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Western Australia

SEABIRD ISLANDS

Pelsaert Island, Houtman Abrolhos,

Geraldton,  WA.

Status: Part Class A Reserve No. 20253, Conscr-
vation of FIora and Fauna, Tourism and Purposes
Associated with the Fishing Industry', vestecl in
the Western Australian Ministcr for Fisheries.
Under the Abrolhos Islands Planning Strategy2
Pelsaert will become part of the Abrolhos
National Park.

Other Names: Pelsart Island (spelling changed in
May 1976), Long Island, South Island.

Description: About 120 ha, c. 12 km long; width
varies between 500 m and less than 50 m. The
long ax is  is  at  30 '210' .  The Houtman Abrolhos
is located near the edge of the continental shelf
and consists of the single North Island and three
groups Wallabi Group, Eastcr Group and
Pclsacrt (or Southern) Group. Pelsaert Island is
the southernmost island in the Abrolhos, apart
lrom the nearby. small. Jon Jim Islet. Data oD
Jon Jim and on thc immediately adjacent Arthur
and Grcgory Islcts to the north of Pelsaert have
been included in this papcr.

Location: 28'56'5. 113'58'30"E; 50 km west of
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t ['elsa?rt Island ut its narroh,esr point. The sheltered norrh-h)estern shr.tre has fringing mangroves.

. I)cnse mungrovas Jringing a lagoon with large colonies of the Lesser Nodtly (Site 2, Fig. 2).

o ( orul shitt!:le tvpicul of much of Pelsaert Islantl. A mixed Roseate qntl Fairy Tern coknty is in micldle
tli.stttncc.
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Pclsacrt is mostly a low cay. rising less than
thrcc to four metrcs irbove high water mark. witlr
a small area near Wreck Point being slightly
h ighcr .  Most  o f  thc  i s land cons is ts  o f  cora l
boulders and shingle thrown up by the ocean
waves. In some areas. notably at the southern
cncl. thcrc arc accumulalions of white sand. with
a few, low dunes. Low. undercut l imestone clifTs
arc  lound near  the  southern  t ip  and a long par ts
of t l lc wcstcrn ancl castcrn shorcsr'/

Twcnty-scven incligcnous ancl 17 alien specics
of plants havc been rccorded on the island
(Appenclix l). Most ol the coral rock is bare.
some has very low perennial and annual herbs
and grasscs ancl prostrate shrubs such as Atiplex
tinerca v,r'r.. brucltytlrcc'u, Tlrelkeklia diffusa,
Frunkcniu pauciJlora, Enchylaena tomanto.\u,
Stnevola trassi.foliu and Curpobrotus virescens.
Spinifex bngiJit l ius occurs behind beaches and on
Iow dunes, often in association with Threlkeklia
ttntl En<lt,vluena. Ncar thc southcrn cnd, whcre
soils arc deeper. there is a dense low heath of
shrutrs. especiall l  Nitroriu bil lertl ierei t\nd Atri-
plcx Lincrco vzn. bruthl'theca. Samphire (,Snrco-
<ornio lrnd Halosarciu) is found in salt marsh
arcas. whilc thc Whitc Mangrove (Avicennia
nurirut) lorms dense low forests along shcllcrcd
parts of the. north-wcstcrn shorc. around salt
lakes and in somc moist low-lving inland areas.
In southern parts. ice plant (Misembrytanthemum
crystall i ttuttt\ has invadcd and small irreas ol
African Boxthorn ( L,t t iunt lerocissimum) occur-
rcd on shalkrw soils on l imestone where guancr
mining has taken placc and on some areas of shell
grit. Thc African Boxthorn plants wcrc rcmoved
in  Novembcr  1990.

Landing: Pelsaert Island is at the southern end of
an extensivc arca of coral reef (Half Moon Rccf)
and sandbanks. and therc are mitny shoals, reefs
and bommies off the north-western shore. A l ime-
stonc rccf platform extends about 30 to 100 m
off-shorc akrng the full length of the south-eastern
coas t .

Therc is a good, sheltered anchorage off thc
north-western shore irdjacent to the old guano
jcttv about 2.2 krn north of Wreck Point. Acccss
is akrng l channel from the north, suitable for
vcsscls up to scvcral metres draft. Howevcr. there
arc many shoals in thc channel and to navigate
it, local knowledge or extreme carc is needed.
Landing almost anywhcrc on the north-western

shore is possible by shallow-draft dinghy. The
south-castern shore is exposed to thc prcvail ing
southerly winds and landing is only possible when
tl 'rc sca is calm.

Ornithological History: l'hc Abrolhos were first
sighted b)' the Dutch navigator Frederik Houtman
in  1619.  and the  name Houtman Abro lhos  is
derived from a combination of the name of the
discovcrcr and a group of shoals otl Brazil. The
Por tuguese word 'abro lhos '  i s  app l i cd  to 'sp iked
obstmctions'' ' .  Pelsaert Island was namcd by
Stokcsar aftcr Francois Pelsaert. commander of
the Batavia, which was wrcckcd in the Abrolhos
in Junc 1629. For many years the Botovia wtrs
thought to have been wrecked in the southern
part of the Abrolhos and the Pelsaert Group was
namcd in crror. Stokcsr:. whcn hc visitcd the
Abrolhos in April 11340 in IIMS Eeagl€. noted the
beanrs of a large vessel on the south-west point of
Pclsacrt Island. Thcsc wcrc also rcportcd by thc
crew of the Zeewijk, wrecke<l on Half Moon Reef
in 1727. and Stokes presumed the beanrs to be
thc rcn]zlins of thc B.l/.rri..r. Now thc B.ltrl, i ..r is
known to have bccn wrcckccl on Morning Rccf in
the Wallabi Group. The id€ntity of thr: wrcck
scen lly Stokcs is not known. nor has it becn redis-
coverecl.

