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Seabirds Breeding on the Swain Reefs, Queensland
COLIN J. LIMPUS and BARRY J. LYON

In  November  1976 ten  spec ies  o f  seab i rds  were  recorded breed ing  on  e igh t  cora l
cays  in  the  Swain  Reefs .  sou th-eas tern  Great  Bar r ie r  Ree l .  The ava i lab le  ev idence suggests
tha t  the  is lands  o f  th is  a rea  are  erod ing  and severa l  have been los t  in  recent  years .

Thc f i rs t  account  of  b i rc ls  f rom the Swain
Rccfs of  thc sr>uth-castern Great  Barr ier  Reef
(app rox .  2 l  00 ' -22 "10 'S . ,  l 5 l ' 30 ' -153 '00 'E . )
was  tha t  o f  G i l l e t t  and  McNe i l  ( 1959 )  (Sce
Kikkarva 1976).  These authors recorded an
"cr lormous" colony of  Brown Boobies Sula
leut 'ogastar  on an uncharted cay approximately
.10 km f rom Hixon ( 'ay.  In  1960 Gi l le t t  ancl
McNei l l  (1962\  encountered more widespread
colonies of  a greater  range of  species in  th is
t l rcn uncharted reef  complex.  The is lands of  the
Swain Reefs were thc only is lands of  "orn i tho-

l og i ca l  impo r tance ' i n  t he  a rea  o f  t he  sou th
r ,vcst  ( 'ora l  Sea not  r , is i tec l  bv the HMAS Gcs-
(? l r ' /?c cxpc( l i t ions of  1960 ancl  196 I  (Hinc lwood
ct  a/  l9( rJ) .

In  the coursc of  long term stuc l ies of  sca
tur t les in  Queenslancl  the cays of  the Swain
Reefs were surveyed dur ing November 1976 to
dctermine the status of  breeding populat ions of
sca tur t lcs ancl  seabirc ls .  The resul ts  of  the sea
tur t lc  s tuc l ics wi l l  bc presentecl  e lsewhere.

Methods

Al l  cays except  Hixon Cay were explored on
5-10 Novenrber  1916 f rom M.V.  Susan,  the
nraster  of  which (Mr.  R.  Poulson)  had been
responsib lc  for  navigat ion dur ing the two ear l ier
survcvs rcpor ted by Gi l le t t  and McNei l l  ( lo< ' .
( ' / / . ) .  The locat ion of  each cay was p lot ted f rom
avai lablc '  char ts  on the c lav v is i tcd and each was
bl ic f ly  t lcscr ibcc l .

Where possib le c i rcumference at  h igh water
spr ing t ide level  and long and shor t  axes were
measured by pedometry. Cay names used are
thosc accepted by the hydrographer, Royal
Australian Navy, or proposed for ratif ication
by the Queensland Place Names Board.  Speci -
nrens col lectec l  are regis terec l  in  the Queensland
Museum (QM) .

Bi rds were counted as breeding pai rs
calculated f rom the numbers of  occupied nests,
nests with eggs or young and fl ightless young
not  at  nests -  and as non-breeding b i rds in-
c luding immature b i rds in  f l ight .  usual ly  in  the
vicinity of the beach or reef f lat. Thus, for
Garrnet  Cay "164 

a 10" s igni f ies 164 breeding
pairs  and l0 non-breeding indiv iduals:  whi le  on
Bell ( 'ay "44 

+ ?" signifies 44 breeding pairs
and an unknown number of  non-breeding in-
c l iv iduals present .  Where absolute numbers were
too large or dispersed to be counted, esti-
mates were made. These are preceeded by the
symbols . -  (approximately) ,  )  (greater  than) ,
o r  (  ( l ess  t han ) .

Results

Recorded cays of  the Swain Reefs and thei r
descr ipt ions are l isred (Table l ) .  These is lands
lie 84-203 km from the mainland coast. Apart
from seven coconut palms recently planted by
tour is ts  on Gi l le  t t  Cay (5.1 1.76 only one palm
surv iv ing)  none of  these cays supported t rees
or  shrubs.  The c l imax vegetat ion was a dense
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TABLE 1
Locations and nature of al l  cays and maior sand banks on Swain Reefs, southern Great Barrier Reef, during seabird breeding stat ions
survey November 1970. ( 'denotes "cay" reported by several charter-boat masters to be covered at high t ide - not examined by

authors; " denotes Automatic weather stat i0n).

