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Oboervations on t h e  b i r d s  o f  

French F r i g a t e  Shoal  a ~ d  I h r e  A t o l l  

by 

Miklos 3. F. Udvardy and Richard C. Warner g 

Through t h e  cour tesy  of t he  United S t a t e s  Coast Guard t h e  a t h o r s  
spent  an hour on September 2, 1961 on Tern I s l and ,  French F r i g a t e  Shoal ,  
and v i s i t e d  Kure A t o l l  from September 12  t o  14 ,  1961, dur ing  the  Harold J. 
Coolidge Xxpedition t o  t h e  a t o l l s  of  t h e  Nortiiuest Hawaiian Chain 
( ~ d v a r d y  1961)2/. Both p l aces  have undergone d r a s t i c  changes dur ing  t h e  
l a s t  few yea r s  and however few our observa t ions  a r e ,  t h e i r  documentation 
should con t r ibu te  t o  f u t u r e  s t u d i e s  of t he  i s l a n d s .  

French Tr iga te  Shoal 

Tern I+. lsnd of Zrench Fri;ate 6hoal hzs  been ccnvcrted t o  an a i r -  
s t r i p ,  a~cl spa r se  vegeta t ion  s o w s  only  on ;, mzrgin of  about 50 ~ ~ l e t e r s  
width on t . e  n o r t h  and south  s i d e s  of t he  a i r s t r i p ,  on loose  and 17art ial ly  
bare  c o r a l  sand (Sv ih la ,  1947; Larnoureux, 1961). 

No s i g n  of any b i r d  n e s t i n g  a c t i v i t i e s  was four-d on '?ern Is land .  
Twelve Golden Flovers  ( P l u v i a l i s  dos in i ca  s sp . ) ,  29 Buddy Turnstones 
(Arenaria. I. i i l t e rp res  -and 1 Sanderl ing (Croceth ia  alba ( p a l l . )  ) 
were t h e  only t r m s i e n t  o r  v i n t e r i n g  r e s i d e n t s  of t he  i s l a n d ,  the  
p love r s  running on t h e  a i r s t r i p ,  t h e  o t h e r s  on t h e  mmgin of t he  i s l a n d  
( t h e  a i r s t r i p  eclbankment i s  mostly supported by corrugated i r o n  break- 
waters ) .  Only t h r e e  i n d i v i d u a l s  of  s ea  b i r d s  were i n  t h e  a i r  around 
Tern I s l and ,  i . e . ,  a Sooty Tern (S te rna  f u s c a t a  8loxam), a Fai ry  'Tern 
(Gygis a l b a  (~m.)) and a juvenile  Red-footed Booby (Sula  -- s u l a  rub r ipes  
Gould) . 

It is worth mentioning t h a t  a d i s i n t e g r a t i n g  c a r c a s s  of a ha tch l ing  
green sea  t u r t l e  (Chelonia mydas (L.)) w a s  picked up by one of u s  on t h e  
n o r t h  margin of t he  a i r s t r i p ,  i n  loose  c o r a l  sand,  with the  csrapace 
crushed. 

Kure A t o l l  

The vegeta t ion  and t h e  b i rd  fauna of Kure   toll have been descr ibed  
by Kenyon and Rice (1958) as l a t e  as 1957. Green I s l and  was then approxi- 
mately 1% miles  long,  and 1 mile wide, with 10 t o  20 foot-high dunes 
behind t h e  beach. It w a s  almost wholly covered with an Ifalmost impene- 
t r a b l e "  t h i c k e t  of Scaevola bushes, except one i n t e r i o r  opening of  low 
herbaceous vegetat ion.  

Univers i ty  of  B r i t i s h  Colunbia, Vancouver, Canada. 

Nuuseurn of Ver tebra te  Zoology, aerke ley  , Cal i fo rn ia .  

A g ran t  of t h e  National  Besearch Council of Canada, p a r t l y  used on 
t h i s  expedi t ion ,  i s  g r a t e f u l l y  aclatowledged. 



I n  December, 1959, D r .  Chandler Robbins, Jr. informed one of u s  
(pers .  corununication t o  I4.d.F. ~ d v a r d ~ )  t h a t  he had j u s t  v i s i t e d  Kure 
A t o l l ,  and t h a t  a p r o j e c t  had been s t a r t e d  t h e r e  by the  U.  S. Navy t o  
"improvett Kure f o r  the n e s t i n g  of th2  two a l b a t r o s s  spec ies .  The scheme 
was an atte!:ipt t o  compe;lsa.te f o r  t he  populzt ion l o s s e s  on t h e  I i idw~y 
i s l rmds .  Zlg-zag s t r i p s  ( c f .  Figs.  2 and 4) were p l o w e d b u e  of  t h e  
Scaevnlz b ~ x h e s  so  t h a t  t hese  b i r d s  could f i n d  more take-off and  n e s t i n g  --.. -.- 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  

L i t t l e  t r a c e  of t h e s e  changes could be de tec ted  on Green IslLmd i n  
Septenber , 1961 ; f o r  still grc-2iter changes hzve s i n c e  d r a s t i c a l l y  a l t e r e d  
t h e  vegeta t ion .  Early i n  1961 an U.S. Coast Guard "Lorant' s t a t i o n  was 
es t ab l i shed  the re .  

