
September 1991

SEABIRD ISLANDS

Brarnble Cay, Great Barrier Reef, Queensland

Location: 9'07'S. l- l. l '51'E: Auslralia s northcrrl
nos t  i s lanr l .  in  the  Gu l f  t t f  Papua 50  k i lomct res
south-cas t  r ) l  the  de l t r t  o f  thc  F l r  R ivcr  anc l
l l5  k ibnrc t res  nor th -cas t  o f  Capc York .  QLreens-
l l l t l ( ! .

Sta tus :  I )epar tmcnt  o l  T ranspor t  l - igh t l tousc
Rcsc  r r  c .

Other  Narnes :  ( i rcdhn.  Kacdha an i l  N ' lassaram-
cocr  i l r  c  t I - l rd i t ion i t l  t IL t t t cs .

Description: About -1 hrr. i-10 n b\ l l0 m wilh
n l rx in runr  e lcv iL t ion  o f  3  rn  (h igh  t i i l c  c l imcns ions) .
A  s l rnd  ca ,  x t  lhc  $cs tc rD e t lgc  t l f  a  c t l ra l  rcc l
r r l t6 r r t  l . l  kn t  in  d i t rn re tc r l ' r1 l  Thc  c iLVs < t t r t l i nc
changcs  scr rsona l l r  \ r ' i 1 l r  up  lo  io ' l { '  o r  norc  o f  thc
is l i rnc l  e r i rd ing  . r t  the  \ \cs tc rn  cnc i  dur ing  thc
l ro r th - \ \cs t  ln ( )n \oon aDr i  bc ing  rcc icpos i tcd  su t r
\c ( lucn t l \  dur ing  thc  south  c i rs t  $ ' inc is i  ' ' .  Thc  ca1
caDtrc hlls lr()\ 'c(l \\ 'cst ()ver Pll\t lcars rvitft sl lt lcl
:p i l l i r r r :  o i f  thc  rcc l  t ( )  decp watc r .  A  th in  c t tp  o l
\ ( ' l t  l \ l l , . . l , h  r l \ '  t , ' . k  i '  l r t e . t r t t  l i r i t t S  t i . .  t , '
s ( )u th  c ls lc r r  c l i f f s  up  to  I  n lc t res  h igh  fo l l t l r v ing
l rc i rch  c ros ion .  \ , ' o lcan ic  rocks  jus t  c r rc rgc  rbovc
spr in t  h i lh  t i ( l c  [ l ]ou t  l (X)  n lc t rcs  to  thc  eas t  o f
t h c . i l !  n c l r r  t h c  r c c t  c c n t r c - .

I l i l l l  o l  the  c i r t  i s  covcrcd  w i th  l i t rv  hcrbsr l r r .' l 'hc 
tlonil lrnt s1-lccics is IJo(tl luliu rcpL'rt.; L.:1'r '

uh ich  i i rms i l  p t l r -c .  th ick .  wcs t -ccn t ra l  covcr .-l ' l 'rc 
r 'astr'rn hnlf ol thc cav is i i  nrixture oi

lJotrlttt iu, mals of 1'r.rrlr i lrrt rt oltrutau and barc
hr r r - rJp l rn  tJcprcss ions  tha t  ho ld  s txgr ) l l r l t  watc t
c i r r r ing  thc  wct  sc iLsoo.  C lumps o f  A t t tu rwr l t t t s
r lr-ir l i .r groll scirsonull l in the central areas anri
I lrrlhtxtylis barbalrr I irrms l grassy fringe to the
wcstc ln  vcgc ta lc ( l  a rca .  Other  spec ics  inc lud ing
Lc 1 t t u r u.s rc p c t rs . ltd I 1 t o ttt a u 1 t a s - <' tt 1 trrtr, httvc bccn
recordcd i r t  t imes.  A  n i l v iga t ion  l ig l r t  towcr  anc l  a
c lc re l i c l  hu t  u re  consp icuous  iea tures  o f  thc  cay .'I 'hc 

u'cstcrn encl is trarc sanri ns a resr.rlt oI
scusona l  c ros ion  und o f  sunr r rc r  c l igg ing  bv  Grecn- l -u  

r t  l cs .

