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THE BIRDS OF ASSUMPTION ISLAND, INDIAN OCEAN: 
PAST AND FUTURE 

by R. P. Prgs-Jones, M. S. Prgs-Jones, and J. C. Lawleyl 

INTRODUCTION 

Assumption (g043'S 46O30'E) i s  a small kidney-shaped i s l a n d  of c .  
10.5 km2 which forms p a r t  of t h e  Aldabra archipelago,  ly ing  j u s t  south 
of t h e  equator i n  t h e  western Indian Ocean. Maps showing both t h e  
pos i t ion  of the  archipelago r e l a t i v e  t o  o the r  land masses i n  t h e  region,  
and a l s o  t h e  r e l a t i v e  pos i t ions  of t h e  i s l a n d s  and a t o l l s  comprising t h e  
archipelago,  a r e  given i n  Stoddart  (1971). Despite being t h e  c l o s e s t '  
neighbour of t h e  l a rge  and well-studied Aldabra a t o l l ,  which i s  27 km 
t o  t h e  north-west, few people have recorded information on t h e  b i r d s  of 
Assumption, and none who d i d  was present  t h e r e  f o r  more than a few days 
(Table 1). What l i t t l e  i s  known of t h e  general  ecology of t h e  i s l a n d  
has been l a rge ly  summarized i n  a  paper by Stoddart  e t  dl. (1970) which 
catalogues t h e  massive human disturbance which t h e  Assumption 
environment has suffered  during t h e  present  century,  p r i n c i p a l l y  a s  a  
r e s u l t  of phosphate mining. Their paper conta ins  a  d e t a i l e d  map of 
t h e  i s l a n d  a s  well  a s  numerous photographs taken during t h e  l a t e  1960s, 
and c o l l a t e s  most records of b i r d s  made p r i o r  t o  1977. Limited 
add i t iona l  information may be found i n  Parker (1970) and Stoddart  (1977a, 
1977b). 

The aim of t h e  present  paper i s  three-fold:  f i r s t l y ,  t o  up-date 
knowledge of t h e  s t a t u s  of the  Assumption avifauna, based on t r i p s  we 
made t o  t h i s  i s l a n d  i n  1977 and 1978; secondly, on t h e  b a s i s  of a l l  
ava i l ab le  published and unpublished records,  t o  describe t h e  o r i g i n a l  
avifauna and document t h e  time-scale and l i k e l y  causes of i t s  
des t ruct ion;  t h i r d l y ,  t o  consider fu tu re  conservation of t h e  Assumption 
Is land environment i n  t h e  l i g h t  of recent  in t roduct ions  of a  number of 
exo t i c  b i r d  species .  

Edward Grey I n s t i t u t e ,  Department of Zoology, South Parks Road, 
Oxford 
Manuscript received J u l y  1980 - Eds. 
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Table 1. Main sources of information on t h e  b i r d s  of Assumption. 

Date of v i s i t  

Oct. 1878 

Sept. 1892 

8-10 Nov. 1895 

13 Oct. 1901 

12-13 March 1906 

19-21 Sept. 1906 

April/May 1907 

6-13 Sept. 1908 

19 16 

4 Oct. 1929 

c. Oct. 1937 

13 Dec. 1957 

10 Oct. 1964 

10 Nov. 1964 

3 Oct. 1965 

15-16 Sept. 1967 

8 Oct. 1967 

31 Ju ly  1968 

18-25 Apri l  1977 

26 Oct. - 2 Nov. 
1978 

Bird observers 

F. Rivers 

W.L. Abbott 

S.C.E. Baty 

H. A 'C .  Bergne 

M . J .  Nicol l  

P.R. Dupont 

H.P. Thomasset 

J.C.F. Fryer 

P.R. Dupont 

P.R. Dupont 

L.D.E.F. Vesey-FitzGerald 

W.D. Hartman 

J . W .  Leech, R.  Worrell, 
R.W. Thomas 

M . J .  & M. Penny, R.  Gaymer 

R.  Gaymer 

C.W. Benson, J.M. Boyd, 
J.F. Peake, E.N. Wright 

I.S.C. Parker 

J. Fraz ie r ,  R.  Hughes 

M. Walker 

Main references 

Rivers (1878) 

Ridgway (1895) 

Baty (1895) 

Bergne (1901) 

Nicol l  (1906, 1908) 

Dupont (1907 ) 

Thomasset (1907) 

Fryer (1911) 

Dupont (1916) 

Dupont (1929) 

Vesey-FitzGerald 
(1940, 1941) 

Hartman (1958) 

Bourne (1966 ) 

Stoddart e t  a 1  (1970) 

11 

Parker (19 70) 

Stoddart e t  a 1  (1970) 

This paper 

Lawley (1979) & t h i s  

paper 

N.B. L i s t  revised and up-dated from t h a t  i n  Stoddart  e t  a 1  (1970). 



METHODS 

Marilyn~r9s-Jones (M.PJ.) v i s i t e d  Assumption between 18 and 25 
Apr i l  1977, and recorded information on b i r d s  a t  t h e  request  of R.  
PrQs-Jones (R-P-J.) who was then studying t h e  b i r d s  on Aldabra Ato l l .  
Although pr imar i ly  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  Lepidoptera, M-P-J. had more than a 
y e a r ' s  experience of b i r d  watching on Aldabra, and took notes and 
sketches of those species  of whose i d e n t i t y  she was uncertain.  During 
her  v i s i t  she thoroughly covered t h e  whole a r e a  of t h e  i s l and ,  spending 
each day i n  t h e  f i e l d .  

