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No.  210SEABIRD ISLANDS

Fife Island, Great Barrier Reef, Queensland

Location: l3'39'S, 143'44'E; 100 kilomctres
north-wcst from Cape Melvil le, Queensland.

Status: Commonwealth Lighthouse Rcserve.

Other  Names:  Fv fe  Is land:  C la renont  No.5 ;
Esp ieg le  Is land.

Description: ,1 ha; 4(X) m x 20{) rn; hcight 2.5 m
abovc high water lcvel. A low, vegetated sancl
cay on thc wcslcrn end of Fite Reef, one of the
inncr reefs of the northcrn Great Barrier Reef.
Thc cay h4s a short sandspit at thc north-wcstcrn
tigr ancl a long intcrtidal sandspit strctching out
ovcr thc reel l lat to thc north-east. It is composed
ol coral sand with l incs ol interticlal beachrock
along the southcrn faccs. An unmantred naviga-
tion l ight stancls at the north-western cnd of the
cay .

Thc cay is covcrcd u'ith a community of grasscs.
herbs  anc l  shrubs .  rv i th  t rees  on  the  westc rn
quartcr up to 7 metres high. including [Our intro-
tlrtcccl Coconut Palrrs Cocos nuciJara. Grou:ltrl
covcr includes herbs P(,rtulaca aLr.rlrdlir^, thc vines
I1tornca pcs-<'uprac untl Tribulus ct.rloide.r, grass
Lcptunls rcp(ns, and shrubs Scoevola sericea,
Eupltorbia dtoto,' l ' lutarce involuta, Canavaliu
/oJc4, and Joscphirut imperaticus. Thcrc is a
thickct with Prernna cctrynbosa, and other
unidentif icd species, plus shrtrbs Abutiktn indi-
< Ltttt and Colubrina asiati<'a, and a single tree
Scheflleriu uctinophflh. A total of 37 planr
spccies havc bccn recorded on the cayl.

Landing: By dinghv. from a vesscl anchored at
thc north-western edge of the reef, in thc lcc Of
the cay. Local knowlcdgc is necessary when
navigating in this arca.

Ornithological History: J. Macgil l ivrayr visitcd the
cay on 31 August. 18,18, but left no scabird
recorcls. G. F. Mathcwr recorded birds on l2-13
Apr i l .  1 l i8 -5 .  W.  MacGi l l i v rayr  landed in  l9 l0  bu t
rccordcd no scabirds. J. A. Steers5 mapped thc

cr ry  rnd  r ' , r l l cc tcd  vcge l l t ion  in  Ju l te  l , l . l o .  wh i lc
D.  R.  S lodd i ln '  m i rppcd rhe  c ry  lnd  r rcorded
vcgctation and birds in October 1973. Rccent
visitors include: B. R. King for three hours on 10
November. 1982 (vegctation, seabirds)i M.
Chaloupka and M. Godwinr (vcgctation) and C.
J .  L impus (seab i rds ,  tu r t les )  fo r  onc  hour  on  l1
June 1984; A. Taplin for one hour on 21 July
1985 (vegetation, seabirds); J. Cornelius for onc
hour  on  8  Apr i l  1986;  F .  Mu i r  and. I .  Cornc l ius
firr one hour on 22 November 1987 (seabirds); C.
J. Limpus for onc lrour on 7 Dcccrnber 1987
(vegetation. scabirds. turtles); T. Walkcr for
threc hours each on 11 May and 20 October 1988
(seabirds); J. Hicks and A. Symonds for two
hours on 5 Decernber 1988.
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o Fife Island from he air (looking north-west).

Breeding Seabirds and Status

Puffnus pacrfcus Wedge-tailed Shearwater
Breeding occurs in summer in a small colony of
lcss than 100 pairs. A few burrows are occupied
during mid-year. In November 1982 the colony
wirs dcvastated by a bushfire that burnt out the
cntire island; 32 burrows out of about 100 were
sti l l  occupied after the fire, and eight incinerated
carcasses were visible on the ground or in burrow
entrances. Thc colony survived, with fcwcr than
1() burrows in use in June 1984, at least one in use
in July 19it5 (not cxamincd tully), about 90 pairs
in residence in Dccember 1987 and at least ,1(l
burrows recorded in 1988 (T. Walker). The
c0lony is in an area of shrubs and grass on the
central northcrn portion of the cay. It is one of
only four colonies north of the Capricorn-Bunkcr
is lands .