T 0 9

N o . 2 1 1

L a r r d i n g :  A  1 ' , ' 1 ' t r l r r r  ,  i  .  .  1  ,  .  ,  r  l  \  l  l  ,  '  l  :  '  L  (  i '  p | t  ' e t r t  r t

t hc  wcs l c r r r  s i c l e .  D t r r i ng  t hc  n l ons ( )o l l  s c l l s ( ) l )
( usua l l ) ' l r i t c  Dcccmbc r  t o  Fcb rua ry )  t hc  \ \ cs t  l s

cx foscd  bu t  l l  poo r  l t ncho l i l gc  c i l n  bc  l i ) L l l l d  o l l
t l l c  sou th -cas t  o f  t hc  rec l .  i n  r vh i ch  casc  l l t n t l i ng
i t t  h i gh  t i dc  bv  d i r t ghv  i r c ross  l hc  t cc l  i s  l t oss ib l e
N l t h  c t r c .

Ornithological History: Thc cav u'ils discovct ccl ltntl
nirnrcd from HMS Braitrblr ' :  in carh, Ap:. i l  l3J5 rrnt l
rvas ' frcqrrcntcci bv inrttncfttblc cluanl i t ics of scit  l l i r t ls.
rvhosc cggs wcrc A rarc pr ize ' .  J .  MacCi i l l iv rarr  ' '

subscqucnt lv  rccor r l cd  b lccc l ing  sc l tb i lds  o r t  6
Ma1 l f i .15  ar rc l  l ( r  Dcccnber  18J7.  Mr ts le rs \  l i s tc t l
. r ' . r " i r , l  . l ' , .1 in t t  n .  r \ ' l l ( c l (L I  r t  Aur t t . l  l \ -5  \ \ '
M c l  r r r r . r r )  \ i \ t t L L l  u r t  j 7  . ' t l l \  j ' r l I  : r r r , l  l l e r l l , . r
\ i . i r c ! l  i n  S c l r u r n l ' , . r  0 . t , ' l ' t  r i  l r r l l  (  .  J .  I  i r r r l \ ; \
v is i t cc l  on  2 l l  Novcmbcr  l97 l t .  R .  E lv ish  u 'as
residcnt lrorrl 9 ()ctobcl l()79 lo 29 NIatch 1980.
Dra f fan  i r rc l  Garnc t t r  v is i t c ( l  b r i c f l r ' i n  I )cccmbcr
l ' r 7 r )  t , ,  l , i r t l ( l  l r r r r l . .  t  I  P : r l r r t i t t l . t  t . , , ' t t l , , l
b i rc ls  on  9- l  I  Januarv  l9E-1 .  Walkcr " ' r ' i s i t c t l  l ro r r
J  6  J i r rua lv  l9 f i7  un i l  5  ( r  Novcnrbcr  19E3.
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Breeding Seabirds and Status

Srth lL,ut ogu.ttcr Brorvn Boobv - Nesting in Mn)
lSJ-s - .  lnd  $ i th  l l l rgc  numbcrs  o f  cggs  anc l  downl
ch icks  a l l  over  thc  cav  in  December  18 .17( ' .  Scven
eggs.  l i vc  ch icks  and c lozcns  o f  ra ided ncs ts  $crc
notc t l  in  Ju lY  l9 l l ' .  Thc  cokrnv  is  now a lmost
cx t inc t :  four  ncs ts  w i th  e -qgs  in  Novcmbc l  l9TSt
s ix  pa i rs  u ' i th  c {qs  in  Septembcr  Octobcr  1979;
onc l.rossiblc ncst in Januarv 1987: onc bird on a
DCSt in Novcrnbcr l9ilf i . ln recent visits 70-200
roostin{ birds \\ 'crc prcscnt. often on the castcrn
rocks .