J. Lawley (J.L.) v i s i t e d  ~ s s u m p t i o n  between 26 October and 2 
November 1978 s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  study t h e  b i rds .  During h i s  s t a y  he 
covered most of the  i s l and ,  although concentrat ing on t h e  coas ta l  a rea ,  
a s  wel l  a s  c i r c l i n g  t h e  i s l a n d  once by boat  and making almost d a i l y  
f i s h i n g  t r i p s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  morning o r  l a t e  evening. He spent  one 
n ight  camped ashore on the  south-west coast .  

R.P-J. was responsible f o r  the  c o l l a t i o n  of t h e  information obtained 
by M-P-J. and J.L.,  and f o r  the  wr i t ing  of t h i s  paper. The species  
sec t ion ,  immediately following, includes a l l  r e l evan t  information on 
b i r d s  recorded by e i t h e r  observer;  where not  otherwise spec i f i ed  by 
t h e i r  i n i t i a l s ,  s imi la r  s igh t ings  were obtained by both. A complete 
l i s t i n g  of t h e  known p a s t  and present  s t a t u s  of a l l  b i r d  species  
recorded from Assumption Is land,  o the r  than domestic chickens and ducks, 
i s  given i n  Table 2. M r .  Hector Paturau, who i s  re fe r red  t o  
f requent ly  below, was the  phosphate mining company representa t ive  f o r  
Assumption u n t i l  h i s  recent  death. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Species Recorded i n  1977/78 

Red-tailed Tropicbird Phaethon rubricauda 

M-P-J. recorded severa l  f l y i n g  over t h e  i s l a n d ,  and J.L. saw one. 
The only previous records were made over seventy years  ago by Abbott 
(Ridgway 1895), who found it breeding, and Nico l l  (1906). 

White-tailed Tropicbird Phaethon lepturus 

M.P-J. saw one individual  f l y i n g  over t h e  i s l and ,  and found an adu l t  
with a t i n y  c h i c k i n a c r e v i c e u n d e r  a bush a t  t h e  nor th  end of t h e  
i s l a n d  on 25/4/77. J.L. found a s i n g l e  p a i r  which we saw going i n  and 
out  of a hole i n  c l i f f s  on t h e  south-west coas t  on 30/10 and 1/1.1/78, 
apparently nes t ing .  These represent  the  f i r s t  records f o r  t h i s  
species  from Assumption, although it breeds commonly on Aldabra 
(Diamond 1971) . 



Table 2 .  Bird species recorded from Assumption Island, and t h e i r  
present s ta tus .  

Species 

Red-tailed Tropicbird Phaethon rubr icauda  

White-tailed Tropicbird Phaethon l e p t u r u s  

Red-footed Booby S u l a  s u l a  

Masked Booby S u l a  d a c t y l a t r a  

Abbott's Booby S u l a  a b b o t t i  

Greater Frigatebird Fregata  minor  

Lesser Frigatebird Fregata a r i e l  

Green Heron B u t o r i d e s  s t r i a t u s  

Squacco Heron sp. Ardeola  i d a e / r a l l o i d e s  

Catt le  Egret Bubulcus ibis 

L i t t l e  Egret E g r e t t a  g a r z e t t a  

Grey Heron Ardea c i n e r e a  

White-faced Tree Duck Dendrocygna v i d u a t a  

Malagasy Kestrel Falco newtoni  

White-throated Rail Dryolimnas c u v i e r i  

Crab Plover Dromas a r d e o l a  

Greater Sand Plover Charadrius  l e s c h e n a u l t i i  

Grey Plover P l u v i a l i s  s q u a t a r o l a  

Sanderling C a l i d r i s  a l b a  

L i t t l e  S t in t  C a l i d r i s  minuta  

Curlew Sandpiper C a l i d r i s  f e r r u g i n e a  

Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus 

Curlew Numenius arqua ta  

Recorded By 
Status M.W. J .L .  



Greenshank T r i n g a  n e b u l a r i a  

Common Sandpiper A c t i t i s  h y p o l e u c o s  

Turnstone A r e n a r i a  i n t e r p r e s  

Great  Cres ted  Tern S t e r n a  b e r g i i  

Black-naped Tern S t e r n a  sumatrana 

Sooty Tern S t e r n a  f u s c a t a  

L i t t l e  Tern S t e r n a  a l b i f r o n s  

Common Noddy Anous s t o l i d u s  

F a i r y  Tern G y g i s  a l b a  

Malagasy T u r t l e  Dove S t r e p t o p e l i a  p i c t u r a t a  

Barred Ground Dove G e o p e l i a  s t r i a t a  

Grey-headed Lovebird Agaporn i s  cana 

Malagasy Coucal C e n t r o p u s  t o u l o u  

Swi f t  sp.  Apus a p u s / b a r b a t u s  

Swallow sp. ?Hirundo r u s t i c a  

Red-whiskered Bulbul Pycnono tus  j o c o s u s  

Malagasy Bulbul H y p s i p e t e s  m a d a g a s c a r i e n s i s  

Pied  Crow Corvus  a l b u s  

Souimanga Sunbird N e c t a r i n i a  sovimanga 

Red-headed F o r e s t  Fody Foudia e m i n e n t i s s i m a  

Malagasy Fody Foudia m a d a g a s c a r i e n s i s  

Common Waxbill E s t r i l d a  a s t r i l d  

Mozambique S e r i n  S e r i n u s  mozambicus 

Recorded by 
S t a t u s  M.W. J.L. 

