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DUST BATHING BEHAVIOUR IN A YOUNG MALE 
AUSTRALIAN BRUSH-TURKEY (ALECTURA LATHAMI) 

 
ELLIOT LEACH 

 
Whilst birding at Oxley Creek Common on 31 July 2013, I encountered a 
young male Australian Brush-turkey (Alectura lathami). When I first came 
across the bird, he was vigorously scratching at the ground, as this species is 
prone to do. What captured my attention was his subsequent behaviour. He 
lay down in the spot that he had been scratching at and, using his right wing, 
scooped up the loose soil that had been disturbed and flung it onto his back. 
He sat on the ground for a little while, in the full sun, and then began 
digging again. I watched him for around 20 minutes, during which time the 
depression in the soil was enlarged to such an extent that when he lay in it, 
two thirds of  his body was below ground level. While observed, he 
frequently used both wings to ‘splash’ dust, scraped from the sides and the 
bottom of  the depression by turning motions, over his back (Figure 1). He 
would then rest in the sun for up to a minute before shaking the dust from 

Figure 1.  A dust bathing Australian Brush-turkey.  Photo: Jill & Ian 
Brown. 
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his plumage and beginning again. He persisted in this behaviour even as 
people walking by passed within 5 m. Eventually, he seemed to have had 
enough, and left the area. I checked for the presence of  ants where he had 
been sitting, as I presumed he had been anting (McAtee 1938), but none 
was found. I then concluded that the bird had simply been dust bathing.  

In the HANZAB entry for this species (Marchant & Higgins 1993), 
dust bathing is briefly mentioned, and the description is based on 
behavioural observations made by Dow (1988). As far as I am aware, no 
other records of  this behaviour exist in the literature. My observations 
suggest that the behaviour observed by Dow (1988) was not that of  an 
atypical group of  birds. 

It has been suggested that dust bathing occurs as part of  routine feather 
maintenance, in both brush-turkies (Dow 1988) and other species (e.g. 
Raikow 1968; Hein 1970). In addition to its role in feather maintenance, dust 
bathing may serve another purpose: as a pleasurable or relaxing experience. 
This certainly seemed to be the case for the brush-turkey that I observed. 
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