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Conservation Advice 

Pachyptila tutur subantarctica 
fairy prion (southern) 

 

Conservation Status 

 Pachyptila tutur subantarctica (fairy prion (southern)) 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 population size (250-1000 mature individuals). 

The Action Plan for Australian Birds 2010 considered the Australian breeding population of the 
fairy prion (southern) as Endangered under Criterion D (Australian breeding population is <250 
mature individuals) (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 fairy prion is the smallest of the Australian prions, with a wingspan of about 56 cm. They 
have a short narrow bill with a strong hook narrowly separated from the nasal tubes. The fairy 
prion is grey-blue above, with a darker grey crown, and grey eye stripe. The eyes are dark and 
highlighted above and below the grey eye stripe by white plumage. The tail is triangular and 
has a thick dark bank at the tip (Pizzey & Knight 1999). 

Fairy prions regularly feed in large flocks, sometimes with other seabirds (Marchant & Higgins 
1990). 

Distribution and Habitat 

The southern subspecies (subantarctica) of the fairy prion was first recorded on Macquarie 
Island in 1956 (Keith & Hines 1958), with breeding confirmed in 1978. Breeding is currently 
known from only from two rock stacks off Macquarie Island, one near Langdon Point, the other 
near Davis Point (Brothers 1984) with a second location on Bishop and Clerk Islands nearby 
(Garnett and Crowley 2000). It has been estimated that the population of fairy prion (southern) 
is a little over 50 pairs (Brothers 1984), though it may have been larger before rats (Rattus 
rattus), arrived on Macquarie Island. The global population is estimated at 80 000 birds (Blaber 
et al., 1996). 

The species as a whole has a circumpolar distribution, and probably frequents subtropical 
waters during the non-breeding period. It has been recorded breeding on subantarctic and 
cool temperate islands in the Southern Hemisphere (New Zealand offshore islands, Iles 
Crozet, Bird Island, South Georgia, the Falkland Islands and Ile St Paul) (Marchant & Higgins 
1990). It is the most abundant prion in New Zealand. It has been recorded once from New 
Guinea, and at least five times from South Africa and Namibia. There are also a few records 
from South American waters (Marchant & Higgins 1990).  
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Outside Australian territory, breeding has been recorded on Antipodes Island, Big South Cape 
and Snares Island, with some individuals migrating north towards New Zealand and southern 
Australia in winter (Marchant & Higgins 1990). 

The distribution of this species is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological community. 

The burrows of fairy prions (southern) are usually in crevices, in hollows beneath cushions of 
Colobanthus muscoides (a perennial herb that can form dense mats or cushions up to 250 mm 
thick and sometimes up to several metres across) or in burrows in peaty soil held together by 
a thick cover of Cotula plumosa (a short, feathery perennial herb) (Brothers 1984). Fairy prions 
(southern) build their nests in a dry nest-chamber (about 30 cm across) at the end of a burrow, 
or, if there is no suitable chamber at the end, about three-quarters of the way along a rock 
crevice. Crevices are usually large enough for only one adult, but some larger nest chambers 
support a number of pairs. The nest is usually lined with fallen leaves and sometimes twigs. 

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 

At Macquarie Island, the southern subspecies of the fairy prion is restricted to edges of 
suitable habitat in some areas by competition with blue petrels, Halobaena caerulea. Before 
rats, Rattus spp, and feral cats, (Felis catus) were eradicated from Macquarie Island, they 
were thought to interfere with breeding. Feral cats were believed to prey on birds as they 
arrived at the colony, although they were probably too large to enter the nesting burrows 
(Baker et al., 2002; Marchant & Higgins 1990). Flooding is also thought to affect breeding 
success (Brothers 1984).  

Soil erosion could potentially cause the deterioration of formerly suitable nesting areas. During 
the breeding season, it is possible that fires could seriously affect nesting colonies. Breeding 
success can vary greatly according to the level of predation and availability of food (Marchant 
& Higgins 1990).  

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.  Eradication programs were not conducted on Bishop and Clerk Islands as these 
Islands did not have any invasive species present. 

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 and surrounding 
rock stacks to reduce the risk of any invasive species (re)establishing on the island. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perennial
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herbaceous_plant
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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Survey and Monitoring priorities 

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

Information and research priorities  

• Continue to monitor breeding population size and success on Macquarie Island offshore 
rock stacks, including Bishop and Clerk Islands. 

 

This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to the fairy prion 
(southern), but highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the time of 
preparing the Approved Conservation Advice. 
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