Key t o  symbols: B - breeds;  (B)  - formerly bred ;  C - c a s u a l  v i s i t o r  o r  
migrant ;  I - in t roduced;  ( I )  - apparen t ly  f a i l e d  
i n t roduc t ion .  



N.B.  i) The " S u l a  l e u c o g a s t e r "  recorded f o r  Assumption by Fryer 
(1911) was almost c e r t a i n l y  not  t h e  species  now known by t h i s  name, 
i . e .  the  Brown Booby, but  ins tead  a misnomer f o r  t h e  Red-footed and/or 
Masked Boobies (Gibson-Hill 1950, Stoddart  1977b). Brown Boobies a r e ,  
however, known a s  vagrants  from Aldabra(Diam0nd 1971) and may wel l  be 
added t o  t h e  Assumption l is t  by fu tu re  observers. I t  i s  o f ten  
d i f f i c u l t  t o  be sure  which species  of booby i s  being re fe r red  t o  i n  
t h e  o lder  r epor t s ,  and f u r t h e r  ana lys i s  of such records might be worth- 
while . 

ii) Contrary t o  t h e  statement of Watson e t  a 1  (19631, t h e r e  
appears t o  be no d e f i n i t e  record of t h e  Malagasy White-eye Z o s t e r o p s  
maderaspatana from Assumption. However, Baty (1895) implies t h e  
presence of a " t ec tec" ,  which might be re fe rab le  t o  t h i s  species  ( c f .  
Dupont 1907) . 

iii) Thomasset (1907) records t h a t  "Rabbits,  guinea fowl and 
chickens have been placed on Assumption ..... and appear t o  be thr iv ing."  
Other observers f a i l  t o  mention e i t h e r  r a b b i t s  o r  guinea fowl, and it 
i s  unclear i f  Thomasset's records a r e  based on personal  observation o r  
hearsay evidence. 

Red-footed Booby S u l a  s u l a  

Seen i n  some numbers both f ly ing  over and feeding offshore.  Flock 
of c .  70-80 observed a t  r e s t  on t h e  sea  by J.L. Formerly bred on 
Assumption (Nicoll  1906). 

Greater Fr igatebi rd  Fregata minor  and Lesser F r iga teb i rd  F .  a r i e l  

Frigatebi rds  were frequently recorded f ly ing  above the  i s l and .  
Most were not  i d e n t i f i e d  f u r t h e r ,  bu t  both species  were d e f i n i t e l y  
noted. 

Green Heron B u t o r i d e s  s t r i a t u s  

Seen frequently both on t h e  coas t  and a l s o  inland around 
freshwater pools and sink holes where they appeared t o  feed. Watson 
e t  a 1  (1963) and Penny (1974) l i s t  t h i s  species a s  breeding on 
Assumption, bu t  the re  appears t o  be no d e f i n i t e  record of t h i s  although 
Bourne (1966) includes a s igh t ing  of "what may have been young" of t h i s  
species.  

C a t t l e  Egret Bubulcus ib i s  

Common. Appeared t o  feed around inland pools.  Largest numbers 
recorded together by both M-P-J. and J . L .  were c .  70-80 individuals .  
The species was f i r s t  recorded on Assumption a s  r ecen t ly  a s  1964, 
although a f lock of 60 was present  by 1967 (Stoddart  e t  a1  1970). 



Grey Heron Ardea c i n e r e a  

Seen occasionally both on t h e  reef  and near  in land pools ,  with a 
maximum of two o r  t h r e e  v i s i b l e  a t  any one time. One individual  seen 
by J.L. was being harassed i n  f l i g h t  by a Pied Crow, and another  had 
been captured by a youth and was des t ined f o r  t h e  pot .  According t o  
t h e  i s l a n d e r s  they a r e  r e s iden t  and apparently breed. The most r ecen t  
previous record was by Dupont (1907), and breeding has never been 
confirmed. 

White-faced Tree Duck Dendrocygna v i d u a t a  

Three l a r g i s h ,  brown, wild ducks with black and white on t h e i r  
heads, which were seen by M.P-J. on a l a r g e  pool i n  scrub behind the  
Sett lement on 24/4/77, must have been t h i s  species .  On t h e  following 
day f i v e  were present .  Not seen by J.L. These rep resen t  a f i r s t  
record from Assumption, although t h e  spec ies  has previously been 
recorded a s  a vagrant  on Aldabra (Benson & Penny 1971). The wife of 
t h e  i s l a n d  manager t o l d  M.P-J. t h a t  they were not  inf requent ly  seen, 
and suggested t h a t  M r .  Paturau might have introduced them years  
previously;  however, t h i s  would seem highly improbable, and he made no 
mention of having done so. 

Malagasy Kest re l  Falco newtoni  

M-P-J. saw two, possibly t h r e e ,  k e s t r e l s  f l y i n g  round t h e  t r e e s  of 
t h e  Settlement a rea  on 21/4/77, of which one was seen t o  ca tch  and e a t  
a Phelsuma gecko. Not seen by J.L. There is  no previous record of 
t h i s  species  from Assumption, bu t  it i s  r e s i d e n t  on neighbouring 
Aldabra (Benson & Penny 1971) . 
Crab Plover Dromas ardeo la  

Q u i t e  common. Up t o  t e n  seen together  along t h e  shore. 