An estirnkted one t h i r d  of t he  i s l m d - i t s  whole narrower end-is 
taken up by an a i r f i e l d .  The a i r f i e l d  ( ~ i ~ s .  1, 2) is bordered by 
ScaevoLa of 2-3 meters  he igh t  and scjme Mes:::crsclmidia t r e e s .  p a r t  of -.. . - -.----. -.. ..- 
t h e  sijcthern h a l f  of t he  remainder consist:: ( ~ f  h ; ~ . s e s ,  roads ,  p l a y f i e l d  
arLd I.s~ms. IP the  west c e n t e r  of t he  islcd t h e r e  is  a 625 f o o t  high 
anterxa .  Its system of p y - w i r e s  reaches  almost t o  t h e  beach 011 t h e  
North s i d e ,  and covzrs  the  c e n t r d  f l a t  and open p a r t  of t he  remainder 
of t he  i s l a n d  (Figs.  3, 4). The land under t h e s e  wires  is cleared.  
Coherent, undisturbed vege ta t ion  occurs  on t h e  beach c r e s t  of  t h e  south- 
west ,  west and northwest s i d e  of t h e  i s l a n d ,  and a Scaevola s t r i p  around 
t h e  r e s t  of i t .  ,The west s i d e  of t h e  i n t e r i o r  of t he  i s l a n d ,  where no t  
plowed, c o n s i s t s  of low Scaevola and patches of Fzf rhavia ,  o r  E r a g r o s t i s  
bunchgrass, with one extens ive  grassy a r e a  (presun.:;-i~ly t h e  " i n t e r i o r  
opening of low herbaceous vegetat ion" of Kenyon and Rice 1.c.). The 
f l o r a  of  t he  i s l and  is described by Lmoweux (1961) of t h e  same expedi- 
t ior , ; .  Clay (1961) shows two photographs of t he  i s l a n d .  

A s  b i r d  h a b i t a t ,  t h e  runway and the  se t t l emen t  2xe n s t u r a l l y  ex- 
cluded. The i n t e r i o r  had numerous nes t ing  p a i r s  of M~slced Soobies ( ~ u l a  
d a c t y l a t r a  Gould) and Red-tailed Iropic-Birds (Fhaethon rubr icauda  
z a t h e w s )  ) , both spec ie s  with young r a g i n g  from domy n e s t l i n g s  t o  
~ l r n o s t  fledged young. The i n t e r i o r ,  and even t h e  previously c l ea red  
a r e a ,  now l s r g e l y  vegetated with Boerbavia, had numerous ( i . e . ,  many 
hundreds, but no es t imate  was a t tamptec i )~sr rows inhabi ted  by idedge- 
t a i l e d  Shearwaters ( P ~ f f i n u s  p a c i f i c u s  Lesson),  and by t h e  Bonin I s l a n d  
P e t r e l s  (Pterodroma hypoleuca Sa lv in )  t h a t  d id  no t  y e t  start t o  n e s t  
but  v i s i t e d  t h e  i s l a n d  every evening. The Scaevola t h i c k e t  of t h e  beach 
c r e s t  had n e s t i n g  Red-tailed Tropic-Birds, Great F r iga te  Bi rds  ( I r e g a t a  

---- - 

minor ~ r n e l i n )  and lied-footed Boobies, t he  l a t t e r  e spec ia l ly  on the  t a l l e r  - 
t r e e s  of t h e  southeas tern  dunes of the  i s l and .  

A dozen o r  s o  Br is t le - th ighed Curlews (Numenius t a h i t i e n s g  Gmelin) 
were seen i n  loose  groups on t h e  beach, t oge the r  with ebout 35-40 Ruddy 
Turnstones, and 6-10 TVandering TaLt lers  (Hsterosce lus  incanuni (Gmelin) ) . 
More curlews fed on the  open and low grassy a r e a s  of t h e  i s l a n d  i n t e r i o r ,  
where tu rc s tones  only r a r e l y  were f lushed.  l o u r t e e n  Golden Flovers  
mostly kept t o  t h e  runway and the  open sand ijit at  t h e  e a s t  end of  t he  
island..  On the  no r theas t  of t he  i s l a n d  20-30 "Hawaiian Terns:' (blhite- 
cayped Noddy, Anous t e n u i r o s t r i s  Guy) vere on Scaevola bushes. 