N o .  A c c e p t e d  N a n r e  P r e v i o u s  N u n r e
( a f t e r  G i l l e t t

a n d  M c N e i l l ,
t962,

Dimet rs ions  (D)  a t  meanCo-ordinates
(approximate )

I)ate
surveyed

V e g e t a l i o n  N o t e s
h i g h  t i d e  l e r e l

(  i r c u m -  L o n g  a x i s  A l t i t u d e
ference x above

S h o r t  a x i s  H W S

I  Hixon Cay

i l -

i l l

lV Gannet Cay"

V -

V I

v t l

vi l l

I X

X Gi l le t t  Cay

XI

x t l

X l l l  T iny  Cay

XIV East Cay

XV Mystery Cay

XVI Centenary Cay

XVll Twin Cays

XVll l  Ript ide Cay

XIX Ee l l  Cay

Capre Cay

Pam Cay

Poulson Cay

Bowden Cay

Moon Cay

Bylund Cay

Carruth Cay

Price Cay

G i l l e t t  Cay

Thomas Cay

Bacchi  Cay

22 '17 '5 . ,152"43 ' ,E .

2 2 ' 1 1 ' , S . , 1 5 2 ' 4 0 ' , E .

21 "5g',S., t52.34',E.

21'59',S., 152"28'E.

21 '55 ' ,S . ,  1s2"26 ' ,E .

2'r '54',S., 152"25',E.

21'48',S., 152"25'E.

21'47',S., 152"25',E.

2t "47',S., 152"27'E.

21 '45'S., 152"25',E.

-  N i t

_  N i l

-  N i l

200x- <2
-  N i l

-  N i l

| 50x60 <2

-  N i l

319x87 <2

350x84 2-3

Ni l

540

384

1 n

1-2

Ni l

N i l

N i l

<2
1

Ni l

1-2

1 .2

349

433

Ni I

N i l

261

838

21 "3g',S., 152'22'E.

21 "39',S., 152"23'E.

2r .34 ' ,S . ,  152.0r ' ,E .

2l "29',S., 152.34',E.

21'23',S., 152'02',E.

21  "17 ' ,S . ,  152.18 ' ,E .

21 '13 ' ,S . ,  l5 t '59 ' ,E .
2 l  "13 ' ,S . ,  151.59 ' ,E .

21"14 ' ,S . ,  t5 l '5 t 'E .

2 l  "49 ' ,S . ,  151 "14 ' ,E .

26.4.76

5. l r .76

5-6 .1  1 .78

5. t  I  .76

5 . 1  1 . 7 6

5-6,1 I .76

7 . 1 1 . 7 6

7 . 1 r . 7 6

9 . 1 1 . 7 6

8.t I  .78

8.t. l ,76

9 .1  1 .76

l0 . t  L76

1 23x98

I 98x38

(100x-

<51r-

1 1 0x43

302x74

Ni t

658

g.25% cover of herbs and grasses

(25% cover of scattered patches of
herbs and grasses

25-50% cover of patches of herbs
and grasses

50-75%cover, with almost continu-
ous herbs and grasses over central
platform; one introduced coconut
pa lm s t i l l  a l i ve

425% cover of herbs

(25% cover of herbs and grasses

N i l

l"
N i l

50-75% cover of herbs and grasses
{9(}% on central platform}

Laver cavs 

{

low grass and herb cover of the larger cays
ranging to a sparse ground cover on the smaller
cays. The three smallest cays were completely
unvegctated (F igure l ) .

Four unvegetated sand cays (Capre, Pam,
Bowden and Moon) recorded by Gillett and
McNeill (1962) were reported to be sandbanks
submerging on the high tides in 1976 (R. Poul-
son pers. comm.) and were not seen from the
upper bridge of M.V. Susan. ln 1960 Curruth

Cay, a vegetated cay, could be seen from
Bylund and Price Cays but it was no more than
a sandbank in November 1976.

There was also considerably less vegetation
cover on Gannet Cay in November 1976 com-
pared with November 1960 (Figure I and
Gillett and McNeill 1962).

