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Conservation Advice 

 Ninox natalis  
Christmas Island hawk-owl 

Conservation Status 
Ninox natalis (Christmas Island hawk-owl) is listed as Vulnerable under the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act) effective from the 16 July 
2000. 

The species was eligible for listing under the EPBC Act at that time as, immediately prior to the 
commencement of the EPBC Act, it was listed as Vulnerable under Schedule 1 of the preceding 
Act the Endangered Species Protection Act 1992 (Cwlth).  

The main factors impacting on the species that are considered to be the cause for its eligibility 
for listing in the Vulnerable category were low number of mature individuals and habitat loss. 
The Action Plan for Australian Birds 2010 (Garnett et al., 2011) also considered the Christmas 
Island hawk-owl to be Vulnerable, as there are thought to be only about 1000 mature adults in 
the wild. 

Description 
The Christmas Island hawk-owl is a small owl weighing approximately 140 - 210 g (Hill & Lill 
1998), and is about the size of a common pigeon (26 - 29 cm). It has a extensively barred 
plumage. It has an unmistakeable boo-book call. Unlike other raptors, including many owls, 
there is little difference in size between males and females with females being only slightly 
larger than the male. 

Distribution  
The Christmas Island hawk-owl is restricted to Christmas Island in the Indian Ocean, 
approximately 1400km northwest of Australia. Christmas Island is 135 km2 in area and 75 
percent is covered with original vegetation. The nearest land is Java in the Republic of 
Indonesia, 360 km to the north.  

Relevant Biology/Ecology 
This Christmas Island hawk-owl occupies permanent territories in all forest types on the island, 
with highest densities in primary forest and lowest densities in post-mining regrowth 
(Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities 2011). The 
owls occasionally venture into unregenerated mine sites (Hill & Lill 1998a). They nest in tree 
hollows in closed forest 30 – 40 m high with emergent trees up to 45 m tall, predominantly with 
Syzygium nervosum, Planchonella nitida, and Hernandia ovigera as canopy trees. They mainly 
feed on large insects, but also on small vertebrates including black rats (Rattus rattus), geckos 
(Lepidodactylus spp.) and Christmas Island white-eyes (Zosterops natalis) (Hill 2004).  

It is estimated that there are approximately 1000 adult hawk-owls on Christmas Island and that 
the population is stable (Garnett et al., 2011). Total population size is probably limited by the 
area of remaining rainforest. Given a reduction of 25 percent of habitat area due to phosphate 
mining, the population has probably declined by 25 percent since the Island was occupied in the 
very late 1800s (Stokes 1988).  

A generation time of 8.5 years (BirdLife International 2011) is derived from an age at first 
breeding of 1.0 year (extrapolated from other Strigidae), and a maximum longevity in the wild of 
15.9 years (extrapolated from southern boobook (N. novaehollandiae)). 



 

Ninox natalis (Christmas Island hawk-owl) Conservation Advice 
Page 2 of 4 

Threats 
There are no current threats to the Christmas Island hawk-owl.  

Historically, about one quarter of the hawk-owl’s nesting habitat has been removed for 
phosphate mining (Garnett et al. 2011). This loss of habitat likely led to a proportional decline in 
hawk-owl numbers (Stokes 1988). The remaining habitat for the hawk-owls is protected, as it 
mostly falls in within the boundaries of the Christmas Island National Park or is protected by 
regulations on clearing (Hill 2004).  

The most significant potential threat to the Christmas Island hawk-owl comes from large scale 
habitat modification as a result of the introduced yellow crazy ant (Anoplolepis gracilipes) 
(O’Dowd et al., 2003; Abbott & Green 2007). Yellow crazy ants form super colonies, and have 
the potential to change vegetation structure profoundly. The ants not only directly kill any ground 
dwelling animals, such crabs and reptiles, but also cause the proliferation of scale insects, which 
the ants tend in order to feed on the scale insect exudates. The super-abundant scale insects 
cause heavy damage to the rainforest canopy and even tree dieback, thus altering the entire 
community of the rainforest, and potentially affecting the availability of the large insects and 
reptiles which the hawk-owls prey upon. The extent of crazy ant super-colonies has been 
reduced in recent years, but any recovery of ant super colonies could affect the hawk-owl 
(Garnett et al., 2011).  

To-date, there is no evidence of decline in hawk-owl numbers as a result of the crazy ants or the 
pesticides used to control them (Garnett et al., 2011). However, the hawk-owl may be affected 
by the pesticide Fipronil used for ant control, either directly or through secondary ingestion 
(Beeton et al., 2010).  

Cats (Felis catus) and rats (Rattus rattus) could conceivably affect this species, especially by 
preying upon eggs and nestlings, and on roosting adults (Hill 2004). Other likely threats include 
inadequate quarantine measures that result in invasion by additional unspecified pests, 
predators or diseases (Garnett et al., 2011).  

Table 1 – Threats impacting the Christmas Island hawk-owl in approximate order of severity of 
risk, based on available evidence. 

Threat 
factor 

Threat 
type and 
status 

Evidence base 

Habitat loss and fragmentation 

Forest 
clearing 

known 
past and 
potential 

Past habitat clearing, mainly for phosphate mining, has 
reduced the area of foraging and breeding habitat for the 
species (Hill 2004; Garnett et al., 2011). 

Invasive species 

Habitat 
modification 
by introduced 
ants 

potential A proliferation of scale insects as a result of a number of 
introduced ants which tend them, particularly the yellow crazy 
ant, have the potential to change vegetation structure (O’Dowd 
et al., 2003; Abbott and Green 2007), invertebrate and small 
vertebrate communities, and hence impact on both foraging 
and nesting habitat. 

Cats and 
black rats 

potential Plausible that cats and black rats could prey upon hawk-owl 
nestlings, plus roosting adults.  
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Disease 

Introduction 
of exotic 
disease 

potential 
 

Exotic diseases have been introduced to other island bird 
populations with severe consequences (e.g., avian malaria in 
Hawaii) (Hay 1986).  

Human Impact 

Use of 
pesticide 
Fipronil for 
ant control 

potential 
 

Ants have been controlled with application of pesticide by 
helicopter, which could bioaccumulate in top-order predators 
such as hawk-owls, but there is no evidence of decline in the 
hawk-owl numbers following the introduction of ant control 
(Garnett et al., 2011). 

Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities 
Invasive species 

• Continue programs to manage invasive ant species.   

Disease 

• Ensure suitable quarantine standards are employed and enforced through the appropriate 
agencies, with a particular focus on keeping out potential bird diseases and possible 
disease vectors (e.g., exotic mosquitoes).  

Habitat loss and fragmentation 

• Continue programs to revegetate and rehabilitate rainforest habitat, with a particular focus 
on mine site rehabilitation. 

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• Ensure the long term monitoring is appropriate for picking up changes in population size 
in a timely manner. 

Information and research priorities  

• Determine the specific impact of the yellow crazy ant on the hawk-owl. 

• Explore the impacts from the long-term use of fipronil on the hawk-owl population.   

• Investigate whether black rats and feral cats have any impact on this species. 
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