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No.  199

Holbourne Island, Great Barrier Reef, eueensland

Location: 19',14'S.. 148'22'E.; an isolatcd island
in the lagoon of the ccntral Great Barrier Rcef,
33 kilometrcs north-north-east of Bowcn,
Qucc  ns land.

Status: Oueensland National Park, with a 0.16 ha
Commonwealth Lightstation Reserve.

Description: Thc main island is 29 ha in area and
about I km in length. It consists of two granite
outcrops with ridged low areas between and to
the south-west. Soil (slope wash) deposits occur
around the basc of the outcrops but most of the
low area is calcareous and consists of raised phos-
phatic beach rock, coral shingle and sand. Sand
i rnd  bou lder  hcaches are  presen l .  An  au tomal ic
l igh ts ta t ion  is  p rc .cn t  on  lhe  h igher  eas tern  pcak
which  r i ses  to  111 m.

To thc south of th(] island there is a well-
developed fringing reef up to 500 m wide. The
reef connects the island at thc south-east to
vegetated rocks with an area of 2,5 ha. The geo-
morpho logy  has  bccn de la i led2  1
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Over 90 specics of plants occur. Most of thc
is l i rnd  is  t  lo t l re r l  w i th  b l r rd l  B ta \ \  lmf . ru t  (y l t
( l rr t tt v it (. t t to j n r :trtrJ t her,.. is Earalv,pla s pd p u d n a
wood land on  the  westc rn  h i l l .  Weeds,  shrubs .  low
trccs and thickcts of Fic&s (thrce specics) and
othcr woody species are scattcred ovcr the islancl.
Stunted PLroriid gr4ndir trccs (2 5 m high) donri-
natc a strip bchind thc westcrn beach itnd are
scattcred elscwhcrc on the calcarcous lowlands.
The south-western flat has a central grove of
mixcd trees to 9 m height surrounding a mine
gully. Casuuriru is notably absent.

The south-castern ncsting rocks are vegetatcd
with Portuluc:a olerucea, Canuvulia rosea,
Boerhavia tetrandra, Tribulus cistoides, Sesuvium
porlulocastrum, Ipomea pcs-caprae, Amaranthus
viridis, Passilktra foetida, Tridax procumbens anrl
grasscs incluciing Eleusine intl ica, Setari(t
ouslruliensis and Lepturus /cp€lrs. Stuntcd Flca-t
plutypoda trees and a single Pisonia grandis shrub
arc Prcscnt at thc wcstern end.

Landing: Onto thc nain island at the western or
northern beach. Onto the south-eastern rocks at
the westcrn end across thc reef at high tide or by
walking from thc island at low tidc.

Ornithological History: W. A. Haswcll visitcd in
August or Scptcmber lB79 and was "specially
inrprcsscd by lhe grcat numbcrs of birds flying
over and making a grcat din"i. Saint-Smith5
visitcil in 191ti anci stated "Exccpt during thc
hrccJ ing  sersor r .  when thc l  m igru te  to  . r 'n r t
unknown des t ina t ion ,  the  is land is  s t i l l  the  n igh t ly
haunt ef f locks of sca birds, which feed on the
Great  Bar r ie r  Reef  in  the  day  t imc. '  Marsha l l  e l
a1 . {  v is i ted  in  Scptember  1923 and no ted  "vcry

few birds on thc island". Edgcll reported a Least
Frigatebird Frcgata ariel in f l ight in 1926r.
Wheclcr an-d Walson reported Silvcr Gulls nest-
ing  in  1960 ' .  T .  A .  Walkcr  surveyed b i rds  on  9
November  1985,  24  Dcccnber  1985,  25-26
Dccembcr 1986('. 13 14 June l9tt7 and 23 July
l9uti.
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Breeding Seabirds and Status

Larus novaehollanrllac Silver Gull - No dctails
arc given for thc brceding rcport in 19607. In Junc
1987 thc south eastcrn rocks had at Icast 44
occupicd ncsts (rnainly eggs, fcw chicks) ancl 45
cmpty ncsts (olcl and ncw). Most l lcsts wcrc
spread ovcr the western cnd but a fcw were <tn
lhe  c i r . l r ' r r r  p , r in t .  Fewcr  n ( \ l \  wcrc  f \ t . \ ( .n t  in
July 1988. Fronr 7(I 90 adults were prcscnt during
winter visits. Gulls wcrc rarc or abscnt it
summer .

Sterna sumatantr Black-napcd Tcrn - Nesting
occurred on barc l(rck or sand at tltc wcstcrn side
of the south-eastern rocks. In Dcccrnber 198,5
there were 260 300 birds and at lcast 75 ncsts
visiblc with eggs and small chicks6. ln December
l9{J6 there werc 300 biruls and at lcast l8 nests
with eggs and small chicks.

Slcrna anaethetus Bridled Tern Ncsting occurs
oD the western half of lhe south-castenl rocks in
sunrmcr. In latc l9fl5 there were over 71X) l.r i lds
and in late 1986 there wcrc 3(X) prcscnt. In both
seasolls only a fcw ncsts (cggs) were located. ln
June lq , {7  tuo  h in ls  w( r (  {een ne \ t ing-  . ,nL  , l t
the northern and onc on the western facc of the
rocks amongst nesting gulls. A breeding bird was
obscrved in  Ju ly  1988.

Sterna bergii (--rcstcd Tern - [n Decernbcr 1985
a recently brokcn cgg was prcscnt on thc south-
eastern rocks. Up to 25 bircls were prcscnt on
most visits.
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Factors Affecting Status

Te. rn  reml ins  werc  p rescn l  a t  f red ing  s t i l l i ons
Lrl Whire-hell ied Ser-Eagles .H u l iaeu us' leucogus,-
|cr. (Jspreys Pandion hulia u.r rrnd Brown
rltcons l4lco h(rigora and lrlso presenl. Some
rcrn .nc \ t tng  occur \  c lose  to  h igh  water  whcre  i t
ci ln he drsrupted by rough sers.

Part of the south-western lowland was mined
for  phosphr lc  rock  er r l y  th is  c (n lu ry r  ) .  I t  i s  no l
Known what  specre \  were  respons ih le  fo r  thc
guano dcposits but scabird coionies may have
deserted the island as a result ol mining-opera_
tions. The great numbers of birds notedln ig79a
are now gone. A cover of white cxcrement is
prescnt on the south-easlern rocks and on the
eastern cliff face of the main islancl where at leasl
2 000 Rrow_n Boobics roost at night (wintcr obser-
vations). These boobies may bJdesiendants of a
large guano-producing colony.

c Holbourne Island
eqstern rocks at left.

(looking west) with south-
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Other Seabirds Recorded

Brown Booby (>2 000)
Whitc faced Hcron (rarc)
Eastern Rccf  Egrel

(probably nesr)
Pied Oystercalcher
Sooty Oyslercarchcr
Roseatc Tcrn (possib ly nest . )
Common Noddy

(270 on 26 dec.  u5)

Banding
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