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Conservation Advice 

Halobaena caerulea 
blue petrel 

Conservation Status 

Halobaena caerulea (blue petrel) is listed as Vulnerable under the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act). The species is eligible for listing as 
Vulnerable as, prior to the commencement of the EPBC Act, it was listed as Vulnerable under 
Schedule 1 of the Endangered Species Protection Act 1992 (Cwlth). 

The main factor that is the cause of the species being eligible for listing in the Vulnerable 
category is its small extent of occurrence (breeding <10 km2 at one location). 

The Action Plan for Australian Birds 2010 considered the Australian breeding population of 
blue petrel as Critically Endangered under Criterion B2ab(iii,v) (Australian population breeds in 
an area of <10 km2 at one location and continuing decline likely until rabbits and predators 
removed) (Garnett et al., 2011).  The Threatened Species Scientific Committee are using the 
findings of Garnett et al., (2011)  to consider whether reassessment of the conservation status 
of each of threatened birds listed under the EPBC Act is required. 

Description 

The blue petrel is a small petrel with a wing span of about 65 cm. It is the only small petrel with 
a square white tail-tip. Its dark crown extends to below the eye, down the nape and forms a 
large dark patch on the side of the neck. The forehead, throat and ear-notch are a contrasting 
white. The blue petrel is blue-grey above and white below (including underwings). A 
conspicuous dark M-shaped band crosses the blue-grey upperwings. The tail is blue-grey with 
a narrow sub-terminal dark band and conspicuous square white tip. The legs and feet are blue 
with pink webs (Pizzey & Knight 1999). 

The blue petrel is gregarious, usually occuring in loose flocks of up to a hundred individuals, 
but can occur in flocks of several thousand close to the breeding islands. It breeds in dense 
but discrete colonies (Marchant & Higgins 1990). 

Distribution and Habitat 

The blue petrel previously bred on Macquarie Island itself, but breeding is now restricted to 
offshore stacks near Macquarie Island (Garnett & Crowley 2000). 

Extralimitally, the blue petrel breeds on numerous other subantarctic islands in Indian and 
Atlantic Oceans including Crozet, Kerguelen, Marion, Prince Edward Island and South Georgia 
(Marchant and Higgins 1990). 
 
The population at Macquarie Island was estimated at 500–600 pairs in 1979 (Brothers 1984). 
Persistence of the species over several decades is the only evidence that some successful 
breeding must occur (Garnett and Crowley 2000). The global population is estimated at 80 000 
mature individuals (BirdLife International 2011). 
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The distribution of this species is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological community. 

Blue petrels nest in colonies, laying a single egg in rock crevices or burrows dug among rocks 
or tussock grasses. The blue petrel forages in Antarctic and subantarctic waters for pelagic 
crustaceans, fish, cephalopods and insects (Marchant and Higgins 1990). 
 
The Department of the Environment has prepared survey guidelines for Australia's threatened 
birds. The survey guidelines are intended to provide guidance for stakeholders on the effort 
and methods considered appropriate when conducting a presence/absence survey for birds 
listed as threatened under the EPBC Act. http://www.environment.gov.au/resource/survey-
guidelines-australias-threatened-birds-guidelines-detecting-birds-listed-threatened 

Threats 

All nests found in the vicinity of Macquarie Island have failed because of nest destruction or 
predation. Nests are frequently deserted because of trampling of burrows by imperial shags, 
Leucocarbo atriceps (Garnett and Crowley 2000), flooding of burrows or exceptionally high 
waves that washed part of one colony away.  
 
Many adults are taken by brown skua, Stercorarius lonnbergi or historically, by rats, (Rattus 
rattus). Their presence on the island during winter, when many other species of seabirds are 
absent, makes blue petrels particularly vulnerable to predators (Brothers 1984). Extinction 
from Macquarie Island itself may have been hastened by introduced wekas (Gallirallus 
australis), cats, (Felis catus), and rats.  

Eradication programs, the last completed in 2014, for feral cats, rabbits, rats and mice have 
removed all invasive alien mammals from Macquarie Island. The eradication programs also 
extended to the offshore rock stacks in the vicinity of Macquarie Island.  These successful 
eradications remove the threat to nesting seabirds on the Macquarie Island and surrounding 
rock stacks.   

Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management Actions 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

• Continue to manage Macquarie Island and its surrounds in such a way that human 
disturbance is minimised. 

Predation  

• Continue strict quarantine management practices for Macquarie Island to reduce the risk of 
any invasive species (re)establishing on the island. 

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• Continue monitoring the species, and if decreases become evident in the population, 
identify potential causes and adapt management actions as required. 

• Include monitoring for blue petrels in monitoring programs occurring on Macquarie Island 
to detect any future breeding occurrences. 

Information and research priorities  

• Monitor breeding population size and success on Macquarie Island offshore rock stacks. 

 

http://www.environment.gov.au/resource/survey-guidelines-australias-threatened-birds-guidelines-detecting-birds-listed-threatened
http://www.environment.gov.au/resource/survey-guidelines-australias-threatened-birds-guidelines-detecting-birds-listed-threatened
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This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to the blue petrel, 
but highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the time of preparing the 
Approved Conservation Advice. 
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