysis (e.g. sonograms) 

• Integration of acoustic monitoring with movement and 

breeding studies 


Conclusion

R. australis and R. benghalensis share core vocal 
traits associated with their specialised breeding 
systems, but differences in call structure and —
critically — data availability reflect both evolutionary 
divergence and uneven research effort (Lane & 
Rogers, 2000; del Hoyo et al., 2020). Addressing the 
bioacoustic knowledge gap in R. australis is essential 
for improving ecological understanding and informing 
conservation strategies (DCCEEW, 2022).

Because R. australis is primarily crepuscular, its 
advertisement vocalisations used for mate attraction 
and territorial defence are most likely produced during 
the early evening and, potentially, at dawn. 
Photographic evidence is consistent with this 
interpretation as the timing of the photographic 
observations also supports this conclusion.
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