Greater  Sand Plover Charadrius  l e s c h e n a u l t i i  

One seen by J.L. i n  a shallow rock pool on t h e  shore. Not 
recorded by M.P-J. 

Grey Plover P l u v i a l i s  squa taro la  

One seen by J.L. i n  a shallow rock pool on t h e  shore. Not 
recorded by M-P-J. 

Sanderling C a l i d r i s  a l b a  

Several  seen along t h e  beaches. 



Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea 

Two seen by M.P-J. and one by J . L . ,  a l l  towards t h e  southern end 
of  t he  i s l and .  The only  previous record i s  by Parker (1970),  a l though 
t h e  spec ie s  i s  a common migrant t o  Aldabra (Penny 1971).  

Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus 

Sing le  ind iv idua l  only noted by M.P-J. Seen commonly, e i t h e r  
s i n g l y  o r  i n  p a i r s ,  along t h e  shore l i n e  o r  a l i t t l e  way in l and  by 
J.L. 

Greenshank Tringa nebularia 

Three seen by M.P-J. and a s i n g l e  b i r d  by J.L. 

Turnstone Arenaria interpres 

Commonest sho reb i rd  p resen t ,  occurr ing  f r equen t ly  i n  small  f l ocks .  

Great  Crested Tern Sterna bergii 

Four, seen by M.P-J. on t h e  beach head on t h e  south-eas t  of t h e  
i s l a n d ,  f lew up and stooped over  h e r  be fo re  r e s e t t l i n g  on t h e  same spo t .  
Inspec t ion  of t h e  a r e a  revealed no s i g n s  of  nes t ing .  Three o t h e r  
i n d i v i d u a l s  were a l s o  seen by M.P-J. f l y i n g  along t h e  r ee f  edge and 
then s e t t l i n g  on t h e  beach with t h r e e  Crab Plovers .  Not recorded by 
J.L. The spec ie s  was l i s t e d  f o r  Assumption by Dupont (1907), b u t  t h i s  
i s  t h e  only  previous record  although it breeds on Aldabra (Diamond 
1971).  The f i e l d  desc r ip t ion  and ske tch  made by M.P-J. make un l ike ly  
t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  confusion with t h e  s i m i l a r  Lesser  Cres ted  Tern 
S. bengalensis, which has been recorded a s  a migrant on Aldabra 
(Diamond 1971) . 

Common Noddy Anous stolidus 

Frequently seen s i n g l y  o r  i n  small  groups around t h e  c o a s t  by J.L. 
On 26/10/78 a l a r g e  f lock  of c .  200 was p resen t  a mi le  o f f shore ,  mixed 
wi th  a few Fa i ry  Terns. Not recorded by M-P-J. Only previous record  
was by Dupont (1907) although t h e  spec ie s  breeds commonly on Aldabra 
(Diamond 1971) . 
Fa i ry  Tern Gygis alba 

Numbers seen on most days by M.P-J. with a maximum a t  one time o f  
30 ind iv idua l s  which were perched on flowering s i s a l ;  o t h e r  b i r d s  seen 
i n  c r e v i c e s  i n  s o l u t i o n  ho le s  may have been breeding. Those recorded 
by J.L. were mostly s i n g l e s  o r  p a i r s  j u s t  o f f shore ,  a l though he saw a 
b i r d  f l y i n g  in l and  wi th  a beakful  of f i s h .  Said t o  breed by t h e  
i s l a n d e r s ,  and probable breeding recorded previous ly  by Peake 
(Stoddar t  e t  a 1  19701, bu t  no d e f i n i t i v e  proof y e t  a v a i l a b l e .  



Malagasy T u r t l e  Dove S t r e p t o p e l i a  p i c t u r a t a  

Three i n d i v i d u a l s  s een  by M.P-J. i n  t h e  Se t t l emen t  a r e a  on bo th  
21/4 and 23/4/77. Two appeared t o  comprise a p a i r ,  i . e .  a b r i g h t  male 
and a d u l l e r  female ,  and a l l  resembled t h e  Aldabran subspec i e s  i n  
c o l o u r a t i o n .  Not seen  by J .L .  These s i g h t i n g s  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  f i r s t  
r e c o r d s  f o r  Assumption s i n c e  1908, when t h e  s p e c i e s  w a s  no ted  by F rye r  
(1911) .  

Barred Ground Dove Geope l ia  s t r i a t a  

R e s t r i c t e d  t o  t h e  Se t t l emen t  a r e a ,  and n o t  ve ry  abundant.  M.P-J. 
s a w  a maximum of  seven b i r d s  t o g e t h e r ,  and found a n e s t  c o n t a i n i n g  an 
a d u l t  w i t h  two eggs i n  a Casuarina f o r k  on 23/4/77. J .L.  e s t ima t ed  
t h a t  a t  l e a s t  a dozen were p r e s e n t  i n  1978. These a r e  t h e  f i r s t  
r e c o r d s  f o r  Assumption, and M r .  P a tu r au  t o l d  M-P-J. t h a t  he  had 
i n t roduced  t h e  s p e c i e s  i n  1976. 

