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Conservation Advice 
 

Leucocarbo atriceps purpurascens  
 

Macquarie shag 
 

Conservation Status 

Leucocarbo atriceps purpurascens (Macquarie shag) 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 Macquarie shag as Vulnerable under 
Criterion D1 (Population 250–1000 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 Macquarie Shag is a medium-sized, black and white marine shag. The adult form reaches 
a length of 75 cm with a wingspan of 110 cm and weighs between 2.5 and 3.5 kg. (Marchant & 
Higgins 1990).  
 
Adult breeding birds have a glossy black top and sides of head and hindneck with a black 
crest on the forehead. Demarkation between the black cap and white face starts at the gape 
and extends back below ear-coverts leaving the lower cheeks and throat white, and giving the 
face a dark appearance. Upper wing-coverts are a blackish-brown with an oily green sheen. 
The tail is black with white bases to the shafts, while the throat, sides of the neck and the rest 
of the underparts are white. The bill is grey with a horn colored patch near the tip of the lower 
mandible and a prominent pair of orange caruncles above the base of the bill. The eye ring is 
blue and the iris is dark brown. The rest of the facial skin is orange-brown with yellow spots 
and legs and feet are pink to purple-grey (Marchant & Higgins 1990).  
 
Juveniles are distinguished from adults as they are predominately brown with a slight green 
sheen above and white below. The extent of the pale-brown patches under the wing varies. 
Juveniles do not have crest, plumes or caruncles. Facial skin is bluish grey and legs and feet 
are a pink-brown (Marchant & Higgins 1990). 

Taxonomic revisions since the Macquarie shag was first listed as threatened have resulted in 
the recognition at the specific level of several forms restricted to particular islands (Shirihai 
2002). The Macquarie shag represents such forms and has been the subject of several 
studies (Brothers 1985, Green 1997a, b; Green & Williams 1997). 
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The taxonomy of the Imperial shag complex remains disputed (Green et al., 1990; Green 
1997a). The Action Plan for Australian Birds 2010 recognises the Macquarie shag as 
Leucocarbo atriceps purpurascens (Garnett et al., 2011). 

Distribution and Habitat 

The Macquarie shag is restricted to Macquarie Island and the adjacent Bishop Island and 
Clerk Island, 33 km to the south (Marchant and Higgins 1990). There are 23 recorded 
breeding sites for the shags, with all but two sites restricted to offshore stacks or islets, or 
stacks attached to the shore (Brothers 1985). 
 
The Macquarie shag is sedentary, making only local movements around the islands. Brothers 
(1985) reported that they are poor fliers, unable to make headway in strong winds (> 40 
knots), and their morphology (small wings, heavy bones and water permeable plumage) 
restricted long range movements. Macquarie shags are restricted to inshore waters during the 
breeding season, but may travel further offshore, up to 100 km, during the winter season 
(Brothers 1985). 
 
The distribution of this species is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological community. 

The Macquarie shag breeds in small (three nests) to large (300 nests) colonies on bare rocky 
shores and stacks, on stacks attached to the shore, and among boulders on the shoreline 
(Brothers 1985). Most of the breeding colonies are exposed to the prevailing westerly winds. 
The largest breeding colonies are among boulders on the shore of Macquarie Island (Brothers 
1985). Nests on bare rocks are washed clean by water from year to year, because they are 
not far above the high-tide mark, and are in the spray zone. Macquarie Shags place new nests 
on the exact site that they used previously (Marchant & 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 

In the past, cats, (Felis catus), were identified as a possible predator of chicks, along with rats, 
(Rattus rattus) (Schulz and Lynn 2003). 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.   

Native predators, such as brown skuas, (Catharacta lonnbergi), also kill chicks (Brothers 
1985). The effects of adverse weather on breeding success may manifest not only in the 
physical destruction of nests, but also by restricting access to available prey. On Macquarie 
Island up to 90% mortality of shag nestlings has been observed after a single storm 
(Pemberton and Gales 1987). Storms on Macquarie Island have also been directly implicated 
in the death of adults when colonies are wave-washed and in severe winter storm events 
(Schulz and Lynn 2003).  
 
Human mediated deaths have also been recorded with fatal strikes with radio masts quite 
common (Brothers 1985). The shallow and inshore foraging behaviour of the shags makes 
them unlikely candidates for interactions with commercial fishing operations around Macquarie 
Island, particularly as fishing is prohibited within three nautical miles of Macquarie Island.  
 

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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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. 

Information and research priorities  

• Long-term monitoring of breeding population size and success on Macquarie Island and 
surrounds. 

 

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