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Approved Conservation Advice for 
Chalcophaps indica natalis (Christmas Island emerald dove) 

(s266B of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999) 

This Conservation Advice has been developed based on the best available information at the 
time this Conservation Advice was approved; this includes existing and draft plans, records 
or management prescriptions for this species. 

Description 

Chalcophaps indica natalis (Christmas Island emerald dove), family Columbidae, also known 
as the emerald dove (Christmas Island), is a small pigeon about 23 to 26 cm long. It has a 
wingspan of about 43 to 46 cm, and a mass of about 80 to 135 g. It is mostly purplish-brown 
or red-brown with iridescent dark-green wings, dark brown irises, an orange bill (with a 
darker base) and red or purple-red legs and feet. The male differs from the female in having 
a grey crown, white forehead, white stripe above each eye, narrow white line across each 
shoulder, and dark grey (rather than red-brown) lower back, rump and tail (Higgins & Davies, 
1996).  

The Christmas Island emerald dove is a conventionally accepted subspecies of the emerald 
dove Chalcophaps indica (Higgins & Davies, 1996). The Christmas Island emerald dove is 
the only subspecies, and the only member of the genus Chalcophaps that occurs on 
Christmas Island. 

Conservation Status 

Chalcophaps indica natalis (Christmas Island emerald dove) is listed as endangered under 
the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) under the 
name Chalcophaps indica natalis (Emerald Dove (Christmas Island)). It was found eligible for 
listing as “it has a restricted geographic distribution occurring only on Christmas Island, 
predominantly in the forested area, an extent of occurrence of approximately 100 km². The 
estimated population is 2000. There has been an inferred significant decline in the 
abundance of this species due to the spread of yellow crazy ant (Anoplolepis gracilipes) 
supercolonies. The direct threat of crazy ants has not yet been eliminated and the long term 
effects of the change in habitat are yet unknown” (TSSC, 2005). 

A series of surveys conducted in 2005 and 2006 indicated that the population of the 
Christmas Island emerald dove is currently secure (James & Retallick, 2007). 

Distribution and Habitat 

The Christmas Island emerald dove is endemic to Christmas Island where it is widespread 
and common in areas of rainforest (James & Retallick, 2007). The area of occupancy may 
have been reduced due to human settlement, mining, introduced predators and possibly 
hunting, but the species remains frequently seen in most habitats (Stokes, 1988). The area 
of occupancy is estimated to be about 100 km² and the extent of occurrence is estimated, 
with high reliability, to be 137 km² (Garnett & Crowley, 2000). 

There is a single population, restricted to Christmas Island and no reliable estimates of 
population size. The population was estimated to contain 5000 breeding birds and be 
declining in 2000 (Garnett & Crowley, 2000). A more recent estimate of 900-3500 individuals 
derived from the results of a systematic survey in August 2002 (Corbett et al., 2003) is 
considered to be unreliable due to sample sizes and the assumptions involved (DNP, 2008). 
Doves were detected at 21 per cent of the 932 waypoints visited during the 2011 Island-Wide 
Survey, excluding repeat visits (DNP, 2014), indicating there may be some recovery.  
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The Christmas Island emerald dove occurs in most forested habitats. It is most common in 
tall closed evergreen rainforest and open semi-deciduous rainforest, especially on the 
terraces that surround the central plateau of the island. It is also regularly observed in 
deciduous scrub, disturbed vegetation such as thickets of weeds and secondary regrowth 
(including areas dominated by Muntingia calabura), settled areas (lawns, gardens and 
around houses) and on forest tracks (Environment Australia, 2002; TSSC, 2005). 

This species occurs within the Territory of Christmas Island Natural Resource Management 
Region. The distribution of this species is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed 
threatened ecological community. 

The Department of the Environment has prepared survey guidelines for Chalcophaps indica 
natalis. The survey guidelines are intended to provide guidance for stakeholders on the effort 
and methods considered appropriate when conducting a presence/absence survey for 
species listed as threatened under the EPBC Act. 
http://www.environment.gov.au/epbc/publications/pubs/survey-guidelines-birds.pdf 

Threats 

Habitat loss through previous clearing may have reduced the area of occupancy (Garnett et 
al., 2011).  

The main current identified threat to the Christmas Island emerald dove is the introduced 
yellow crazy ant. Crazy ants are an aggressive invasive species that were accidentally 
introduced to Christmas Island between 1915 and 1934 and are now widespread throughout 
the island. They can build up into colonies with extremely large numbers, called 
supercolonies. Before recent abatement programs, crazy ant supercolonies had formed in 
24.4% of island's rainforest. In areas where supercolonies occurred, there was an 80-90% 
reduction in numbers of sightings of emerald doves compared to uninvaded forest (Davis, 
2002). This may have been because doves normally feed on fruit on the ground. Within 
supercolonies, the doves would be exposed to competition for food and aggressive attacks 
by crazy ants. Although emerald doves are attempting to nest in ant-invaded areas, many 
attempts are failing (Davis, 2002) and the emerald dove is less numerous in areas with ants 
than without (Davis et al., 2008). However, little evidence was found of a negative impact of 
high density crazy ant colonies on the emerald dove’s distribution in the 2011 Island-Wide 
Survey (DNP, 2014).  

The potential threats to the Christmas Island emerald dove include predation by cats and 
rats; the introduction of new species and avian diseases to the island; changes to habitat due 
to crazy ants; and collisions with vehicles. 

Predation by cats, and possibly rats, poses an ongoing threat, although the dove has 
successfully withstood such predation since settlement due to its adaptability (Stokes, 1988). 
It also forages beside roadways and is sometimes killed by collisions with vehicles. Changes 
to forest ecology due to crazy ants could potentially make habitat less suitable for the 
emerald dove (Garnett et al., 2011).  

The level of impact of each threat and potential threat is unknown. 

Research Priorities 

Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 

• Conduct research on threats, including cats, rats, introduced ants and avian diseases 

Priority Actions 

The following priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of the Christmas Island emerald dove: 

http://www.environment.gov.au/epbc/publications/pubs/survey-guidelines-birds.pdf�
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Habitat Disturbance and Modification, including Invasive species 

• Continue measures to control the spread and abundance of crazy ants 
• Control introduced cats and rats 
• Improve biosecurity to maintain effective quarantine against the introduction of further 

invasive species and avian diseases. This includes rapidly assessing the risk of threat 
and controlling pests that may enter 

• Continue to assess the environmental impacts of proposals in accordance with 
relevant legislation 

Conservation Information 

• Coordinate implementation, including manage and analyse data, review the progress 
of recovery and effectiveness of management actions, and adapt actions if necessary 

• Communicate with and engage the community and stakeholders regarding 
conservation of the Christmas Island emerald dove, in particular taking care when 
driving through forested areas 

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

Existing Plans/Management Prescriptions that are Relevant to the Species 

• Christmas Island National Park Management Plan (EA, 2002) 
• Draft Christmas Island Biodiversity Conservation Plan (DNP, 2014) 
• Monitoring through the biennial Island Wide Survey  
• The Action Plan for Invasive Ants on Christmas Island (Slip, 2002) 
• Threat Abatement Plan (TAP) for Tramp Ants (including Crazy Ants) (DEH, 2006) 

These plans/prescriptions were current at the time of publishing; please refer to the relevant 
agency’s website for any updated versions.  
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