Grey-headed Lovebird Agapornis  cana 

One male,  which w a s  seen  b r i e f l y  by M-P-J. on 19/4/77 i n l a n d  from 
t h e  S e t t l e m e n t ,  c o n s t i t u t e s  t h e  f i r s t  r e c o r d  o f  t h i s  s p e c i e s  f o r  
Assumption. The d e s c r i p t i o n  t aken  w a s  of a s m a l l ,  g r e e n  p a r r o t - l i k e  
b i r d ,  w i t h  a  g r ey  head,  which c h a t t e r e d  l i k e  a Budgerigar.  Not seen  
by J.L. 

S w i f t  sp .  Apus a p u s / b a r b a t u s  

On two occa s ions  J .L.  s a w  a b l ack  s w i f t  f l y i n g  low a long  t h e  
sho re  (Lawley 1979) .  According t o  t h e  i s l a n d e r s ,  such " h i r o n d e l l e s "  
a r e  r e g u l a r  v i s i t o r s .  Not seen  by M.P-J. 

Red-whiskered Bulbul Pycnonotus jocosus  

Four  i n d i v i d u a l s  were seen by M-P-J. i n  and around coconut  t r e e s  
n o r t h - e a s t  o f  t h e  Se t t l emen t  on 18/4/77, and two o t h e r s  i n  t h e  p l a t i n  
a r e a  sou th  o f  t h e  S e t t l e m e n t  on 19/4/77. She heard  them a t  o t h e r  
t i m e s  a l s o ,  b u t  t h e y  proved shy and d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d .  J .L .  d i d  n o t  
s e e  any i n  1978, b u t  was t o l d  by t h e  w i f e  o f  t h e  i s l a n d  manager t h a t  
she  had r e c e n t l y  seen one.  These a r e  t h e  f i r s t  r e c o r d s  f o r  Assumption. 

P i ed  Crow Corvus a l b u s  

Seen predominant ly  around t h e  S e t t l e m e n t  a r e a .  Maximum count  o f  
26 b i r d s  s een  t o g e t h e r  by M.P-J. on 22/4/77; as t h r e e  o t h e r s  had been 
s h o t  by l a b o u r e r s  on 20/4/77 t h i s  i n d i c a t e s  a popu l a t i on  s i z e  o f  around 
30 i n d i v i d u a l s .  J .L.  e s t ima t ed  t h e  t o t a l  popu l a t i on  i n  1978 a s  
between 15  and 20 b i r d s .  



Souimanga Sunbird N e c t a r i n i a  sovimanga 

Common r e s i d e n t  throughout t h e  i s l a n d  wherever t r e e s  o r  bushes a r e  
p resen t .  Seen feeding from Scaevo la  f lowers  by M.P-J. I n  Apr i l  1977 
M.P-J. found o ld  n e s t s  i n  a F i c u s  bush, on houses and down s o l u t i o n  
ho le s ,  b u t  breeding was apparent ly  over.  I n  October/November 1978 J.L. 
found a n e s t  suspended from a low bush, and observed both t h e  male and 
female p a r e n t s  v i s i t i n g  t h e  s i n g l e  t i n y  chick;  only t h e  female was seen 
t o  remain and brood. 

Malagasy Fody Foudia m a d a g a s c a r i e n s i s  

Between 20 and 30 ind iv idua l s ,  both males and females,  were 
r e l eased  by M r .  Paturau i n  t h e  Se t t lement  on 18/4/77, a f t e r  having been 
brought by s h i p  from Maur i t ius  v i a  Mahe. M-P-J. subsequently 
r e s igh ted  b i r d s  f r equen t ly ,  b u t  always near  t h e  Set t lement .  Not 
recorded by J.L. i n  1978. This  i s  a f i r s t  record  f o r  Assumption. 

Common Waxbill E s t r i l d a  a s t r i l d  

A s i n g l e  b i r d ,  seen by M.P-J. on some maize near  t h e  Se t t lement  on 
23/4/77, c o n s t i t u t e s  t h e  f i r s t  record  f o r  Assumption. Not seen by J.L. 

Mozambique Se r in  S e r i n u s  mozambicus 

Between 20 and 30 b i r d s  of t h i s  spec ie s  were r e l eased  by M r .  Paturau 
along wi th  t h e  fod ie s  on 18/4/77, and form t h e  f i r s t  records  f o r  
Assumption. Numbers were seen subsequently by M.P-J., a l l  being near  
t h e  Se t t lement  except f o r  one observed i n  scrub a t  t h e  extreme nor th  of 
t h e  i s l a n d  on 21/4/77. Not recorded by J.L. 

The Destruct ion of t he  Or ig ina l  Avifauna 

I f  introduced spec ie s  a r e  included,  a t o t a l  of 46 b i r d s  have been 
recorded from Assumption (Table 2 ) .  Only t h r e e  of t hese  ( t h e  White- 
t a i l e d  Tropicbi rd ,  t h e  Barred Ground Dove and t h e  Souimanga Sunbird) 
a r e  known t o  breed a t  t h e  p resen t  time. This  very depauperate avifauna 
is  a r e s u l t  of e x t i n c t i o n s ,  which can be i n f e r r e d  t o  have occurred i n  
two main phases: f i r s t l y ,  fol lowing t h e  in t roduc t ion  of goa t s  and r a t s ,  
which probably took p lace  during t h e  second ha l f  of t h e  n ine teenth  
century ;  secondly,  fol lowing t h e  human se t t lement  of Assumption i n  June 
1908, a f t e r  which l a rge - sca le  vegeta t ion  c learance  and phosphate 
e x t r a c t i o n  began, and p e s t s  such a s  dogs and c a t s  were introduced 
(although c a t s  may poss ib ly  have a r r i v e d  p r i o r  t o  human s e t t l e m e n t ) .  