Egretta sacra Eastern Reef Egret - Recorded as
the dominant bird in 1885, with plenty of old nests
prcsentr. Up to 100 individuals have been
recorded in recent years, with white morphs con-
st i tut ing from 85% to 9l% of numbers present.
Breeding in December 1987, with 15 nests in trees
and tall shrubs (12 empty nests, one with one egg
and two with two eggs) and 33 adults present (30
white, 3 grey). In May l9t31l there were 7 pairs
breeding (eggs and feathered chicks), with 21
empty nests.

Haematoptts longirostris Pied Oystercatcher -
Prcscnt  on  a l l  rcccn t  v is i t s  w i th  a  max imum of  l5
in October 1988. One dead juvenilc was found in
October  1988.

Laru.s novaehollandiae Silver Gull - Present
on most visits; none recorded in May 1988.
Possibly breeding in July 1985, when a i lock
of about 70 adults and six juveniles was
recorded.

Hydroprogne caspla Caspian Tcrn Brccding in
mid-year as isolated pairs. Two nests, each with
two eggs, were recorded in .Iunc 198,1. six adults
and one pair with a l ledgling in 19ll-5, and one
nest with two eggs in May l9tl8. Nests are shallow
depressions in the sand, in the pumice l inc abovc
high water level or in the grass.

Sterno anqethetus Bridled Tern - None was
breeding in Novcmbcr 1982 after the l ire. Breed-
ing as solitary pairs in Novenrber and Decembcr
of 1987 with 1,1(I 20(l adults estimated and 10
nests locatcd. each with one egg. Abeut 40 birds
wcrc sclecting nest sites in October 1988. Ncsts
arc diff icult to locate, being scrapcs in the sand
concealed under vegctation.

Sterna bergii Crested Tern - Breeding in mid-
year .  p resent  on  o ther  v is i t s .  In  June 1984 there
was a flock of 200 adults and fledglings, and the
site of a rcccntly vacated colony was located. ln
July 1985 about 90 adults were courting and
sclccting nest sites. ln April 1986 there were 450
pairs, all with eggs. In May l9{3tt there was ?I
colony of 25 ncsts with 350 adults in attendance,
\ u A g c s l i n g  l h r l  l u n h e r  n e s t i n g  $ u s  ( o m m e n c i n g .
In October 1988 the same area containcd 26
adults, also Lcsscr Crested Terns .9. bcnga&'zsir,
bu t  no  nes ts .
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. Vcgatdtion on tlr( gress-fltt (looking wcst).

Factors Affecting Status

Thc Wcclgc-tailed Shearwater colony. though
srna l l ,  i s  onc  o [  on lv  four  recorded nor th  o f  the
( - 'apr icorn-Bunkcr  cuys  ( thc  o thcrs  t rc ing  Ra inc .
Rockv anil Combe Islands). Fircs such as thc
onc  in  Novenbcr  1982 and anot l l c r  rccordcd
b,v  MacGi l l i v r r rv t  in  l9 l0  a rc  a  th rea t  to  a l l
ncs t ing  b i rds .  Thc  cav  is  v is i t cd  by  l i sh ing
vcssels ancl navigation l ight nlaintcnaDcc crcws,
rv i th  conscc luent  human t l i s tu rbancc .  Hawksb i l l
Trrl lcs Eratno(ltclts inbriuttu nest in small
nurnbers .  rna in l f  in  summer ,  and may occas ion-
it l ly clisturb ncsting seabircis. The cay has a large
roosting population of Black Noddys Arroa.r
n l r& / r1J ,  numbcr ing  in  excess  o f  2  0 (X) .

Other Seabirds Recorded

1'(  r t ! , tu\ tot t !p i t i l l i t i r  Austra l i rnfe l icrn
l 'hukkrotr i t \  t  ius Picd () fnorrnt

Pl tufu( taurrLt  n l r luIo l , la l l \  L i t t le  Pied L ormor i lnt
I I u o t k ) l ) t 1 ! l L t l i t i t t o \ t / r  S o o t \ O y s t c r c r i c h c l
( ; ( t t ) t t t ( l idon i l t ) t i tu ( ;u l l  h l l lcd Tcrn
St(nu dout :u l l i i  Roscrte Trr  n
S1() t t t . i tLnrntut ta I l l lck n lpcd lcrn
. \n, t tu u lht l ion\  L i t t lc  I  crn
S,.nt t  h( l r ru lot \ i \  I -cssef  ( icstcd I  cr l r
t \ tk)u:  \h) lk l r \  (  o lnr  N. ,dd!
. . \  ou!  nt i t tx tu\  I l l lck Nodd\

I ' h o t o :  l .  A .  w a l k c r
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