Other marit ime explorers who sighted the
islands included the French Baudin Expedition"
in l lJ0l ard P.P. King in 11J222'. ' I 'hcrc arc rcfcr-
cnccs to thc abundant seabircl fauna in some of
the early reports. and Stokesr5 reported the
prcscncc of guano. Hou,cvcr, t l lc f irst substantial
account of Pelsaert Island birds dates fron the
visit by John Gilbert sometime between 8 January
and nrid March 18.13i1.

Thc  ncx t  v is i to r  was  A.  J .  Campbe l l r2 . r r  in
December -1889, followed by visits fror-n C. P.
Con igrave ' r  in  1897 and e i ther  1913 and/or  1916,
R. Hell ' : i  in 1899 and C. G. Gibsonl in November
1907. Thc l irst dctailcd account of the Abrolhos
and thcir fauna was produced by the Percy Sladcn
Trus t  Exped i t ions  o f  1913 and 1915 undcr  thc
lcadersh ip  o f  Pro fessor  W.  J .  Dak in '6 .  W.  B .
A lexander r .  who was a  member  o l  the  1913
cxpedition. publishcd a scpilrate account ol the
vertebrate fauna.

Numerous ornithologists have visitcd Pclsacft
since 1930. Thcsc include P. T. Sandlandrr) in
1936.  V .  N.  ServentyL i in  1942.  D.  L .  Serventy  in
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19,13. 19,1.{ and l9;1517. H. E. Tarr'rs in l94lJ. E.
FL M.  L ,a lcy r r  in  1953.  J .  Warham5o in  195,1 ,  P .
. l .  FLr l l c r  in  August  196 I  .  August  l962 .  Scptembcr
196-j. August 196:1. Novcnbcr 196:1 and August
1965._ thc  Pr ince  Ph i l ip .  Duke o f  Ed inburgh in
1963r ' ,  thc  AqLr inas  Co l lcge  expec l i t ions  o f  1966,
1968 rn i l  1970t r r  " .  T .  C .  A l l cn  in  1961 and 1964r? ,
G.  A .  Lo t lcc  in  l963r i .  N .  Ko l i ch is  in  1973 and
197-5r r .  A .  A .  Burb idgc  in  March  1973 and K.
C i ra tc  in  l9 f i7 .  l9 l l8  and l9E! l  (pers .  comnr . ) .

S incc  1977.  c i ther  o r  bo th  Fu l le r  anc l  Burb idge
llrve visitcd Pclsacrt in Octobcr 1977, February
1978.  Februa lv  1979.  Novcnbcr  1980.  February
1981.  Octobcr  l9 l {1 .  Novcnber  1982,  Fc t r ruary
198.1. Deccmbcr l9lJ6. Deccmbcr l9it9, July 1990,
Oc lobcr -Novenber  1990 and Novernbcr  1991.
Data  l ronr  these l3  v is i t s  have been pub l ishcc l
e l \cwhe ler i r '11r r r  o r  a rc  inc luded hcrc in .  R .
Gxrstortc uccompanied Fullcr in lg77 and has
pub l ishcc i  h is  an t l  somc o f  Fu l le r ' s  da tar l .  S .  G.
Lancrr) a.-companiccl Fuller in 1982. G. M. Storr,
R. E. Johnstone and P. Griff in have pr.rhlishcd
thc i r  own and many o ther  peop les '  da ta  in  a
comprchcnsive summary of all birds of the
Iloutrnan AtrrolhosrT.

Breeding Seabirds and Status

I'ulJinus 1tu< il icLrs We dgc-tailcd Shcarwater -
About .19 .1(X) nest burro\\,s wcrc estintated in
Dcccmtrer  l986r r r .  w i th ,14  550 in  the  main  co lony
at  thc  sorL thern  end o f  thc  i s land (F ig .  1 )  and
.l 8(r0 in smallcr colonies furthcr north. Since
thcn thc lccrLracv oI the air photographs used to
calculnte thc arca occupied by ncsts has bccn
chcckcd ngainst a detailed survcy of thc southern
cnd of t lrc island. This showccl thc photographs
to havc an actu.rl scale of l:-5 2(X) rather than the
l :5  000 ind ica tcd .  A  reca lcu la t ion  showcd tha t
tltcrc \\ 'e rc
thc  second

about -51 ,l(X) lrurrows. Birds arrive in
half of August to prepare their

burrows at night unti l carly in November whcn
thcy rcturn to the sea. In rnid-November they
I t (g in  tL '  r , . tu r r r  to  th r .  i s l r rn , . i  nd  egg- lu r ing  takes
p l ; i c , .  rhc  r r ighr  : r l re r  r r  b i rd  r . r r r r i ! r - . 'Th"c  cggs
hatch  in .Januarv  and bv  ear ly  February  the  ch icks
irrc un ttcndcd during the day. Bv earl1, May
most chicks arc rvholly or pirrt ly f ledged. but thc
dltc that thc young takc to the wing and lcavc
l l r !  i . l i u t ( l  l r r r  t l t r '  ' r ' i r  l r  unknowt l

Figurc L Sdr/rrflr, entl oI I'tlsarr Islond. sl]ot'.,ing .\te,tt of
&lonic.\ ol s tbinls. DKuibcr 1939.