The birds recorded are as follows (Roman
numerals denote the islands as l isted in Table
t ) :
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l ile ca-t'.r oI tlte Swuitt lleel.s sltrtrt:ing
rarialitnt in regeluti()n urttl :eahird ne.st-
ing.  Photographs br  C' .  J .  L impus.

o. ()annet C'ar: .\par.se regelatkn in area.s
ol nestine llrown and trIasked Boohie:;.

h. Rylund ('a)': One ,,1 the sc0ttere.l
pat t l tes o l  regelat ior t  t t ' i th  ne: t ing Rlack
NapL'd Ternt .

t  .  ( i i l le t t  Cat :  Dense re! :e la l ion * , i t l t  ncst-
ing I)ridled 7'ern: and ('orrtrnon Noddie.s.

d. Riptidc L'a1': I)ttregetated coral rubble
witlt ne.\ting Masked orul Ilnnvn llooltie.r
und ( ' reslet l  7 'ents.

e.  Rel l  ( 'a t :  Lea\ l  f  r i ! :ote l t i rd c l t fukt  in
<leor ar to antund nest  ntounds in lhe
t t l l rcrv, i . te den\(  r t ,qela l ior t  t t ' i l l r , lcst i t t (
( ' r t rn tnt  t t t  . \ '  tu l  d i  e t .

r lrir.:ure I{-i f *
l.
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SYSTEMATIC LIST
Shcarwater sp Puffinus sp,

!V, V-l l ,  X abundant feeding at sea; several thousand
in rafts_ just outside reef ldge ai dusk; XI, XII,
commonly feeding around the-reef; XVI'several ofT
shore. No evidcnce of recent or old burrou,s on any
island.

Aushalian Pelican Peliconus conspicillatus
XIX one dead bird on $ater l ine.

Masked Booby .frzla tloctylatra
Jy (164 + -10),  Vi l  (r i  + 0),  rx (13 + -20),
L  (31  |  *10) ,  X I  (15  +  0) .  Xr r  12  +  0 j ,  xv r i i
(20 + 0), XIX (2 .t-  -10). Alt  reproductive stages
present from eggs to immature birds readv to flv.
Somc immature birds in f l ight.

lfrown Ilooby S. Ieucogaster
!y !360 + ^--200),  Vl t  (0 + 5),  tX (-17 n -100),
I  ( r+  +  -100) ,  x r  (28  +  40) .  xn  (0  +  -50) ;
IY I  (0  1  ^ -60) ,  xv r r  (0  +  l ) ,  xv r r r  (s0  +  . -10) ,
XIX (5 + -20).  Al l  reproduct ive stages present
I  r ( )m eggs t ( )  immature bi rds readv to f lv .  Some
immat t r r u .  h i r ds  i n  l l i gh t .

Least Frigatebird. Fregata orie[
! .v_ (0_ + 2),  xvtr  (0 + l ) ,  xrx (44 f  ?).  on
l lell ,Cay (XIX) the 4zl immature birds appeared tcr
lrC fully feathered and almost ready 

-tb 
fledge.

Numcrous immature bi rds also hover ing ,uer t lhe
is land at  dusk.  Old nest  mounds prcsent .

Sifver GufI Lqru.s novaeltollandiae
rv (4 + e),  vrr  (0 + 2),  rx (3 + _40),  X(-0 + -10),  xr (0 + -10),  xrr  (0 + -10),  xvr(_0 + l0), xvrrr (0 1 1s), xrx (l + 6). Eees,
dou'ny chicks in nests and chicks wander ine the
beachcs prcscnt .

lloseate Tern Sterna dougallii
IV (o + l0o - 200), vrr (2 + -20o), x
(0 + 20o 300), xr (0 + -150), xrr
(0 + -300). .  Only eggs present.  Several  addi t ional
adul ts in breeding plumage on VI I .

Black-napcd Tern ^t. sutnatrana
rv (0 + 50 - r00),  vrr  (-200 + -100),  rx(0 + _s0 - 100),  x (0 + ^-100),  xr (0 + ^-150),
xn (0 + 200 - 250),  xvl  (0 + ,200).  xvtrr
(  0 + 200 -  300 ) .  Onl l -  eggs prescnr.  Specimen
Q M  0  1 6 8 5 8 )  c o l l e c t c d  o n  V I l .

Ilridfed 
'fern 

.t. anaetlrctu.r
rv (^-r50 + ?),  rx (50 -  100 + ?),  rx (0 +^-200), x (> 200 1 ?), xrx (300 - 500 +^ '200).  On is lands lV,  IX,  X,  only eggs seen. On
XIX, mmtly chicks in nests u i th only a ferv eggs
prcscnl .  Spccimen (QM 0 16859) col lected on X[X.

