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RECOVERY OUTLINE
  Lesser Noddy (Australian)  

1 Family Laridae

2 Scientific name Anous tenuirostris melanops (Gould, 1845)

3 Common name Lesser Noddy (Australian)

4 Conservation status Vulnerable: D2

5 Reasons for listing
This subspecies breeds in a tiny area that could be
badly affected by catastrophes (Vulnerable: D2).

Estimate Reliability
Extent of occurrence 50 km2 high

trend stable high
Area of occupancy 3 km2 high

trend stable medium
No. of breeding birds 100,000 high

trend stable high
No. of sub-populations 1 medium
Generation time  10 years low

6 Infraspecific taxa
The nominate subspecies is found in the western
Indian Ocean. It has not been recorded in Australian
territory, although subspecific status of birds on
Ashmore Reefs is unknown (Stokes and Hinchey,
1990). Globally, the species is Least Concern.

7 Past range and abundance
Breeding in Houtman Abrolhos, where colonies on
Pelsaert I., Wooded I. and Morley I., W. A. occupy a
total of 5 ha. Population appears to remain near the
breeding islands all year, though beach-washed birds
recovered over 250 km south of colonies (Burbidge
and Fuller, 1996, Johnstone and Storr, 1998).
Numbers vary considerably between years and
colonies. Pelsaert I.: colony deserted between 1907
and 1913, and possibly between 1899 and 1936; in
1984, ten colonies present. Wooded I.: colony possibly
established on desertion of Pelsaert I., but persisted
after Pelsaert I. recolonised. Morley I.: in 1940/1941
ca 1,000 birds, in 1945, none, re-established by 1970.
Total numbers early in 20th century possibly as low as
20,000 pairs (Burbidge and Fuller, 1989, Johnstone
and Storr, 1998).

8 Present range and abundance
Range as above. Population estimates: Pelsaert I.,
31,450 pairs in 1986, 56,300 pairs in 1989, and 34,870
pairs in 1993; Morley I., 16,375 pairs in 1989, and
7,665 pairs in 1993; Wooded I., 6,875 pairs in 1989,
5,325 pairs in 1991 and 6,323 pairs in 1993. Total in
1993 estimated at 48,885 pairs (Fuller et al. 1994,
Burbidge and Fuller, 1996). Apparent decline from

1989 to 1993, but population fluctuates and is still
larger than earlier in century.

9 Ecology
The Australian subspecies of Lesser Noddy build nests
in White Mangroves Avicennia marina, which occur in
small scattered patches on a few of the islands of the
Houtman Abrolhos. They lay one egg. Nesting
colonies move periodically because nesting birds
retard tree growth and sometimes kill trees. The noddy
feeds on small fish and squid in nearby waters
(Higgins and Davies, 1996, Johnstone and Storr,
1998). Fluctuations in size of the fish population may
explain the variation in breeding numbers.

10 Threats
In the past, Lesser Noddies were probably disturbed
on Pelsaert I. during guano extraction (Alexander,
1922). However, recent estimates put breeding success
there at 47%, with the main determinant of breeding
success being site selection: sites protected from
strong WNW winds being more likely to succeed than
exposed nests (Surman and Wooller, 1995). Currently,
the main potential threat to breeding colonies is
catastrophic destruction by cyclones or pollution from
oil spills that could damage birds and mangroves
(Burbidge and Fuller, 1991). Sea level rises associated
with global warming could have a significant effect on
the mangroves required for breeding. Food supplies
could also be affected by commercial fishing
(A. A. Burbidge).

11 Information required
11.1 Understand relationship between Lesser

Noddy, its prey and commercial fishing.
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11.2 Determine taxonomic status of Lesser
Noddies at Ashmore Reef.

12 Recovery objectives
12.1 Maintain existing population.

13 Actions completed or under way
13.1 Breeding colonies are monitored regularly.

14 Management actions required
14.1 Maintain monitoring and current management

of breeding islands.

15 Organisations responsible for
conservation
Western Australian Department of Conservation,
Environment Australia.

16 Other organisations involved
Fisheries Western Australia, Australian Fish
Management Authority, commercial fishing
operations.

17 Staff and financial resources required for recovery to be carried out
Staff resources required 2001-2005 0.05 Project Officer

0.05 Technical Officer
Financial resources required 2001-2005

Action Conservation
agencies

Other funding
sources

Total

Study Lesser Noddy prey and fishing $15,000 $60,000 $75,000
Determine taxonomy of colony on Ashmore Reef $10,000 $0,000 $10,000
Maintain monitoring and current management $25,000 $20,000 $45,000

Total $50,000 $80,000 $130,000

18 Bibliography
Alexander, W. B. 1922. The vertebrate fauna of
Houtman's Abrolhos (Abrolhos Islands), Western
Australia. J. Linn. Soc. (Zool.) 34:457-486.

Burbidge, A. A. and Fuller, P. J. 1989. Numbers of
breeding seabirds on Pelsaert Island, Houtman
Abrolhos, Western Australia. Corella 13:57-61.

Burbidge, A. A. and Fuller, P. 1991. A million
seabirds. Landscope 6:17-23.

Burbidge, A. A. and Fuller, P. 1996. The Western
Australian Department of Conservation and Land
Management seabird breeding islands database. Pp.
73-137. In Ross, G. J. B, Weaver, K. and Greig. J. C.
(eds) The Status of Australia’s Seabirds: Proceedings of the
National Seabird Workshop, Canberra, 1-2 November 1993.
Biodiversity Group, Environment Australia, Canberra.

Fuller, P. J., Burbidge, A. A. and Owens, R. 1994.
Breeding seabirds of Houtman Abrolhos, Western
Australia: 1991-1993. Corella 18:97-113.

Higgins, P. J. and Davies, S. J. J. F. (eds) 1996.
Handbook of Australian, New Zealand and Antarctic Birds.
Vol. 3. Snipe to Pigeons. Oxford University Press,
Melbourne.

Johnstone, R. E. and Storr, G. M. 1998. Handbook of
Western Australian Birds. Vol. 1. Non-passerines (Emu to
Dollarbird). W. A. Museum, Perth.

Stokes, T and Hinchey, M. 1990. Which small noddies
breed at Ashmore Reef in the Indian ocean? Emu
90:269-271.

Surman, C. A. and Wooller, R. D. 1995. The breeding
biology of the lesser Noddy on Pelsaert Island,
Western Australia. Emu 95:47-53.

Comments received from
Andrew Burbidge, Ron Johnstone.