Puffinus us.sinil is Litt le Shearwater - 35 burrows
werc rccordcd 400 m south of the northcrn tip of
thc  i s land on  11Ju ly  1990.  One bur row cxamined
containcd a bird sitt ir lg on a fresh egg; zlnother
burrow hacl a sitt ing bird but no cgg. Another
colony of about 12 burrows was located near tltc
northern tip in Octobcr 1990. Litt le Shearwater
burrows possibly occur clsewhere on the island.
but continuous heavy rain during our only winter
visit made searching for fresh burrows diff icult.
The single egg is laid between early July and latc
August and the young flcdgc in November or
Dcccmbcrqr .
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Pelugodromtt r?aril la White-faced Storm-Petrel
Three nesting colonies knowni one in sand

bchind a bcach at thc northern end, one in sand
1.5  kn  f rom thc  nor thcrn  t ip  and onc  on  a
sanclspit bctwccn Lcsscr Noddy colonics I and 2.
Numbers are not known. but there are probably
only a few hundred. Birds start returning to the
Abrolhos in mid-August and eggs are laid in the
sccond and third rvccks of October. Hatching
occurs in late-November to early-December and
tlrc birds lcavc thc island about February.

Phttlacrocorax uarlas Pied Cormorant - Sand-
lancllr) recordecl a breeding colony of about ,10
pairs on either Arthur or Gregory Islets, just otT
thc  nor thcrn  t ip  o f  Pc lsacr t ,  in  1936.  A l though
Picd Cormorants are a common bird on Pelsaert
no other brecding rccords cxist. They do, how-
cvcr, blccd on othcr ncirrby islands. Abrolhos
Picd Cormorants brccd from mid-August to
Novcmbcr r r .

Phaethon ruhricttudu Red-tailed Tropicbird
Breeding recorded in the 1940s and 1950s47 r8 (five
ncsts wcrc found in 1949), but no nests werc
obscrvcd bctwccn I954, when J. Warham5r)
found eight nests, and Dcccmbcr 1988 whcn
R. Goodale and K. Coate found one bird
incubating (pers. comm. 1989). No tropicbirds
were_sighted in the Abrolhos between 1955 and
197-5r/. No nests were found in December 1989 or
October-November 1990. although birds wcrc
present and displaying. Egg-laying occurs in late
spring or cirrly summer.

Egretta sacra Eastern Reef Egrct - Occasional
ncsts havc bccn found scattered along the full
length of the island. Nests are constructed low in
mangroves or on ledgcs in cliffs. Egg-laying
occurs in springaT. Only grey-phase birds have
been rccorded.

Haematopus longirostris Pied Oystercatcher
Tarr+x reported breeding in September October
1948. On 7 October 1981, Fuller found a nest with
one egg. In October 1977 and October 1990,
several pairs were holding territory and probably
had chicks.

Larus novaehollandiae Silver Gull Colonies of
up to 20 pairs scattered throughout the island20;
they also occasionally nest in small numbers on

Arthur and Jon Jim lslets. Ncsts are among
vegetation on coral rock and sand. Brccding
commenccs in autumn and continues unti l early
sunmer  w i th  pcaks  in  au tumn and spr ing .  Un l ike
many colonies close to ccntrcs of human popula-
tion. the Pelsaert and other Houtnan Abrolhos
colonies have not undcrgone recent rapid
expansionr04r. Thc distance from Geraldton
(50 km) may bc too great for birds to make feed-
ing forays from these colonics. Lobster f ishers l ive
on islands in Southern Group (and other groups)
from early March to July each year, but this usagc
has apparcntly not led to an incrcasc in Silvcr
Gull numbcrs.

Larus poc(icus Pacific Gull - Scvcral pairs breed
with ncsts scilttered throughout thc island. Nests
on glound among grass and hcrbs on low ridges.
A flock of 26 birds noted in October 1977:' ' . On
31 October and I Novcmbcr 1990. a total of 52
adults and 13 chicks were counted during a survcy
of thc whole island. Eggs arc Iaid in Scptember
and Octobcr and runners are present unti l
Novcmber or December.

Hydroprogne caspia Caspian Tern - About 10 to
20 pairs ncst throughout the island each year. The
nest is a scrapc in thc barc sand. Egg-laying
usually takes place from August to October
(sometimes early Novembcr) and runncrs arc
present unti l Dcccmbcr or Januaryl(r.

Sterna dougall i i  Roseate Tern - Nests in colonies
scat te red  th r t rughuur  i s l rnJ .  Nes t ing  i i tes  r r r ry
from ycar to ycar. Ncsts arc scrapes or natural
dcpressions among coral rock or l imestone.
Clutch size is one or two eggs. Colonics arc
usually from less than 50 pairs to several hundred
pairs; howcvcr, ScNcnty and Whiteuo reported a
colony of 2 656 pairs in December 1946 and a
colony with about 900 ncsts was recorded by
Fuller and Burbidge in November 191J2. On I
November 1990 no eggs were lound although
many birds present in brccding plumage. Egg-
Iaying commences in Novcmber or December and
chicks are present unti l Fcbruary or March. On
26 Novembcr 1991, 785 nests with cggs were
found in one large and four small colonies and
egg-laying was sti l l  underway. Autumn-winter
breeding has been recorded in thc Wallabi
Groupal Colonies are sometimes mixed with
those of Fairy Terns. Breeding has also trccn
recordcd on Jon Jim Islet and on cither Gregory
or Arthur IsletaT.
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Stcrnq Ji\cuto Sooty Tern A large colony exists
a t  thc  southcrn  cn t l  o l  Pc lsaer t  (F ig .  1 ) ,  over -
lapping thosc of Wcdgc-tailed Shcarwaters and
Conrnron Noddics. l 'he single egg is laid in a -
scrapc in barc sancl under shrubs. Egg-laying
con l r )enccs  in  Octobcr  and may cont inue un t i l
l a tc  NovcmLler l  runncrs  a re  p rcsent  un t i l
Fcbruarv or Mtrch. C)n 2 Novcmbcr 1990, using
the  t r iangu lur  tcssc l la t ion  methoc l  o f  Ward le .
a t rou t  2 lJ  0 (X)  ncs ts  $crc  es t imatcc l  in  the  co lony
rvh ich  covcred  an  arca  o f  16 .18  ha .  wh i le  on  26
Novcmbcr  l99 l  the  co lony  coverec l  17 .08  ha  and.
i rssur r ing  thc  samc nes t  dcns i ty  as  in  1989.  i t  con-
tir inc(l al)ou1 l-l(r (XX) ncsts. (lolonv size varics
l r , ) n )  \ e i l l  1 , ,  \ \ ' i r r .  ]  N , r r r . r r r l r r ' r  l , r i i  t h e  e o l o r r )
cx tcndcc l  nor th  l lmost  to  thc  o ld  guano jc t ty  and
thc tc  $as  anothc f  co lonv  lu r thcr  south .  to  the
$cs t  o f  thc  l igh thouse.  in  December  198( r  thc
co lo lv  covcrcd  12 .39  ha  anc l  in  Dcccnrbcr  1989 i t
was  l l . -13_ha.  [ ] rccd ing  has  bccn rcpo l tcc l  on  Jon
. l  in r  Is lc t ' ' .