L i t t l e  evidence i s  a v a i l a b l e  regarding t h e  s c a l e  of t h e  f i r s t  phase 
of e x t i n c t i o n s  a s  t h e r e  a r e  no records  which a r e  known t o  an tedate  t h e  
presence of a l l  introduced p e s t s .  The considerable phosphate depos i t s  
on Assumption a r e  c l e a r  evidence t h a t  t h e r e  must once have been l a r g e  
co lon ie s  of s eab i rds  p resen t ,  b u t  observers  i n  t h e  per iod  p r i o r  t o  
human se t t l emen t  record  t h e  breeding only of small  numbers of fou r  
spec ies .  These spec ie s ,  t h r e e  boobies and one t r o p i c b i r d ,  a r e  a l l  



l a r g e  and long-lived, ind ica t ing  t h a t  smaller ,  and poss ib ly  l e s s  s i t e -  
a t tached,  spec ies  such a s  t e r n s ,  which one might have expected t o  be 
present  (Diamond 1979), may have rap id ly  succumbed t o  t h e  presence of 
r a t s  and, poss ib ly ,  c a t s .  Considering land b i r d s ,  the re  i s  good 
evidence t h a t  a t  l e a s t  two species  not  mentioned i n  t h e  Assumption b i r d  
lists given by Stoddart  e t  a 1  (1970) and Stoddart  (1977a) may have 
become e x t i n c t  before human se t t lement  began. The evidence f o r  t h i s  is 
based on a c a r e f u l  reading of t h e  t e x t  of a l e t t e r  wr i t t en  by F. Rivers, 
t h e  f i r s t  of t h e  observers l i s t e d  i n  Table 1. This l e t t e r ,  recording a 
v i s i t  made i n  1878, conta ins  lists of t h e  b i r d s  which Rivers saw on each 
of t h e  Aldabra groupof i s l a n d s ,  the  i s l andsbe ingd i scussed  i n  the  order  
i n  which he v i s i t e d  them, i . e .  Astove, Cosmoledo, Assumption, and 
f i n a l l y  Aldabra i t s e l f .  For Astove, Rivers s t a t e s  he found t h e  
"col ibr i l '  , ''crow1' , "cardinal" ,  " r a l l e "  , "merle" and "Pigeon Hollandais" ; 
f o r  Cosmoledo, he records "The same land b i r d s  a r e  found here a s  a t  
Astove", b u t  t h a t  i n  add i t ion  t h e  " tou toure l l e  rouge" was present .  
For Assumption, Rivers s t a t e s  t h a t  " there  amongst t h e  land b i r d s  t h e  
"Pigeon Hollandais" i s  not  found, but  t h e  r e s t  i s  l i k e  t h e  o ther  
i s l ands" ,  i . e .  Astove and Cosmoledo. This implies t h a t  bes ides  t h e  
sunbird,  crow, r a i l ,  and t u r t l e  dove, a l l  independently recorded from 
Assumption by subsequent v i s i t o r s ,  a "cardinal"  (fody) and "merle" 
(bulbul)  were a l s o  p resen t  i n  1878. Rivers appears t o  have had no 
s p e c i a l  i n t e r e s t  i n  b i r d s  b u t ,  wherever they can be cross-checked, h i s  
s tatements appear accura te ,  and he comes across  a s  a c a r e f u l  observer 
who recognized t h a t  t h e  "merle" and "Pigeon ~ o l l a n d a i s "  of t h e  Aldabra 
group of i s l a n d s  were d i f f e r e n t  from those of the  c e n t r a l  Seychelles;  
by inference  t h e  "merle" and "cardinal"  of t h e  d i f f e r e n t  i s l a n d s  of the  
Aldabra group were probably a l l  t h e  same, i . e .  t h e  Malagasy Bulbul and 
t h e  Red-headed Fores t  Fody respect ive ly .  Stoddart  (1977a1, who d i d  no t  
include e i t h e r  t h e  bulbul o r  fody i n  h i s  t a b l e s  of b i r d s  known from 
e i t h e r  Assumption o r  Cosmoledo, accepted Rivers '  record of a bulbul  from 
Astove, bu t  doubted h i s  record of a fody t h e r e  on t h e  grounds t h a t  
S t i r l i n g  (1843) f a i l e d  t o  mention one. However, even ignoring t h e  
p o s s i b i l i t y  of n a t u r a l  ex t inc t ion  and recoloniza t ion  on small i s l a n d s ,  
negative evidence is tenuous, a s  exemplified by Rivers '  own f a i l u r e  t o  
record t h e  Malagasy Coucal on Assumption o r  t h e  Melagasy White-eye 
Zosterops maderaspatana on Astove o r  Cosmoledo. 