On September 12 ,  we v i s i t e d  t h e  l a r g e r  of t he  tvo  sand b a r s  
wliich a r e ,  bes ides  &Green I s l and ,  t he  only v l s i b l e  p a r t s  of t he  z t o l l .  
On t h i s  400 meter-long sand b a r ,  p r s c t i c a l l y  devoid of  vege tx t ion ,  on ly  
a dozen Br is t le - th ighed  Curlews m d  a number of  Koddy ' i e rns  (Anous 
s t o l i d u s  (Stop.)), common a l s o  on ?ern I s l a n d ' s  beach l i n e ,  were seen. 

We found 40 Eavai ian  t/ionl< Lea ls  (Monacllus schauins landi  Natschie)  
on t h i s  sand bar .  The no r th  and northeaste:-n s i d e  of Tern I s l and  seemed 
t o  be a f a v o r i t e  howling ground of t h e  s e a l s ,  and 25-30 s e a l s  were count- 
ed t h e r e  on the  e a r l y  a f te rnoon of September 1 2  and 13. The s e a l s  s l e p t  
on the  beach c r e s t ,  i n  t h e  shadow of  t h e  t a l l  Scaevola bushes. 

Severa l  of u s  sys t ema t i ca l ly  searched f o r  dead,  o r  i n ju red  b i r d s  
under t he  m y  wires .  I n  a s h o r t  time t h e  fo l lowing  were found: 

F r i g a t e  birds .. - - - - - - - - - - - - 2 
Red-tailed Tropic-Birds - - - - - - - - 2 
Sooty Tern- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1 
Gray-backed Tern (S terna  l u n a t a  Pea le)  -- 1 
$ l e d g e - t a i l ~ d  Shearwaters- - - - - - - - 2 

During our  s t a y  we witnessed s e v e r a l  such acc iden t s .  T i e  t r o p i c - b i r d s  
a r e  a p t  t o  h i t  t h e  wires  d u r i ~ g  t h e i r  mid-day aeriaJ. d i s p l a y s ,  and tlie 
f r i g a t e  b i r d s  dur ing  t h e i r  con~munal soarirrgs. The shearwaters  and p e t r e l s  
seem t o  h i t  t he  wires  a t  n i g h t ,  -par t ia l ly  bl inded bg t h e  e l e c t r i c  l i g h t s  
on the  bui ld ings .  

As a conclusion of our observa t ions ,  h r e  is no y l ace  f o r  t he  soar-  
i n g  a l b a t r o s s e s  now, except perhaps t h e  beach, which could harbour a few 
black-footed a l b a t r o s s  p a i r s .  The gxy-wires w i l l  i n  a l l  1ii;elihood very 
e f f e c t i v e l y  keep them o f f .  The o t h e r  s e a  b i rds  may s t a y ,  i f  no f u r t h e r  
h a b i t a t  is a l t e r e d ,  i n  t he  way they  had l i v e d  on the  Midway i s l a n d s ,  with 
t he  e x t r a  t o l l  taken on t h e i r  popula t ions  by the  hazards  of l i v i n g  near  
and on human hab i t a t i ons .  
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Legends t o  f i g u r e s  

Figure 1. Loran s t a t i o n  l i v i n g  f a c i l i t i e s ,  f u e l  o i l  tanks, and rur.way, 
o o k i n  . The heavy, unin ter rupted  Scaevola t h i c k e t  which occupies  
t h e  r i g h t  c e n t e r ,  is  n e s t i n g  ground of f r i g a t e  b i r d s ,  masked boobies 
and r ed - t a i l ed  t rop ic -b i rds .  The hollow beach l i n e  t o  the  ? .ef t  o f  t h e  
runway is t h e  f a v o r i t e  hawling ground of  monk s e a l s .  Green I s l a n d ,  
Kure A t o l l ,  September 1961. 

Figure 2. Por t ion  of  a i r s t r i p ,  Green I s l and ,  Lure Ato l l .  Noto Loran 
tower ,guy wires  and r a d i a l  bul ldozer  paths.  Zig-zag s t r i p s  of sand, 
on top  and l e f t  c e n t e r ,  a r e  the  r e s u l t  of 1959 bul ldozing  ope ra t ions  
t o  c r e a t e  a l b a t r o s s  runways. September 1961. 

Figure 3. V e r t i c a l  view from t o p  of Loran tower, SE s i d e ,  he igh t  625 
f e e t .  Kote changes i n  vege ta t ion  due t o  a c t i v i t i e s .  Green I s l and ,  
Kure A t o l l ,  September 1961. 

F i g w e  4. SE view of vegeta t ion  clianges froi :~ Loran tower. i ieight 
625 f e z t .  Note guy wires  and narrow, r ecen t  bul ldozer  paths. S t r i p  
bulldozed i n  1359 shown from t o p  t o  bottom center .  Curlews use i t  
f o r  feeding toge the r  with t h e  grassy patches skown i n  lower h a l f  o f  
p i c tu re .  kiedge-tailed shearwaters  and Bonin I s l and  P e t r e l s  a l s o  
burrow on the  wide s t r i p .  Green I s l a n d ,  Iiure A t o l l ,  September 1961. 

A i l  photos cour tesy  Foundation of Environmental Biology. 
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