Stcrrto urtucthcttts Bridled I crn (iokrnics of up
to (d) pairs scattcrccl through()ut northcrn t\\,o-
th i rds  o l  i s lan i l rL ' .  Thc  s ing lc  cgg is  la id  in
Novcnrbcr  o r  car lv  December  and young may be
prcscnt  un t i l  Apr i l .  Ncs ts  a rc  a  scrapc  in  the  sand,
undcr  rock  s labs  or  vc : {c ta t ion .  A lso  ncs ts  in  snra l l
numbcrs  on  Ar t l ru r  and Grcgory  l s lc ts .

.l lclrrr rrcrur Fairv Tcrn Cololics of fron three
to 60 pairs havc bccn rccordcd scattered through-
out northcrn thrcc-quartcrs of islandr". About 2tX)
ncsts wcrc present during l9fi9-90". On 26
Novcrrber I99 I . 7 I ncsts with cggs wcre found in
th rcc  co lon ics  and cgg- lay ing  rvas  s t i l l  underway.' l 

lrc nests arc oftcn internringlecl with thosc of
Roscatc  Tcrns .  Onc or  two cggs  are  la id  in  a
scrirpc or a depression in colal rock or l imestone.
Lay ing  usua l l l '  commenccs  in  la tc  Octobcr  and
continucs unti l Fcbruaryri; however. no eggs had
bccn la id  on  I  Novembcr  1990.  Ch icks  may be
prcscDt  un t i l  Ia te  Fcbruary .  Ncs t ing  occur red  on
Ar thur  Is lc t  in  Dccenber  1989.

Sttrnu bcrgii Crcsted Tern - Nests in largc
co lon ics  in  ( )pcn  sandy  areas  ( ) r  ( )n  sand anreng
rocks i  somet imcs  w i th  sparsc  vcgc ta t ion .  Nes t ing
s i l cs  varv  f rom ycar  to  year .  Nes t  i s  a  sc rapc  in
thc  s i lnd :  sonrc t in lcs  l incd  \ r , i th  g rass  o I  tw igs .
Egg laving comrrcnccs in early October (ncrvly-
hatctrcci chicks recor(led on 30 Octobcr 1990) ancl

. Crested Tern <:olortv fiear soutlrcrn end of
Pelsaert Lslutttl.

r lnv  cont inuc  un t i l  [ )cccmbcr .  Breed ing  has  a lso
bccn lc1-rortccl in thc Abrolhos in autumnlr.
Runners  n ray  bc  prcscn l  un t i l  la tc  January  o r
Fcbruarv .  Co lon ics  a rc  usua l ly  o f  about  100 to
200 pa i rs .  bu t  mzry  bc  la rgcr .  In  1977,  l  co lony  t l l
about  7 (X)  pa i rs  ncs tcd  near  thc  nor t l l c rn  t ip  o f
thc islandrir: in l9il9. a colonv of about ,100 ncstcd
on thc  south-eas t  s idc  o f  thc  i s land ncar  thc
Common Noc ldy  co lony ;  in  1990 and 1991.
colonies of aboul 3-50 and I 159 ncsts wcrc
present in the samc area. Brecding has also bccn
rcportcd on cithcr Arthur or Grcgory IsletsrT.

Anou.s .stolidus Common Noddy - In De ccmber
1986 thc  co lony  covcrcd  13 .355 ha  and about
76 (X)0 nests were estimated to be in use or
recently usedr". A recalculation of thc arca (scc
earlier) showcd that thcrc wcrc about 79 200
ncsts and that thc colonv actually occupicd
13.89  ha .  In  Dcccmbc l  1989 thc  co lony  covered
17.93  ha  and.  us ing  Ward 's r ' /  t r iangu lar  tesse l la -
t ion  method,  i t  was  es t imated to  conta in  l l6  -500
nests. In November 1991. the colony occupicd
l -1 . ,14  h l r  und thc . r rnc  I | l c t l rod  t i r \ c  i rn  cs t im i l t c
of 130 000 nests. Nests are built from twigs and
sea"vecd with somc being decorirted with small
shells and pieces of coral. Some arc placed on soil
w i th  I i t t l c  o r  no  adc lcd  mz l tc r ia l ;  most  a rc  on
vcgctation, including Sarcocornia quinqueflora,
Atri)lcx cincrcLl L\nd Nitrariu bilktnlierci. Ncst
dcnsity is highcst in Sur<'ocornit around salt-pans
wherc dcnsities as high as 254/l(X) mr were noted
in 1986. Brecding is not synchronizcd; in Dcccmbcr

.ri
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1986 and 1989 some birds were constructing nests,
sorrc had thc usual single egg, and young were at
all stages to flyingr0. In late October 1990 ncsts
wcrc cithcr being constructed or contained an
cgg

