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Little is known of the distribution of seabirds
in the Western Coral Sea, i.e. the area west of
I55°E longitude and north of 25°S latitude
nominated by Pickard er al. (1977). Most of the
arca is within the Coral Sea Islands Territory of
Australia which extends west to 157°10° longi-
tude. north to 12° and south to 24° latitude.

Although Serventy (1959) summarised what
is known of the birds of Willis Island, where
there is a manned lighthouse, many of the small
cays and islands have only been visited once by
ornithologists, in 1961/1962 (Hindwood er al.
1963). In the winters of the same years Norris
(1967) made the most comprehensive observa-
tions yet available on pelagic birds in the area.

The cays and islands in Figure |1 have auto-
matic weather stations or lighthouse installa-
tions and have been surveyed at least once and
usually twice per year since 1979 by the Aus-
tralian National Parks and Wildlife Service
(ANPWS) which is developing a nature conser-
vation programme for the Coral Sea Islands
Territory. The results discussed in this paper
were obtained during the course of one survey.

THE SURVEY
We surveyed a section of the Coral Sea and
Great Barrier Reef between 15 to 26 May 1981
(Figure 1). A total of 50 hours 45 minutes was
spent on watch from the M.V. Cape Pillar.
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No weather details were recorded, but
although occasional squalls passed over, the
watch was usually conducted in rain-free condi-
tions on smooth to moderate seas.

Observations were virtually continuous during
daylight steaming. Sightings were made from
the Flying Bridge about 15m above the sea
surface. 8 x 40 binoculars were used by Stokes
and 10 x 50 by Corben. Identifications were
principally by Corben. Field notes on unidenti-
fied species were taken. These notes were later
checked with museum skins, photographs and
text descriptions and the record amended where
necessary. Though every effort was made not to
recount birds that disappeared from view and
rcappeared elsewhere it is probable that some
were recounted.

The secabird records are summarised in Table
I and Figure |. The sightings are based on the
ship’s position by ‘Dead Reckoning’. No allow-
ance is made for the distance of the bird from
the ship.

Figure 1 1s plotted onto a 30 grid of latitude
and longitude. The relevant grid squares have
been identified by letters which are used in
Table 1. The duration of observations in each
grid is given in Table 1.

The scientific names of species mentioned in
the text are in Table . The names of cays are
those used by Hindwood et al. (1963).

DISCUSSION

Many of the observations of large numbers of
a species in a grid square relate to congregations
on nearby cays or islands some of which are
identified in Figure 1.

Two exceptions are the flocks of birds seen
in squares j, k and | near the edge of the Great
Barrier Reef, and the large numbers of Hutton’s
or Fluttering Shearwaters in the vicinity of
Gannet Cay.

The more interesting records are discussed
below.

The Herald Petrel has been recorded on a few
occasions in the western Coral Sea and eastern
Australian waters in January, February and May
(lzzard and Watson 1980). Corben also saw one
fly over Turtle Islet (grid ‘z’) during this trip in
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Figure 1. Map showing locations of reefs and cays
referred to in text.

daylight on 24 may 1981 and the bird must be
considered a regular but rare species inthe area.

Sightings of Tahiti Petrels were concentrated
in grid squares outside the Great Barrier Reef.
Norris (1967) and Hindwood ef al. (1963) also
recorded the species from western Coral Sea
waters in July and October to November. Holmes
(1981a) identifies the Hindwood er al. (1963,
p.8) unidentified records as belonging to this
species and lists more recent records from central
eastern Australian waters. He interprets oceano-
graphic data to imply that the species moves
south with warm Coral Sea waters in January
and February.

Certainly the Tahiti Petrel appears to be
relatively common over western Coral Sea waters
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from May to November and many of the birds
would presumably originate  from breeding
colonies on  Chesterfield Reel islands in the
castern Coral Sea. Further observations are
necessary to distinguish the relative numbers
and distribution in the area of the two forms
identificd by Holmes (1981a). We did not dis-
tinguish forms.