The second phase of ex t inc t ions  is b e t t e r ,  b u t  s t i l l  inadequately,  
documented. Most spec ies  which formerly bred on Assumption but  no 
longer do so  appear t o  have disappeared very rap id ly  following human 
se t t lement  (Dupont 1916, 19291, presumably through a combination of 
h a b i t a t  des t ruc t ion  and d i r e c t  predation by man and introduced animals. 
One d e f i n i t e  exception i s  t h e  Masked Booby which Vesey-FitzGerald (1941) 
found s t i l l  t o  n e s t  i n  1937, although he considered t h a t  "it i s  doubtful  
i f  young a r e  ever reared here i n  these  days, s ince  labourers  i n  t h e  
guano f i e l d s  des t roy both eggs and parent  b i rds" .  The s i n g l e  
Malagasy Coucal a l s o  seen i n  1937 by Vesey-FitzGerald (1940) may 
conceivably have been a vagrant  from Aldabra r a t h e r  than a remnant of 
the  o r i g i n a l  Assumption breeding population. Of p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  i n  
view of the  worldwide r a r i t y  of the  spec ies  i s  t h e  f a t e  of t h e  
Assumption population of Abbott 's  Booby doubts a s  t o  t h e  exis tence  of 
which have been discounted by a systematic review of ava i l ab le  



information (Stoddar t  1977b). Second-hand information r e l a t e d  t o  
Be t t s  (1940) suggested t h a t  a d u l t s  may have continued breeding a t tempts  
u n t i l  1930 and no t  have e n t i r e l y  disappeared u n t i l  1936, bu t  Vesey- 
Fi tzGerald (1941),  who heard t h a t  t h e  l a s t  one had vanished by 1926, 
seems l i k e l y  t o  be  a more r e l i a b l e  source i n  view of h i s  presence on 
Assumption i n  1937. 

The Or ia ins  of Recent A r r i v a l s  

Ten of t h e  spec ie s  seen by us comprise new records  f o r  Assumption 
I s l and .  Of these ,  two, t h e  White-faced Tree Duck and t h e  s w i f t ,  a r e  
c l e a r l y  casua l  vagrants .  A f u r t h e r  two, t h e  White- tai led Tropicbird 
and t h e  Malagasy Kes t r e l ,  probably a r r i v e d  n a t u r a l l y  from neighbouring 
Aldabra where both have breeding populat ions.  Movement from Aldabra 
t o  Assumption may w e l l  p lay  an important r o l e  i n  maintaining such b i r d  
populat ions a s  Assumption now possesses.  This  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t r u e  f o r  
t h e  var ious  herons and e g r e t s ,  none of which has d e f i n i t e l y  been 
recorded breeding on Assumption, f o r  t h e  Malagasy T u r t l e  Dove and, 
poss ib ly ,  f o r  t he  Pied Crow. The t h r e e  Malagasy T u r t l e  Doves seen by 
M.P-J. were t h e  f i r s t  records  f o r  Assumption f o r  nea r ly  70 yea r s ,  b u t  
a s  many i n d i v i d u a l s  of t h e  l a r g e  Aldabran populat ion a r e  known t o  
undertake d a i l y ,  long-distance,  i n t r a - a t o l l  movements (Benson & Penny 
1971, R.  Prps-Jones unpubl.) it i s  perhaps no t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  some 
might occas ional ly  reach Assumption. Likewise, t h e  l a s t  r eco rd  of 
nes t ing  by Pied  Crows on Assumption was a s  long ago a s  1906 (Nico l l  
1906, 19081, bu t  t h i s  spec ie s  i s  e a s i l y  capable of c ross ing  t h e  small  
d i s t ance  between Aldabra, where they breed,  and Assumption. A s  an  
i l l u s t r a t i o n  of t h i s ,  a f lock  of s i x  P ied  Crows were seen t o  f l y  i n  
from t h e  ocean onto the  i s o l a t e d  small  i s l a n d  of  Astove i n  1976, a t  a 
time when t h e  minute populat ion of  t h i s  spec ie s  recorded t h e r e  i n  1968 
by Benson (1970b) had long s i n c e  disappeared (H. St i ck ley ,  pe r s .  comm.). 

Two of t h e  remaining s i x  new spec ie s  f o r  Assumption, t h e  Malagasy 
Fody and Mozambique Se r in ,  were d e f i n i t e l y  introduced i n  1977, and 
M r .  Paturau t o l d  M.P-J. t h a t  he had r e l eased  Barred Ground Doves i n  
1976. I t  l ikewise  seems almost c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h e  Grey-headed Lovebird, 
Red-whiskered Bulbul and Common Waxbill were in t roduced by man a t  some 
s t age  between 1968, t h e  yea r  of t h e  l a s t  previous v i s i t  by o r n i t h o l o g i s t s ,  
and 1976, wi th  the  l a t t e r  year  being t h e  most probable.  The f o d i e s  and 
s e r i n s  were d e f i n i t e l y  brought by s h i p  from Maur i t ius  v i a  Mahe, and 
Mauri t ius  i s  t h e  probable o r i g i n  of t h e  o t h e r  spec ie s  a l s o .  