After the breeding season Common Noddies
complctcly dcscft thc Abrolhos and their vicinity;
the carliest clatc of a rcturning bird is 11 August*'.
Egg-laying usually commences in latc September
or October and continucs unti l December or
January, although there is somc cvidence of eggs
as early as August in the pasta/. Most young arc
flying by late February or March, with birds
leaving the island by April. The colony is the
largest in Western Australiar". Elsewhere in the
castcrn Inclian Ocean only three other colonies
havc bccn rcportcd: a small colony on Wooded
IslandaT and colonics on Bedout Island off the
Pilbara and on the Lacepede Islands north of
Broome. The forrncr, vcry large colony on Rat
Is land in , th€  Eas ter  Group was cs t imated  by
Campbell ' '  at more than a mill ion in 1889. This
colony had disappeared by the late 1930s4(l and
was probably clcstroycd by a combination of
guano mining, cats and rats.

J.w

. Common Noddy colony near southern end of
Pelsaert IsLtnd.

*j"'

: t
,

c Common Noddy.



Attous tenuirostris Lesser Noddy - About 30 2-50
occupicd or recently used ncsts u,erc cstimated in
seven colonics (Fig. 2) from 9 to l5 Deccnber
19u6"'. A rccalculation of the area of mangrovcs
(see carlicr) showcd that the cstimate sllould have
been about 31 ,150 nests. In Decenrbcr l9l]9 a
rccount using tht: sane method revealed about
56 300 nests in four colonies and in Novembcr
l99 l  there  were :11  750 nes ts  in  f i vc  co lon ies .  Thc
ncsts, which arc large for a scall ird. are placed on
White Mangrovc Avicanniu inrzrlna branches and
arc built from seaweed (various grecn irnd brown
algae. espcciallv Ulvu rnd Cystophora sppal),
copiouslv cemented with white excreta. In 1986,
nest densitv was as high as 43/20 m2 (noting that
the nests wcrc at different hcights) r '), and 7-5 ncsts
wcre countcal in one 20 mr quadrat in 1989.
Numbers have varied over thc ycius. Two large
co lon ics  (p robab ly  I  p lus  2 .  and 3 ,4  and 5 ;
Fig. 2) were notcd bv Stokesr5 in 1840 and by
othcr visitors up to l l l99. In 1907 Gibson2: found
these to bc atrandoned. with thriving colonies in
place on Wooclcd and Morley Islands in the Easter
Group. The colonics orr Pelsaert werc sti l l
a l . randonec l  in  19 l3 r r .  Howcvcr .  by  1936 co lon ies
I ancl 2 hacl re-established ilnd $,ere l lourishingr(',
rurtt i a similar situation was reported by later
visitors up to l95.l5r). Since thcn adclit ional areas
huve t reen co lon izcd .  no t  on lv  co lon ics  3 .4
ilnd 5. but also colonies 6 t; 10 further to
the north. Colony 10 was first noted in 19110
ant l  a l l  l0  co lon ies  were  uscd in  1982 and
l9 lJ .1 r1) .  Horvcvcr ,  in  1986 co lon ies  8 .  9 ,  and 10
l rac l  t rcen  abandoned and co lon ies  3 .4  and 7
wcrc consiclerably smallcr with many old nests
bcing visiblc, suggesting use irl reccnt ycarsr(r.
and in l9ll9 colonies 3. :1 and 7 hld also been
aba ndon ed .

Breecling is not synchronized; in December
198(rr" and l9u9 the stage of brccding varied from
ocst construction to flying young. Commence-
mcnt of cgg-laying varics from year to year.
Laying hacl not begun during our visit of 26-30
October 1977. had commcnced on I November
1990. lnd was well underway on 27 November
1980 and 9-15 December 1986. Tarrar founcl half:
grorvn chicks in late Scptcmber 1948, so egg-
laying in that ycar must have commcnccd in late
August. The majority of eggs are apparently laid
in October and November in most years. Young
would havc bcsn present unti l Marclt in thc ycars
o f  Fu l l c r ' s  and [Surb idge 's  v is i t s .  Fcw b i rds  rcmain
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l')grrc 2. l\'ltocrt lnund. Nuntbert sl|,w locdion al Lesso
Nodttt" ntning nbni(s.

near the milngroves during thc claytime by late
April or early Mayr7. Unlike the Common
Noddy, the Lesser remains in the vicinity of the
breeding colonies all year round and continues to
roost in the mangroves at nighl. In July 1990, no
birds were present in the mangroves during the
day .

Only two other colonies exist in Australia
on the adjacent Wooded and Morley Islands in
the Easter Group. Numbers there arc much lower
than on Pelsaert;in August 1977 R. E. Johnstone
estimated about 8 700 nests on Wooded and 2 585
on MorlcyrLr. In December 1989 Fuller and
Burbidge estimated 6 875 on Wooded and 16 375
on Morley, and in December 1991 Fuller and
Burbidge estimated 5 325 on Wooded and 1l 745
on Morlcy. Anothcr sutl-spccics brccds in thc
wcstcrn Indian Ocean on Latham lsland,

PELSAERT ISLAND
( M  D  A N D  N O F I H E B N  P A F T S )
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6,*

*, ffi
. Lesser Noddy on nest in mqnqroves.

Gloriosa Island, tbe Aldabras, Providence Island,
Amirantes Island, Agalegas Island, the Seychelle
Islands, the Mascarenes, St Brandon Island, the
Maldives and Chagos Islandre.

With a fluctuating population that may be
under 100 000 adult birds in some years and with
only two breeding stations 35 km apartr(r, the
Australian sub-species of the Lesser Noddy is
vulnerable to a catastrophe such as a major
oil spill and could be greatly affected by rising
sea levels; it has been declared 'vulnerable'

in the 1991 List of Australian Endansered
Vertebrates).

