
Mur'rindum/Black-breasted button-quail (BBBQ) 

Mur'rindum (Butchulla language), Black-breasted button-quail or 
Turnix Melanogaster is listed as 'Vulnerable' under the 
Commonwealth Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 and Queensland Nature Conservation Act 1992.  

There are seven species of button-quail in Australia (all have been 
recorded in QLD), with four species recorded on K'gari – black-
breasted, painted, red-chested and red-backed.  
 
The covey (a small group of button-quail) is dominated by the female 
bird (more brightly coloured and larger), who has a territory varying 
in size from 3-17Ha with 2-6 males. Each male has a smaller territory 
of 2-3Ha.  
 
The breeding season starts in the Spring (around the time of the summer storms). The female will mate and lay four 
eggs before leaving the male to incubate the eggs (~14 days) and raise the young. Meanwhile, the female has already 
moved onto the next male in her territory. The young are nidifugous (hatched at an advanced state and capable of 

walking and feeding) and immediately leave the nest and start forage. After one 
week, they can fly (short distances).    
 
One sign of BBBQ is the distinctive platelets – circles, about the size of a side 
plate, in the leaf litter. The circles are made by the bird standing on one foot and 
rotating, scraping the leaf litter back in a circle.  [Platelets differ from scrapes 
made by other birds; these are less regular in shape or characterised by the leaf 
litter pulled back to one spot – like the brush turkey].  
 

Where there is a deep layer of detritus, a platelet may even be excavated down, 
forming a bowl with bare soil at the bottom. The bird is looking for small insects 
and grubs.  Feeding occurs throughout the day, although the activity is 
concentrated 2-3 hours after daybreak and before sunset.  A bird may make 
100s of platelets per day within the home range (radius of 200-300m). There is 
no discernible difference between the platelets of BBBQ and those of Painted 
button-quail (Turnix varius). Although they usually occur in separate habitats.  

It's not unusual to find multiple BBBQ platelets (10s) in a suitable (favourite) area, and birds will return to the same 
area. The ideal habitat is dense (mature) dune scrub, littoral vine forest or dry rainforest scrub providing cover. An 
ideal area will have a fine (rich) leaf litter with smaller leaves (like acacia, Alphitonia/soap tree, Fraser Island apple, 
midjim and tuckeroo). Larger leaves with small twigs or overly moist leaf litter (like rainforest) are less suitable for 
these small birds.  The birds also favour sites that are under-cover, beneath a larger tree or shrub.  
 
A new platelet will look 'fresh' and may even be marked with 
faeces near the centre. The faeces are dominantly white (with 
black) and generally spiral in shape with an elongated arm. These 
differ from the Painted button-quail (see figure 3). An exposed 
platelet will start to dry out and will also start to accumulate leaves 
and other debris indicating age.   
 
The button-quails only have three, forward-facing toes having 
'lost' the fourth backward-facing toe.  The pads of the toes are 
padded (reinforced) to enable scraping with muscular legs.  
   
The birds can fly but generally prefer to walk (given the dense habitat they tend to live in). 
 

 

Figure 1: The more brightly coloured, larger female 
Black-breasted button-quail. Photo: Patrick Webster 

Figure 2: A series of BBBQ platelets in the 
leaf-litter. Photo: Sue Sargent 

Figure 3: The very different faeces of the Painted (left) and 
Black-breasted button-quails (right). Photo: Patrick Webster 



Threats 
 
The species is negatively impacted by bushfires and drought (through impacts to its habitat). Both threats are also 
associated with climate change.  

 
BBBQ habitat is also threatened by access (which opens up the canopy and 
disturbs the birds). In addition, it introduces invasive weeds such as green 
panic, Mossman River grass (burr), blackberry nightshade and lantana 
(although the latter can also provide cover for the birds).  Tree clearance for 
pathways or campsites will also increase grass coverage, increase fire risk, 
reduce leaf litter, and make the birds more susceptible to predators such as 
raptors (birds of prey). 
 
Other threats on the mainland include feral cats and foxes and domestic 
dogs (especially adjacent to campsites), and potentially pigs (which utilise 
and disturb the same habitats). 

 

Management     
 
The Butchulla Land and Sea Ranger Team have deployed trail cameras into the Black-breasted button-quail habitat 
at Rainbow Beach, Inskip/Double Island Point, and K'gari. Each camera will be in place for 4-6 weeks.  The images 
collected will be used to provide identification of the BBBQ and identify other species, including predators like cats 
or threats like pigs, that may be utilising the same habitat.   
 
Sites will be prioritised for protection, remediation or management using activities such as weed control, reduction 
of bushfire threat (by controlled cool traditional burns in adjacent areas) and control of feral pests such as cats or 
pigs.   
 

What can you do to help? 
 
Please stick to identified paths and take care not to introduce weed seeds on your clothing and camping gear when 
camping in known BBBQ habitat – for example, on K'gari or at Inskip Point. You also help this species by reporting 
potential sightings to the Butchulla Land and Sea Ranger Team or an online database like eBird Australia. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Butchulla Mur'rindum (Black-breasted button-quail) Conservation Project has been supported by a Queensland 
Government Community Sustainability Action Grant and is being delivered by the Butchulla Aboriginal Corporation's 
Butchulla Land and Sea Rangers.   
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Figure 4: Feet of Little Button-quail. Photo: 
Patrick Webster 
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