Future Conservation 

P r i o r  t o  t h e  r e l e a s e s  documented above, t h e  Aldabra a rchipe lago 
had been remarkably f r e e  of avian in t roduc t ions ,  wi th  a s i n g l e  s i g h t i n g  
of what was probably a Barred Ground Dove on Cosmoledo being t h e  only 
example on record  (Benson 1970a).  (The "sourin" seen on Cosmoledo by 
Bergne (1901), and i d e n t i f i e d  a s  e i t h e r  a Mozambique Se r in  (Benson 
1970a) o r  a Malagasy Fody (Benson e t  a l .  19751, was probably i n  f a c t  
e i t h e r  a n a t u r a l l y  occurr ing  Malagasy White-eye (Stoddart  1977a) o r  
poss ib ly  a female Red-headed F o r e s t  Fody.) Although t h e  o r i g i n a l  



avifauna of Assumption has been l a rge ly  exterminated, t h e  in t roduct ion  
of exo t i c  species ,  apparently i n  contravention of Seychelles law, i s  
extremely d i s tu rb ing  because of t h e  poss ib le  consequences of movements 
by such exo t i c s  from Assumption t o  Aldabra. Aldabra, unusually among 
l a r g e  oceanic a t o l l s ,  has i t s  o r i g i n a l  avifauna v i r t u a l l y  e n t i r e l y  
i n t a c t .  The only species  known t o  have disappeared i n  h i s t o r i c  t imes,  
t h e  Barn O w l  T y t o  a l b a ,  apparently d i d  so n a t u r a l l y  (Benson & Penny 
19711, although the  endemic Aldabran Brush Warbler N e s i l l a s  a ldabranus  
i s  a t  present  on t h e  verge of ex t inc t ion  (Prps-Jones 1979). Introduced 
species  may both ca r ry  d i seases  and a l s o  pose a d i r e c t  competitive 
t h r e a t  t o  i s o l a t e d  i s l a n d  communities. In p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e  Malagasy 
Fody and Red-whiskered Bulbul have ecologica l  counterpar ts  on Aldabra 
i n  t h e  Red-headed Fores t  Fody and t h e  Malagasy Bulbul respect ive ly .  
Benson & Penny (1971) have previously commented on t h e  d e s i r a b i l i t y  of 
keeping Malagasy Fodies from Aldabra, and Assumption i s  c l e a r l y  t o o  
c lose  f o r  a species  t h a t  may possess t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  colonize across  
considerable water gaps (Benson e t  a l .  1975). A f u r t h e r  worrying 
p o s s i b i l i t y  i f  t h e  Malagasy Fody should reach Aldabra i s  t h a t  it w i l l  
hybr id ize  with t h e  Red-headed Fores t  Fody. In  Madagascar, Benson e t  
a l .  (1976/77) have shown t h a t  Foudia omissa ,  which i s  o f t en  c l a s s i f i e d  
a s  a subspecies of F .  eminen t i s s ima  (Moreau 1960, Moreau & Greenway 
19621, has begun t o  hybridize with F .  madagascar iens i s  i n  an a rea  where 
t h e  ranges of these  two spec ies  have recent ly  been brought i n t o  contac t  
a s  a r e s u l t  of h a b i t a t  des t ruc t ion .  

The apparent lack of success of a l l  introduced species  on Assumption 
except t h e  Barred Ground Dove i s  ind ica t ive  of t h e  present  highly 
degraded na tu re  of t h e  environment the re .  In  addi t ion ,  t h e r e  i s  a 
continuing human persecution of l a r g e r  w i l d l i f e  which may a l s o  be 
p a r t l y  responsible f o r  vagrant species  from Aldabra f a i l i n g  t o  e s t a b l i s h  
themselves. A s  evidence of t h i s  M-P-J. witnessed t h e  k i l l i n g  of t h r e e  
Pied Crows and a t  l e a s t  11 Green T u r t l e s  Chelonia  mydas i n  a s i n g l e  week 
i n  1977, and J.L. recorded t h e  capture of a Grey Heron f o r  food during 
h i s  week's s t a y  i n  1978. I t  seems probable t h a t  t h e  population of 
only a s i n g l e  b i r d  species ,  t h e  endemic race  of t h e  Souimanga Sunbird, 
can be considered se l f - sus ta in ing  a t  present .  

The main conservation measures required on Assumption a r e  
e f f e c t i v e  con t ro l  on human des t ruc t ion  of t h e  n a t u r a l  fauna and f l o r a ,  
e f f e c t i v e  con t ro l s  on t h e  importation of f u r t h e r  exo t i c  species ,  t h e  
el imination of introduced mammalian p e s t s ,  and t h e  r e s t o r a t i o n  of 
n a t u r a l  vegetat ion cover. With phosphate ex t rac t ion  s t i l l  continuing 
such measures w i l l  c l e a r l y  depend on t h e  cooperation of t h e  mining 
company a s  wel l  a s  t h e  i n t e r e s t  of t h e  Seychelles government. The 
in t roduct ion  of var ious  exot ic  spec ies  ind ica tes  a d e s i r e  among people 
p resen t  on Assumption f o r  a more d ive r se  b i r d  fauna than now e x i s t s ,  
b u t  is c l e a r l y  t h e  wrong way of achieving t h i s .  The f i r s t  requirement 
i s  f o r  improvements i n  t h e  o v e r a l l  condit ion of t h e  environment, 
following which considerat ion could be given t o  t h e  re-introduction of 
b i r d  species  t h a t  a r e  known formerly t o  have occurred the re ,  i n  
p a r t i c u l a r  elements of t h e  land b i r d  fauna of Aldabra. Under no 
circumstances, now o r  i n  t h e  f u t u r e ,  should f u r t h e r  spec ies  having no 
h i s t o r i c a l  connection with Assumption be re leased the re .  
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