Factors Affecting Status

The presence of the warm, off-shore, southerly-
flowing Leeuwin Current leads to sea tempera-
tu res  be ing  marked ly  h igher  a round r  he  Abro lhor
than inshorers .  Th is  exp la ins  how an arch ipe lago
with a Mediterranean climate supports a pre-
dominantlv trooical avifaunalT aT.

The guano accumulations on the Abrolhos
were discovered during the survey by HMS Beagle
in 1840 and exploitation began in 1844 when the
cr\tter Waterwitch brousht a load of Pelsaert
guano to Fremantle. Fishing schooners continued
to bring small supplies for the local market, but
it was not until after John Forrest made a survey
of suano resources of the Abrolhos in 1879 that
steps were taken for regular production. This was
begun in 1885 by the firm of Broadhurst and
McNeil, and continued by a number of companies
until 1915. During this period 56 900 tonnes of
guano were known to have been removed from
the Abrolhos. Many islands were mined and the
oronortion that came from Pelsaert is not known.
in i943 the industry was revived on Pelsaert by
the British PhosDhate Commissioners because of
ursent war needs and 10 900 tonnes were taken
up to 19452r'+t this large amount, which presum-
ably  accumulated s ince the prev ious min ing
around the turn of the century, clearly indicates
the vast number of seabirds that must have been
present durins that time.



Tlre guano mining left areas of t l lc southern
part of Pelsaert barc of soil and some of this is
now unusablc for breeding by seabirds such
as Wcdge-tailed Shcarwater or Sooty Tcrn.
Fortunately there arc sti l l  extensive sand dcposits
that support vcgetation and thc damage to
Pclsaert by guano rnining has been much less than
on many other isiands whcrc almost all the soil
was  rcmovcd (c .g .  Rat  Is land in  thc  Eas ter
Gnrup.  wh ich  ( ,n (L  \uppor led  very  la rgc  scah i rd
t , r l , rn ics j  ) .  As  : t r r te , . l  ear l ie r .  thc  Lcsscr  Nodd l
r rh r t t t rL rn t t l  Pe lsaer t  rs  l  h rccd i r rg  \ l i r l i i tn  \ ( rmc
time between 1899 and 1907 with the colonies not
be ing  re -es tab l i shcd un t i l  somet ime between 1913
and 1936. I 'hc disappearance of the Lesscr Noddy
lrom Pclsaert coincided with thc pcak in guano
n in ing  therc .  A l though the  miD ing  wou ld  no t
have affected nlany mangrovc arcas directly, it is
l ikclv th t thcrc wcrc irdirect effects. John
Gi lb i r t .  dur ing  h is  1843 v is i t s r  s ta tcd  'As  an
articlc ol lood it was the favourite, several
hundrcd  bc ing  k i l le i l  a lmost  da i l y  dur ing  our  s tay
on thc  i s land (p .  291) .  Whi r tc l l i r  t re l ieved thar
thc Lcsscr Noddy shifted its brecding ground
lrom Pclsacrt to Wooded Island in tltc Easter
Group us a rcsult of thc activit ies of the guano
nlincrs. Ho\\,cvcr, there is no information as to
whcthcr the Lesser Noddy brcd on Woodcd
Is lan t l  p r io r  to  the  con ln lencemcnt  o f  the  major
guano |n in ing  per ioc l .  a l though Campbe l l r2
implics that P(]lsaert contained tlrc only colony at
thc  t imc o f  h is  1889 v is i t .

Thc builcl ings left on Pelsaert by the guano
mincrs wcrc uti l ized as a tourist resort from
l9 :16  to  1953;  whcn th is  cn terpr ise  co l lapsed
tlrc built l ings wcrc rcmovcd to other islands
by lobstcr l lshcrs. The buildings wcrc loczltcd
among burrows of the Wcdgc-tailcd Shcar-
watcr and on th(] edge of the breeding areas
of  thc  Sooty  Tern .  Tour is ts ,  and probab ly
guano miners beti)re them, walking near the
camp could not avoid collapsing the shear-
watc r  bur rows (N.  E .  Mc laugh lan ,  pers .
conr  m.  ) .

In l9ii0. local rock lobster f ishers proposed to
the f)epartnrent of Fishcries anti Wildlifc that an
a i rs t f ip  bc  bu i l t  on  thc  ro r thern  end o f  Pe lsaer t
to Iacil i tatc acccss and incrcasc safcty durirg thc
lobs tc r  scason.  A l tc r  a  rcpor t  w i rs  cor rp i l cd
dc ta i l ing  thc  va lucs  o l  thc  i s land to  the  seab i rdsr ' )
thc  app l i ca t ion  w i is  rc fuscd.

Dbntd(a n( lMotht  )s

D idltc lu (l t tr !os t ot ttu

I ) iuncdcu t  .  t  hLnthv r . l ,or  Yel low-nosed Albrrross
(dcrc l ic t )

P. J. Fuller and A. A. Burbidoer Pelsaerl lsland Corel la 16(2)

The Osprey Pqndion haliaetus and White-
bclf icd Sca-Eaglc H aliaee tus leuco gaster regularly
breed on Pelsaert Island. In Octobcr 1981 a
systcnratic scarch locatcd l7 Osprcy and/or Sea-
Eaglc ncsts, somc of which had not been used for
somc time. Five of these were being used by
Ospreys, and two _were being used by the White-
bell ied Sea-Eaglesrr'. About scvcn pairs of Osprey
ncst on Pclsacrt and its satell i te islets in nlost
ycars and two or thrcc (somctimcs tbur) pairs of
Sca-Eaglcs arc rcsident and breeding in most
ycarsr'). Thc Sca-Eagles prey on breeding seabirds
but, while seabird wings are somctimcs found
built into Osprey nests. we have never sccn
Ospreys eat anytlring but l ish. King's Skinks
Egernia kingii are common and prey on seabird
eggs and chicks. Thc Spotlcss Crakc Porzal?a
labuensis, also con.lmon, probably predatcs cggs
and small chicks.