Sknu l i c tu tu  Sootv  Tcrn  In  October  1979 a
colonr of l( l 000 ncsting pairs. nran-v with fledgecl
Voung.  covcred  a lnos t  thc  cn t i re  Yegct l l t cd  i t rca .
Lav ing  cont inucd t i t  la tc  Novembcr  t ru t  thcsc  cggs
ucrc  ra i r j c t l .  A I I  b i rds  dept r tcd  in  car lv  Ja tuar l
bu t  hunc l rcc ls  rc tu rned i l f t c r  scvera l  rvccks .  ca l l ing
l r ( ) rn  thc  l i r  l t  n igh t .  Bv  car lv  March  thousands
wcrc  l l v in {  abovc  c lu r ing  thc  n igh t  i rnd  c lav .  On
I l r (  r r , , n r i r l !  , ' l  l - t  V r r r . h  . , ' r t t .  I ' r r . l r  l ; r r r d c i l  . r D d
b! ' thc  cnd o f  N la rch  manv were  de fcnc l ing  s i tcs .
O t l r c r  r . c , . r L i -  . r r r ' :  h r c c J i  l  i  p r , ' d i g i , ' u .
n u l l l l ' r ' r : -  i n  N I l r r  l S  l i  .  r r , r  D c . t i n !  i  f ) ( ( ( n ) h c r
1347". nvo smail colonies of f lcd-glings in July
l ' r l l  .  t h , ' u . : r n ( l \  i i n n . r r c n l l )  I ' r < i . l i n g  i ;
S t 1 r t 1 1 1 1 l ' r . s  O ( l , r l ' ( r  l ' ) 2 - l  t h , r r r . ; r n r l s  o f  n c s t i r r !
pa i rs  ( r ra in lv  cees)  in  Novcmbcr  1978.  over  6  000
pa i rs  occupv ing  ncs t  s i tes  and increas ing  in
Janulrv 198.1. -i(X) pairs with eggs and l0
unflcdgecl young in January [987ri), 2 800
lcathcrcd chicks and a lew eggs and downy chicks
in  Novcmber  1988.  The brccd ing  season is
unclcar and conlplicated bv lrcavy egg collecting;
i t  sccms cons is tcn t  w i th  a  9  l0  rnonth  breed ing
in te rva l  fo r  ind iv idua l  b i rds .  b road ly  synchronous
ovcr 2-l montlls with a spread from rc-nesting of
unsucccss lu l  b i rds .

Corel la 15(4)

Phoro:  R.  Elv ish

,Sl(ntu dna(lltetu.\ Bricllccl 
-l 'cln 

N,llrcCli l l ivrnvl
t i , r r n d . n r i r l l  r r t r r n l r t n  u  r t h  ( ! ! \  r n  \ i r l r l \ l , r n u  h ' , 1 ; i
and undcr  tu r t le  she l l s  in  Mav l f l .15 .  About  l0
l r i r i r s  \  i l h  l r r | l .  L l r i r l ' .  r r .1 . r  p1 , - : . . rn1  i  . r  L r , , r rp , '
thc  cdgc  o l  thc  Soot l '  Tern  cokru l  in  Octobcr '
1 ( )79 .

Stcrnu btrgii Crcstctl Tcrn - Large colonics
breed cach ycltr in surnrrer. l-hc maximunt
nun.tber countcd was I S(Xl pairs with cggs in fir,c
co lon ics  p lus  12  runncrs  in  . lanuarv  l9E7 l1r .

Anous stolit lrrs Conrnron Noddt' An estimated
l0 000 birds wcrr: prcsent fron Octobcr 1979 to
March  1980;  lay ing  contnrcnccd in  Dcccmbcr  rnd
3 0(X) pairs \!crc rlcsting in thc vcgctatcd arca bv
ln te  March .  Other  recorc ls  a rc :  b rccc i ing  in  p ro-
d ig ious  nunrbcrs  in  May lE . l5 : .  ' count lcss