Crested 
'lern 

S. hergii

!Y !O + -r0), vrr (0 + < 10), rx (^-500 + ?),
I  !g  + < r0) ,  xr  (0  + - r0) ,  xr r  (0  + < 10) ,
XVIII (-.100 + 

' l), XIX (82 + .-200). Ail repro-
dtrct ivc stages present f rom eggs to l ledging chicks.

I-csser Crested Tern S. benpalensis

lY (q + -2), vll (o + z), rx (e + ?), x (0 + 2),
X.t tO + 2), XII (0 + 20 - 25\. Onty eggs present.
l -he nest ing colony *as s i tuated in a la ige Crestecl
Tcrn colonl'.

Core l la  5  (5 )

Conrmon Noddy Anou.s stolidus
I V  ( l 0 O  -  6 0 0  +  . - 5 0 0 ) ,  V i l  ( 0 f  l ) ,  r X
l ?9-  t  -10) ,_x  (>  200 +  -100) .  x t  (0  +  2 ) ,
I_I!__!0+ 40), xvl (0 + ^-100), xvilr (0 -. -100),
Iy lrr  (0 a -100),  xrx (-400 + _sob).  ontv
XIX ( -400 +  . .800) .  On ly  eggs  present  in  a l l  co lo -
nres. Specimen (QM 0 16860) col lected on XIX.

Discussion

Of the ten species of seabirds recorded nesting
on the Swain Reef Cays in November 1976,
three (Crested Tern, Black-naped Tern. Com-
mon Noddy) nest widely throughout the Great
Barrier Reef and the Coral Sea, four (Lesser
Crested Tern, Bridled Tern, Roseate Tern,
Si lver  Gul l )  nest  widelv throughout  the Great
Barrier Reef but have not beerirecorded breed-
ing on the Coral Sea cavs ancl three soecies
(Brown Booby, Masked Iiooby, Least Frigare-
bird) nest widely throughout the Coral Sea and
on only a few of the outer cays of the Great
Barrier Reef (Kikkawa 1976). The composition
of the avifauna of the Swain Reef Cays is
approximately intermediate to those of the more
inshore Barricr Reef cays and the Coral Sea
cays. The Swain Reef Cays and the sand cays
of the outer Barrier Reef north of Princess
Charlotte Bay (No. 7 Sandbank, No. 8 Sancl-
bank, Raine Island, Pandora Cay) appear to
be ecologically similar, being coral sand cays
lacking trees and close to oceanic water.

Two notable absences from the Swain Reefs
avifauna are shearwater colonies and Buff-
banded Rails, Ral/us philippensi.c. both of which
occur on the inshore and the outer islands of
the Great Barrier Reef and on the remote Coral
Sea cays.

In contrast with observations made cluring
previous expeditions to the Swain Reefs, during
November 1976 no Sooty Terns (cf. Bennett
l97l) were recorded and no frigatebirds or their
nest mounds were found on Gillett Cay (cf.
Gil lett and McNeill 1962). As there have been
no previous reports of the avifauna of Bell Cay
it is not possible to determine whetlter frigate-
birds nest regularly on Bell Cay or whether the
Bel[ Cay population is the same as the one from
Gillett Cay which might breed on different cays
in different years.

The boobies have an extended breedins sea-
son in the Swain Reefs. Photographs of Glnnet
Cay, taken by Nevil le Coleman in May 1976,
showed a similar species composition and nest-
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ing density for the Brown and Masked Boobies
as was recorded in November 1976. A different
communi ty  of  terms could breed on these cays
clur ing the mid year .

Comparison of the dimensions of Gannet,
Byluncl, Price, Gil lett, Thomas and Bacchi Cays
in October-November 1960 (Gi l le t t  and McNei l l
1962) and in November 1976 suggests that  there
has been a recluction in the area of these
is lands.

Fluctuations in cay size, shape and vegetation
cover occurs through erosion and accretion of
sediments through the action of winds, currents,
lvaves and tide. The amount of seabird breed-
ing, the number of diversity of species uti l ising
particular cays and colony size wil l be greatly
affected by changes to the cays on which they
breed.

Reproduction strategies of the breeding
colonies of seabirds of the Swain Reefs would
certainly be related to the long term stabil ity
of  the cays.
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