Camping on Pclsacrt is prohibitcd cxccpt by
pcrmit and thcsc days disturbance caused by
humans is  min ima l .

OTHER VERTEBRATES

Neoplrcca ci crca Australian Scalion.
Ory<tolagus cuticulus Europcan Rabbit -
reported to have been liberated from a wrecked
schooner about lf l f lor?. but havc not becn
reported sincc. In addition to King's Skinks, thrcc
other repti les occur - Phyllodactylus marmoratus
Marbled Gecko, Cryptoblepharus plagioc'cphalus
and M orethio obscuratt'.

Other Seabirds Recorded

unlcss a rcfcrcncc is given, all records marked
derelict are supportcd by specimens in the
Wcstcrn Australian Museum or in the Australian
National Wildlife Collection.

I - i t t lc  PenguinrT
Ll lack-browcd Alhar11)ss

(defc l ic l )
Crc!  heirdcd Alhatross

(dcrc l ic t )

Diom&l( (. hosli

liot rcn( t(\ giguntulrl

Yel low-no\ed Albatross
( d c '  c l i c t )

Southcrn ( l i rnt  I )etrc l
(dcrc l ic l )



May, 1992

FLtl nxo u | !:lid al o i d ( s

P. J. Fu etand A. A.Bl lr .b/dqe: Pe saert lsland 57

I 'n  ndroDm rt  nn(to l i teru Grcr t  $ ingc. l  Pclrc l  (dcrc l ic t )
I ' tnr lx tnn nt .  n,o l l is  Sof t  p lumaged Pelre l  (derel ic l )
[ '  ( l r \ l t i l t  L l rv l  tu Antrrct rc Pr ion (L lcrc l ic t )
Pru ht  pr ih tu lchtr i  Slc nde r-b i l lcd Pf  ion

1 , ' . r . l r . r 1 '

Bibliography

Abboft .  I .  (  l9 t0) .  l .he i lor  as of  l7 Sourh \ re\ lcrn Auslra
l i rn Is lands.  l l (s t .  i lust .  Htrhar.  Rts.  N. , f t ' r  3:  l9 i6.
Abn) lhos Is lands Tnsk Forcc ( lgt t ) .  Abrolho\  Is l t 'nds
Pl lnning Slr i r leg! .  A repor l  prcparcd bv thc Abrolhos
Is lands Task Forcc [or  thc Abfolhos I \ lands ( i )nsul t r t iv( j

Comnri l tcc.
Alcxandcr.  D.  J. .  MLrckcnzic.  J.  S.  rnLl  Russcl l .  P.  l l .
(1986).  T$o types of  Nclvcrst le d iscasc v imrcs isol i r tcd
tr( )n1 fcr i l l  l ) i tu ls in Wc\(crn Arr \ r ra l ia dcrcctc( l  hv mono
clonal  anl ihodics.  Aust .  V. ! .  .1.63:  165 167.
Alcxandcr.  W B. (1922).  ' l 'hc !cr tcbrarc launx ol  Hour
n1i ,n s Abrolho. t  (Abrolhos I \Lrnds).  Wcslcf i r  Austnr l iu.
. l  L im. Sot .  (Zool . )  34:151! .a6.
A u s t r a l i a n  N r t i o n r l  P a r k s  a n d  W i l d l i l e  S c r v i c c  ( 1 9 9 1 ) .
'L is l  o i  c  drrgcr .d vcr tcbralc f runr Apf i l  l99l  '

(ANPWS: ( 'anbcrra.  )
B r u d i n .  N .  ( 1 9 7 ' 1 ) .  T h e j o u m a l  o f  P o \ t  a  r p r r i n  N i c h o L r s
tsxudin.  t ranslr rcd bv C. ( 'orncl l .  (L ihrarcs I lot ' r ( l  o l
S o u t h  A u s t r a l i r :  A d c h i d c .  )
B l a k c r s .  M . .  D a v i c s .  S .  J .  J  F .  a n d  R c i l l y .  P .  N  ( 1 9 8 . 1 ) .
'The rrhs of  Austra l i rn b i rds (RAOLI rnd lv le lboumc
f ln i !crs i ty  Prcs\ :  Car l ion.)
t lurbi l lgc.  A.  (1989).  En(hngcredl  Lesscr Noddy Ar.) r r
knui f t )st t i ! .  I i t ld : topt  4:  5L
Burbidgc.  A.  r r rd Ful lc f .  P.  ( l9f i l ) .  Scxl) i tu l  i \ lands.
Resoufce Nole\  No. f i .  (Deprr1.  o i  ( i ) l ] \c l \ '  rnd I . l lod
t l lanagcmcrr l :  Cbrno.  )
Burbidge.  A.  A.  and I ru l ler .  P.  J.  (1989).  Numhcrs of
brceding se.rb l |ds on Pclsrcr t  Is l rnd.  Horrr  rn Abrolhos.
Wcstcfn Austra l ia.  Con, l lu 13:57 61.
B u r b i d g r .  A .  . r n d  F u l l c r .  P  ( 1 9 9 1 ) .  A  n i l l i o n  \ e i r b i d s .
Landscol t t  6:  l7 23.
Canpbcl l .  A.  J.  (LS9t))  Noles or  thc zoolog) of  l l ( )ur-
t t lan \  / \ l ) ro lhos.  Rt t .  . \u! t ru lu! .  / \ \sot  / \ l tu ( .  Si  2:
.192 -196.