t h o r r s l r n r l s  r r  A u - t l l . l  l l i - : ' :  \ L r \  l l u l n ( . l i , l l \ '  i r l
J r r l r  l ( ) l l r r :  I l r , , r r \ . r ) J \  i p f i r r c n t l )  h r t . t r l i r r !  i n
S e p l e m b e r  O ( l r ) h ( r  l ' r l - . 1  :  I h , ) l r \ . r n L I .  , ' l  h i r d . .
old ncsts irnd flcdglings in Novembcr' 1978: I 0(XI-
2  (XX)  roos t ing  b i rds  in  Jaruary  l9 l t . l ;  20  ncs t ing
pairs. l0 tLnfledged young. anci l0 roosting birt ls
in  Janu i r ry  l9E7r : :  hundreds  o f  fca thcred  ch icks
antl 2 5(Xl aclults in Novcml.rcr l93li. Pattcrns rl1
brccd ing  arc  no t  c lcar .

Factors Affecting Status

Bramblc Cay has thc only large scabird colonv
in the Torrcs Strait region and is thc most remote
islancl from human habitation. It is the only ntajrtr
Great Barricr Rccf seabird island whcrc mass egg
and chick harvesting continucs. Traditional
gathering by local islandcrs is facil i tatcd iry rcady
acccss to modern spccdboats and crcws of Papuan
coastal shipping arc rcported to harvcst cggs.



Collccting is frcquent and oftcrr involvcs removal
of all eggs (thousancls) and numerous chicks
Succcss[ul trreccling of terns depends upon an
extended pcriod of rough seas to discourage visits
in spccdboats. Brown Boobies titke nlore than
livc months tretween laying and fledging so their
reproduction has cffectively ceased at Bramble
Ctiy. Crews of survev vessels of the 19th century
and other ships contributed kl reduction of the
booby colonl' bv brcaking all scabird eggs upon
arrival in order to cnsure subscquent collection of
frcsh eggs".

Ncsting Grecn Turtles dcstroy terrl nests on the
margin of thc vegetation and occasionally in
cential arcas in summer. Gulls tzrke tern cggs and
up to 150 frigatebirds rotr food or cvcn cripplc'
b rccd ing  seab i rds .  Summer  ra in  c rea tes  poo ls  on
thc eastern half of thc cay and can drown
hundreds of Crcstcd Tern eggs. The cay seems
too smal l  to  pcrmi t  peak  nes t ing  o f  a l l  sea-
bird specics at the sarme timc. In the long term
thcre may bc a reductiot't in thc area available
for brccding as cutl '  sand spil ls ovcr the recl
edgc .

OTIILR VERTEBRATFS

Grccn Turtlc Chelonia mydas, Hawksbil l
Turtlc Eretmochalys imbricata, Native Rat
Meloml,s rubicolu (a vegctarian), Northcrn Dtella
()ehyrt australis (house gccko) and Grcen Tree
Fr.tg Libria caeruleu (seen 7979).

September, 1991

Phuetho rubrkuuda

La/ u ! tlor uc ho I I atkiide

R. Elvjsh and T. A. Walker:B@mble Cay

Banding

Pcriod October 1979 March 19u0

SuLe sulu - I adult.
Sula leucogaster I adult.
Frcgato minor - 6 adults, 5 inlmaturcs.
Freganur ie l -  5  adu l ts .  l  immaturc .
Sterna hiruntlo - l adult.
Sterna fuscata - 236 adults, 422 runncrs.
Sterna bcrgii - 4 adults, 397 runners.
Anous stolidus - 3-5 adults.
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Other Seabirds Rccorded

Rcd foorcd Booby (rare)
Maskcd Booby (rare)
( i reat  Fr igatcbird (common)
Lcast  Fr igatcbird

(alway\  presenlJ
Rcd ta i lcd Tropicbird

(rare -  overhcad)
Whi le{ai lcd Tropicbird

(rare ovcrhcad)
Eas!crn Reef Egret

( two resident)
Si lvcr  Gul l

(a lways up to 2, l  prcscnl)
(bnmon Tcrn (onc s ighl ing)
Roscatc Tcrn (rare)
ts lack-napcd Tern (occasional)
l - i t t lc  Tern (occasional)