Little is known of the dispersal of Gould's
Petrel from its breeding grounds (Serventy et al.
1971, Pizzey 1980). The nominate subspecies
breeds only on Cabbage Tree Island, New South
Wales, and there are regular sightings and beach-
washed specimens from central to eastern
Australia  between November to March, its
breeding season  (Ingram 1975, Gosper 1981,
Holmes 1981b). Gibson and Sefton (1957)
thought that the species shows a predi-
lection for warmer seas in the winter months™
which Cox (1976) supported. However Pizzey
(1980) admits that its movements are little
known and there are few records outside the
breeding season.

A different subspecies of Gould’s Petrel breeds
on New Caledonia from where it appears to
forage in the Tasman Sca and migrates to the
south-west Pacific Ocean (Imber and Jenkins
1981). It is possible that breeding birds also for-
age in the Coral Sea.

A fresh Sooty Shearwater carcass was found on
Gannet Cay on 19 May. It and the bird at sea if
correctly identified, would have been migrating
north (Phillips 1963, Serventy et al. 1971).

The movements of Wedge-tailed Shearwaters
from their breeding islands off eastern Australia
are uncertain but there are indications that the
population from the coastal islands of New South
Wales regularly migrate north, perhaps entirely
into the northern hemisphere (Purchase 1974,
Rogers 1975, Marchant 1977, Milledge 1977).
Norris (1967) suggests that at least some birds
from the Coral Sca island colonies do likewise
as he recorded few over the Coral Sea in July
and September. Studies are required to deter-
mine the composition and status of birds in the
area from May to September.

Our sightings of Hutton’s or of Fluttering
Shearwaters were concentrated near Swains
Reef. Despite extensive comparative research
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by Corben, since the voyage, into the plumages
of both species it has not been possible to
separate with certainty the specimens reported
in this paper. Corben ef al. (1974) first recorded
Hutton’s Shearwaters Irom Queensland waters
and thought that it was a regular but rare
visitor to the south-cast coast and accidental
in the north. Pizzey (1980) agrees and adds
that both species often flock together.

Wilson’s Storm-Petrels were seen principally
over the Great Barrier Reef supporting the
Serventy et al. (1971) statement that they are
essentially birds of continental shelf waters. The
other Storm-Petrels were more common in the
northern grid squares over waters outside the
Reef. A White-faced Storm-Petrel was seen
near Gannet Cay; this is notable for a bird that
‘seems to be markedly pelagic in habit’ (Serventy
er al. 1971). The White-bellied Storm-Petrel
records are further evidence that it is common
in the area (Hindwood et al. 1963, Norris 1967,
serventy er al. 1971). The Black-bellied Storm
Petrel record is somewhat north of the 307-607S
latitude range which it is said to frequent while
wintering ofl  Australia (Serventy er al. 1971)
and appears to be the northern most record
from waters off the Queensland coast (Roberts
1973).

Tree Martins are frequently windswept over
the ocean ofl eastern Australia, apparently while
on migration. Apart from the two records in
Table I, one was blown across the unvegetated
sandy Cay A, Flinders Reef, on 25 May 1981
and a carcass was found by ANPWS staff on
29 April 1980 on the unvegetated North Reef
Cay of Frederick Reef. Serventy (1959) and
Warham (1961) also rcport specimens from the
virtually treeless Raine and Willis Islands,
respectively.

Many of the remaining species seen during
the survey are common breeding birds in the
arca but little 1s known of their foraging range
or non-breeding dispersal from the islands. How-
ever, complex currents operate in the area with
a ‘flushing’ effect on parts of the Great Barrier
Reef (Pickard er al. 1977) and, with upwellings
of cold water, probably affcct scabird distribu-
tion.
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Recently proclaimed nature reserves in the
Herald, Coringa and Magdelaine Islands and
Lihou Reef will assist the conservation of the
birds.
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