Campbcl l .  A.  . l  (190( l ) .  Nests rnd eggs ol  Au\ l ra l i ln
bi rds.  (Pawso and Brr i ls lord:  Shcf l ic l r t . )
C o  d o  .  l l .  l .  ( 1 9 7 5 ) .  C h c c k l i s t  o i  t h c  b i r d s  o f  A u s (
ral i r .  (RAOUT Melbournc )
C i i n i g r a v e .  C .  P .  ( 1 9 1 6 ) .  O r  r h c  b i r d  l i l c  o l  H o u r m a n  s
Ahrclhos Is lands.  Wcstcrn Austr i i l ia  / r i r  (10)4: l9:- -197
Dakin.  W. J.  (  l9 l3) .  Thc Pcrcv Sl i rden expcdi l io l rs 1()  lhc
Abrolhos Is l lnds.  . .  Rcport  l .  L l , inn.  Str .  l lool )  34:
l t7 l l to.
D u n l o f .  J .  N .  : r n d  \ V ( x ) l l c f .  R .  D  ( 1 9 9 0 ) .  T h r  b r c c d i n g
scabirds ol  soulhwcslcrn Auslra l i l :  l rcnds rn s lecics.
populr t ions t i r rd colonics.  (  t )k l l (  14:  l ( t1 t t ) .
Ealey.  I l .  H M. (1951).  Sonc observr t ions nradc l i  lhe
Abrolhos Island.i. ly.r/. ,,1r/.1r. Nllr. 4: 7l 7.1.
l : l jarc.  C.  i .  (1981).  Sr. t lb i f t l  s t r rus rnd conscrv l r ,on In
thc l iopic: r l  Indian Occi t  .  Inr  'S l l lus and conscr! i r l ion of
l h c  w o r l d  \  s c i r h i r d s  { [ d s  J .  (  r o x r l l .  l '  ( ;  I I  I : v l n s  a n d
R .  W .  S c h r c i b c r ) .  I (  l l P  T c c h n i c a l  P u b l i c i r t i ( ' o  N o .  : .
F u l l c r .  P .  J  r n d  B u r h i d g e .  A .  A .  ( l 9 l l l ) .  T h c  b i f ( l s  o l
Pclsar l  Is l i rnd.  We\ter I ]  Ausl f l r l ia .  l {cport  No - t .1
( D c p a r t .  F i s h .  w i l d l . :  i ' c r r h . )
( l r rs lonc.  R ( l ' )7S).  Not. . \  on thc biRls ( '1 I , ! lsurr  Is l rn( i .
Ab11) lho\ .  h i , . i / .  . .1r / . r r .  , \d/ .  l4 :6:-61

Southcrn Fuln1ar (dcrcl icl)
Crpc Perrel(derel ict)

I'ullinLll runtit)t\ F l rsh foolcd Shc.rrwatcr
(derel ic t )

! \ ' l tc tnr t tcouspic i l lun/J Austra l ianl 'e l ican
Mot ut  .u,n1tk)r  Austr : r las i rn ( ianncl

Pht t rhon l tpnrus Whitc- t i r i lcd Tropicbirdr :
Phal tut \1) t1t \  Dk l tDk) / . , r / .o. r  L i r t le Pied Q)rmorant
I  luonunpLts l l i l tnoer!  So() ty O!stcrcr tchcl

Banding

Pcr iod  be twecn Dcccr rbcr  1963 and November
19u2 .

Pullinus patif icus 272 adults.
I 'ehtgodronu zrnrirrri - Iaclult.
La rus no yuc ho l lutrrl lr ie - 2 chicks.
Ltru.s ltucif icus I runncr.
Hvrlrcprogne rrrsprc - 3 chicks.
.Stcrnn dougtll i i  - 28 adults.
.St<,tno Jus(atu l8J runners: 33,1 adults.
Stcrna bergii - 273 chicks and runncrs.
Anous s to l idus  9  ch icks ;  1  321 adu l ts .
Atrous tetlLlirostris - "127 chicks: 300 adults.

No rccovclics havc bccn rcportcd.
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APPEND]X I

Virscul i l r  f lor i t  o l  Pclsacr l  Isr !nu

Data f ronl  \ is i ts  by Abbortr  (9 2 l  Ocrcbcr 1975).
O Loughl in|  ( l , l  August  I  Septembcr 1966 and JanuLrr l r  2-12.
1968).  .1.  Harvcv (pcrs.  cornnr. )  (Fcbruarv 198.1)  Lrnd J.  Al l i ) rd
(pcrs.  com]n.)  (July 1990).  '  dcnolcs al icn taxon.

Tr ig lorhin nntnnun, L t r i (hophot ;  Ar ' ( t tu batbt tu l ;
'Btunu\  ht , rde(&s:  Lf t tBtoi i t  d i? ls i i :  'Eh ana bf t \ i l l l iu ,
'8. 

b|gifloru: 
'Loliunt 

tit<idunt: Strurtu ditl:ii, Spinilcx
ldqilolius: B bine lrDibarl)utul: Puicturio l?bili\: Atipl.\
sp. .  A.  dt tu, t (a vnr.  bntLJt \ht t t ;  ' (hnopol iunt  nutru lc;
Enchvluuu toDr! tutt: Ilalosukia hult)tn?nklid6; Salsoht
kuli, .Sdktxo lia quinquelbtu; Suda austrulis, Tht(tk(ltlit!
tliffust: (utlnhrorus tit6(n\; ' M6otbt r(nthcntuni (trs tt.
t t i t t ,nt :  s t i t t " t t , t i , t  nt l ' r , t :  I  , tk t t r  nt ,u" tnr t  Ht 'n,  t ' , ' i ' , ' rn '
ptodtDih( t ts : 'RathMu! /xthuni i runt :  Crutsulu to lorutu:
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